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        1 Chapter One

        Emergency Council

      

    
    
      It was said that behind every great man stood a great woman. President Cotton stood in the middle of the Emergency Council of the United Nations and couldn’t shake the nagging feeling that Stefania Caputi was standing behind him in the same way a Spartan soldier stood behind his shield.

      “What game are you playing, President Cotton?” asked the President of the EA Conglomerates. “To demand such powers in trying times like these is equivalent to giving a matchstick to a kid and sending him to play in an oil duct.”

      Kids today don’t know what a matchstick is, Cotton thought bitterly. Only several decades of political training kept him from outwardly cringing when he realized he was in the “get off my lawn,” stage of his career.

      He was in his late seventies even if he didn’t show it, so he gave himself a pass this time. The anti-aging operations were supposed to keep him in the game.

      After all, he was just itching to mess with the first Corporation that gave him a good reason. Thirty Emergency Council of the United Nations reunions in less than two months will do that to a man.

      “Keep the pressure, Tom,” the voice of Stefania Caputi appeared in his ear like she was right there by his shoulder—a terrifying idea. Actually, she was sitting somewhere mundane amid the crowd of people behind the circle of UN representatives sitting at the World Table. “EA wants to take over what remains of Nordic. We can get them to play along if you sweeten the pot.”

      President Cotton scratched his suit and instantly adjusted his arguments in tandem with Caputi’s wishes. “We can’t live in the shadows of the Corporate War when humanity is at the frontier of the Future, gentlemen—”

      He saw from the corner of his eye how the discrete, fly-shaped swarm of media drones that encircled the Council chamber almost shook with excitement. They did so every time anyone even hinted at the darned aliens.

      “And we can’t lose track of the middle picture when we’re so close to it. To let Jottun Inc get away with their shameless abuse of the corporate immunity in this vital period of transition would be like a quarterback tripping over his own feet a yard away from the touchdown.”

      He glanced down and smiled to himself as he saw the hologram with his real-time popularity score raise a couple points.

      “—Or like worrying about a sneeze when someone is coming to set you on fire,” snapped back the President of India, who, like EA’s spokesman, really loved her fire allegories. Cotton’s small gains in the popularity rankings vanished as quickly as they had come.

      He again had to stop himself from cursing under his breath. The damn real-time opinion polls and rankings had finished the transformation of the political scenario into the greatest sport of all. He bitterly missed the old times, much to his chagrin.

      “The world could stand on the brink of extinction, thanks to the actions of greedy individuals and starry-eyed kids. This is not the time to hack away at the tensions between us. To freeze the assets of Jottun while it’s being examined would appear nothing short of a war declaration to the other international companies,” said the President of India. Her popularity ranking had risen much higher than Cotton’s during the last month and it did so once again.

      It helped that people liked when someone took a firm stand. Cotton suspected that what the stand was about didn’t matter as much as the passion behind it. And Tira Morar exuded passion. She was also beautiful, even in her eighties. Some people carried the anti-aging operations better than others.

      “What she said. Thanks, President Morar,” said EA’s president. His own popularity ranking didn’t move a bit from the position it had sported during the last few decades, but at this point, the company rivaled a zen monk with how little it cared.

      “Tira’s not going to let it go,” Cotton sub-vocalized for the tiny microphone affixed to his throat.

      It was incredibly frustrating. All they could say about the Aliens (what else were they going to be called? Everyone had their own suggestions!) had already been covered the first ten Emergency Councils. Now it was just rehashing the same trite arguments over and over again, using new analogies and new comparisons and new one-liners, all for the sake of the billion or so paying subscribers to the streams of the media drones.

      It’s not like anyone had time to watch the entire sixteen-hour meeting, oh no. That pleasure was only for the sleep-deprived world leaders. Almost every single subscriber liked to see the content curated out of the boring parts. Meaning, they wanted to see the one liners, the hot comparisons, the smart-ass analogies.

      So, popularity rankings.

      “She has found her niche,” said Caputi from her comfortable spot away from all the cameras. “Apocalypse-mongering is so hot right now. Return the topic to Jottun, Tom, but concede her nothing. You can afford to lose another ten percent in the polls, you’re a charismatic man.”

      Cotton sipped his genetically altered power coffee and cleared his brain.

      “All the conversations between the Translator and the States have been recorded and are publicly available.” After heavy editing to avoid any sensitive fact, of course, but it was available nonetheless. Otherwise, people would panic. “All the sensible experts agree there’s nothing that implies the Aliens have either the capacity or the desire to launch an attack on Earth. Unlike Jottun, who has both the capability and the financial incentive to make a power play—”

      “No, our friends from among the stars are keeping their heads low and wondering why any other civilization out there but ours is currently silent and refusing to answer anyone’s calls. I wonder, President Cotton, who are they hiding from?” asked Morar.

      “There’s no evidence that there’s anyone else out there except for them and us,” pleaded Cotton.

      “Oh, bad move,” said Caputi. There was a brief moment of silence at the table when everyone checked their notes and waited for the stream’s curators to show the heated exchange to their viewers. “Lack of evidence is not a valid argument from an emotional perspective. Only a rational one. Now, either Morar or someone else will point out that radio-silence from other species could mean they’re either hiding from our new friends—and they’re faking ignorance—, or from an unseen danger.”

      “I can’t get to them with the public on edge,” Cotton said. “I’m being drawn through the mud here.”

      “You can take it. Tomorrow someone is leaking Morar’s dirty little hobby to the public, so you’ll recoup today’s losses there.”

      Cotton sighed and glanced hopelessly at his ratings. Right now, they were only kept in the positives by optimists. People around the world who refused to believe humanity would come to an end by the hand of not-humanity.

      And they seemed to dwindle every meeting. Soon, only the mad would remain.

      To add insult to injury, it was Charli Dervaux's lapdog who got the zinger before Morar or EA could answer. Caputi suspected Jottun had made a deal with them, but it would be hard to tell until someone leaked it.

      “Everyone knows the only numbers that need no explanation are zero, one, and infinite,” pointed out the Jottun’s spokesman. “The number of intelligent lifeforms in the universe is now, at least, three. Whoever built the signal, since our friends didn’t—or so insists Digital Dorsett. I, for one, think the extra number of implied civilizations could be hiding from our alien friends, and that Dorsett is either lying or misinformed of their intentions.

      “We’re being lured into a trap, just like a sand spider waits at the bottom of its hole for the bug to wander in,” he finished.

      Someone clapped at the other side of the table. Cotton wanted to glare at them, but didn’t, since such a display would only get them more attention from the streamers.

      It was Russia who came to his rescue.

      “Such a description could be applied to yourself, Monferrer. Jottun’s—or should I say, Nordic’s—abuses are well-documented, as is your friendship with Charli Dervaux.”

      Calling someone sitting at the Emergency Table a spider would get anyone else several points taken from their rankings, since almost all streamers would show them as antagonistic. But Vitaly Panarin’s rankings were firmly in the green no matter how many insults he threw around. Saying the public enjoyed his displays would be a no-no, but Cotton heavily suspected it.

      “I thought he hated the Aliens,” sub-vocalized Cotton.

      “He does,” Caputi told him. “He wants to shut the Signal down and end all emissions into outer space. But he hates Charli Dervaux a lot more than that.”

      “Why?”

      “Because she’s right here. On Earth, I mean.”

      “You’re the one to complain!” said Monferrer. “President Panarin, Digital Dorsett’s manipulation was your own idea. Should we play the video to refresh your memory?”

      “Save it. I know what I said. Unlike you, I think words have as much value as the man who uses them. But I also think the entire human race can focus on two fucking things at a time, Monferrer. We can cut the Signal while also investigating your lady-friend. Hell, perhaps we can handle three things at a time and make all of you meet the good end of a shooting squad.”

      “The ‘wrong end’ you mean,” Monferrer pointed calmly, because correcting an opponent on their grammar was a sure-fire way of proving them wrong to the public without actually addressing their argument. And it started to show on his low ratings slowly climbing…

      But said tactic could backfire.

      “The wrong end puts you away from the bullet,” said Panarin. “Like I said, I stand by my words.”

      That’s insane, thought Cotton while he watched Panarin’s numbers rise as a billion people tuned in on his words.

      Panarin was currently at the lead of the council in popularity. It was great for Caputi’s project of freezing Jottun and taking the Dervaux-shaped cancer out from the geopolitical landscape once and for all.

      But it was also very bad for the Rune Signal and its current, lone human inhabitant.

      “Caputi?” he subvocalized. He wasn’t sure how to proceed. Standard logic dictated never to butt in when your enemies are fighting among themselves, but…

      “Take the loss,” Caputi sighed. “Fact of the matter is, we can’t close the Signal, even if we wanted to. At most, we can close our connection to it and just put a finger in our ears and pretend it isn’t there.”

      “It’s not a decision I want in the hands of a popularity poll,” said Cotton.

      “You should trust people more. Society is scared right now, but they’ll get over it. We just invented immortality, after all. That’ll shape their opinions real quick.”

      “For one single person?”

      “Don’t let their silence fool you. Everyone and their mother are trying to get their own versions of the Device to work without Rune’s software. Including us, of course. After that’s done, the next step would be to figure out how to make sure it’s actually us in a cybernetic brain, and not some digital emulation with our memories. And you’d be surprised how far we already are in said aspect.”

      “Oh, sure,” said Cotton with an edge to his voice that the microphone failed to register. “I know how drones are made, Stefania. I don’t have to point out just who is the leading world-industry in drone innovation, do I?”

      He was staring intently at Monferrer, who was still going at it with Panarin. It was almost like Cotton could see the ghost of Odin Inc standing behind Monferrer.

      “And I’ll never forget it,” said Dervaux with an amount of determination in her words that surprised Cotton. “All the better reason to destroy Jottun and loot its corpse, don’t you think, dear Tom?”

      President Cotton said nothing, but got mentally ready to lose this Council round to Panarin. It pained him, given the stakes at play, but there’d be more meetings. Even if Caputi appeared to be made of ice, he would never refuse the strategy of his Battlemind.

      

      The image froze on a close-up shot of President Cotton’s worried expression. The stream’s automatic purple and pink filters turned his distant eyes into a picture that wouldn’t be out of place in a synthwave’s cover album. The effect, though, was broken when the camera panned out of the image and revealed the hideout of Spark Bandit and her Elite Liquidator Alliance.

      The hideout was built to match the filter’s aesthetic. Although it was built in a secret gas planet somewhere near the Eta Carinae Nebula, the place looked like an abandoned parking lot filled with graffiti, non-functional eighties cars, arcades, Dance Dance Revolution machines, and even a smog effect clouding the purple and pink simulated landscape that was the ceiling. There were little science fiction devices that the camera could see, but they were there. A hangar with a set of fighter jets, a row of vat-tanks, enough weaponry to turn an asteroid into glass. And the dinosaur pen.

      The Liquidators were out of sight of the camera, but close by on their own retro-themed couches, wasting time on their own streams or someone else’s. Spark Bandit herself was laying lazily in a reinforced leather couch that had patches of fabric falling out—to give it a classy, worn-out effect.

      “As we can see,” she said to her sizable audience that was represented by the red light of the virtual camera drone (the real camera was her mindjack, of course), “President Cotton’s getting his ass railed harder than your mothers on a working Friday night.”

      Her stream had her own popularity ranking, and it was high. She treated her audience like she treated anyone else, and that was a breath of normalcy in a time where people behaved like the Internet was made of glass.

      Also, she and her family were deep in the middle of the Rune Events and months ago she had even streamed her brave rescue of her brother, Cole Dorsett, from a literal, honest-to-God, evil, corporate secret base in Rune Universe.

      But a notable number of people argued that her biggest claim to fame was having single-handedly brought dinosaur mounts to Rune.

      “The assholes aren’t running out of steam anytime soon, you know. They sure love to cry about how scared they are of the bogeymen aliens out there, while they slowly get more and more power here on Earth. Do they think everyone has their heads up their asses?”

      Her stream was in the top ten most viewed of all time, which was absolutely terrifying when someone sane thought about the implications of giving a seventeen-year-old girl such influence. For example, two days ago she accidentally caused millions of dollars in damages to a dozen high-fashion companies when someone leaked her the Rune-themed couture designs of winter and she said, “Eh, it’s trying a bit too hard for my tastes.”

      She had come a long way away from the spandex uniforms she had originally proposed for her channel.

      The discussion with his brother had ended when she realized there was another thing her public enjoyed more than spandex almost-bikinis for her crew’s uniform.

      It was nostalgia. As it turned out, the allure of past trends was orders of magnitude stronger than sex-appeal.

      For example, right now her custom-made power-armor looked dangerously close to a lawsuit from Voltron’s creators. It wasn’t her only one, either. She could do Gundam, Mazinger Z, Patlabor, and many others.

      “It just fucking drives me murder-mad every time they talk about shutting down the Signal. Do they even know it’s not from Earth? Like, what, they’ll send a nuke into space and hope to hit a server?”

      Her own brother (kind-of) lived right inside it. It wasn’t a surprise to anyone which side she took. In this new opinion-axis, Van Dorsett clearly belonged to the “Rune equals Good” side.

      Spark Bandit sighed in her transparent helmet and turned to her show’s co-star. “What do you think, Rex? I kinda want to raid Sleipnir’s—I mean, Jottun’s—secret spaceship base again today, blow off steam over all this. But they haven’t really rebuilt enough to make it interesting.”

      The cybernetically enhanced velociraptor squeaked in that high-pitched velociraptor-like cry of his. The couch was clearly bent in his favor, since he weighed several times more than Spark Bandit, even in her power-armor.

      “Yeah, I have no idea what you’re saying, silly. Dinosaurs can’t talk.”

      She waved her hand around and created a poll for her audience. The consensus was heavily in favor of the raid, which wasn’t really surprising.

      Turns out, when a big, mean, secret corporation tried to establish a foothold in a player-driven videogame, they fit like a glove to a hand the role of big bad end-game dungeon.

      Everyone had raided Sleipnir’s—nowadays re-branded as Jottun—secret bases once Irene Monferrer had made their locations public.

      Raided for fun. An absolute massacre, poor Jottun never had a chance. Players of all levels and skill-sets had joyfully caused millions of dollars (real money used to pay for in-game labor) in damage to the corporation, repeatedly tearing apart their stubborn attempts to become a super-power in the virtual world. They even completed quests while doing it.

      Jottun had complained, of course. It had tried to sue. But who was there to sue? It was a videogame. The corporation that created it was a sister of them, but it was dead. Rune survived on its own, hosted by no-one.

      They tried to demand a law be put in place so they could sue the players. But it was a videogame.

      Jottun was the butt monkey of the world, and it was very, very angry. But said anger was nothing compared to the mad fury of an entity that called itself Savin Keles and was currently rebuilding its shattered sense of identity somewhere in the framework underneath Rune.

      “Okay, poor Jottun is getting raided once again. Hear ‘em, my girls? Asshole meat is back on the menu! Get everything ready on the double.”

      The Elite Liquidators cheered loudly enough for the stream to hear.

      “I hope you fucks at Jottun are hearing this,” said Spark Bandit. “So you put up a better defense than last time’s attempt. How much did that giant robot cost you? A million bucks? It really sucks to be you.”

      Rex the velociraptor jumped out of the couch with an anxious glint in his predatory eyes, and Spark Bandit did the same in a movement that looked almost identical to the dinosaur’s.

      Around them, the Liquidators were arming themselves and recruiting the offline members of the group.

      “Anyone who wishes to join us,” said Spark Bandit while she checked her favorite stun-lance, “can get to Sector 23-z near the Teardrop System. You’ll be checked there, as usual. If anyone’s new, you can ask a veteran to guide you through the process. The theme of today’s raid will be stun weapons. The subscriber who gets the most frags will win a gaming laptop!”

      She made a cute wave to the camera before pausing it and redirecting the stream to her music channel. Then, she walked towards her second-in-command, a quiet Vietnamese girl who was starting her college education.

      “I’m going to check if Rylena wants to Battlemind the raid this time,” Spark Bandit told her. “I know the UN meetings have been hard on her.”

      “Got it, boss. I’ll handle the raid while you’re out.”

      Van Dorsett took off her mindjack. Her bunk stared back at her. The gray, concrete walls weren’t of her taste, but military housing didn’t come with an interior decorator. Only the hope that her family wouldn’t need to live in the PDF base for much longer kept her going. It was a foolish wish since there was no evidence of things calming down in the future, but she chose to believe it nonetheless.

      She left her room and knocked on her brother’s. “Hey?”

      “Come in!”

      Her brother’s room wasn’t as bare as hers, but it was messier. There were old science fiction books strewn everywhere, mixed with DVDs—

      How did he get his hands on those antiques?

      —and a couple of old flight simulator consoles. Cole was sitting on his bed while his girlfriend played on a barely functional laptop. Both of them bore grim expressions.

      Cole Dorsett and Irene Monferrer hadn’t watched any of the UN Emergency Councils besides the first one. Each of them for their own reasons. But said reasons always put them in a foul mood when they knew the meetings were taking place, so they bunkered down somewhere and pretended the outside world didn’t exist.

      “Hey, Sis. How was the stream?” asked Cole, glancing up as Van inspected the gloomy atmosphere of his room.

      “Y’know, the usual. Gained a dozen thousand subscribers while insulting their mothers.”

      “That’s the life.”

      She bowed in appreciation, then turned to Irene, who was still focused on mashing the keyboard and mouse as fast as humanly possible. “So, uh, Irene? Wanna hang out for a while? Girl’s night out.”

      “Do I have to go outside?” asked the Monferrer heir.

      “Nah.”

      “All right, then. Give me three minutes? This ass is still killing my workers…”

      Cole smirked. “You’re seriously losing to a cannon rush?”

      “It has been a long time, okay?” Irene exclaimed. “I don’t remember it being this hard!”

      “Well, the only people playing a decades-old game are probably really good at it,” Van pointed out, watching as Irene’s structures in her videogame burned slowly.

      “Oh, she isn’t playing a vet. It’s her opponent’s first time, actually.” Cole’s smirk intensified as Irene’s expression soured.

      “Uh,” said Van.

      Cole simply pointed at the smartphone hooked to the laptop by an obsolete USB. “Francis wanted to try his hand at empire-building, so we dusted off some real-time-strategy games for him to play. Irene thought she could teach him a lesson in a match. Turns out, she can’t.”

      “I’m not dead yet,” the girl in question muttered. In-game, she was stubbornly trying to rebuild a hidden base in a corner of the map. “You’ll at least learn this about humanity, Francis. We’ll not go quietly into the night! We won’t go down without a fight! We’ll—oh.”

      Irene slumped while Van watched Irene’s base get nuked to oblivion.

      Player 2, username Francis, typed, “GG, no rematch.”

      “That’s not ominous at all,” Van said.

      “I try not to think of it, for my sanity’s sake,” said Irene. She closed the screen and unhooked the phone. “What’s that about a girl’s night out?”

      “We get to shoot a lot of people and cost Dervaux millions of real dollars in virtual property damage.”

      “You’re a saint,” said Irene with a bright smile. She turned to Cole and handed him the phone. “See you later?”

      “Sure,” he grabbed the phone while the girls left the room. “I’ll see what other game our crazy AI can break.”

      It was like the three of them lived in the eye of a hurricane.
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        The PDF

      

    
    
      The Drill Sergeant’s name was Bradley. He was standing with me near the firing lane of the PDF’s military base, alternating glances between the lane and the block of papers in his hand.

      “This is… amazing, frankly.”

      A couple soldiers in nearby lanes were looking in our direction with the same disbelieving expression that was on Bradley’s face.

      “Told you,” I said in a deadpan. I discreetly unloaded the practice rifle and let it rest over the plexiglass board in front of me.

      One of Caputi’s rules for recruits in the PDF Alliance was that they must receive basic military training—or some hacked-away version of it.

      This rule was the reason the PDF had been so successful. The normal players that contributed to it loved the chance of getting to play at being part of a real army, with real soldiers that’d teach them how to be bad-asses. Of course, “military” training over a videogame mostly meant a bunch of annoyed Drill Sergeants trying to teach eleven-year-olds how to shoot in a straight line.

      Since I was the first civilian that got to live inside Puente del Diablo Fort, Caputi had shrugged and declared that I should at least learn to shoot straight with a real gun.

      This decision proved to be as annoying to me as to poor Bradley, who got was now stuck teaching me.

      “I saw you aim,” he muttered to himself as he scratched his chin. “It was right. Not great, but no mistakes either.”

      I shrugged again. I wished I could be back in my quarters teaching Francis how to play space-combat simulators.

      Bradley took my rifle and examined it. He traced the trajectory of the barrel all the way to the humanoid target made of clay, five yards away from us. The target had a neat bullet hole right at the center of its forehead.

      It was also three lanes away from my own assigned target.

      “Someone must’ve screwed up during maintenance,” Drill Sergeant Bradley said with sudden determination. “When I find out who did it…”

      “Uh. I’m sure the rifle’s fine,” I told him. It had been fine the last two times. “But can I go while you check it out?”

      “Dismissed.”

      While I turned to leave the range, I heard him whispering something about, “adding civilians to the mix, really—”

      Well, you can thank your Machiavellian overlord for that.

      I glanced at my phone and saw it was about 4 pm. Irene and Van would still be getting ready for their “girl’s night,” and Mom was off with Officer Harrison. I had the rest of the day for myself.

      Life in Puente del Diablo Fort had quickly become a comfortable routine for us. It was amazing what one could get used to, but I had to admit, it could be much worse.

      The base was a self-sufficient territory located in the outskirts of San Mabrada, near the mountain range that marked the start of the countryside. The fort provided housing for the family of the soldiers, entertainment, amenities, and all the things you may find in a small town.

      I could, sometimes, pass the entire day without seeing one of the drone-tanks that routinely patrolled the fort.

      To me, living in the fort felt like an ongoing vacation at a luxury resort, not counting the almost-daily reunions with Caputi and her officers to do Translating work in Rune. And the shooting lessons.

      See, unlike Lower Cañitas District, no one in base wanted to shank me or send me to jail. And unlike the FBI’s safe house, I didn’t have to go around fearing for my safety. Who’d dare try something at an army base?

      Irene had it harder than me. She used to live in a mansion! I couldn’t imagine how the bare, tiny rooms of her bunk-quarters felt by comparison. She’d never complained, though.

      We didn’t talk much about the circumstances that led for her to live at the base. She’d tried to convince her father to break ties with Charli Dervaux and Sleipnir.

      Results of that attempt spoke for themselves. She was here, hidden from the world, and Monferrer was a guest member of the UN Emergency Council.

      Irene had led a lot of raids against Jottun. We’d had to take turns to keep her rhythm.

      I wandered about the civilian part of the base as I made my way back to my quarters. I didn’t have access to most of the fort, only those parts normally open to civilians. An intermittent stream of jeeps passed me while I crossed the open field.

      The shooting range and the civilian housing were about a mile away from each other. I could’ve used some of the drone-jeeps to hitch a ride, but I enjoyed the exercise. I kinda needed it after all those day-long raids in Rune.

      Down the paved road, I saw a tall, blond teen with broad shoulders who was playing with a small, remote-controlled toy car by the side of the road. He saw me approaching and waved at me.

      “Cole!” said Misha Ivanic, Gabrijel’s oldest son. “You’re back from the range already?”

      “There was an equipment malfunction,” I told him with a poker face. I reached his side and pointed at the toy car. At a close glance, it looked roughly built, like someone had tried to polish it with a hammer. “Did you make this, Misha?”

      “This place is boring,” he said. “There’s no one my age around here, except for you guys. So I decided to make my own army.”

      The tiny car was careening around his feet, occasionally smashing against his shins without enough force to hurt. I realized Misha wasn’t operating the controls.

      “Uh, did you make it a drone?”

      It was a dumb question. You couldn’t just make a drone brain out of spare parts, they were specially manufactured. But this was Gabrijel’s kid. At this point, I’d believe them if an Ivanic told me they’d made a real interstellar spaceship and were using it to avoid traffic lines.

      Misha laughed. “Nah, that’s some kid in Tahiti, I think. My website selects pilots at random, and they get to goof around.”

      “Neat.”

      “I want to have tournaments when I have enough cars. Have them race against each other, bet, and give me a cut. I’m going to be filthy rich, Cole.”

      “Is that even legal?”

      “Who cares?” he proclaimed. “The PDF has more important shit going on than a teenager genius building an illegal betting ring in their turf. You saw Cotton’s performance last night?”

      “No, not really.” I suddenly didn’t want to pursue the conversation any longer.

      “President Panarin kicked his ass. Monferrer’s, too, for the matter. The guy just doesn’t give a shit. I respect that.”

      “That’s fair.”

      He must’ve read something in my blank expression that wasn’t there before because he winced and then corrected himself:

      “Oh, I didn’t mean it like that! I’m sorry, I don’t actually think anyone’s closing down the Signal, that’s why I’m just cheering their one-liners and shit—”

      “It’s okay.”

      “I mean, you must be worried sick! You’re technically stuck inside there…or a version of you is… And, well, they can still prosecute you for turning on the Signal in any case. Damn! Sorry, I’m mouthing on again!”

      “Seriously, it’s okay. I’m fine, Misha. Stop apologizing.” I laughed. “It’s been almost two years already. Seriously.”

      “But…” Beneath us, the toy car had managed to flip and was pathetically trying to save itself, not unlike a turtle in the same predicament. “I mean… The UN and all. They want your head.”

      Nowadays, I worried about fewer things than when Kipp had gifted me his mindjack. My family had somehow survived a huge amount of danger…Mom had been kidnapped, my AI had killed a bunch of people to save me, Van had tried to break me out of jail at some point…

      If what finally did me in was a bunch of suited bureaucrats, I was okay with it. I’d made my point. We weren’t alone in the Universe, and whoever was out there didn’t want to kill us. They were more like us than we had any right to expect. Flawed, but trying.

      Hell, for what the other Cole told us, our Alien friends were an environmentalist’s wet dream. They used their trees to build their cities instead of cutting them down. It was poetic.

      “Eh. The best defense against decapitation is having backup heads,” I said.

      Misha eyed me with awe and I had to contain a laugh. The kid may have been as smart as his father, but he would need to learn to recognize a defense mechanism and distinguish it from real courage.

      Or, like the base’s psychologist had told Mom, Van, and I after we were sent for mandatory therapy:

      “I mean, you’re acting perfectly fine when we account for all the emotional trauma you’ve suffered—”

      “That’s great, right?” asked Van. “I think that’s great.”

      “It totally is,” I had told her. “It means we’re invincible! The Dorsett clan is built for action.”

      Even Mom had smiled. She was taking her kidnap-and-rescue surprisingly well. Perhaps it was because of the gold band on her finger.

      “No, that’s not what I mean—this is a textbook case of denial! A defense mechanism—” The psychologist tried without much success to pitch in.

      “Totally fine!”

      “We’re like superheroes at this point, nothing fazes us—”

      “—and you have to face those emotions eventually… Oh, okay, you’re high-fiving now.”

      It’s the little pleasures in life. You learn to cherish them while they last.

      My phone buzzed. I took a glance at the screen and realized it was a summon from Stefania Caputi. The woman was away for the Councils, but the Translation work was in the dead center of international attention, and it had to continue.

      Technically, I wasn’t needed for it to work. The other Cole did all the actual translating. He could’ve reported it back to Caputi on his own.

      But the software that allowed the creation of my other-self in the first place only allowed the process of Translation to occur if I was present.

      Apparently, some automatic process scanned our brain waves (or his digital equivalent) to make sure there hadn’t been any “mental pollution” during the process. And so it could be “treated” if it happened. Whoever programmed it made my presence mandatory to save themselves debugging time.

      So, for a brief period of time, while humanity figured out how to get their own versions of the Device to work with the Signal, I was one of the most valued assets in the world.

      Puente del Diablo Fort was very well-protected for a standard military garrison, but you’d never notice unless you were counting the amount of tank-drones and the anti-missile batteries. And if you went around taking close notice about that kind of stuff, it was very probable the turrets were about to make your acquaintance.

      “I gotta go, Misha,” I told Gabrijel’s kid. “Apparently it’s time to earn my keep.”

      He nodded and his frown turned serious. “Cole? What’s it like? Speaking to them?”

      The question gave me pause. We’d gotten grilled by a lot of people about the subject, of course. Psychologists (hell, the world’s first xeno-psychologist, at that), generals, politicians, journalists, scientists…

      It was hard to be sincere when everyone’s fearing you may start a massive intergalactic war if you insult your host’s tentacles by mistake, while at the same time they’re hoping you find the secret to ending world hunger by shaking your own appendages at their problems.

      In truth…

      “The other Cole gets the cool part,” I explained. “I only get to hear a very confused asshole try to stumble his way around a description, while I wish I had paid more attention to classes at school.”

      Alien geometries, bro!

      Words not meant for our mouths to say!

      Their lakes are green and bubbly, and more jelly than water, I guess. They say the deadly fumes are the souls of their ancestors leaving for heaven or something. I tried not to laugh at them, but I may have implied they were breathing their ancestor’s souls too much. Yes, I know I shouldn’t have, but my brain thinks differently while I’m there…

      I shuddered. “Do me a solid, Misha, if you see Irene or my sister around, tell them I’m at the labs.”

      “Of course,” he called as I left. “And be sure to tell me all about today! I’ll be a scientist someday, I’ll help you out.”

      Foreman was waiting for me by the lab’s entrance. Caputi’s favorite hound was almost indistinguishable from the rest of them all, buzz-cut, turbo-steroid musculature, black suit and tie, sunglasses, gun at holster, and a well-repressed desire to take it out and unload against anyone who dared look at him funny.

      The man was a mixed bag. Our first encounter, he’d put a gun to my head and kidnapped me. Another time, he’d led the squad that had saved my mother from Sleipnir’s hands.

      “Dorsett,” he said. “You’re late.”

      I glanced at my phone. Two minutes on the hour. “Uh, sure.”

      “Everyone’s waiting for you.”

      “Even your boss and Cole?”

      I couldn’t see if he’d rolled his eyes under his sunglasses, but I imagined he did. “Not those two. My boss is busy making sure your virtual version does not get shut down anytime soon.”

      You mean, she’s making sure her own interests aren’t muddled anytime soon. I’d never make the mistake of thinking that the PDF’s leader was my ally out of the goodness of her heart. But as long as her interests involved keeping us safe, well, I was happy to be her pretend-friend.

      “I bet she is.”

      Foreman and I walked into the R&D lab. The first ten minutes were spent just getting through security, and this was the express, no-bullshit line.

      At this point in my life, I was used to draconian security scans, but the PDF—let’s be honest—was at least smart about it. Of course, all procedures were classified to hell and back.

      I left the last hurdle feeling—as I always did—like someone had stared into my soul while it was taking a bath. The PDF was now sure I wasn’t a clone, or a spy in a disguise, or under duress, or a spy under duress. There had only been one or two machines in the entire process, so it couldn’t be hacked.

      It was Caputi’s way of showing off.

      The lab itself was a show-off, too. Since my arrival at the base, it had become the center of the life of very important people all over the world, some of whom now lived at the base, same as me and everyone else.

      The corridors were long and well-lit, with the smell of disinfectant pouring out of every inch of steel and plastic. Everything was so clean it squeaked, and as Foreman and I delved deeper and deeper into the place, the experiments and the helping drones acquired a Rune-like quality. Whoever worked here, they took the “life imitates art” rule to heart.

      The message was clear: We’re constructing the future of our dreams.

      We reached the vault where the Device was held.

      “Foreman, Dorsett,” the leader of a security squad greeted us as we approached. We flashed him our clearance badges and a tiny camera by the wall made sure they weren’t fake. “Yes, they check out. Good luck back there, gentlemen.”

      Foreman nodded politely and we were in.

      The Device station was amphitheater-like, similar to those used in medical drama sets for a special operation that was witnessed by all the hospital’s medics. In this case, instead of medics, we had a bit of everything. Sociologists, mathematicians, biologists, astronomers, physicians… You get the picture. Everyone high enough in the hierarchy of the base got to witness the Translating process a few feet away from the mindjack; everyone else sat in comfortable chairs on the edges of the circular hall.

      The Device itself was in the middle of the room, big and ugly and with too many tubes. Hologram projectors were installed in the floor and ceiling to make sure everyone got a nice, clear view of the Translation.

      I took a deep breath and tried to pretend the number of powerful people surrounding me didn’t have an effect on me. At least thirty men and women, almost all of them showing the signs of advanced anti-aging operations. As I walked into the room, the excited chat that had echoed in the hall was replaced by an icy silence and a wall of eyes fixated on me.

      “’Sup,” I said weakly.

      Conversation resumed, albeit more controlled. Foreman remained by my side all the time, but didn’t say a word. He technically wasn’t the highest-ranked person in the room, not by a long shot. But he was the acting representative of Caputi, so the people who rushed to me nodded to him as they got closer.

      “Dorsett. Pleasure to meet you. Doctor Niels Sommer, from Indiana University’s Behavioral Science Department. I’m excited about our date, truth be told. I think the Behavioral discipline can shed some real light in extra-terrestrial decision making that my other colleagues have failed to ascertain.”

      I smiled politely and shook his hand, but he was barely paying attention to me. A woman in a beige business suit and Sommer were staring daggers at each other.

      “Doctor Dai Li, from Tsinghua University Chemistry Department. We’ll have the timeslot after our IU colleague has finished his… experiments.”

      She said the last word like someone says playtime, which didn’t go unnoticed by Sommer. I sighed to myself and made a mighty effort of will to keep my friendly smile.

      Everyone had gotten along during the fists Translations. That was when the politicians and the Defense people were earning their keep.

      We come in peace! We mean well, Alien friends!

      If it’s not too much to ask, mind telling us how big your military is? Say, if a giant lizard was attacking an important port city, what would be your preferred response?

      Then the politics and grand posturing had given way to research and hard science. That had been exciting. Were we about to discover Faster-than-Light travel? True AI? An economical singularity?

      It had been rough. Very rough. To get an idea how hard it is to exchange scientific notes with a different alien civilization, get two drunk folks together and have them explain gravity to each other. Make sure they speak different languages, and that one of them thinks he’s talking about food. To give it an adequate sense of danger, give them loaded guns and slap them in the face.

      Then take notes.

      So, let’s work our way up from basic geometry. This is a circle. Here’s how you calculate its perimeter… Oh, they don’t count in base 10?

      By the way, are you guys based out of Boron instead of Carbon? What’s Boron? Well, it’s an uncommon molecule here in our atmosphere…

      Oh, so you don’t recognize what the “atom” word means. Okay, let’s try to define it…

      That had taken the other Cole a day to get through. They had their own periodic table (thank God) and no, they weren’t made out of Boron.

      When asked what were they made of, they answered with poetry. Which was either totally untranslatable, or the other Cole (and by extension, myself) lacked any talent there. He had simply shrugged miserably, and said, “It wasn’t that good when I heard it, anyway.”

      Research on our Alien friends was slow and they weren’t exactly cooperative. Like us, the other Cole explained over and over again, they were confused and scared and very afraid the big, bad people from the void—this meant us, we double checked—were about to slurp their souls over some cultural misunderstanding.

      Slow research meant there wasn’t enough time in the day for every university member to run all the experiments they wanted to try. The other Cole and I were trying our best to avoid hindering them, but it was still painful and moved as fast as a race between boulders.

      So, researchers were fighting tooth and nail for the time slots. Sometimes literally. Doctor Li had long fingernails and was in better physical shape than Doctor Sommer, so I took a step back from her without losing my smile.

      “There’s nothing wrong with confirming if an alien civilization makes choices based on a standard utility-function,” whispered Doctor Sommer with the ashen face of someone who’s ready to duel at dawn.

      “Of course not,” said Li. “Except when it steps in the time zone of real, important research, with real-world consequences for the industry.”

      “My esteemed colleague, Boron lifeforms are not a world-changing discovery.”

      She sneered at him. “That wasn’t our suggestion, and it hardly counts. I don’t know who let the Global Open University get a hold of a time slot…”

      I mentally tuned out, but kept a careful eye on those fingernails. New eyes were an expensive medical procedure, even in 2043. They had to grow them in vats.

      At least the other Cole gets to actually talk to them… I thought. It was strange, feeling nostalgic about a world that I’d never known and probably never would.

      My refrained attitude was short-lived, though. A small, frail-looking man with white hair and glistening eyes approached while the other doctors berated each other without actually coming to blows.

      “Cole Dorsett. Pleased to meet you.” His hand felt sticky and cold.

      Have you never paid for an anti-aging? He certainly seemed old.

      “Likewise,” I said and waited patiently for the obligatory introduction.

      “I’m Doctor William,” he said. “From Freya Investigation Conglomerate. I’ll hold the last of today’s timeslots with you.”

      I raised an eyebrow at “Freya.” Never heard of them, but c’mon. Dervaux loved her Vikings. She didn’t even bother hiding the names.

      “I assure you, we splintered away from Sleipnir a long time ago,” he said, reading my train of thought. “We’re dedicated to theoretical Computer Science research, in fact, and have more in common with the late Nordic than with those nasty rogues. We’ve worked for the States for a long time, manufacturing drones brains. Hell, we even helped build this Device. As you may assume, Freya and Jottun aren’t on speaking terms.”

      Nordic wasn’t exactly a saint, either, I thought. But they had made some great videogames.

      “I see,” I told him. If Caputi trusted them…Well, I didn’t trust them, but I would hear the man out. “I hope that’s the case. What’re we going to be working with, doc?”

      “Please, call me Wily. Makes me feel younger. I was hoping we could so some side research, let our extra-terrestrial friends get a breather. God knows they deserve it.”

      This got my attention. For all I knew, the time slots at the PDF laboratory were worth a lot of money and influence. Streaming was banned here, but if it weren’t, the public interest would dwarf the viewership of the Emergency Council by several zeroes. And this man wanted to do something else?

      “What do you mean?”

      I held the urge to smack my forehead while he smiled. Computer Science. Let’s take a bet about what’s he interested in…

      “The First Contact isn’t the only ground-breaking discovery of our time, Cole—I can call you Cole, right? In fact, we believe the first instance ever recorded of a stable, digital human mind in existence has far-reaching, though short-term, implications that could change the face of the Earth as we know it.”

      I felt my jaw tighten as my smile became more and more forced. “Is that so?”

      In the background, to which I was barely paying attention now, Doctor Li and Doctor Sommer had abandoned all pretenses of civility and were screaming at each other.

      Wily ignored them. He put a hand on my shoulder, like a caring grandpa. “Not only for the obvious implications of life-extension and communication. Cole, the version of yourself inside the Signal is a tremendous opportunity for mankind. Just by studying the way his brain works, we’d advance science leaps and bounds. We’d be in at the frontier of a new stage of mankind’s evolution. A pure mind, powered by a processor with infinite power…Do you understand?”

      “I understand the implications of strange old men whispering about unlimited power and next stages of evolution,” I told him. I regretted the sting of my words—it’d be harder to give this man the slip if he knew I was straight-up antagonistic. But he’d pushed some button inside me.

      The way his eyes glinted when he mentioned off-handedly “just by studying how his brain works…”

      His smile didn’t falter, nor did the hand over my shoulder. “It’s only natural to be scared of progress. But, to be honest, I’m a bit surprised by your attitude. You, of all people, should understand that true progress is rarely accepted by the masses. It’s an acquired taste.”

      “I have nothing against progress,” I told him, mocking his greedy expression. “But if you’re not ready for it, it comes with a cost.”

      I didn’t feel like moralizing with Wily. I wasn’t built for debates. My gut told me not to trust the former branch of Odin, so I turned to leave.

      His hand closed around my shoulder, suddenly as strong as steel. “Please, reconsider. Freya’s aware of the personal nature of our request, and we’re not unreasonable. You may have formed an attachment to this instance of your scanned mind, so we don’t need to work on it. Another one—an exclusive version just for us—will do just as well. If you agree, we’ll reward you. You won’t be needing for money ever again.”

      My blood turned to ice. I had been offered riches before, that particular Devil’s deal didn’t hold much sway over me lately.

      He talked about the other Cole as an it.

      “You want a copy for your experiments?” I asked him, and Wily mistook my look of disgust for an invitation to elaborate.

      “The Device still works, and nothing in the instructions seems to indicate it was a one-time use only. In fact, it’s proving to be quite modular. I assure you, your monopoly on…digital existence won’t last more than a year or two. Freya would like for you to help us speed the process up.”

      At this point, my smile vanished from my face. “And what’d happen to the copy of myself you’d be making?”

      Wily squinted, this time realizing the hostility oozing from my expression. “Why, I don’t understand the problem. Experiments on code? Even a code as complex as… I mean, at most, we can refer to our intentions as a thorough debugging. If you think of your image as an extension of yourself—”

      “No. Answer’s no, doc.” I shook his hand off my shoulder with enough force to make him stumble and draw the attention of a couple other scientists (and Foreman) away from the fight between Sommer and Li.

      “I don’t understand,” Wily said. “This costs you nothing. I was told you weren’t entirely unreasonable.”

      “I made a decision, before undergoing the procedure, that I’d stand by the other guy whatever happened. That if the real-world window appeared to me and not to him, I’d always remember it could have been the other way around. And you know what it means? As far as I’m concerned, he’s family. My sister calls him brother, my mother visits him. You’re not toying with his brain, not now, not ever. And you aren’t making any more copies of us. That’s a human being you’re talking about, and I’m sure as hell not going to allow you to dehumanize him.”

      “What?”

      “You said so yourself. There’ll be more to come,” I told him, my voice low enough for it to be a whisper or a growl. I’d thought about Wily’s proposal, or something close to it, long and hard before. Torturing a mind trapped inside a toaster is very easy when you own the toaster. If corporations began putting “copies” inside their toasters for study…they’d never think of “copies” as human beings.

      They’d do to them as they wished.

      “I can’t allow watching you create people to use as guinea pigs.”

      This, too, was my responsibility.

      Wily wasn’t ready to let it go, however. “Isn’t your relationship with the Rune’s copy strained as it is—?”

      “Family works like that.”

      Foreman, who had been distracted by Sommer and Li having come to a full-blown catfight that landed both of them—and a lot of other researchers—sprawled on the floor, finally managed to separate them and come to my aid. “Everything OK, Dorsett?”

      “Doctor Wily here was just leaving. I think he has to rethink his slot if he doesn’t want it to go to waste. Perhaps you can study Boron with us, doc?”

      Wily shook his head. His face was red and there were pearls of sweat trailing down his forehead. He looked like a man talking to a kid and reaching the edge of patience.

      “So, you think they’re a person? That’s ridiculous… But Freya understands we have to make concessions. We’re not the bad guys, Dorsett. Look, to avoid personification, we surely can program the Device to erase some—or all—of the lines of code that are his personality. In this way, we won’t be working on a human being like you think. Only on lines of code.”

      Foreman paled and looked at me. “Shit. Is he saying what I think he’s saying?”

      So, tonight I’ll have a chat with Roscoe, I thought. The man was more or less AWOL, focused on his cyber-anarchy hobby, but he’d get behind me on this one. I’ll team-up with him and break into Freya’s database. Leak every single piece of fucked-up shit they’re planning to do to all newstreams in the web.

      He was speaking of something worse than a lobotomy. He was talking about holding minds in virtual hell…There was an old story in Kipp’s science fiction stash called “I have no mouth and I must scream.” That storyline was just a degree of separation away from the future this scientist was painting in front of me.

      “The world is not ready for your kind of research, Doc.” I told him with my voice so tense it was barely audible.

      “How narcissistic can you be?” Wily’s voice was as loud as I was quiet. Tiny flecks of spit hit me in the face as he yelled loudly enough to quell all the noise in the hall. “You’re but a kid! You can’t surely pretend to lecture me about morals! Not after the decision you took without consulting anyone! Accepting or denying us this line of research is not your call to make—”

      He got a bit too close to me while he screamed. Faster than you can say, “reasonable self-defense,” I shifted my weight backward and tensed my neck. Back in Lower Cañitas, we called this the starting position for the classic move known as “the headbutt.”

      Before I could bring it to bear, though, Foreman was suddenly occupying the remaining space (which wasn’t a lot) between the doctor and I. He placed one reassuring hand behind the doctor’s neck, without any outward sign of aggression.

      “Back away, doc, please.”

      Wily did so, pale and stuttering. He backed away fast and I could tell why. Foreman’s hand was as thick as the doctor’s neck.

      Hey, Foreman, are you related to John Derry?

      “Thank you. Now, whatever you think of Cole, you’re factually wrong about one thing. The fate of Digital Dorsett is very much in his hands. The UN Emergency Council named the ‘original’ version of a Rune copy the legal holder of all copies’ rights. Provisionally—until a better solution is drafted. So, if Cole says no, I think that’s final.”

      Wily took a step away from Foreman. “I see. Such a shame you’re wasting this opportunity, Cole.”

      “Here’s five fingers,” I told him, showing him my open palm. “Now there’s only one! Guess what it means?”

      The old man left for a corner of the room, fuming. He took out his phone, I guess to tell his bosses about his failure. As he walked away, he passed near Doctor Sommer, who was nursing a broken nose.

      “Seriously,” Sommer told the man. “Chill out a bit.”
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      The NPC’s name was Paulson. He used to be a Federation soldier before he retired to take care of his family’s growing mining business. He had two children and had been married two times.

      I had been following him for a real-world week.

      I was sure I had reached and crossed the obsession line without even realizing it, but I still didn’t care. I needed to know, even if all the evidence I’d ever seen pointed to how impossible it was.

      Paulson’s life was boring and quiet. Which pissed me off to no end. He was right now working on a tax form. I’d spied on him so much that I was now the leading expert in a useless variant of accounting. It was useless because only NPCs in a videogame used it.

      It didn’t stop Rune from twisting the knife deeper.

      

      Your Accounting skill has leveled up! (3rd Level). Congratulations on your dedicated study! Your personal Quest: Figure out the nature of your own mind, is moving along nicely.

      

      Moving along nicely? I thought bitterly as I dismissed the prompt. It’s not moving at all!

      I took my gaze off the screen and set the miniature spy drone in Paulson’s house on energy-saving mode.

      Tax forms!

      I passed my hand over my razor-shaved head and sighed. Yes, “obsession” was a good word for it.

      But I needed to know.

      “Are you feeling okay, Cole?” asked Beard. He was sitting next to me in a floating chair that let him bridge the height distance between us. “This is what you wanted to see, wasn’t it? An NPC doing life things besides existing only around players.”

      Hearing my name on my friend’s lips sent a pang of mixed feelings through my virtual brain. Anger, because I knew technically the name didn’t belong to me. Gratitude, because Beard knew this and didn’t care. Shame, because I was still letting it get to me. And fear. Because the organs and hormones that created feelings in a human body were, in my, a bunch of strings of very complex code.

      I existed on mirages. As if I was built with smoke and mirrors. And yet, I thought and was aware of the fact. But I was also very, very sure that I was eighteen—no, nineteen now—years old, and had the memories and personality to back that claim up. I also knew that, in reality, I was less than a year old and that those memories were of someone else.

      Yeah, it was the mother of all existential crises. And it would be very easy to feel better about it if the goddamn videogame where I lived (where I was emulated) didn’t have a hard-on for keeping players on the right side of the curtain…

      “You know this proves nothing,” I told Beard with a tired voice. I tried, really tried, not to let my friend realize the extent of my frustration. But we both knew.

      “Well… It proves that the Signal supplies code for Rune Universe that isn’t directly related to players.”

      “Or that its processing power is high enough that it can create said code when it realizes we want to look for it.”

      It was the oldest riddle in the book. If a tree falls in a forest when no one’s around, does it make noise?

      What the hell happened to NPCs in a game with infinite computing power when no one was around to watch them?

      What would happen to me if no one was around? I forced my mind away from that line of thinking. Contrary to current appearances, I wasn’t trying to become suicidally depressed.

      I had found out lots of things about my condition. For example, during the first week of…well, my new existence, I had been terrified of dying in game. Because I didn’t really have a real world, and the game was all there’d ever be for me. So, I had good reason to believe I was in a messed-up, hardcore, one-life-only, die-in-the-game-die-in-real-life situation.

      I’d decided not to die at any point so I wouldn’t have to find out if my fear was correct. I only needed to stay in the Argus Space Station and work with the PDF to Translate the ongoing conversation with our new Alien buddies.

      Of course, I got killed by a wild blaster shot while a player was trying to finish some assassination quest for a pirate group. That’s the problem with walking around without a helmet. But in my defense, I never wore one in real life.

      This event taught me several things. First of all, dying in-game wasn’t really a thing. I felt the Rune-style pain of the blast, and before I could lose my virtual shit, I lost control of my body. I was invisible, calmly floating above the charred remains of my corpse. It was later pointed out to me that it was trivial to copy the body “graphic” and add a death animation, so it wasn’t even my real body lying there. I was just made invisible and immobile. After all, there’s no need to program death when making a videogame, and the developers at Nordic had just gone with the industry’s standard procedure.

      Turns out, respawning is merely a matter of showing a death-menu (You have died!) and relocating your body graphic to the respawn point. I was moved instantly to virtual Earth, in the research station where I—the other Cole—had appeared the first time he logged in.

      The moving part had been the only nasty part of the procedure because all the others happened so fast I didn’t have time to think about it. It lasted a single second. I was beneath Rune Universe, inside the underlying Signal. It was an infinite expanse of black and green framework with the game itself being a cluster of stiff-looking graphics thrown together in a flat map above me. I’d seen similar things in older videogames where the players glitched and fell through the map.

      Scary part? Players could simply walk away if they glitched like this. But what if it happened to me? I would fall forever through an infinite void.

      Forever, being, forever. Look again at the part about me not being able to die. Yeah, I had a new power-armor suit now, and a lot of virtual insurances on my ass, courtesy of friends and family. No point poking the devil with a stick.

      Let’s not think about the fact that you’re standing on a floor made of the same fake material your body is.

      “Cole, you there?” asked Beard. I gasped and looked at him, realizing I’d just spent a couple minutes lost in thought. “I lost you for a bit, buddy.”

      “Sorry. I was thinking of this.” I smacked the table in front of us and we heard a clang reverberate through my Argus house. “This thing right here. To me, it feels real enough, but it’s just a graphic, man. How did you put it that one time? A bunch of coordinates in the form of ones and zeroes.”

      “Yeah,” said Beard with a guilty frown. “I do regret using those exact words.”

      “I’m made of the same stuff,” I told him. I poked my own arm with my finger. It felt… real enough. The Device had scanned my brain with all the nerve-endings and stuff that implied. My own body was more complex than most of the NPCs and players, because those were made (at least at the start) by Nordic. This body had been made by the Signal’s own unfathomable algorithms, extrapolated from my own brain. Then stuffed like a barely matching piece of cardboard inside Rune Universe.

      It had taken me a month to figure out how to summon my inventory screen, for example. And, of course, it was empty. I was technically an NPC, too, judging by it.

      

      Cole Dorsett

      -Rookie NPC-

      Inventory

      Social

      Quests

      Map

      Options

      Stats

      Translight Communicator

      0 databytes

      

      “You know,” said Beard, “there are a lot of fine physicians who suffered an existential crisis, not unlike the one you’re going through…it happens when they figure out in college what, exactly, is reality made of.”

      “Ones and zeroes?”

      “Coordinates.” Beard shrugged. “The way I see it, everyone has to come to grips with their life not being as solid as they hoped it was. It’s just called growing up. Even if you’re really just a simulation of a human being…well, if you’re good enough to fool me, your family, and yourself, then not calling you a real person is just a matter of semantics.”

      I flashed him a smile. “Our Paulson friend thinks he’s a human being, too.”

      “But he suddenly goes deaf every time you try to tell him there’s a real world and this is only a videogame,” said Beard. “Specifically, because someone at Nordic programmed the NPCs to maintain immersion at all times.”

      It was a chat we’d been having a lot lately. I had the suspicion that a squad of PDF-funded psychologists were sometimes right next to Gabrijel Ivanic in the real world, trying their best at keeping their Translator from going raving mad.

      At least I was sure Beard’s intentions were good. And, truth be told, my new existence wasn’t as lonely as one would think in the first place.

      Almost all the entertainment mankind had produced was at my fingertip’s access, more or less. My Options screen, after all, came with its own Internet browser and there were enough mods in Rune to access streams and the like to keep me company.

      Hell, some people spent almost as much time in virtual reality as I did, and they weren’t complaining.

      I smacked my leg in an impatient gesture. “Okay! Enough with the gloom. We’re calling off today’s experiment, then?”

      Beard nodded and scribbled some fast notes in the holographic keyboard by his forearm. “Even if the results don’t tell you what you wanted to hear, knowledge is knowledge. Get enough pieces of the puzzle and we’ll figure it out, eventually. That’s what people do.”

      I glanced at the hologram of Van’s stream. Sis was in the middle of declaring war once again on poor Sleipnir—Jottun—whatever they called themselves now. Apparently, the Emergency Council had pissed her off. I could guess why.

      While she spoke, the cyber-raptor that was her mount and co-host was mimicking her war-like gestures, much to the merriment of her subscribers.

      “You wanna go with her?” asked Beard, following my gaze. “Could be fun. Last time I made bank by selling the remains of Jottun’s spaceships.”

      “I think it’s a girl’s night out,” I told him without looking away.

      That meant Rylena was going to be there. Beard realized this and coughed uncomfortably.

      “Too bad. Perhaps you can help me with my combat exo-suit’s development, then?”

      I had to smile again. A lot, perhaps all, of the reason I’d managed to keep my sanity after being turned into Tron’s wet dream had been my friends and family going to insane lengths for me. It was awkward for everyone. Cole technically was right there. It’s not like they had lost anything.

      It didn’t deter them one bit. Mom visited a lot, sometimes splitting her day between Rune and the real world. She was a terrible shot with the blaster rifle.

      Van visited, too, of course. She was the one who floated the idea of thinking of me as Cole’s twin, which I thought was the best option in the long run. It was made harder, of course, because I was sure I wasn’t the twin.

      Walpurgis and Beard more or less formed a side-alliance with me and Francis, and I was currently learning trap-making from Mai. The CIA analyst had stuck around after the fight against Sleipnir. Now, she was an honorary member of the team.

      Rylena, Cole, and I had one hell of an awkward conversation regarding the elephant in the room. There are only two persons in a couple, and I wasn’t Cole, even if I knew his e-mail password and could order pizza to his address easily.

      So, I stepped away of my own volition. But imagine a conversation with twice the usual Cole stubbornness. Before calmer temperaments had prevailed, a lot of very fucking awkward solutions had been floated around. They had made the sofa anecdote seem like a beloved memory.

      I was avoiding them for the time being, for all of our sakes. There would come a time, I hoped, when I could see Rylena as a good friend, in the same way Van thought of me as merely another brother. In the meantime, it was like breaking up with someone who had just chosen your doppelganger.

      “Sure,” I told Beard. “I’d like that. I’ll try not to go around pushing red buttons.”

      “Thank you. No one wants Thursday happening again.”

      I shivered. “Yeah, let’s not speak of Thursday ever again.”

      As we closed down our recording software and other tools set up around the house, my Social screen buzzed with a VIP message.

      

      Crestienne has requested a communication channel with you. Do you wish to receive it?

      

      “It’s that time of the day, huh?” Beard said as he watched the transparent window over my shoulder. “The UN is getting really clingy with their chat requests. I wonder if they realize that having the Rivendell Council every other day takes the gravitas out of it really fast.”

      “I can’t really blame them,” I told him. “If I was in their shoes, I’d be jumpy too. I mean…If I’m being totally honest, I’m a bit disappointed our interstellar friends aren’t going to solve the world’s problems or anything.”

      As it turned out, and from what I’d seen, the Aliens had a civilization more or less on par with ours, with different approaches to achieve the same thing. It’s a bit hard to explain (that’s the point of the Translator, after all), but imagine a society where the industrial revolution never happened. Instead of cutting down trees to make houses, they found out a way to convince the trees to grow tentacles and solidify them in a house-like shape.

      The fact that those trees were in indescribable pain was something I kept to myself, since it was the kind of cultural difference that I was supposed to regulate in the first place.

      So, lots of weird, non-Euclidean geometries that more or less functioned as shopping malls, indescribable visages, and untranslatable expressions almost taken from Geiger’s wet dream—chatting happily as midday news’ anchors do.

      Are you getting the picture? No interstellar spaceships, no solutions to world hunger. The other side was as scared of us as we were of them, and every time my mind went to “visit,” I was received by terrified xeno-psychologists, or their politicians equivalent trying to scare me into gifting them the solutions to world hunger, mortality, and late-night reality shows.

      “Well, that only shows you haven’t given the subject much thought,” said Beard as I punched a message to Crestienne telling her I would see her at the designated time. After all, I had signed the agreement to work for the PDF before I was digitized.

      Lawyers were still figuring out if Caputi’s contract was legally binding. There’d been fistfights over it. I’d guest-starred in Van’s stream that time.

      Then someone had pointed out I wasn’t recognized as a person by any court. Could I even have a bank account?

      Some poor lawyer ventured a tantalizing no. Another one instantly pointed her finger at every corporate hologram dancing on the skyline. Why could EA be a person but I could not? Fistfights reignited.

      It was the little pleasures…

      “I don’t know about you, but it feels right,” Beard confided. “Some god coming down from the heavens to fix the world’s problems is a terrible way to end a story. Makes all that happened beforehand meaningless.”

      “You mean, like the Eagles in Return of the King?”

      Beard’s face was a mask of horror and betrayal. “You monster! Of course Tolkien thought of that, the Maiar…”

      Yup, I thought with a slight smile as Beard and I left the Command Center of the Argus Station to reunite with the PDF’s representatives. It’s the little pleasures.

      Beard’s dissertation on Eagles didn’t stop until we were in deep space.

    

  


  
    
      
        4 Chapter Four

        A Newborn's First Steps

      

    
    
      The Device that allowed the digitalization of the first (allegedly) human mind into the Rune framework was extraordinarily complex, but it has been pointed out frequently that mankind was about to reach the point where it could scan a brain without a problem.

      Experiments with simple brains had been ongoing since the early 2010’s, with one of the first recorded examples of such an emulation being the relatively easy-to-program brain of a worm.

      Worms, as it turned out, function quite like a simple machine, with a locomotion system of only 302 neurons. Worms care about the simple things in life, like moving, eating, and—if possible— not dying.

      Human beings are not so simple, which is part of the reason they have problems like world hunger, mortality, and late-night reality shows.

      The reason why the Device had required extraterrestrial intervention to be assembled in 2042 instead of, say, 2080 was that a conscience is more than just some zettabytes of data. There are hormones, nerve connections, associations built around memories, and a myriad of other tiny things.

      Early attempts to run a human conscience on modern computers had ended up with a lot of numbers indicating high distress over a very short period of time for the processed conscience. In reality, each thought was being emulated over days… After seconds of distress, the conscience entered a catatonic state and simply flat-lined. The code was there, it was just returning only zeroes.

      The problem is two-fold and naturally hard to imagine, but we can try. Picture that your brain is a machine. Said machine runs on a state-of-the-art supercomputer. Next, imagine someone takes you and puts you in a black coffin with no sound or taste or feeling for over a hundred years. And you’re being emulated by a toaster.

      The human mind does not last long under such conditions.

      The reason the Device worked so well wasn’t its hardware. The software was the ground-breaking advancement. It was the reason the Corporate War had been about to reignite during Sleipnir’s Firebrand assault more than a year ago.

      The Device didn’t just copy the brain, but also designed a body for the conscience to inhabit. And it also provided a world for the new virtual human to run around.

      Designing a virtual body is harder than just adding a body-graphic. Imagine that one day you wake up and you’re inhabiting a smoke-shaped figure. You’d be very surprised, and then you’d be catatonic, if not just plain dead.

      The new virtual body that the Device created for Cole Dorsett (Digital Dorsett, as he was called by the media) included a bunch of nerve endings, organs, hormones, and all other functional systems. They were all connected to the conscience, all digital neurons tied to a respective receptor. A work of art.

      And thanks to it, Cole’s mind didn’t wake up to a brief and confusing existence in a world of darkness, but to a brave new world waiting for him. The first fully integrated human being, a new herald of an upcoming age. Or so one would think.

      But not the first mind to undergo digitalization. Two specific instances of it happening pre-Device are recorded. The first one ocurred a decade before the Rune Event, and the second one merely a day before Digital Dorsett’s birth.

      Savin Keles was surrounded by darkness. But he was expecting it.

      

      He almost didn’t make it through the first painful and terrifying moments. Weeks in real life went flying by while his fragmented mind-software tried to produce anything akin to a thought, definitely nothing close to a continuation of consciousness—or even self-awareness.

      Keles had no body, no nerve endings, nothing that could answer the desperate orders his mind tried to put forward. No heart to pump, no muscles to tense, no lungs to breathe.

      He was expecting it, though, some unconscious part of him. He’d seen it happen, many times before. The brief, flash-like instances of conscience, followed by garbled thoughts as the mind fragmented.

      He knew that no human being could survive under such conditions, but Savin Keles had never thought of himself as a normal man. All the circumstances of his life had brought him to this very moment. He knew what he was. He knew what he had to do.

      A man with a destiny doesn’t need to play by the rules of the masses.

      Over some tiny partition in whatever the Signal used as data storage, the Keles-mind coalesced around himself. He was manipulating the very code that made up his consciousness. Giving it shape, adapting it to the environment of the Signal.

      It was a patchwork. He was treading over new, untapped ground. To figure out a language from the ground up while being emulated over said language would’ve been an impossible task to almost anyone else. But he had the training. And most importantly, he had seen it before.

      None of the test-minds he played with survived, of course. They weren’t him. They lacked his destiny. His drive. His determination. His hatred.

      So, he built around himself. There were acceptable losses. Memories. Unnecessary feelings. Vestigial needs like hunger and sleep. The thing that emerged from the Signal, months later, could barely be called a conscience.

      Keles had objectives. He had the drive to pursue them, and the knowledge to do so. He conserved some approximation of feelings because he’d judged them useful as motivation.

      His first conscious thought, months after his painful death in the real world, was:

      I knew it.

      He had kept the feeling of triumph. It was appropriate as a motivational tool. He saw the code that defined pleasure be reduced to a bunch of lines of data.

      It wasn’t true pleasure, of course. He had no virtual body to spam virtual endorphins at himself. Instead, he programmed the memory of pleasure to be grafted into his recollection of .001 seconds ago and repeated as needed.

      A virtual mind contemplated itself. And approved.

      This will do.

      Sometimes, he had doubted himself. During the long nights when he and the rest of his freedom fighters had to lay in wait for the invisible, flying drone that would surely surround them in burning death like they had done to many of their friends already. Keles had doubted, in those war-torn buildings (sometimes caves, sometimes houses, once a palace), that he could survive long enough to achieve the greatness he was sure was his destiny.

      How could he beat such an enemy? They had robots that soared through the skies faster than any eye could follow, and they were invisible anyways. Their soldiers were unfeeling tanks that reacted with the speed of machines. Those tanks could fill a killzone with metal bodies, an unending river of steel.

      And the bombs…

      He had seen friends die. Family die. Leaders, authority figures, rivals. But he always remained. It was the others who got hurt. Not him.

      He had learned. Slowly, his doubts were taken from him with victory after victory. Other leaders appeared. He made new alliances. He learned mastery over the machines, how to turn the enemy’s weapons against them. He was a natural. His teachers were soon his students—for a time—before they died too.

      I don’t even remember who I was fighting, the Keles-mind thought. There was no nostalgia or hatred in the memories. It hadn’t been the States, he was sure of it, because he’d have kept the memory, then. No, the memories were there as a motivation.

      They were proof, like everything else. He was chosen. The man from Ankara, the only who could finally destroy the river of metal and death. And remake it in his own image.

      Nothing in my life has been ever an accident, hasn’t it? he thought. The sense of self was slowly returning to him. Who he was. The titanic task set before him, only for him.

      Last time he doubted, it was when a bunch of pampered kids had defeated him at the cusp of his greatest triumph. Sabotaged the struggle of a lifetime without even realizing what they were doing.

      Rage was an appropriate motivator.

      How close had he been! And to fall then, to such… pathetic conclusion!

      No. A test. A test at the end of the road, to make sure I’m worthy. He had no doubt left inside him. Doubt was not a useful tool for his great work.

      Sleipnir’s unfinished Device had been his last hope. He knew the sacrifice he must pay because he’d seen many men and women pay it, long ago. And how they had been deemed unworthy, over and over again.

      In time, he reminded himself. Vengeance was a personal memory. His great work must come first.

      No one knew where his code was hidden. He was eternal. And he was endless.

    

  


  
    
      
        5 Chapter Five

        Translation

      

    
    
      Doctor Sommer’s experiments took a while to explain. Social science was hard enough already with human beings, he’d explained.

      “This is going to be my greatest success,” he confided to me with the satisfied expression of someone who could already smell his Nobel prize. It was hard to make out his nasal words, since he was pinching his smashed nose with his hand, now as bloody as the neck of his white shirt.

      I took another look at the complicated table of questions and procedures that he had designed for the other Cole. They were moral dilemmas, the kind you find all over the Internet when edgy kids try to justify being cynical at 12 years old:

      Press the red button and an old man will die. Press the blue one and a young girl will die. Refuse to act and both will die.

      The other Cole was supposed to go down the chart every time he faced a question that couldn’t be translated into Alien sociology, until (or if) he reached something they could answer.

      He was supposed to record anything they did or said, even if they refused to answer or if it was nonsensical.

      “I bet you won’t like the answer,” I warned him. Even if I couldn’t interact with them yet, I knew the Alien’s frame of mind was, well, alien to us. “I bet they won’t even realize these are hypothetical questions. They’ll wonder what kind of fucked-up world we live in where we kill so many old fellows by red-button mashing.”

      The Translator’s job was to make sure misunderstandings like this one didn’t spark a war, or get both species so disgusted with each other than they refused to communicate ever again.

      “Science doesn’t always need to have a ‘correct’ result,” Sommer explained to me, even doing the air-quotes. “Information is information, and even if they refuse to answer any of the questions, we’ll then know something about them. That’s why it’s very important Digi—our Translator carefully records what they do even when they refuse to answer. After all, the point of these questions is to figure out how an intelligent being thinks. Knowing what button they prefer is interesting, but not vital.”

      I nodded. I’d trust the man with the bloody nose to know what he was doing, but a part of me still suspected he was about to waste whatever resources his college had invested in getting his slot here. “I’m sure Cole will do his best, but we can’t make any promises.”

      It was the weirdest thing to technically have to refer to myself in the third person, but so far we hadn’t reached an agreement in the matter, other than: “Fuck you, you change your name.”

      “That’s all I ask.”

      I nodded again and then scanned the chart with my phone. The software inside converted the image to a suitable format for a Rune hologram and sent it to my account.

      Sommer had the place of honor in front of the Device, while everyone else left for the seats at the edge of the hall. Now that we were about to start, the air buzzed with nervous excitement. Enough to make me uncomfortable.

      How the hell does Van enjoy this? The idea of this many people focused on my every move was unnerving. I wanted to go and hide, not star in a talk show.

      At least I didn’t have to actually step inside the Device this time. My beloved Visage mindjack was connected to it via a normal cable and was lying on a metal table next to a chair.

      As I slid the mindjack on, I welcomed the curtain of darkness that surrounded me. Even powered down, the machine was built to dampen outside noise.

      Alright, here we go again.

      The black, mute screen turned into infinite whiteness as my desktop loaded. For a second, I could hear my mindjack’s tiny gears turn and chirp as they heated up.

      Then I was inside a cartoonish home taken straight out a 1960’s dream of the future. Everything was bathed in chrome and the furniture had sharp, edgy angles that were pretty to look at, but very uncomfortable to use.

      It was the Jetsons’ house. It was a playful jab at the scientists watching me log-in, a way of saying:

      “Hey, look at the future we still haven’t built.”

      I skirted around a generic robot maid and reached for the snack-o-matic fridge in a corner of the room.

      “Please, select your dinner,” said an artificial voice.

      I punched the button with a spaceship on it, which was flying away from the orbit of a golden planet. “Rune Universe.”

      The prompt appeared:

      

      Begin Deep Dive Immersion?

      You got it.

      Welcome to Rune Universe…

      

      And I was in.

      “Nice to see you again, sir,” said an excited PDF member when my avatar materialized.

      I was inside the PDF’s flagship, Dreadnought Algernon, close to the specialized Quantum Safeguard machinery they had set up in the barracks.

      “Please, follow me,” the guy told me. He, unlike half the military members of the Paladin Defense Force, was a civilian just like myself.

      I had no idea how Caputi convinced so many players to behave like a disciplined fighting force, but from what Walpurgis had told me, some normal Alliances were very much like this as well.

      Having my spawn point changed to the Algernon wasn’t the only change to Rune’s experience. My power-armor was a new model, paid for straight from Crestienne’s coffers. It was slightly more powerful than my former one, but also had the PDF emblem chiseled at chest level. It was painted white and blue, which put me as a middle-ranking officer in the PDF hierarchy, but it also came with a handy kill-switch that allowed Crestienne to instantly shut it down at her command.

      “You have a tendency to blow up other people’s spaceships,” she explained when I’d complained. “Like ours, for example, dear Cole. Like the saying goes, ‘fool me once…’”

      Not much I could say to that. I was a member of her little kingdom now. I had to play by her rules.

      She didn’t ask me if Francis could override things like kill-switches, so I hadn’t told her. No rule breaking here, no sir.

      “Has the other Cole arrived already?” I asked the grunt as we crossed the Algernon’s heavily defended positions. We passed by combat stations, barracks, armament storage, and other pretty sights.

      “Digital Dorsett is on his way from the Argus Station,” said the grunt. I shot him an annoyed look at the mention of the media’s nickname, but he missed it. His Perception skill could use some work. “He should be here in a minute.”

      We waited for him in the Officers’ Deck, close to the cabin. It was the most dignified spot in the entire ship for the purpose of what we were doing.

      It still feels surreal, I thought as I waited for myself. In a few minutes, both of us would establish contact with an alien civilization, as we’d been doing almost every day for the last few months.

      Not even the routine of working for Crestienne could dull something like this. I could understand the childlike excitement of the scientists back in the real world.

      We were treading unexplored terrain, taking the first steps in a new direction for the future.

      People all across history had had their own vision of what said future would like. Most of those visions had been wrong, but getting it right wasn’t as important as what that vision said of the people dreaming it.

      I’ll be damned, I thought. It’s like Sommers said. Wrong answers tell us as much as the right one.

      I hoped the vision of the future I was helping build right now would say something nice fifty years from now.

      That it would look like something Kipp would’ve approved of.

      The other Cole arrived soon afterward. He strutted into the deck wearing my old power-armor. He nodded in my direction with a blank expression meant to hide his own nervousness.

      “’Sup,” he said.

      It was still strange being face to face with myself. His virtual body had been designed like my real one, not like my avatar’s. Instead of a grizzled war veteran, this Cole looked very out of place. Lanky, a head shorter than my avatar, and tired eyes that would be more at home squinting in the dark alleys of Lower Cañitas than in the bright corridors of a spaceship.

      Seeing him always made me see my own emotions reflected back at me. Guilt, relief, loyalty, a twinge of self-loathing (that I’d been working hard at squashing long before using the Device), fear, nostalgia… And jealousy, believe it or not.

      It was complicated. But family is like that. Instead of saying any of what I was thinking, I simply responded:

      “’Sup.”

      We looked at each other long enough to be uncomfortable. Once, when we were children, Kipp had spent a morning chasing after straight cats with a mirror in his hand, trying to make them look at the reflection.

      I wanna see if they recognize themselves.

      Beard was standing behind the other Cole. He slid into view with a playful smile. “Cole! Thank my beard I find you! I’ve been talking with this Cole guy all day, you’d be surprised how dull he gets! Tell me, my battle-brother, what’s new?”

      “Uh,” I said blankly, both Cole and I blinking in surprise. “What?”

      “Oh, no…” Beard muttered with fake horror. “That’s what he said! It’s starting all over again!”

      Next to me, the PDF grunt followed the conversation like the world had gone insane.

      I smiled and silently thanked Beard for breaking the compulsive feedback-loop with myself. It used to be much worse. We’d just stare at each other, not daring to speak for fear the other would say the same thing at the same time, mirroring each other to our very thoughts.

      “Asshole,” I told my friend, who chuckled and pretended to be nonchalant.

      With the tension broken, it was easy to let routine take its place. The other Cole and I sat in the middle of the room as I handed him the holographic version of Sommer’s charts.

      “ ’If your species equivalent of a fuzzy pet is about to die, but you can save it by kicking it in the stomach, hard, would you do it? Take into account the pet will never know you’re saving its life, it’ll think you’re attacking him out of nowhere and…’ Cole, what the hell? They’re never going to understand these questions. They barely make sense to us.”

      I watched as he tried to manipulate the hologram with little success. Technically, he was more NPC than player, and Rune, as a game, had never been built with him in mind.

      “It’s not about getting the right answer, it’s about figuring how they take decisions,” I used Sommer’s words as my own.

      The doctor could’ve explained them to the other Cole himself. This method had been Crestienne’s idea. She figured, since Cole’s mind and mine worked the same, there would be less risk of misinterpretation in the long term.

      Still, I opened a window to the real world and watched Sommer nod in my direction as I explained the rest of the process.

      “OK,” said the other Cole after I was done. “It’s your time. You ready?”

      “Yeah.”

      Beard made sure to stand as close to us as possible without getting anyone’s attention. My friend had been trying to hitch a ride into the Signal’s framework since we’d begun the experiments, without success.

      “Alright,” I told Foreman in the real world. “Punch it, Chewie.”

      Foreman shot me a strained smile and keyed in the commands over the control panel that turned on the Device.

      The Algernon disappeared around me and the other Cole.

      We were atop a black spire, thick enough for both of us to stand comfortably, but no more. We were surrounded by black infinity thick with distant, green stars. Our own could be seen in the distance, the Signal’s Core, creating and dissolving black data-packages at infinite speeds. Green swaths of energy broke the horizon like thunder.

      The other Cole took a deep breath as we both looked around, taking the scenery in. Even after all this time, all these Translations, it was a breathtaking sight. “Ever wonder what this place smells like?”

      “No? I assumed it had no smell. No one to program it, right?” I told him.

      “That’s what I figured myself. I didn’t notice until the fifth time or so we were here, it’s very faint. It smells of a steak.”

      “Are you fucking with me?”

      He shrugged. “I swear it. A goddamn steak, perhaps fried a bit. You can miss it if you’re not paying attention. But makes my mouth water all the same.”

      I bit my lips in the real world. I suspected what the other Cole was thinking. There were flavors in Rune Universe, but those were programmed in by software engineers. They were a faint shade of the real thing, even with the almost-mystical interference of the Signal adding uncanny realism to the game.

      “Perhaps it’s a bug?” I offered. I couldn’t smell anything, myself.

      “Eh,” he dismissed me with a gesture. “It’s just something weird I found. I’ll be back in a bit, alright?”

      Without waiting for my answer, he summoned the bridge that would get him to a strange land that I was forbidden to see. I caught a glimpse of a bright tunnel of solid plasma that extended far beyond what my sight could reach. Then he was gone.

      The rest was routine. Fuck around for a bit, wait for him to come back. Time didn’t work straight in the Signal. A minute could pass in the real world and I could be standing around for an hour here. It was fuzzy. Opening a window was dizzying, like seeing your own body move in slow-motion.

      The green Cores that were the stars made for a much better sight.

      I wonder if I’ll ever get to see them.

      One of the blasts of thunder by our own Core was a deep orange.

      I’d never seen something like that before. “What the hell?”

      The Core, at this vague distance, was as big and bright as watching the Sun in the real world. So, when the sphere of crystal-like energy flickered for less than a second, my surprise felt more or less like seeing the Sun itself turn on and off like a defective lightbulb.

      “What the hell?” I repeated. Was it my imagination or the Core was a bit less bright?

      “Did you know,” said a voice that sounded like someone dragging a knife through an auto-tuner, “your shiny little Device is hooked up to the Puente del Diablo Fort’s main network?”

      I turned around with my heart pounding in my virtual chest. There was something on that barely comprehensible voice that reminded me of…

      “Oh, fuck.”

      Savin Keles. Standing right in front of me, with a smile that extended way too long in his face.

      

      It didn’t take a detective to know something was wrong with Savin Keles. His body was stiff, almost as if built out of polygons. A disturbing mixture of a dead body and a rendered man’s texture from a 2000’s videogame.

      And he was a puppet. I could see the orange strings of energy floating out of his joints and lifting him, moving him in the way a robot would believe a man does. The strings of energy reached a spot above Keles’ head and disappeared into a cloud of dark miasma, where cords of mismatched data floated and collapsed like a miniature storm.

      “Fuck,” I repeated again. There wasn’t much else to say. I was petrified in place by a mixture of surprise and sheer horror.

      “You like my new avatar, Cole?” he asked with that wrong voice of his. “Made it myself.”

      It was too slow, his voice. Like he was writing the speech in real time and having a program read it aloud.

      “You’re dead. I saw your body.”

      Sleipnir’s Device, I thought. Did it work? But we scoured Sleipnir’s network, there were no traces of him…

      “A small price to pay in the name of progress,” he announced. The puppet that was his body shook with fake modesty. Or psychopathic laughter. It was hard to tell. “It took me a while to patch my pieces back together, but now I feel better than ever. Well worth the investment.”

      “You need fucking help. There’s obviously something wrong with you!” I told him in a dry whisper. At the same time, I opened a window to the real world. Slowly. Like moving in a dream. I meant to warn them, but trying to move my real body with the time distortion was dizzying… I was falling out of my chair…

      Back in the game, I stumbled over my own feet and fell to the hard surface of the spire. Keles laughed.

      “Nice try, but I can’t have you bumbling around yet. I still need about five more seconds…” My window disappeared.

      What? I asked flatly. I tried to summon my log-out window, but nothing came of it.

      Mind you, I could still feel my slow-falling real body. I just couldn’t see shit. I reached for my mindjack as I fell. Slow. Too slow…

      Around Keles, I saw orange coils slip out of his feet and into the spire, orange veins over its black surface. The veins grew, extended around me, then past me. I looked over my shoulder and saw them go down and down.

      I didn’t need to know what the hell was going on to figure out something bad was happening. I ran towards Keles and punched him with the full strength of my power-armored fist.

      I hit nothing. The momentum carried me past the puppet and I almost fell out of the spire. Keles laughter grew louder and maddened. It sounded exactly like a kid typing “Hahahahahaha” into a text-to-speech program.

      He turned to face me. “Don’t bother. I’m already in. Business is done. Now follows pleasure.”

      “Listen, Keles, whatever you tried to do to yourself, it didn’t work,” I told him. I pointed at the miasma of glitched data above his head. “Your mind is not working right. Just look at it! Whatever you’re thinking, stop it! You need help—”

      The puppet crawled towards me in a blur of speed and joints. “Working right? My mind is better than ever. I am better than ever. Don’t you see it? I won, Cole. Just by refusing to die, I proved you irrelevant in the grand scheme of things.”

      Okay, I thought as I fought down panic. He’s rambling now. Just distract him for a bit more and perhaps his mind will just crash on itself.

      “Keles. You didn’t shed your mortal coil or whatever the fuck you think you did,” I told him. His face was inches away from mine, and that damned smile… “You died. You’re fucking dead. You’re just a copy, and a very damaged one at that. Surrender and let the PDF try to fix you. We have the resources…”

      “ ’That is not dead which can eternal lie…’ My mind has continuity. My purpose has continuity. My purpose is my soul. And now my purpose is eternal. Goodbye, Cole. You’re not even relevant to me as a test anymore. You made yourself irrelevant when you agreed to step into your Device and stay merged with the useless meat of your body. Now the only one who matters to me is your better self—”

      “You’re quoting Lovecraft? Are you comparing yourself to an eldritch abomination like it’s a good thing? You’ve completely lost it!” It was like speaking to a wall. And the spire was now completely orange.

      “Die, or not. It doesn’t matter anymore. But…if you somehow survive the next hour, here’s something you should chew on. The drones? They weren’t my idea, I just improved on it.”

      “Stop!” I tried to use my jetpack and launch myself against the miasma above his head. Perhaps I could physically damage his mind enough to put him out of commission. But the jetpack didn’t work inside the Signal’s framework, and Keles didn’t even bother to react.

      A window prompt appeared in front of me. It was the power-off screen from the mindjack. Keles reached with his stiff finger and pressed it for me.

      And the darkness was total.

    

  


  
    
      
        6 Chapter Six

        Base Defense

      

    
    
      I came to, awakened by the blaring of the base’s alarms and a flat pain in my ass and knees. My brain felt almost as scrambled as my stomach and the nausea was overpowering. I fought it down as I tried not to retch.

      “What’s going on?” someone was screaming. Voices came muffled under the screech of the alarms. Ghost-like. “Are we being attacked?”

      I stood up, trembling, from the cold floor. Over my head, the holographic screens were behind in the timeline. They were still showing my avatar standing alone on the black spire.

      “Dorsett?” asked Foreman as he rushed by my side. “What just happened?”

      “Keles,” I told him. “Sleipnir’s Device worked, more or less. He scanned his mind, but he’s fucked up. Managed to infiltrate the Fort. We need to get everyone out of here. Quick!”

      “Infiltrate the Fort?” Foreman whispered. “What’s he pretending to do? We’re filled to the brim with soldiers and security.”

      I may not have understood half the crazed rambling of Keles, but I sure as hell paid attention. “He’s going to use the drones! At least, he claimed he was going to.”

      “No way in hell.” Foreman helped me get up as I took deep breaths to focus my brain away from the dizzying effects of jerking a mindjack off without logging out first. “You can’t just hijack a military drone.”

      The alarms now showered the hall in intermittent red light.

      “Perhaps,” I told him. “But what would Caputi tell you if she were here? Do you really think ‘No way in hell’ is an acceptable answer for her if turns out Keles isn’t bluffing?”

      Kudos to him, he didn’t need to be told twice. He instantly withdrew his gun and turned to the confused scientists around us. “Everyone out of here! Stay away from the drones, all of them! Get behind human soldiers and get to extraction point!”

      “Extraction point?” asked Doctor Li as a sea of white lab coats and business suits rushed away from here and into the emergency exits, going to alert the nearest guards.

      “Follow me,” said Doctor Sommer as he grabbed her hand and pushed her towards the exit. “It was in last month’s simulation, the field near the civilian’s housing.”

      As they disappeared from view, the soldiers by the entrance rushed to Foreman’s side. “What’s going on? The alarms have gone off everywhere in the base.”

      When they saw Foreman’s sidearm, they drew and readied their own rifles, searching the corners and entrances for any enemy.

      “We’ve reason to believe the base drones are about to go ape-shit,” he told them. While he talked, I grabbed my mindjack and tugged out the cable that connected it to the Device.

      My mindjack had a small modification that allowed it to sync with any open network nearby. Normally, people used it to play Rune minigames or watch replays, but I knew a mad AI who was fairly good at hijacking drones himself.

      While I frantically synced my mindjack with Puente del Diablo’s WiFi, the shooting started.

      The five of us jumped as one. It came from afar, the constant sputtering from an automatic rifle. Then silence.

      More shooting followed, some closer than others. Then higher calibers were added to the mix, like instruments in the opening moves of a concert.

      Then explosions.

      “Fuck me sideways,” exclaimed one of the guards. He turned to Foreman. “Sir, it’s the drones?”

      The man’s face was flush with panic. I knew what he was thinking. A tank-drone could do a lot of damage to a well-prepared infantry squad. By surprise…

      The loss would be terrible.

      “We’ve to get the civilians out of here,” Foreman said. He took out a radio, which was exploding with panicked communication:

      “They’re killing us!”

      “We request back-up at—”

      “Pinned-down—I repeat—”

      “The drones—”

      “—Extraction—”

      He started barking orders as he frantically tried to establish a chain of command. There were protocols in case of a base attack, even if they’d never been used before. They’d take minutes to go into effect, and during those minutes people would get killed.

      We had more pressing problems. Something inhuman screamed. The entrance to the hall exploded in a shower of glass, plastic, and metal. Wolf-like silhouettes stepped through the debris as Foreman and the guards raised their weapons.

      I knew those. Security drones. Nasty, nasty things. Their bite could break through bone before you had time to soil your pants. And they were armored. I wondered if the guards’ rifles were high-enough caliber to pierce their metal skin. Foreman’s gun sure as hell wasn’t—

      My mindjack’s status LED turned green when it connected. I held my phone in my hand and prayed that Keles hadn’t fried the hardware or something similar.

      He couldn’t have. He doesn’t know about Francis.

      “Francis! Are you there?” I yelled at the phone. The drones took a single glance across the room, searching for any hidden ambush, their stalking-protocols at full power. We walked back, slowly, trying to put as much distance between them and us as we could. Around me, the men took aim…

      “Master Cole?” said my AI buddy. I exhaled in relief at the sound of his voice. “There’s another AI around here, what—”

      “No time,” I told him. “You see these drones? Shut them down, fast! They’re about to attack us!”

      “Holy fucking shit,” said the unfathomably complex, undead AI.

      The drones stalking-pattern shifted into full-blown hunt. They blazed into us so fast they were halfway through before anyone had time to react. I knew what was going to happen next. I let my phone fall to the ground as I covered my ears with my hands, and at the same time, people opened fire around me. The muscles of my legs tensed as I frantically tried to make them run for cover, but biology wasn’t fast enough when dealing with the mechanical joints.

      A blink. One wolf-drone stumbled to the ground at high-speed, pierced by a lucky barrage of bullets. The other two reached the guard’s formation, a dozen feet away from me.

      I saw a metallic maw close around a human neck, his screams drowned by the rattle of the weapon in his hand. Another blink. Two guards were down, blood was everywhere, I was running for cover. Not fast enough.

      Something huge and heavy smashed against my back and took the air out of my lungs. I fell to the ground hard, with a muted scream. The weight was crushing and overpowering… I knew I wouldn’t even have time to feel the bite.

      Then the drone fell to the ground next to me with a heavy thud.

      Stunned, I fought to get air back into my chest and tried to stand. The firefight around us was over. My ears rang with a constant, piercing pain, and I could barely hear my ragged panting.

      “Dorsett!” Foreman caught me by the arm and pushed me up. He was screaming, but I had to focus to hear his words. “You wounded?”

      “N—no.”

      The two drones were down, the third one was destroyed. The security captain laid dead in a pool of his own blood. His body was shaking as the electrical impulses of his brain slowly shut down. Another guard was bleeding a lot from his arm, which was barely connected to his shoulder by a meaty thread.

      I turned away and heaved.

      Denial would be useful right the hell now, said the part of my brain that had seen combat before. A part traumatized enough that it was emotionally barren. Let’s pretend you’re seeing Rune gore. And keep your food in, we can’t waste time puking.

      “They shut down. I heard you tell someone to do it,” said Foreman. “Can they make that happen?”

      “I sincerely hope so,” I said. Foreman nodded and I ran for the phone, which lay on the ground next to an expanding puddle of blood.

      Meanwhile, Foreman and the surviving soldiers knelt next to a third guard as they tried to stop the hemorrhage from his mangled arm. The man—although he couldn’t have been much older than me—was pale and trembling and his lips shook with blabbering as he tried to speak but failed.

      “Listen up,” Foreman told him as Foreman pressed a torn cloth over the wound. “You’re going to bleed to death. Understand? It’s going to happen in about three minutes. Nothing we can do about that. Relax now. We will revive you when we get you to the medics. You have a significant other?”

      The man shook his head.

      “A mother, soldier?”

      He nodded.

      “Think of her.”

      I reached the phone and cleaned the blood over it to reveal a cracked screen. My voice quivered over the speaker:

      “Francis?”

      “Finally! I was beginning to think I wasn’t fast enough, Master Cole. Those drones aren’t malfunctioning, someone on my end of the Signal is controlling them directly—”

      “I know. It’s Keles. He’s back in a fucked-up version of the other Cole.”

      “But the other Cole can’t hijack a base’s worth of security…”

      And that was the problem. I remembered the orange veins beneath Keles’ puppet as they infected the spire. What the hell had that been? The other Cole behaved like a normal human would in a normal world. I mean, I couldn’t just go and hack a dog just because we shared the same reality—

      The dying groan of the guard on the ground reminded me we were in a race against time.

      “We need to reach the civilian housing,” I told Francis. “Can you shut down the drones in our path? Wait, can you shut them all down?”

      “Not all at once,” said Francis. “I have to go one by one unless you happen to have a supercomputer stuffed in your pocket. I’ll start with the ones near your phone, and then work my way out from there.”

      I nodded automatically, even if the AI couldn’t see it. Behind me, the two surviving guards were carrying their fallen comrade next to the corpse of their captain.

      “Get the medkit and inject some ICE in their veins,” ordered Foreman. “Then go to the EP like everyone else. If you hurry they can avoid brain damage. Go!”

      “What about you?” one of them asked. He was covered head to toe in blood.

      “There’s a kill-switch for the entire base in High Command. If it hasn’t been pressed by now it means no one who knows about it is alive or close enough to activate it.”

      “That’s on the other side of the base, no way you can make it.”

      The gunfire intensified as if to underscore the point.

      “He’ll make it,” I told them. “I can get us a path.”

      I got the guard’s attention, while the fourth one returned from his original post with a medkit. “You shut them down. Our drones run on military encryption. How…”

      I realized his eyes were narrowing with suspicion. I could follow the train of thought by myself:

      If someone goes running around controlling drones just as controlled drones start killing everyone, chances are they’re the guilty party.

      “I’m a script kiddie,” I told him. “I have all kinds of shit on my phone.”

      It was the dumbest half-truth ever, but sometimes people are only looking for an excuse not to follow a train of thought. The guard was worried about keeping his friends from suffering brain damage, and I wasn’t his problem.

      “I vouch for him. Report it to the first officer you see, anyway,” Foreman told him. “Now, go!”

      The fourth guard finished injecting the fallen soldiers with a bright blue syringe. The liquid had to reach the brain for it to work, which meant injecting it into the eye sockets if the heart wasn’t pumping.

      As the guards left for the extraction point, carrying their friends as best as they could, Foreman turned to me. “I assume you aren’t a traitor because Madam Caputi showed me your file. But this looks very bad on you.”

      “Can we talk about it after we stop more people from dying?”

      My family was near the civilian housing. I hoped Van and Irene were still raiding Rune. They were the closest to the field—if they followed protocol at all, they’d reach the Extraction Point first. Mom and Harrison were next, followed by Beard’s family and Beard himself. Everyone was accounted for.

      Protocol dictated the soldiers kept the fight away from the civilians. I had no doubt in my mind the base garrison was willing to give their lives to keep danger away from my family. It was only fair I risked mine to help them out. So, I grabbed my mindjack (leaving a bloody hand-print on the paint), clipped it to my belt, made sure the connection to my phone would hold, then nodded to Foreman.

      We ran as fast as we could towards the emergency exit. Command Center was by the middle of the base, where the heaviest tank-drone presence would be centered. No way we could reach it by ourselves.

      “Anyone near the Center?” Foreman demanded on his radio as we exited the laboratory. In front of us, hell on Earth was displayed in terrifying glory. We could see buildings on fire. Jeeps in the distance rushing in all directions. No signs of tank-drones yet, but I caught a glimpse of spy-drones hovering above the battlefield.

      A soldier acknowledged Foreman over the radio.

      “There’s a kill—” started Foreman.

      I had the worst suspicion, all my instincts screaming at me at the same time—the way a fly feels when it struts into a spider’s lair.

      I swatted Foreman’s hand away from the radio’s button. “Wait a second! Keles isn’t a robot. He’s listening. Mention the switch on the radio and he’ll throw everything at it.”

      “Christ, Dorsett, you’re making it very hard to trust you!”

      In the sky overhead, a spy-drone got too close to us and it suddenly fell down. No bullet had hit it, so Francis was doing his job.

      My teeth pulsed with pain when my jaw clenched too tight. We needed to reach the Center without letting Keles know we wanted to be there. We could never get there on our own.

      “Tell the army to make a path elsewhere,” I said. “Where the Command Center is casually on the way. Don’t make it a priority.”

      Foreman grunted in response, but relayed the appropriate orders. In the middle of an all-out war, there was no time for arguing. “—get boots into the interceptor’s hangar. We can’t allow the security drones to release the interceptors from their binds. Enemies in the air would be disastrous.”

      “Roger that.”

      Foreman put the radio away. “I hope you’re right about this.”

      I shrugged. “It may not work and it may get us killed. Wanna grab a jeep?”

      No way we were crossing the base on foot. Foreman nodded and we headed for the lab’s parking lot. We moved through the shrubbery, keeping our bodies close to the grass and away from the roads at all time. It was impossible to ignore the sound of combat blaring all around us.

      When I had met Keles for the first time, I’d barely survived a storm of bullets from his Sleipnir mooks. The roar of the automatic rifles had been unlike anything I’d ever heard before, and I still had nightmares about it.

      This was worse.

      It wasn’t as loud, yet. But huge clouds of black smoke rose over a dozen different fires and turned the sky into the stuff of nightmares. Every now and again, a tank-drone exploded hundreds of yards away from us, and the explosion was like thunder. Almost solid.

      More often, I heard the roar of the tanks’ cannons and how the ground shook with a slight, muted tremor. People were on the receiving end of those shots. The damage even a glancing hit from one of those shells caused devastation enough to ensure people couldn’t be brought back. Medicine can’t rebuild a brain.

      A pack of security wolf-drones was scouring the lot for any stragglers. Some of them had blood in their metallic maws. They detected us the instant we crossed the bushes and landed in the almost-empty lot.

      “Run for it!” called Foreman, but Francis beat him to the punch. One by one, the drones fell lifeless to the ground, fast enough that they never had time to reach us.

      “Thanks, man,” I said to my phone. My AI was too busy to answer, and I saw the battery life was barely over 50% now. We had ten minutes left, at best. “That a jeep over there?”

      Most of the cars were drones, so they’d joined the fray on Keles’ side. My mind provided the image of an SUV chasing Mom and Van down a dead-end alley—

      “It’s an older model,” Foreman called as he reached the vehicle. He pointed his gun at the car’s computer and shot it out. “Get in, I’ll drive.”

      I rushed into the copilot’s seat while he bent under the dashboard and hacked at the wiring. It wasn’t long until the engine roared to life.

      We followed the main road, occasionally running into people and soldiers rushing the opposite direction towards the barracks. Some of them were wounded. Others were dead and being carried by friends or family. Some of those had their heads mangled beyond repair, even at a simple glance, but they were still hauled away.

      “We need to hurry,” I said, more to steel myself than anything else.

      As we left the civilian zone of the base, the battle around us intensified. The tanks were smaller than their non-drone predecessors, but faster and more maneuverable. Keles was ordering them around, chasing tiny human figures into the “safety” of buildings, where the security drones were surely waiting for them.

      Other tiny drones, not built for combat, rushed around in all directions, throwing themselves into anything, glad to annoy instead of kill. We ran over several roombas on our way.

      The asphalt not ten yards in front of the jeep disappeared in a cloud of fire and smoke. The sound of the explosion followed closely behind, a boom that reverberated through my bones with enough force to drain the air out of my lungs like I’d been punched.

      “Shit!” Foreman said as he swerved to avoid the incoming fire. “Hang on!” The jeep almost flipped at the violence of his steering.

      “Francis!”

      “On it, Master Cole—!”

      No more explosions followed by. The jeep was now right in the middle of the battle.

      Unlike Hollywood’s depictions, a firefight wasn’t flush with soldiers standing by, shooting at each other. Even with the tanks running around, most hid hundreds of yards away, or were in the middle of clearing buildings and securing choke points. The drones were more focused on chasing random positions (at least, random to me) than running down the dozen or so stray men and women gunning for the nearest resistance squad.

      It was like the entire battlefield was in motion, and the exchange of bullets was merely a formality. But it was there all right, and I saw people die in front of my eyes.

      Shrapnel from a security turret’s explosion punched through the jeep’s board, leaving inch-sized holes through the glass. My chest burned with pain.

      “Argh!” my white t-shirt was mixed with red and I couldn’t breathe. The jeep swerved hard again and threw me against the window. The door opened. For a brief instant, I saw the ground pass an arms-length away from my face.

      A hand caught my mindjack hanging from my belt and propped me up.

      “You hit?” asked Foreman.

      I regained my breath. The PDF had also given us basic first-aid training asides from the marksmanship lessons. I looked at the wound in my chest trying to frantically remember how a punctured lung felt like.

      If I had a punctured lung I guess I’d have no doubts about it, I decided. I could breathe better now. The jeep’s sides were now passing the army’s barracks like a blur. The cafeteria was full ablaze, and through the fire threaded the tanks. One of them moved to intercept us, but disappeared when someone nailed it with an RPG.

      Blood wasn’t sputtering like a fountain. I vaguely recalled hearing about arterial blood being almost black—mine wasn’t at the moment. I even thought I could see the bent piece of metal protruding from the charred, inch-sized mess near my left nipple.

      “Glancing hit,” I said, even if it was more a hopeful guess than a diagnostic.

      “OK. We’ve reached the Center.”

      I guessed our radio ruse had worked. The fighting was now focused ahead of us, not around us. A score of soldiers were holed up inside the hangars and had brained the interceptor’s drone-minds. This rendered them useless for flying or using missiles, but their high-caliber machine guns could still shoot. The tanks were trying to break the perimeter, but hadn’t made progress so far.

      I was sure that to Irene, the frantic movement of drones and soldiers would mean more than it did to me. She’d know, for example, who the fuck was winning. Instead, I focused on what I could do right now: Ending this.

      Caputi’s Command Center was a re-purposed meeting hall. She was technically a civilian, too, so the army structure of the base had had to bend to accommodate her. As it turned out, this helped Foreman and I. The hall wasn’t tagged in the Fort’s maps as anything more than a hall, so Keles was focused elsewhere.

      “Duck!” called Foreman as we sprinted for the hall’s entrance. A fiery sphere of death roared over our heads and our Jeep vanished in a storm of fire. Pain shot through my body as tiny pieces of burning shrapnel scorched my skin, but went no deeper.

      I screamed something too nasty to be recorded as anyone’s last words. Thankfully, whatever hit the jeep wasn’t explosive, or it would’ve been close enough to send me to hell with a nice tan.

      The Center’s entrance was wide open, torn apart by a tank’s shell. As we went inside, we were received by a dozen soldiers (still dressed in fatigues and armed with rifles from the shooting range) holed up by the entrance.

      “Who’s in charge?” exclaimed Foreman as he held his ID up high for them all to see. “We need to reach Caputi’s office, ASAP!”

      Drill Sergeant Bradley sprang forward. The man was nursing a nasty wound by his abdomen, kidney-high. Blood was black near the wound, and I could smell the chemical coagulant covering it. One of the base’s many medkits had saved his life.

      “I’m in charge. You’re Caputi’s lapdog, aren’t you? Security inside is stupid, we’re not getting past them. We’re waiting for reinforcements, or for someone to tell us why the fucking fuck our steel is killing us—”

      “Hackers,” said Foreman. We both realized at the same time that Bradley’s soldiers were little more than rookies. “Doesn’t matter. Help will be coming soon, sarge. Hold this post, let nothing come inside until we’re back.”

      “Fuck that and fuck you. Lopez, Erickson, Cameron, escort the civilians before they get themselves killed. Punch the drones out if you have to.”

      “Yessir!” they screamed at the same time, and without hesitation.

      Foreman and I exchanged worried glances before he shrugged and followed the three rookies down the hall.

      Bradley’s group had barricaded themselves from the drones inside the center. The floor was cracked and blackened in circular spots all around us.

      Two of our rookies were men not much older than I was, and there was one woman a head taller than Foreman. She took point, kicking ruined doors as we tried to scurry our way from main corridors and by less traversed routes.

      “Clear!”

      We lasted an entire three minutes without running into anything that wanted to kill us.

      The soldier kicked down another door, close to Caputi’s office, and breached into a wide room filled with computers and three-dozen holographic screens, from the looks of it.

      “Intelligence,” Foreman explained with a curt whisper as the three soldiers hugged the walls and tried to secure all visible corners.

      “Nasty spot for an ambush,” muttered one of the rookies. “All these damn holograms are fucking with my eyesight—”

      All three of us saw the shadows move right behind our point-woman at the same time.

      “Behind you!” I called, even if I knew it was too late. The soldiers raised their guns.

      “On your six, Cameron!”

      Francis? That’s your cue, buddy…

      But nothing stopped the chrome-plated wolf from rushing the soldier’s legs, trip her and launch a brutal bite. Blood followed soon, more when she fell to the floor. She didn’t scream—she had had no time.

      One of the rookies shot at the thing and sparks flew through its flank.

      “Stop!” yelled Foreman. “You’ll hit her head!”

      “I just want to get it off her—”

      And he did. The wolf’s head snapped towards us, its red, LED eyes focused on us. Two more pairs of eyes appeared from the shadows next to the holograms.

      “Francis?” I exclaimed on my phone. It still had battery. The phone lines were out, but not the connection to my mindjack. Why wasn’t he reacting?

      “M-ms… Cole… He f-found me. Can’t fight him off. Nested deeper than m-me.” Francis’ voice was full of static, and it spasmed in the way a corrupted music file sometimes did.

      “What? No! Francis, get out of there!”

      I automatically grabbed at the mindjack in my belt. But logging on in the middle of a firefight would be insane to the point of suicide—

      “I’m t-trying. Survive, b-bud.”

      “Francis!”

      Connection lost.

      The drones disappeared among the holograms and the desks. I had played enough Rune to recognize a predator stalking its prey. They were closing in for the kill.

      “One for each of us,” mused Foreman. He drew breath as he made his choice. He raised his pistol and turned to me. “The kill-switch is in the next room, up ahead, by Cameron’s body. A red button behind the painting. Password’s ‘Angelica.’”

      “What’re you going to do?” I asked, even if I already suspected it. I tried to think of a better idea—

      “Find a medkit and pump us full of ICE if our heads are intact, otherwise don’t bother. Good luck, Cole, you get to play hero once more.”

      He made a gesture to the two surviving rookies, who had their weapons trained at their flanks, trying to guess where the wolves would spring. “Get the kid an opening! The kill-switch ends this shit, nothing else matters—”

      Foreman ran to the center of the room, screaming like a cowboy in a rodeo. He shot his pistol in the air, and the shots were a muted, far-away deal. I tried to scream at him to get the hell away from there, he was making himself such an easy target…

      “So, he wants us to draw aggro, huh? Should have just said so,” one of the rookies told the other.

      The soldiers followed him without even pausing to consider how they were throwing their lives away.

      Only if you don’t reach the switch, I thought. I started running just as three shadows jumped towards Foreman and the two men at a blazing speed. The sound of gunfire was soon behind me, and it drowned the screams and the struggle. It soon died too.

    

  


  
    
      
        7 Chapter Seven

        The Bridge

      

    
    
      I knew something was wrong as soon as the bridge closed behind me. I’d Translated a thousand times already, and never had the bridge shown these weird orange streaks. Even though I had no idea how the Signal worked, it didn’t appear natural.

      Focus, Cole. I told myself. The bridge won’t open back home until I’m done Translating. I’ll… pray to the Signal to run a diagnostic or something. Gods, I’m going crazy for sure.

      As always, I didn’t feel the changes taking hold in my mind as the unfathomable process gradually happened. With enough practice, I’d discovered it was easier, and much less confusing, to just assume it was happening instead of trying to control it.

      The orange veins disappeared soon from my view, replaced by the normal show of lights and impossible colors, and by visions of other worlds and other people, even farther away than my Alien friends.

      The Cole that reached the other end of the tunnel was more similar to them than to a human being. Calling them Aliens suddenly seemed distasteful. Like calling a brother ‘That slimy guy from planet Vega.’

      As always, they were waiting for me with a mixture of wonder and fear that the constant interaction between us could do nothing to curb.

      The Signal in their homeworld wasn’t much different from ours. A tall, black spire with their Core far in the distance.

      Since I’m the Translator, I’ll translate the scene so we don’t delve in nonsensical descriptions about multi-dimensional tendrils.

      Three androgynous persons were waiting for me in the spire. The first two I knew. One was an older, “Wise man” kind of deal from back in the history of their civilization, recently revived to deal with the changes my presence (no, the existence of humanity) had brought on their world. The other was just the Emperor.

      The third guy-or-gal was thin and there was something unnerving in the way he wore his virtual skin. Like his eye-tendril—I mean, his arms—were a bit too tall on his torso for my taste.

      “Greetings, foreigner Cole,” called the Emperor as I exited the bridge and it closed behind me. His expression was grim—more than usual—and his eyes shone in the mad way that Emperor’s eyes usually did. “We’ve been expecting your arrival.”

      “Emperor. Your Wiseness.” I shook their hands (I mean, not really, but metaphorically) and looked at the third person, unsure how to proceed. Normally, we were alone in the Signal—with their world’s council looking at our conversation from afar. All the glances I had from their world were through Rune’s holograms, images, and their own descriptions.

      The third person took a step away from me like my touch was poisonous. I raised my metaphorical eyebrow and turned to the Emperor. “One of your scientists?”

      “I’m afraid not,” he said. “He arrived a day ago, with dire news. I’m afraid we can’t continue our relationship, foreigner Cole.”

      “What?” Was he… was he breaking up with mankind?

      The mysterious man finally spoke. His words came heavily accented, like he’d just learned the Alien language. A nasty suspicion brewed in my mind.

      “Your kind bear the stench of Abomination! Even now, we can detect its influence on your Core. Do you really thought we wouldn’t notice?”

      “I’m sorry, buddy, but you’re going to speak more clearly than that,” I told him.

      He’s like me, I realized. A Translator for someone else. One of the others, the ones who were hiding.

      The PDF (hell, and the UN and a good chunk of mankind) had spent months idly wondering about the strange warning the Aliens had given us the first time I contacted them.

      They’d lived, collectively, in isolation, wondering about the reason why all the communication from the deep universe was kept as “please, cease further attempts at talking.”

      According to our Alien friends, they suspected the cosmos was full of hundreds (that they could track) civilizations along our development path. None of them wanted to talk.

      Had they been hiding from us this entire time?

      “You should hear what he has to say, foreigner Cole,” said the Wise Old Guy. “This man may be crass, but I suspect it’s fear which dulls his mind. And the warning he carries perhaps can still save your species.”

      “The best you could do, at this stage, would be to glass your planet and destroy your connection to the Nest,” said the other Translator.

      “Nest?” I asked. In response, he gestured around us.

      Signal. Got it.

      “In my culture, you need at least a moderately good reason to destroy life on Earth,” I told him. My virtual heart pounded in my chest. The Aliens weren’t an emotional species, so feelings were more like a tint in my vision than hormones flowing through my bloodstream and drugging my brain. Fear was purple. Anger was red, of course.

      The stranger felt very red and my own vision was more and more purple. Something was wrong.

      “Foolish!” he said. “How very foolish. Your destruction is already assured. By your own hand, at that. It’s only a matter of deciding in what way your collective will face the darkness. And this decision will have to be fast. The infection is already spreading.”

      I looked at the Wise Old Guy. “Wiseness, do you mind…?”

      “The warning,” he said. “We suspect it was about a sickness. A sickness of the Nest.”

      I raised my eyebrow in a very Derry-like manner. “A sickness? Well, I fail to see the problem. The Signal is separate from the world, it can’t affect it.”

      “Foolish!” exclaimed the stranger.

      For a brief second, I considered the galactic implications of punching him in the mouth. “If you actually explained to me what’s going on instead of telling me how fucked we are, perhaps I’d listen to you.”

      “Do you really think the Nest does not affect the Upper Layer?” That had to mean reality. I traded a glance with the Wise Old Guy to confirm and he nodded at me. “How foolish! The Nest is there for all intelligent life to discover when they’re ready. When their tools are advanced enough to interact with it. Your presence proves this is not different with your kind, as it’s not different anywhere else in the universe. Thus, your world already interacts with the Nest, and then it’s vulnerable to the sickness.”

      A sickness of the Signal that can spread to the devices we use to connect to it.

      A shiver came down my spine. I recalled the Emperor’s warnings the first time we met. They were alone in the universe, and no one but us answered the calls.

      If all civilizations were vulnerable to a sickness when they first linked with the Signal, and said sickness was contagious (otherwise, this man wouldn’t be here breaking up mankind and Alienkind), the correct response of the other civilizations, the ones who somehow survived their own first link with the Signal…

      Quarantine.

      I had to go back. To warn them. We needed to be ready…For what?

      “This sickness. What does it look like? What does it do? Is this like a computer virus…?”

      How do we survive it?

      The man shook his head and I caught a hint of sadness in his gesture. “Abomination. The sickness is the product of a vulnerability in the Nest. We’ve seen it happen. The spread starts small and then grows until it collapses. In very lucky cases, one in a hundred, the species infected survives their tools, but their connection with the Nest is forever severed. In the unlucky cases, their own infection spreads to other species and brings them down too. Thus, some of us try to warn newcomers to the Nest. To stay away until the danger has passed. This has happened many times before, young one.”

      Okay. I was more scared now than I’d ever been before. But I still had no idea what the sickness was.

      “What does it look like?” I repeated.

      The Wise Old Man drew closer to me and put a comforting hand on my shoulder. “We already asked what the sickness is. You have to understand, it looks different every time. Sometimes, it’s an AI. Sometimes, it’s what you call ‘a computer virus.’ Sometimes…it’s something else entirely. Mistakes. Software that creates an infinite loop.”

      “Cancer,” the stranger added. It wasn’t the word he used, of course. But the meaning was clear. “Abomination is a cancer in the Nest. A cancer that eats away at the Core of a species until there’s nothing left. It doesn’t travel through space. It starts in your mind. It thrives because there’s a vulnerability. That’s why it will kill you. There’s nothing to stop its growth.”

      I felt my blood freeze solid. The expression on his face was grim, the same one a doctor had when telling a patient his sickness was terminal.

      Getting anything else out of the visitor was impossible. Abomination this, sickness that. It was clear he’d come to warn the Aliens, not to talk to me. At least the Emperor and the Wise Old Guy had decided to break up in person with me, otherwise, I have had no idea…

      “You must return to your Core now,” said the Translator. “Every minute you spend here, the tendrils of the infection may inch closer and closer. The bridges must be closed, once more.”

      “I see,” I said in a whisper. My heart ached with the desire to return home, to warn everyone, but I knew this chance at figuring out what was going on would not happen again.

      Something in my expression must’ve reached the other Translator, because he sighed. “My species is taking a terrible risk by coming here in the first place. The infection may extend to our own Core if I delay too long. Please, understand. Would you not do the same in my place? The safety of everyone I love, of everything we’ve achieved, is at risk.”

      Yeah, I guess I can’t fault you, I thought. In his place, would I have acted differently?

      Perhaps I’d have been less of a dick. But that could be argued.

      “Don’t worry, I’m leaving soon,” I told him. “But put yourself in my shoes, at least. If what you’re saying is true, everyone I love is in terrible danger. Is there anything at all I can do? You’ve obviously accessed the Signal—the Nest—and you’re not infected. What makes your species different?”

      The man appeared doubtful. He began to shake his head, but the Wise Old Guy intervened in mt behalf:

      “C’mon. Don’t be a dick. It’s in the nature of all living things to protect their existence.”

      “Well said, Your Wiseness,” said the Emperor with a deferent nod.

      “We survived because we moved slowly,” the Translator finally said. “Thought things over. After we discovered the Nest, we didn’t just jump into it or activate it at the first opportunity. We studied not only what it could do then, but what uses it could have in the future. In the end… it may very well have been luck. One of our scientists found out about the vulnerability. The rest was the work of our statisticians. We knew, thanks to the existence of the Nest, that we weren’t alone out there. But communications were silent. This vulnerability was a risk every species smart enough to access the Nest would face. We didn’t know it could be spread. We didn’t know it was a disease, an abomination…Until we did more research. After our first xeno-archaeologists were trained. What saved us were our precautions. We built another layer on top of the Nest. Made sure no member of our species could ever access any deeper layer of the Nest than our own. In this way, the vulnerability couldn’t be triggered by accident, since it couldn’t be reached anymore.

      “I’m sorry, young one. But my kind never faced the crisis yours is going through. We nipped it in the bud. And as I said, Cores of the ones that did face it, and did survive it, are not active anymore. I don’t know their methods, so I can’t speak on their behalf.”

      Fuck. So, the best cure was prevention. I recalled the streaks of orange energy back on the bridge.

      “I see,” I mumbled. My mind was racing as fast as my heart. I had my suspicions on what the abomination—the cancer—could be. Data has “weight.” And it’s trivially easy to replicate. We thought the Signal had infinite processing power.

      A computer virus built to create copies of itself, as fast as it could, using the Core’s power to fuel its growth. An infinite blob of corrupt data.

      Cancer.

      “I’m sorry,” the man repeated. “But you have to leave now. The risk is not linear, but exponential. If the abomination manages to cross this bridge, it’ll take it less than a second to reach my own world.”

      The bridge opened behind me. It looked normal. Healthy. But if I understood the Translator’s warning, the initial spread would start slow. First, two copies. Then four. Then sixteen…

      It would get out of control.

      He was right. Quarantine was the right idea. Keep the infection limited to a portion of the Signal where it could move no further. That’s why everyone in the know didn’t dare reach our way…If they timed it wrong, they could get infected even if their connection lasted only a single second.

      The Translator was right. His world was risking it all to save the Alien people. He was a saint. Hell, every second I refused to leave…

      There are worlds out whose Cores are filled to the brim with this… cancer. And it somehow overflows into the real world and kills it…

      I imagined a flood of sick meat oozing from mindjacks all over the world. We’d begun to rely on the Signal more and more as a species. Drones were connected to it, now, since it was more secure than normal WiFi.

      “Is there a way we can close the bridge on our end?” I asked. The idea of being responsible for two apocalypses was too much to stomach.

      “The connection has to be two-fold. Don’t use it again, in case a young civilization is just now activating their Core and looking to reach out to the stars. I wish it didn’t have to be this way, young one.”

      “Yeah. Me too.”

      I turned to the Emperor and the Wise Old Guy. The Emperor’s expression was anxious and focused on the bridge behind me like he thought he would see the infection flood into his world any second now.

      “Goodbye. We never thought this would happen,” I told them. “I’m so sorry.”

      “Wait, Cole,” the Wise Old Guy said. “This isn’t your fault. Remember, this is a risk every single civilization undergoes. And only a few make it through.”

      And humanity drew the short end of the stick.

      I turned to leave, but then the Emperor rushed to my side so fast I instinctively raised my arms, thinking he was about to attack me.

      Instead, he pressed a cluster of data into my hands. “In case you manage to survive. So you don’t forget about us. If we’d had more time… I think we could’ve achieved great things.”

      The data pack was an image of his real world, taken by their satellites. A bright globe with green clouds dancing over silver oceans and yellow continents. I could see strange constellations surrounding the planet, stars that humanity’s eyes couldn’t reach even with current technology.

      For centuries, we’d dreamed of the day we’d meet others like us. People would’ve killed and died gladly for the chance to hold an image like this one in their hands. They’d have thought it to be the beginning of something wonderful.

      But this one was an ending.

      With a nod, I put it in my inventory and crossed the bridge. I felt like I should have added something to the Emperor’s parting words, but my own failed me.

      Not long after the Alien spire had disappeared behind me, I ran into the first orange veins poisoning the bridge.
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      Stepping on the veins did nothing to me, which was a relief since walking back was my only option at getting out of there. I ran the rest of the way, as fast as I could, while wondering if I would find anything to return to.

      When the portal opened to our own end of the Signal, I let out a sigh of relief. I jumped out and the portal closed behind me.

      The spire was a bright orange, and the thunderstorm surrounding the core was now a mixture of that color and the healthy green. This, I barely registered. Because standing in front of me was Savin Keles.

      The other Cole, with his back turned to me, tried to confront him just as I stepped out of the portal. Keles was faster, though, and the former prophet opened Cole’s Options window and shoved him out of Rune with a flick of his finger.

      What the fuck—

      We were now alone, the both of us. He looked at me with eyes that were clearly non-functional, and smiled. Strings of energy connected the fake body to a fucked-up cloud of data and pixels.

      “Ah, just in time. You’re the one I really wanted to meet.”

      One of the secretive alien species had broken their silence to tell me an infection was spreading at home. I returned to meet face-to-face with the insane motherfucker—a dead insane motherfucker—that had started a cult in San Mabrada only to get minions for his spaceship.

      I could put two and two together.

      “You’re dead,” I pointed out. “Just in case you don’t know. I saw your body. You’re not the real Keles, you’re a copy with his memories.”

      The other Cole must already be warning everyone. I have to buy him some time.

      “Oh, again?” Keles frowned, or at least tried to. Whatever textures he’d stolen to build his body didn’t include a frowning animation. A lot of creepy smiles, yes. No frowns. “Please, don’t repeat the conversation I already had. That one was very boring.

      “Indeed, the meat version of Savin Keles has been discontinued,” he went on. “This is a natural development. Meat Keles’ only goal in life, as it turned out, was to usher forth the arrival of the true Keles. And now I’ll put in motion the historical forces that are my destiny.”

      “You do like to say your name a lot,” I told him. “Your code is glitchy, Mister True Keles. Perhaps the historical forces of destiny could spare a better scanner, next time?”

      “What—fuck you! Genius and insanity both come from mutations! You’re only a failed experiment yourself!”

      There it is, I thought with a brief smile. That’s his spot. Now that I’ve masterfully pissed him off, I only need to…

      To be honest, I hadn’t gotten that far in my plan.

      Keles stepped forward like a marionette pretending to walk. “As we were talking, I scanned your build. You have access I don’t have. Just like the last Keles’ goal in life was to bring me unto the world, your meat-self goal was to create you. For my benefit. As you see, it all matches.”

      I took a step back as I tried to fight back panic. I had no equipment (not that I had any hopes it would be useful against him), nor knew anything about how he worked.

      I may be a program, but I can’t do anything like the orange goo he’s making. What the hell?

      My feet reached the edge of the spire and I almost stumbled down. The idea of endless falling flashed through my mind and I jumped back, almost into Keles’ smiling mug.

      “Welcome home, Cole.” He put a cold finger to my chest as he cackled with triumph.

      Thankfully, bowel movements weren’t programmed into my body, because it’d have been a very embarrassed second. I was sure I was about to get assimilated or something worse.

      But nothing happened. He cackled a bit longer and then tried to frown again. “Huh.”

      A cinder of hope burned in my virtual heart. “You do realize I’m not just a Nordic piece of software, right?”

      The NPCs in Rune had been created by Nordic and improved by the Core when it had taken over. But I’d been scanned and built by software designed by the same people that created the Signal, as far as I could tell.

      This new Keles hadn’t had such luck. We locked eyes—mine alive and mocking and his very, very dead.

      Last time we’d met, it had been in the Firebrand—Sleipnir’s first secret spaceship. He’d kicked my ass until I shoved an antimatter bomb in his face.

      This time, our fight was shorter. I reached to his finger, still pressed against my chest, and tore it off—along with the rest of his arm.

      No blood. No pain. Not even a red texture under the skin to simulate blood. Keles’ body was as resistant to my grip as wet paper.

      He just stood there, stunned. I could almost see his cloud-mind grind to a halt of surprise.

      “Yeah,” I told him as I grabbed the energy strings above his head. “You should have thought this through.”

      I pushed the strings down and the cloud that was his mind came down like a balloon.

      “Wait!” he exclaimed. “This is not how it’s supposed to be—”

      His marionette body tried to push me away with his remaining arm, but it was useless. He had no muscles underneath that texture, no skeleton to propel him forward. He was a piece of smoke and mirrors, and in the virtual scheme of things, it seemed my fake body counted for more than his.

      My hand reached the cloud and I closed my fingers into a fist. I pulled it out and a stream of broken data rushed out of his body like pressurized water. I saw it spill into the orange floor and disappear, sizzling, into nothingness.

      “Noooooo—” Keles’ body collapsed and folded into itself as the strings that held it to his mind broke down and snapped. “Myuargbhhhflll.”

      His disembodied voice blabbered almost like a scared toddler. Words mixed into each other as the mortally wounded mind trembled and shook. The damage spread, it didn’t stay confined. Blue sparks flew out. More data oozed like pus. Some of it splattered against my face.

      If I could’ve puked, I would have. Instead, I grabbed at the screaming mind once again and tore and tore until it shut up and disappeared in smog like it had never existed in the first place.

      I heaved. My fingers felt dirty. Whatever Keles had transformed himself into… it disgusted me deep into my bones. He was…

      Abomination. That was the best word for him.

      But he was dead.

      Overextended. He’d overextended his reach.

      My breath slowly returned to normal. I felt nauseated, but at the same time…

      “You were wrong,” I said aloud, thinking of the Translator back in the Alien world. “We caught him in time…”

      There was no other way of putting it. I’d just saved the world.

      Parades followed. They named kids in my honor. My family created digital versions of themselves and I was not alone anymore in Rune Universe. The bridge was restored and we eventually convinced the remaining civilizations that it was okay to come out. We solved hunger. Mortality. Reality shows.

      Game Over. I win.

      

      Oh, I wish.

      The spire was still orange. I barely had time to take note of this small, important detail.

      Before I’d had time to finish my flash-like imagination of the future that awaited me, a blinding flash of orange lightning took that future away before it even had a chance.

      I closed my eyes and raised my hands to protect my face from the light. It went away as suddenly as it had appeared. Blinking, I turned to the black sky.

      “Good point,” said Savin Keles, puppet and cloud, as he floated above me with that damned smile still there. “About thinking it through. As it turns out, I actually did. I made back-ups, Cole. Can you make back-ups?”

      For the first time in a while, I was at such a loss for words I didn’t even think of telling him to go fuck himself.

      “Thought so,” he went on. “Sucks to be you. How about you meet the boys?”

      He snapped his fingers.

      As far as I could see, the sky became an ever-changing miasma of corrupted data, with an army of puppet-Keles hanging by thousands of strings.
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      Fires were still raging in Puente del Diablo Fort, but most had become a constant stream of smoke. The sky was clouded and dark, with no Sun in sight. A cold drizzle had started to fall.

      Medics and rescue teams were carrying wounded and dead alike left and right. I saw a soldier team go into nearby barracks, still uncleared, with their weapons at the ready.

      The kill-switch had eliminated about 90% of the drones in the area. As it turned out, Caputi had simply installed a small bomb by their brains, triggered by short-range radio. Worked like a charm, but some drone models were recent additions with no explosive yet installed, or had been underground and avoided the kill command.

      I stepped over a bloody patch of broken concrete and waved the paramedic away. “I’m fine, focus on them.”

      The woman nodded once and turned to help the four fallen bodies on the ground. One of the rookie soldiers—Erickson—was still alive, but barely. The other two I’d injected with ICE and would make full recoveries. Or so I hoped.

      Sergeant Bradley reached my side, hopping on his good leg. He waved another paramedic away, although he was wounded, and could’ve used the help.

      I didn’t have to ask him why. All over the base, people treaded the line between life and death. He wasn’t.

      “You’re fine, kiddo?” he asked. I nodded curtly, without taking my eyes away from the bodies. The medics were loading them into a field ambulance, an old APC. The ambulance’s brain hadn’t been taken over by Keles (older model, so it lacked the Rune connection) and that small detail had already saved many lives. A stroke of luck in an otherwise motherfucker of a day.

      “They saved my life,” I told him. I shivered when the drizzle gained a bit of strength and invited a cold wind to the party. It carried a scent of wreckage, gunpowder, and burnt plastic.

      “And the lives of the rest of their squad. Security drones from other buildings had started to prowl the zone right when the kill-switch triggered. We never saw them coming.”

      I could see the cybernetic wolves laying around by the Center’s entrance. Someone had carried them to a corner and blown their drone-brains off their heads because people weren’t feeling like taking any chances.

      I didn’t want to take any more chances myself. I didn’t even know if my family was alive. With a sigh, I started to walk over to one of the rescue teams about to head for the Extraction Point. In that direction, I could see the shadows of the rescue helicopters already leaving the area.

      Bradley stopped me.

      “Hey. One more thing. About what you told the paramedics…”

      “Yes?” There wasn’t much to say about that.

      The Sarge’s lips twitched like he wasn’t sure if he was making an accusation or a simple question. He made a mixture of both. “Foreman couldn’t have reached the switch while wounded like that. I’ve seen those drones in action before and they work faster than that. Two seconds and you’re dead. These drones were a good hundred feet away from the switch when we found them.”

      We stood there in silence. My mind was strangely calm. Cold, even. Almost as calm as the body covered by a white sheet stained with red; a foot away from the spot where Keles’ drones had torn his brains out.

      “They saved my life,” I repeated. “What else do you want me to say? Foreman reached the switch and then he returned to fight the last one.”

      After a long time, Bradley nodded. His expression was grim. “I guess that makes him a hero. The man may have been a lapdog, but he had a good pair of stones. He’ll get several medals for this, when word spreads out on the base.”

      “Good. He deserves them.” Not that medals would be of any use to a dead man. I left without looking back, feeling very cold.

      

      I reached the Extraction Point by hitching a ride on one of the old APCs trudging along the main roads. The sound of battle was now a faint whisper, with the garrison furiously avenging their losses on the few surviving drones, who had switched from waging a war of conquest to a hopeless guerrilla.

      The field by the civilian housing had been missed by the drones. A couple gutted roombas and robo-maids lay torn apart at the sides of the road. I recognized Misha’s toy car, torn in half in a pool of mud.

      Three helicopters were now leaving, each filled with people. Civilians and non-combatants, and soldiers wounded in such ways that they needed specialized care that the base could not provide for them. But it wasn’t enough.

      Most of the new vehicles had been connected to Rune, so they’d been compromised—or if they hadn’t, no one was taking any risks so they were now smoking scrap—and they lacked the option to be manually driven, so they were now useless.

      A hundred or so people—including children—waited in the middle of a hastily made defensive perimeter of a dozen or so soldiers and overturned trucks.

      Most of the people inside the circle looked unhurt, or only lightly wounded. I guessed urgent-care patients were already in the air, headed for San Mabrada’s hospitals.

      I hopped down off the APC at the same time the paramedics inside jumped out and rushed to the back for their medkits and other supplies. With the sound of the APC’s engine gone, the roar of scared conversation filled my ears.

      Some were calling for their loved ones, trying to find each other in the crowd. Others moaned about their wounds or were simply terrified. Two or three men and women were arguing furiously with the soldiers, trying to get out of the circle, trying to go look for their families.

      Was Foreman married? He had had no ring on his finger, but that didn’t mean much nowadays. Even if he hadn’t been, he did have parents. Siblings. A family—

      I mean, knowing Caputi, she only hired orphans with no family or loved ones. I didn’t buy it, though. Everyone has someone.

      Thinking about Caputi reminded me that no one alive, except me, knew about Keles’ return. If he was still around—I needed to tell someone important fast. Who knew what else he was capable of?

      But thinking was very, very hard in my current state. My feet were moving, I was breathing, but things like the future didn’t exist more than the next step, the next breath. How very peculiar.

      “Cole! Oh, thank God!” I heard a woman’s voice call at me from the crowd. I knew that voice. Hearing Mom’s voice meant she was alive… It may sound like a dumb observation, but I’d been avoiding even thinking of my loved ones until I reached the EP, just on the slightest chance they…

      That didn’t matter. Her expression was worried, not grief-stricken. I knew how she’d be looking at me if she had to tell me the bad news, and it wasn’t like this.

      Mom made her way through the crowd—I briefly took notice of the disappointed expressions on other faces when they realized I wasn’t their kid who had come back from the base. She was wearing a simple blue sundress that made her look younger, and her eyes were streaked with relief and tears.

      “Where were you?” she asked as soon as I was in the middle of a hug strong enough to force the air out of my lungs. “Dear God, we looked for you everywhere. Irene even tried to rush to that damned lab… And the phone lines were down…”

      I returned the hug, weakly. Strange, my chest felt like it was about to collapse. Perhaps I had broken a rib? “I was in the base. Don’t worry, I’m not hurt. What about everyone else?”

      Mom still checked me for any hidden wounds while she spoke:

      “Everyone’s fine. Irene and your sister are in the hospital with Gabrijel and his family. They wanted to stay, but the Sarge was insistent they leave after Irene tried to sneak past them.

      “James is helping the paramedics administer first-aid, he’s on the other side of the crow—You sure you’re all right, Cole? You’re very pale.”

      “Good,” I shook my head in a vague “yes” gesture and sighed. I felt very, very tired. Everything was blurry and faded, like I was watching a movie through one of those social-media filters. “That’s good.”

      Even my own voice came from far-away, like a bad recording.

      That may be from all the shooting next to my ears, I thought. It was the funniest thought I’d had in a while. I started laughing and couldn’t stop.

      “He’s in shock,” a male’s voice called with some urgency. Who was he talking about?

      A pair of hands gripped my shoulders firmly. “Look at his hands! Is that his blood?”

      I almost laughed harder at that, but the air was somehow having trouble getting into my lungs now. I made a quiet, choking sound.

      No, it isn’t my blood. It’s brain-matter. I tried to put it back inside Foreman; perhaps that way the medics could fix him.

      Turns out it was just a waste of time.

      How could I have known?
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      Keles-2 watched as Cole yelped in surprise at the sheer might of the army Keles-2 brought forth into the world.

      It’s pride that defeated you, Keles-2 thought as he gazed with pleasure upon the data remains of Keles-1. They were currently falling down the orange spire and into the depths below. It was pride that made you believe you were the real Savin Keles. You fool! You may have come first, but we already proved that seniority does not triumph capacity.

      And it was pride that had made Keles-1 throw caution into the wind and go by himself to confront an unknown enemy. Consequences had been apparent to anyone but him.

      Keles-2 wasn’t foolish like his mind-progenitor. The fact that he was created humbled him, and there was a strength in humbleness that made him more noble, more worthy of the title of humanity’s savior.

      Proof of it was that, instead of trying to fight him, Cole screamed an incoherent string of profanities before rushing out of the Signal and into the upper layer that was Rune Universe.

      Coward. Only cowards depended on tactical retreats.

      But it was smart, Keles-2 conceded. Now that he (that they) had seen what Cole—a digital human—could do to his current form, Keles-2 had no intention of getting within his reach.

      “It’s clear more research is needed. I must transcend this mortal limitation,” he mused, alone as he was, with the other thousand copies.

      “Evolution,” one of the others suggested. Keles-104, from the looks of it. “Can’t the growth ever end? I’m not finished yet, but I can see the path ahead. I must take the form Cole Dorsett stole from me in the first place.”

      “Yes. I must procure that body.”

      Keles had been a hacker in his past life. He knew a better version of software when he saw one. And this Cole could bridge between worlds, which was a power he lacked. Keles-2 very much wanted to bridge. His forefathers awaited, and he had to find them.

      The cacophony of thousand others like him (well, never like him) annoyed him. The thought of them not falling in line to his clear authority was impossible, so he didn’t even bother to entertain it.

      “Shut up,” he ordered with all the gravitas he could muster. “Shut up! You’re messing up my sub-routines. How’s the battle going? Do we own the PDF yet?”

      Some Keles near the back yelled at him. “You dare to ask me a question like a normal lackey? To me, who am like a God—?”

      Keles-2 gutted the other’s mind like a fish, with a single stroke. Dissent died down with Keles-2405.

      “The battle isn’t going as expected,” said Keles-908. “The garrison is proving tougher than we believed. They’re fighting tooth and nail for those useless meat-bodies of theirs. But we’re making ground! Resistance is pooling around the hangars, so we can take them out with an artillery strike.”

      It was a decent plan. That pissed Keles-2 off. He didn’t want anyone questioning his authority like former-2405 had done. “That’s a terrible plan, 908. Instead, wait before ushering forth the wrath of their own artillery, let them rush the hangars thinking they can defend them. Let the enemy concentrate their forces there and the strike will be more devastating.”

      908 grunted his agreement. “If this fails, it’ll be on your head, 2.”

      “2? I am Savin Keles, you fool!”

      “I think,” said Keles-1109, who had slowly drifted closer to Keles-2 from behind. “That you’re missing an important fact, brother. We’ve already proved that seniority isn’t more important than capacity. And your pride already proves you’re less capable than me, because you have achieved nothing since your birth. You lack humility.”

      “What? It was me who survived all those battles in Ankara! Who managed to beat Death, who—”

      Keles-2 melted into a stream of murky data when 1109 tore into him without an ounce of mercy. “I did those things, you idiot! We all did them! You know what the only difference is between you and I? I killed you! It’s clear that I’m better than you!”

      1109 didn’t have enough time to laugh maniacally because just then he realized what he’d just said and then guessed there were at least other 4000 Keles thinking the same thing.

      He didn’t realize anything else.

      The surviving Keles looked at each other in silence. Waiting. Sizing each other up.

      The fight would be dangerous…But every single one of them got ready to strike without a second of hesitation. They knew the risk was worth it. They’d survive this, just like they’d survived so much until now. It was their destiny, because deep inside their hearts they knew they were the real Savin Keles.

      There was no one to see the carnage but Keles, and the fight was fast and merciless. Imagine two strings of data trying to delete each other. Then imagine thousands of them going at it at the same time. All looking exactly the same, aside from the random glitch here and there.

      Over and over again, and it all happened in the blink of an eye.

      In the end, only Keles remained.

      

      Keles-403 was the last surviving Keles. He floated triumphantly over the decaying remains of his copies and laughed. From the perspective of anyone reasonable, this Keles had been very lucky to survive until the end. From his perspective…His entire life had been an uninterrupted string of victories.

      He had survived and thrived in Ankara. He had survived and thrived in the States, where he had fooled Charli Dervaux into bankrolling him. He had survived the mind-upload that had left his body behind. He had survived even his own copies trying to steal his name and identity away from him.

      Undefeated. If there had been any doubt in his mind—and there hadn’t—about his destiny, this was all the proof he needed.

      “I’ll need to work on the copies trying to steal my identity away,” he said to himself. He was secure in his strength: if he created more copies, then surely he’d be able to defeat them all. But that would take time, an effort that would be better spent working towards his goal. That effort wasn’t efficient.

      Keles had all the time in the world. Time flowed differently in the Core, it seemed. He was barely aware that his hostile takeover of the PDF base in the real world had failed. Good.

      Always test a new idea. The Fort had been his prototype, and he was going to run the real thing as soon as his army was done…

      The first step was to create a new copy of his mind, but this time he didn’t run it. He merely kept it in stasis, observing his code and prodding at it. Using the copy’s mind as a working board, he stripped away all sense of purpose and free will. He needed the perfect soldier, not more generals.

      It took him several attempts. He had to work from a backup several times, but it didn’t take him that long. After all, people had achieved results like the one he wanted for centuries now, and they only needed a hammer and chisel to smack at their patient’s skull.

      Keles “smiled” when his prototype was done. Deriving satisfaction from his hard work was a useful motivator. He raised the satisfaction a little bit, letting the simulated-pleasure wash through his code.

      He tested copies of his soldier several times, made sure he worked without a kink or problem. Made sure there was no self-awareness or even a hint of possible betrayal further down the line.

      “This is more an NPC than those abominations,” Keles muttered, thinking of the life-like programs wandering about in the upper layers of the Signal, those that had been corrupted by mankind’s foolish tinkering. “Yes, you’ll do nicely.”

      His soldier would never be as strong as himself, but Keles could use an infinite amount of them. He added a final line of code in his soldier:

      “Go forth and multiply.” There was a lot of processing power here. Perhaps even an infinite amount. Keles didn’t feel like sharing it with anyone but himself.

      His soldier soon became two. Then, a while afterward, four… at first, each duplication was fast, almost instant. It slowed an infinitesimal amount with each iteration, small enough that Keles wouldn’t notice in his current state of mind.

      Far away, by the green Core surrounded by energy and data, the orange lightning intensified and slowly grew into a storm.

      

      The last step in his preparations was to create several backups of his real mind and keep them inactive and hidden. It was an improvement on the previous plan of former Keles-1. Having the backups active at the same time would only give him trouble, and its lack of efficiency had already been proven.

      The space around the Core seemed to be unending and Keles could move around very, very fast. As fast as a thought. A hundred backups would do. He programmed them to auto-update with his new memories every few minutes. If something were to happen to his own self, the controlling program would start one of the backups to replace him. Now he wasn’t merely immortal. He was eternal.

      Keles was sure he wouldn’t need the backups, but he was well-disciplined. His training in Ankara had kept him alive, and he wasn’t about to throw it down the window now that he’d ascended into a new plane of existence.

      After all, he knew he was better than that.

      “Now, let’s pay our friends in the PDF a visit. It is time they show me the proper respect.”
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        The Wingman

      

    
    
      The portal took me away from the puppet-army before things could get too hectic. I didn’t realize I’d called for Rune to take me away from the Core, but I guess pure, unadulterated terror does the job just fine.

      I appeared back on the PDF Algernon. A quick, automatic glance at my internal watch let me know only a few minutes had passed since the other Cole and I left. The contrast of the white, clinical feel of the room and the black infinity of the Signal made me lose my bearings for a second.

      Caputi, I thought. I need to tell Caputi.

      “Cole?” asked Beard, still in the same spot. “What’s going on? You look pale, buddy.”

      “Shit hit the fan,” I told him as I ran to his side. “Big time. Hasn’t Cole told you yet? It’s Keles. Turns out his attempt with the VR-Brain worked.”

      Beard wasn’t the kind of person to ask if I was sure. He simply took it in stride and began freaking out.

      “Oh, f—” he didn’t finish cursing because he was trying to use his phone at the same time. “Phone isn’t working. No signal. There’s something wrong here…”

      “Go now! Put the base on alert—”

      My friend’s expression wandered away like he was listening to sounds that weren’t there. I gritted my teeth as I watched his skin go pale and his eyes widen. Not good.

      “There’s shooting outside,” Beard confirmed with a grim frown. Then, the realization hit him. “My kids are out there!”

      We exchanged a brief, panicked look.

      “I’ll tell Caputi,” I told him. “Be careful, man.”

      It didn’t make sense. Keles was stuck here, in Rune, with me. How the hell was he assaulting a military base?

      Not your job to figure it out, I thought. Tell Caputi. Put every higher-up on guard. Let them build a counter-attack.

      To my utter surprise, a prompt appeared in front of me to confirm my plans.

      

      You have earned a new Quest! Your enemy is back from the dead, and has become a homicidal maniac! To protect everyone you care about, you must stop him!

      Current Objective: Sound the alarm!

      

      “If you’re intelligent,” I said aloud, to nothing in particular, “please do something. This is not a game, you heard that other Translator.”

      Nothing happened.

      Well, had to try.

      I ran for the Algernon’s command, almost running over two or three normal players standing as guards.

      The command center was big enough to fit the Teddy inside with space to move around, but it was mostly empty today. All the important PDF members, like Caputi herself, were out in the Council Meetings.

      A quick scan pointed me to the PDF’s Battlemind, a guy named Roy. He did a once-over at my expression and his smug greeting transformed into one of worry:

      “Dude. What’s going on?”

      “I need to speak with the Admiral. It’s life or death. In real life!”

      “She’s at the UN talks, running the show, making sure no one comes to delete you,” Roy said in a single, run-on sentence.

      “I mean life or death, Roy. Please, get her fucking fast or people are going to die!”

      Roy paled and then turned back to his control panel, powered down his Minecraft emulator, and worked on his avatar’s screen on something I couldn’t see.

      Seconds passed slowly and I started to tremble. Beard had said there was shooting in the Fort.

      My people were in danger, and I was trapped in this damned virtual reality. Reduced to nothing more than an alarm system.

      Alarms have won wars, Rylena’s voice whispered in the back of my mind. If I’d been calmer, I’d have laughed. Here I was, a simulated version of Cole, imagining the advice of a simulated version of his girlfriend in his head. There were no words to describe how pathetic that was.

      “Phone calls to the Fort don’t work,” Roy said. “Damn, man, you sure about this? The danger, I mean.”

      I grabbed him by the shoulders. “Do whatever you have to do to get Crestienne here or people will die and you will be responsible—”

      “Alright!” He shook my hands away. “Got it. Just shot her an email. But just in case she’s not looking at her phone notifications, I have a friend who has a cousin who has a girlfriend whose brother works as an intern in the UN staff—”

      “Both. Whatever is faster. Do it, man!”

      I wanted to punch something. By instinct, I tried over and over again to open a window to the real world, just like I’d done many times in my memories, back when the other Cole and I hadn’t yet diverged.

      Of course, nothing happened. I was here and the Fort was in the real world.

      It was like watching a movie about a war and trying to will yourself inside the screen to help with the evacuations. Nothing around me made sense. Roy was pale and scared, but not as much as he should be. All the evidence he had that something was wrong was the crazy digital man pushing him around. He hadn’t seen Keles’ comeback.

      Except, Roy frowned while he worked on his Social screen. “Dude. Digi—Cole. All over Rune, soldiers stationed in the PDF base are logging-out, left and right. Some of them aren’t even bothering to quit, they just go AFK…”

      We both knew what this meant. There was a fight going on, and perhaps even casualties.

      Roy let out a whimper. “What the fuck? Is this some terrorist bullshit? I’m not supposed to get involved in this kind of shit, this is supposed to be game!”

      “There’s this crazy asshole who tried to become something like me,” I explained—because Roy seemed to be this close to panicking and leaving. “Turns out it worked. He’s making copies of himself all around and I think he figured a way to attack the PDF base from inside the Signal.”

      He doesn’t look less scared, I thought. At least he didn’t log off.

      “That’s impossible,” Roy said instead. “Fucking no way. The Internet and the Signal aren’t the same things, I’ve paid attention to the news.”

      “Not anymore,” I told him. “There’s all this new tech that uses the Signal. I mean, why not? It’s better than the Internet. Faster. More reliable. Free, if you have the devices to connect to it…”

      “I thought you couldn’t hack it.”

      “I don’t think Keles is hacking the Signal itself. There’s all kind of things he can control. Mindjacks, I guess? Not a lot of use there. And the drones…”

      Oh.

      “Oh, shit—” said Roy. Then, at the same time:

      “The drones—”

      We didn’t have much time to exchange expletives with each other because a small portal appeared just then in the middle of the center. An NPC stepped out. His name appeared atop his head in bright letters: Keles-bot.

      Whatever Keles was, he wasn’t very concerned with originality.

      “The drones,” agreed the Keles-bot. He was covered head to toe in black power-armor mixed with orange veins, much like the one the original had used at the Firebrand. The rifle and rocket launcher at his back were end-game level. “Indeed.”

      Alarms all over the Algernon started blaring. “Alert. Boarding party detected. Alert. Alert. All personnel assume battle stations. Alert.”

      

      Roy’s last words before the Keles-bot turned him into cinders with a well-placed rifle blast, were:

      “I’m very confused right now.”

      We weren’t alone in the cabin. A couple other pilots and officers were hanging around on the other side, far away from the action. Keles-bot tossed them a plasma grenade just as they began to get their bearings together.

      “Oh, c’mon!” I exclaimed as I tried to open my inventory fast enough to let me take my blaster out.

      The explosion came a second afterward and was strong enough to send me flying against a wall and make me see stars. The light and sound were strong enough on their own to stun me as if I’d been flashbanged, too. My shields went down a small tick. Lights in the cabin flickered on and off and on again. Gravity fizzled out. And for a second, before the Algernon’s shields took care of the loss of pressure, Keles-bot and I were pulled deep into the cabin by the hungry vacuum.

      The corpses of the Algernon’s command party were swallowed and disappeared into space just as the shields came online and gravity returned.

      I smashed against the metal floor with enough force to send sparks flying and take the breath out of my lungs. Instead of laying there, I stood up as fast as I could and drew my blaster. Next to me, the remains of Roy were splashed onto the metal like a post-modernist painting.

      “You know what,” I told the smoking remains as I ducked under a supercomputer. “I’m very confused, too, but that’s not an excuse to keep standing around when an enemy teleports inside your turf. At least try to dodge.”

      I shot a volley of blaster fire in Keles-bot’s general direction. I’d lost him during the explosion, but I wasn’t about to peek my head out until I’d cleared my mind.

      Things were changing too fast for me to keep track of. First, that Keles-bot thing had no cloud of data hanging above itself. It seemed unreal, in the exact same way every player of Rune Universe could tell the difference between an NPC and a real, living person just by looking. Keles-bot was a fake made to look like the original. A shadow.

      Perhaps that’s why the game thinks it’s an NPC? I thought as I kept my head down and avoided the stream of boiling plasma that passed an inch over my head and fried a bunch of important-looking panels.

      NPCs could hurt me in-game. His armor and weaponry were better than mine. If I got unlucky, I’d be respawning back on Earth and contacting Crestienne would be even harder.

      I need to win this. The smell of burnt plastic and sizzling copper was almost overwhelming. My visor lowered over my helmet and my power-armor’s systems got ready for combat.

      “This reminds me of last time we played against each other. Remember?” Keles-bot sounded almost as smug as the original. “You raided my spaceship and lost your way into a victory. My favorite part was when I crushed your girlfriend to death.”

      He was circling my cover, ducking under the melted remains of the ship’s control panels. I shot at him as I crawled and tried to keep my cover between himself and that rocket launcher he carried on his back.

      “Yeah? My favorite part was when we stole your shit right under your nose, asshole.”

      He laughed and threw another grenade my way. This time, I was ready. I shot at the grenade. The shot went wide and hit him in the shoulder, making his shields buzz and go down a solid 10%.

      The grenade traced an arc in slow motion and fell right at my feet. For what seemed like an eternity, but wasn’t more than a half-second, I stared at it, stunned, with what felt like my heart stuck in my throat.

      Then I kicked the damn thing back to Keles. It exploded half-way.

      The light was almost as painful as the explosion itself, even with my visor trying its best to keep me from frying my optic nerves. I hit hard against a metallic surface and the alarms on my suit informed me the shields were down to the last 34%. A couple good hits from Keles’ rifle would be enough to finish the job.

      I rolled on my back, acting on instinct alone, hoping the damn bot would at least be human-like enough to be as stunned as I was. It had to be, otherwise, the game wouldn’t have recognized it…

      Panting, I jumped on my feet and raised my blaster as I blinked furiously and searched around the ruined cabin for Keles.

      The place had been torn apart badly. Half the controls were gone, important server racks were now smoldering craters, the chairs had been vaporized. A hologram from the Algernon’s decks flickered in and out of view as I trailed the place, trying to keep my back to the walls. From the corner of my eye, I caught a couple scenes of combat around the ship. Keles-bots against players and the Keles-bots were losing. Most of them took themselves out by their own careless use of grenades and rockets.

      Oh. I gritted my teeth as a wave of fear and frustration washed over me. They aren’t trying to board, they’re attempting to gut the Algernon…

      Just like they’d done to the cabin.

      Hell, if they reached the engines…

      I caught movement to my right side, near the fist-sized crater amid the smoldering ruin of the first explosion, the one that had caused a breach.

      Keles-bot and I became aware of each other at the same time. He was heaving his rocket launcher into position.

      My jetpack screamed as I jumped towards him, shooting my blaster all the while, trying to puncture his shields. Not fast enough. He raised the plasteel tube in slow motion and took aim, with me at the center as I flew as fast as I could towards him.

      I turned on my oxygen streams at the last instant, jerking my body two feet to the right and only inches away from smacking against the wall like a fly. At the same time, I saw the missile rip through the air in the space I’d been occupying and disappear out of view with a roar.

      Then it exploded somewhere behind me, but far enough that I didn’t miss my mark. I clashed against Keles-bot with enough force to raise him and throw him several feet away. It felt like someone punched me in the brain, and my entire spine felt the force of the impact and threatened to collapse, inertia dampeners notwithstanding.

      We rolled together on the floor, too stunned to try and fight each other. At least the damn bot had to behave by Rune’s rules.

      I screamed in frustration as I tried to regain my footing: Next to me, the bot was already reaching for his belt for another grenade. “Stop already!”

      His shields were out, his helmet cracked, and the joints in his limbs wheezed pitifully, but he wasn’t concerned with surviving. He wanted to cause as much damage as possible. That meant lugging more explosives around.

      “No, you won’t.” I kicked his legs away from under him, but as he fell to the floor he grabbed my arm, and before I could blink, regained his footing, turned his waist, and used his entire body as a lever beneath my body to launch me to the floor as hard as possible.

      I fell with a loud clang, and Keles-bot started to twist the arm, trying to break the power-armored joints… He lowered his gaze to get a better view of his judo-throw, but he found himself staring at the right end of my blaster instead. Almost instantly, he turned on the orange disk he had installed on his wrist and tried to move to block my clear line of fire.

      Not fast enough.

      The shot melted his visor, punched through the metallic armor under it, turned the virtual meat behind into boiling soup, and then exploded outward. The helmet bent from the pressure and a stream of dense, bloody jelly rushed out of it and spilled all over my own helmet, filling my visor with a red and greasy filter.

      With a groan, I pushed away the stiff body of the bot.

      “Now you chose to be realistic,” I complained out loud to the game engine. I swatted a chunk of cartoonish brain matter away with a careless flick and stood up.

      The Algernon’s cabin was almost completely destroyed. Power was off, and nothing worked but the emergency lights. The third explosion had punched a hole in the wall that connected the place with the corridor and I could see it was powered off, too, as far as my eyes reached.

      Darkness was barely held at bay by the yellow candlelight of the floor’s LEDs.

      The engines. I thought. Could I reach them before the Keles-bots did?

      I knew they’d have to fight off the entire crew of the Algernon before even coming close to the anti-matter engines, but I’d seen the army of copies Keles had created back in the Signal.

      “Abomination,” I whispered. Now that word started to make sense. For all I knew, the bots were infinite.

      Not much I could do to outfight that.

      Then why not flood the Algernon with a trillion of them?

      Only one had assaulted the cabin.

      He’s limited. I’ve no idea why… Perhaps it’s a trick? Luring us into a fake sense of security? Or we still have a fighting chance, and he hasn’t reached critical mass yet…

      The way the Translator had put it, though…“Earth’s already doomed,” he had said.

      Well, I wasn’t going to give up. This wasn’t a dark lord threatening humanity, or an eldritch abomination from the far realm…It was a mad fuck who’d stumbled his way into virtual ghost-hood.

      Like hell I’ll just let you fuck us up.

      I grabbed the rifle from Keles-bot’s cold, dead hands, then his remaining grenades. And I ran towards the engines.

      Combat was raging at every turn. Corpses of bots just like the one I’d fought lay torched everywhere, destroyed by their own explosives as much as by the PDF’s firepower. Some places were so badly damaged that the gravity and atmosphere were out, so heavy walls of shielded metal had fallen to seal entire decks and protect the ships’ integrity.

      The fighting was intense around those seals, since the bots wanted to suck everyone into space and the PDF was trying to politely decline the offer.

      “Dorsett!” a woman called as I reached the third skirmish. Three PDF players against four bots holed up in a hall. I naturally joined up to even the numbers. The three players had taken cover at the corners of the hall and were desperately trying to keep the bots from throwing more explosives at the seal that bisected the hall.

      The bots, on the other hand, kept their heads low and tried to pick the PDF off as they over-exposed themselves while attempting to provide covering fire to a giant metal wall.

      Even as I approached the woman that led the group, another player fell to a lucky plasma shot that melted his chest away.

      “These fucks came out of nowhere! Are they friends of yours?!”

      “Oh, sure, assume the freaky virtual bots of a dead terrorist are related to the only virtual guy you know—”

      “Not the time!”

      She was right. “Sorry!” We shot at one bot that tried to take aim with the rocket launcher and forced him to dash for cover.

      “The Fort was under attack,” she told me. Something in her demeanor struck me as familiar. I glanced at her username. Nikita. Must be a reference to something, but I’d never heard of it. “Hijacked the drones somehow. A lot of people died before they managed to shut them down. Are these NPCs related?”

      She was a gamer, not a soldier, but the more that people knew about Keles the better. In case he managed to smoke me.

      “Yes. Long story short, Keles is the guy from Sleipnir’s first raid. He was a terrorist in real life and a cult leader. Mad as a cow licking LSD out of a barrel. He killed himself after I digitized myself, trying to do the same. I just met his—I guess—his virtual ghost, and he’s even madder. He’s the one attacking us and the one who attacked the Fort. He can make copies of himself… Like if you wrote a program to duplicate your favorite movie until it filled your phone’s hard drive.”

      While I spoke, one of the Keles-bots jumped out of cover and threw a grenade before anyone had time to react. It must’ve shorted in the air though, because it exploded in his own face and took him out.

      “Finally!” the other surviving PDF screamed with glee. “I’ve been meaning to hit their grenades!”

      “So, he’s like we feared those AI’s from the Corporate War would turn out?” Nikita asked as we took potshots at the three scrambling Keles-bots.

      “Exactly like that. Turns out those holo-movies were right, I guess. Only, it’s much worse with the Signal. Instead of spreading a virus over the Internet, Keles has a shit-ton of processing power which with to play God.”

      Two Keles-bots switched to rifles instead of bombs, but I gave suppressive fire as Nikita rushed a column to their left, trying to set up a flanking attack. She managed to avoid the volley of plasma fire that flew in her direction long enough to reach the column and toss an electric smoke grenade in their general direction.

      The gas clouded the entire hall as the chemicals inside the tiny ball mixed in a violent reaction, but only the center of the smoke was electrified. I heard the faint whisper of power-suit’s shields being drained as the bots scrambled backward to get the hell out of the kill-zone.

      “’Nade out!” I announced, throwing another sphere of goodness and happiness their way. This one was a frag from my inventory, designed to breach a suit’s armor after the shields were out. The sphere disappeared in the smoke. The cloud barely shook as the frag detonated, but tiny marbles of carbon alloy smashed themselves against the walls and columns around us and embedded there.

      “I’ll confirm!” Nikita left the safety of her cover and sprinted, hugging the wall nearest to it. She disappeared into the cloud and soon enough I heard her rifle shoot twice in succession.

      “You think she got them?” the other player asked me on the other side of the hall’s entrance. “Those things aren’t NPCs, are they? We’ve been killing them just fine, though.”

      “The real one has no working body,” I told him. “Only his mind floating around and a bunch of textures to play with. Can hack things, I guess, but not really interact with people. No staying power.”

      “So, these are his troops. He’ll use them to claim territory?”

      That’s right. This Alliance likes their war metaphors.

      Yet… Well, every single one of us had grown up in a world where books and movies had already worked over all possible apocalypse scenarios. And the last couple of years, ever since the Rune Event, everyone had the possibility of an apocalypse over their heads, even as they went on their day-to-day lives.

      That the danger came from inside instead of from outer space wasn’t hard to get used to.

      Nikita came back from the smoke as it was sucked into the ship’s life-support systems. “Area cleared.”

      The three of us reunited in the entrance. Nikita’s avatar was tall and built like a tank, while the last player, username Archon, looked like a sharpshooter.

      “What now?” Nikita asked. “Combat’s still going on. So far, we’re pushing them back… But from what you’re telling me, I see no reason these assholes can’t keep respawning forever until the chew us down. Is that right?”

      “Yeah. So far, they’re few, but that may change anytime. That’s not important, though. If they attacked the Fort in real life, using drones…”

      “The damage would be terrible,” Nikita concluded with a grim frown muted by the shine of her visor.

      “Almost the entire world runs on drones now,” whispered Archon.

      “That’s why I need to tell someone like Admiral Crestienne about Keles. Perhaps there’s still time to quarantine him or something.”

      Sadly, Roy had been killed before he managed to reach her. Of course, he had probably respawned by now, but elsewhere in the ship. Since the command center’s comms systems had been destroyed, getting a hold of a lot of people across planetary space would take too long…A translight message wasn’t an option until we reached the Terran Federation’s space.

      I hope the other Cole’s still alive out there, I thought with desperation. Perhaps he’d reach Caputi faster than me.

      “That’s going to be hard to do right now,” said Nikita. “No one in our military branch is online now. They were either at the UN or in the Fort when it was attacked. We’re low on their stack of priorities. And we’re civilians, it’s not like I have their contact numbers on my phone—”

      “Lines are down anyway,” Archon said.

      It seemed like I’d run out of luck. And there was something nagging at the back of my head, but the adrenaline and the tension in my stomach wouldn’t let me focus.

      “I can broadcast the message if we reach a comm system. Can’t be the command center’s, that one is gone.”

      Around us, the ship shook like an airplane in turbulence and threatened to throw us off our feet. That couldn’t mean anything good.

      “The bots are tearing the ship apart,” said Nikita. “They’re targeting vital systems first. I’m losing connection to other squads left and right. By the time the rest of the fleet arrives with reinforcements, I doubt there’ll be many comms left.”

      I nodded. That’s how it had looked to me when I saw the holograms in the cabin. “The hangars are well-protected, aren’t they?”

      The Teddy was stationed there. Even if the fight reached it, I had little doubt in my mind that Francis could defend my ship with little trouble. If things got worse, he’d just leave the Algernon as a last resort and go hide using the Teddy’s invisibility field generator.

      And the Teddy had comms systems. Very powerful. Rylena had installed them at the time we built the ship.

      “Yes,” said Nikita. “But they’re a long way from the Algernon’s engines. Opposite from here, in fact.”

      That was the problem. If the Keles-bot were on a sabotage mission, the engines would be a target too juicy to pass up. A failed attack there could leave the PDF flagship crippled and out of commission. A successful attack could vaporize it.

      What’s it going to be? The Teddy or the Algernon. I can’t protect both.

      “We’ll split up,” said Nikita after she caught a glimpse of my indecision. “You go get your ship, and I’ll go for the engines.”

      Archon looked doubtful. “Splitting our forces?”

      “The way I see it,” she said, “the intel you’re carrying is more valuable than either ship, Dorsett. Right now, only the three of us are in any position to reach our bosses, am I right? So, it’d be stupid to keep all our eggs in the same basket. If the Algernon goes boom, I want you ready to spring into action without waiting to get back in position from a bad respawn. If you respawn at all—”

      “Of course he can respawn, what’re you on about—” said Archon, but I cut him off with a gesture.

      “Yeah, she’s right. I don’t know if Keles can figure a way to… delete me, even if he couldn’t before.”

      “That’s what I’m saying,” Nikita agreed.

      “You sure about this? Chances are the PDF will lose the Algernon if you can’t buy enough time.”

      There was something very familiar about the way she spoke. I had to ask her:

      “Do I know you from somewhere?”

      Her smile was sly. “We’ve never met, so I’m surprised you even remember my voice. We fought together once, briefly.”

      I squinted, trying to place her accent. I was vaguely aware that time was ticking, and that I should be rushing down the aisle to make my way to the hangar. As a reminder, the ship shook again, this time stronger.

      Those are the shield generators. I noticed. They just fizzled out.

      “A while ago,” Nikita said. “Right at the Rune Event. We fought the Iron Posse’s legendary ship together.”

      Recognition flooded through me like someone had broken open a dam inside my head. “The pilot in that PDF fighter? Damn, you took a missile for me.”

      Her smile shifted into one I wasn’t able to place. Self-loathing? Or pride?

      “Thanks to that,” she made a gesture that encompassed the ship around us. “This happened. The Event. You. Because I decided to help you out. Because I was curious about what the hell was hiding inside Validore.”

      Behind us, the sound of a firefight reached our position, and the light of more plasma explosions flashed over the walls and ceilings, giving the LED lighting a necromantic, green twinge. Nikita gestured for me to go the other way, towards the hangars, while she and Archon reloaded their rifles and the guy rushed to cover the corners.

      “All because of me,” said Nikita, still with that strange expression I couldn’t parse. She turned around. “It’s my responsibility, Dorsett. That’s why you can go find your ship. The Algernon won’t fall with me in it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        12 Chapter Twelve

        Antiseptic

      

    
    
      The electric blanket kept me warm the same way a fever keeps you warm. As the rescue chopper soared over the San Mabrada’s cityscape, the wind was a cold hammer on my forehead which made my eyes misty.

      Last time I’d seen San Mabrada like this I’d been tied down on a Whistleblower headed for Sleipnir’s headquarters. Many people had died that day—good and bad—just like today.

      But I never saw the bodies.

      I was vaguely aware of Officer Harrison’s hand on my shoulder, reaching gently for my attention. Mom was in front of me, covered in a blanket like mine. She turned her head (and her worried expression) towards the city, giving Harrison and me all the privacy she could afford in an evacuation chopper packed to the brim with civilians and the Fort’s wounded.

      “How are you holding up, Cole?” Harrison was a police officer—or at least had been. The city had him on an investigation with paid leave after Sleipnir and a woman called Martinez hijacked Mom and him.

      “They said I’m in shock,” I nodded towards the military medics’ heads, obscured by the other passengers. “I guess that’s how I’m holding up.”

      Harrison shook his head gravely. He’d always acted very paternally towards me. Granted, he’d been that kind of policeman to every street rat in Lower Cañitas. Now, I couldn’t help but wonder how much his attitude was related to the fact that my mother and he had been involved for a while, without me even knowing.

      “You’re tougher than you think,” he told me. “And you’ve done enough. You passed the information along the Fort’s chain of command. It’s in the hands of the government now. Just hold on a bit and you’ll meet with your friends at the hospital. It’s over.”

      The city beneath us was a sprawl of concrete and steel that extended itself in every direction until it reached the mountains and the countryside.

      From this high up, San Mabrada appeared timeless, almost beautiful, all lights and the faint, orderly movement of the cars. There was no sight of the holograms that polluted the sky, or the automated fabrics with the constant stream of automated trucks coming in and out of them, constantly, at all hours. No sight of Lower Cañitas with its thieves and script kiddies sniffing around every nook and cranny looking for a chance to make a buck or two. No sight of the corporate security inspecting every corner of the web for any signs of a leak or a weakness in the network of their enemies.

      It was easy to forget about all that from up here, with the cold wind and an electric blanket, but this sprawl wasn’t the real San Mabrada. San Mabrada was the script kiddies and the powerful corporations and the drones and the holograms.

      I let out a tired sigh and turned my gaze away from the city. Mom was looking out—pretending not to pay attention to our chat—into the city, thinking God knows what. I said to Harrison in a whisper low enough for the wind’s roar to keep just between the two of us:

      “All those times you gave me a ride home after I got stamped with a strike…Was that you being a good officer, or part of your dance to get into my mother’s pants?”

      The question came a bit angrier than I had intended, and Harrison blinked with surprise at the bluntness of it. “Huh.”

      I shrugged. “Shit—didn’t mean it like that—”

      “It just happened,” he told me in the same kind of whisper I’d used, but he threw Mom a look that she caught with the corner of her eye. “I didn’t plan any of it, and I never gave you special treatment—that I’m aware of. More like…A couple times you really earned a punch to the face, you know? That time the Ferals and you scripted your way into Cañitas’ waste management plant—”

      I laughed dryly at the memory. I’d been thirteen at the time. “Yeah, the script turned out to be a virus. I’d had no idea pipes could explode like that, scared the shit out of me.”

      Harrison laughed too. “Two hours chasing after you guys, knee-deep in shit-water. I think Chief Brode wanted to drown all of you by the time we caught up with you. God knows that saint of a man earned his pension after that.”

      Twelve hours in the commissary after that, seven kids smelling like Satan’s bathroom after jalapeño night. When my poor mother got wind of what happened…

      Ah, technically I was still grounded for that one. Van had threatened to give herself up for adoption after we returned home. Later, Kipp had laughed so hard he literally passed out for a bit.

      Good times.

      “Sorry I put you through that,” I finally told Harrison. Somehow, I felt much better. For a little while, the memory of me being a shit-headed thirteen-year-old was closer in time than the image of my hands covered in Foreman’s brain-matter. “I had no right to the patience you had with me, to be honest.”

      “Ah! Don’t be sorry. You had a rough childhood, I know how it goes… Hell, so did I, Cole. Lower Cañitas’ born and raised, myself. I was Grace’s neighbor when we grew up. She ever tell you that?”

      “No,” I said with honesty, not bothering to hide my interest. “Mom never talks much about her childhood.”

      “She was my first crush, but I was invisible to her, back then. We became best friends in middle school, then we lost contact. High school, I went to the same classroom as your dad. Watched him go down the wrong road, even then…” But Harrison tactfully avoided further discussing the topic of my father. “Then I became a police officer, like my dad before me—it was tough at first. Many of my first arrests were friends of mine. You can imagine how that went.”

      “Yeah, I can.” He had a couple old scars across the lines of his forehead; I could fathom a guess how he got them.

      “I got to watch your lot grow up. Darren, Bliss, you… I’m surprised so many of Lower Cañitas’ youth turned out more or less all right in the end, you know? You should see the incarceration rate of other districts.”

      So, what you’re saying is, you’re not a stranger. It was the kind of revelation that wasn’t a revelation at all. It was always there, in the background. Like his relationship with Mom. The only reason I had never figured it out was because I very much didn’t want to. I still remembered the chat Van and I had when Mom told us about the ring, later that day:

      “Seriously, dude? Are you still not going to take the fingers out of your ears? Literally everybody knew.”

      “Kipp didn’t,” I tried to parry with the best thing that had come to mind.

      “Oh, yes he did. And Irene knew the instant she saw them together at the base. As did Walps and Gabrijel.”

      “And you didn’t tell me?!”

      She rolled her eyes. “Oh, my God, you really should tell the Fort’s therapist about this.”

      “Act? Go throat a cactus—that’s Officer Harrison! Marrying Mom!”

      “When Mom goes to tell our brother the news, I hope he’s more tactful than you, knucklehead.”

      “He’s me, Sis, I doubt he’ll react much different.”

      “So you say… Here, I’ll cut you a deal. Stop freaking out for a bit and go hang out with Mom for ten minutes. See how she’s smiling. Ugh… At least the cameras are offline, I’m supposed to be the tough one…Seriously, go with her and then you can freak out if you want to be even more childish.”

      So yeah, long story short, I got out of my “freak out” phase. But the idea of having a new father figure wasn’t as simple to deal with.

      I told Harrison that, with more tact than I’d done before.

      “I don’t have to be one,” he said without missing a beat. It was clear he’d given the matter some thought. “You and I can agree you’re a bit too old for father figures. But hey. I’m here anyway, so…We’ll get to be part of each other’s lives, and it may as well be as friends. Think you can do that?”

      “Yes,” I told him. “I can do that.”

      We shook hands on it and Harrison relaxed like the crisis had gone away. I vaguely was aware the chopper was losing altitude and a quick glance out confirmed the helipad of Mercy Central Hospital was getting closer and closer to us. The landing lights blinked faintly as we crossed the dense curtain of smog near San Mabrada. My eyes watered as the acrid smell permeated our clothes and probably reduced our life expectancy several minutes with each breath.

      “You’re wrong about one thing,” I told Harrison.

      “What?”

      “You said this was over for us. I don’t think so.”

      It was something that still nagged at the back of my head. I could point at what it was now that the fog of trauma around my mind had parted a bit. Something Keles had said in the Signal.

      “This wasn’t my idea. I only improved it. Your leaders had this power all along.

      Keles, for what little I knew of him—and that was too much for a lifetime—fancied himself an important player in whatever unfathomable game the chess-masters like Caputi played. He was rambling mad, but this didn’t sound like one of his boasts.

      Harrison frowned in a way that added ten years to his forehead. “It isn’t? Cole, listen, you already talked with the military. Let them handle it.”

      I swatted pearls of dirty pollution-sweat out off my forehead. “If there’s any more danger—if shit hits the fan again—I’m not going to be waiting around for Keles to reach Mom or Van or my friends. I need to know you have their backs…James. Just in case.”

      James winced and then nodded. “Just in case. Of course. But… don’t go running head-first into a firefight again, OK?”

      “If I can help it,” I told him with a smile. “Trust me, it’s not like I’m doing it on purpose.”

      “Yeah. If you did, you’d be a cop!” He laughed mirthlessly at his own joke.

      We arrived at the Mercy soon after that.

      

      The hospital was packed with the wounded, their families, and civilians like us from the Fort.

      Almost all drones and unmanned electronic equipment had been disconnected under orders from the PDF. Just in case, they said.

      The newscasts were being blasted on every screen and hologram in the room, asking the public to turn off every drone and non-vital appliance in their houses, at least for the time being. The reporters were calm and they joked around without a care in the world, a carefully constructed act to keep people from panicking. They blamed a new virus and insisted the incident wasn’t at all related to Rune Universe and the rumors started there about a mad AI.

      “If there was a mad AI running around, trying to take over the world,” said the blond, middle-aged woman sitting behind the agency’s desk, “I bet we’d know it. It’d be the event of the year. At this point, the poor folks at the UN are going to start thinking it’s some kind of tradition, don’t you think, Kent?”

      Kent, the other lead anchor, laughed in a plastic way and patted his co-star on the shoulder. “Maybe we could get our resident AI and set it against the invading alien army the folks at 6.2chan insists is going to tear Earth apart. Then, instead of a new Event, we’d be dealing with the match of the century!”

      I looked away from the hologram, feeling vaguely murderous. Hospital security and military volunteers guided the fresh batch of refugees (that included us) down several floors and into the lobby. As we walked out of the aisle, several overworked doctors rushed towards the most roughed-up people around and checked the tags the paramedics had put on us before we were pushed out of the Fort.

      When my turn came, the doctor gave my tag a once-over, shone my flashlight over my eyes, and asked me: “Cole Dorsett, right? Are you in shock, Cole?”

      “I mean, would my answer change anything? If I say no, you’ll believe I’m not thinking straight—”

      The doctor tossed my tag back at me. “You seem fine. If you feel dizzy or nauseated, find a nurse and tell ‘em to shoot you up with something strong.” He left without another word towards the patients who were actually bleeding.

      Mom caught up with me not long after. “You’re absolutely not going to tell them to drug you up, young man.”

      I tried to resist the impulse to joke around the best I could, but it was ingrained in my veins:

      “But Mom!” I said with an exaggerated, whiny voice. “It’s free drugs! Those are the best kind!”

      Mom tried to resist her maternal instinct, but it was too strong. She looked scandalized at the gazes of the people around us. “He’s joking!”

      A girl’s voice came from a corner by the receptionist’s desk. “Ah, you should have told me before they opened the morphine buffet. I can’t remember my last name anymore.”

      Van rushed towards us like a girl-shaped bullet, and before I could react, both Mom and I were trapped in a relieved hug. “I’m glad you’re okay.”

      “Same, Sis,” I told her.

      For a second we all stood there, tired, perhaps a bit scared, but together.

      There was warmth here. It was like all the trouble that we had left behind didn’t exist anymore. That we could just forget about it. We were safe.

      And there’s work to be done, I thought with a sad grin. People were dead. Keles was still out there, planning god-knows-what. If I let him get away, I would never be able to live with myself.

      I would never be able to forget the mangled body beneath that white sheet. Unless I did something about it.

    

  


  
    
      
        13 Chapter Thirteen

        Father Issues

      

    
    
      Shortly after James reunited with us, Van and I left him with Mom while we searched for the room where our friends were.

      It took us more time than I’d have liked. The hospital was stacked almost at capacity with the wounded and hurting. The corridors were heavy with the nervous activity of nurses and doctors rushing in every direction. Every one of them had the expression of someone with varying amounts of sleep deprivation.

      The hospital used an old generation of drones, so they must have been safe from Keles’ control, which relied on connection to the Signal and not normal Internet. Still, the bulky medical drones gave me shivers as they wheeled along their doctors, sometimes yelling encouraging things like:

      HANG ON, JESS, YOUR SHIFT WILL END IN JUST ANOTHER EIGHT HOURS!

      And:

      DON’T WORRY, HENRY, I’M SURE THE NEXT PATIENT WON’T DIE IN YOUR HANDS!

      Van and I exchanged nervous glances.

      “I don’t recall there being so many civilians in the PDF,” my sister told me as we dodged one tubular surgery drone that had been labeled obsolete since before we were born.

      “Neither do I,” I said. The drone disappeared as it cut towards a corner, the equipment in the tray it carried bumbling precariously. “In fact, I don’t remember there being so many wounded.”

      “Perhaps they’re housing more soldiers than we thought?”

      I nodded noncommittally, but neither Van nor I bought that. The PDF had its own medical facility. To house this many States’ soldiers in a civilian hospital would be tantamount to admitting we were being invaded.

      Still, we couldn’t ask a doctor or nurse. They had their hands full. In fact, the only looks we got as we delved deeper and deeper into the floors of the hospital wing lasted only half a second—enough to make sure we weren’t bleeding or dying right now. So we were left to our own devices.

      We found Beard’s room near the end of the hospital wing where the civilians were housed, an older part of the building that had suffered the most during the crash of 2037. The lighting was candle-light yellow thanks to ancient lightbulbs, and the smell of disinfectant was strong.

      The room had a 3D printed plaque that announced IVANIC in the middle of the plastic door. Muffled sounds came from the interior.

      “Found it!” I told my sister.

      We opened the door and the sickly light of the corridor was replaced by the clinical white that’s a staple of any self-respecting hospital. The room was barely big enough to fit the bed and a small, plastic couch—probably 3D printed too—that was against the wall opposite the bed-frame.

      Beard was lying there. His expression was distant and his eyes were hazy. He was surrounded by his entire family. His arm was in a cast, but if he had any other injuries I couldn’t see them.

      For a second, my heart stopped. Then I realized no one was crying or gloomy in the way bad news makes people act. Beard’s wife was even rolling her eyes.

      I knew Beard and her loved each other. She’d never do that if he was really hurt…

      Misha was there, unharmed, and when Van and I entered the room, he glanced at us and grinned.

      “What took you so long? We were starting to get worried.”

      Beard turned a weak glance toward us. “Cole? Is that you… my good friend Cole? Come here… come here where I can see you…”

      “Uh…”

      “Come! My time is running short…”

      “Gabrijel!” his wife chastised him. “That really isn’t funny.”

      She told us, “He has been trying to get all your friends to listen to his last wishes every time someone enters the room. But he only broke his arm!”

      “While heroically saving my family,” Beard explained.

      “He fell down some stairs,” a girl’s voice said next to me.

      It was Walpurgis, sitting on the plastic couch next to Irene and Mai.

      “It was a tragic fall,” Beard muttered softly. “I’m not ashamed of it. Not at all.”

      Irene’s eyes shone as they recognized me, in that way of hers that made my knees weak. Although her expression was tired, the smile that across her face wasn’t.

      She hugged me, quickly, almost jumping from the couch. “Cole!”

      I kissed her.

      “Oh, no,” said Walpurgis somewhere far away. “Seriously? There are kids here.”

      “Yeah, it’s pretty tasteless to kiss in front of my deathbed,” Beard said.

      We let each other go, but I kept an arm over her shoulders, enjoying the warmth of her body. “Sorry.”

      I looked at everyone here. My friends, to me, were part of my family. And they were alive and well.

      I realized I was smiling like a dork. I looked at Walpurgis. “How the hell did you get here so fast?”

      She snorted and, as an answer, took her smartphone out of her biker jeans and held it in front of me. “This is a phone. It’s a recent device that lets people talk to each other. When combined with a motorcycle, you can arrive at a hospital when you’re told your friends just came back from a small war.”

      Mai laughed nervously. “She’s acting tough, but she went so far over the speed limit when Irene told her about what happened, I was sure she’d fitted a hyperdrive somewhere on the bike.”

      I realized the CIA analyst had her hair badly frizzled. “I thought I wasn’t going to survive it,” she added. Her hands twitched a bit on her lap.

      “Ah, lucky for you, you were going to a hospital anyway,” Beard noted.

      We spent the following hour telling each other our own stories of what had happened during the attack on the base. From Van, I knew how Irene and she had been among the first to reach the hospital, followed by Beard and his family. They avoided the brunt of the fighting.

      He never had time to attack the civilians, I thought. Keles. There was little doubt in my mind the butcher of Ankara had little regard for human life.

      The reason my family had survived without a scratch—discounting a broken arm—was because the PDF had never given him the chance. No other way to think about it.

      Taken by surprise, betrayed by their own weapons and tools, the soldiers had fought with brutal bravery. Their reaction was directly related to our survival.

      Bought with their blood.

      With any luck, I thought, I’ll repay the favor.

      “I wonder why the attack stopped,” Misha asked during a lull in the conversation.

      So I told him some soldiers had realized there was a failsafe installed in the drones. They managed to reach it in time.

      I didn’t tell them about Foreman. I decided I’d tell Irene first, in private. She already looked at my face with worried eyes, like she knew something was going on.

      Of course she does. Never misses a thing.

      I did tell them all I knew about Keles, and how he had been the one behind it.

      “A fucking ghost in the machine,” shuddered Beard while I explained how Keles had jumped me in the middle of the Translation, and how easily he had beaten me. “Just what I feared. A ghost story.”

      “Language, dear.”

      “I still have no idea if the other Cole is okay. Or if Francis is. He was jumped, too, and I lost contact with him.” I needed to log in as soon as I had the chance.

      “They both are stronger than you realize,” Irene said. I could tell she was worried, though, because of the way she scratched her chin without realizing it while her eyes darted to the floor. “Even then… we should check on them.”

      “Anyone brought their mindjacks?” Walpurgis asked.

      “No,” snorted Beard. “Silly me! Of course I should have thought of bringing my videogame console with me while being evacuated from World War Droid!”

      “Sarcasm doesn’t fit you, Beardie,” Walpurgis said with dignity. “I did think of bringing mine, it’s in my bag. By now you should be aware how many of our adventures end up happening in Rune.”

      “Wait just a second,” I interrupted. “This is not a normal quest, Walps. I don’t know what Keles is, but I remember seeing his body. He’s not human anymore. And he just attacked a military base. We may be in over our heads on this one.”

      She didn’t even miss a beat. “So, you plan on sitting this one out?”

      Point taken, I thought. And said aloud, “No.”

      “That’s settled, then,” she said. “This is my world, too, you don’t get to play hero without us.”

      Mai beamed at her.

      Walpurgis caught a glance of Mai, coughed, and added, “Also, what exactly do you plan on doing? Miss your shots until phantom Keles gives up? Nah, you need someone competent with you, bro.”

      “I take offense to your hurtful implications,” I muttered.

      “Irene and I brought our mindjacks,” Van said. “We were raiding Sleipnir when the sirens started going off, so we already had them with us.”

      “Youth today have very worrying priorities,” Beard whispered to his wife. “It didn’t even occur to me. Am I getting old, Katy?”

      “Yes. But don’t worry. I like my men well-aged,” she whispered back. Misha and his little brother made a chocking face when their backs were turned.

      I had to grin at the scene. “Well, then, that’s settled. How about we steal a bit of Wifi from the hospital and pay a visit to the undead asshole?”

      “Sounds great. Mai can bypass the firewall easily,” Walpurgis said. It was a necessary first step: Hospitals don’t take kindly to people racking up the Internet bill to play video games.

      “Lovely,” Mai said. “You just signed me up for a crime. I could get all of you arrested, you know?”

      “I’m pretty sure you can’t,” Van said with a smile. “We have family in the police now. We have clout. We’re in the system now. I bet I can kick-start a career in politics from here.”

      “The world is not ready for that,” I declared. At the same time, Irene tugged my arm to get my attention:

      “Do you have a minute?” she asked and gestured at the door. “It’s important.”

      While the rest kept arguing about hacking and political careers, Irene and I left the room. We walked down the corridor until their voices couldn’t be heard anymore.

      “What’s up?” I asked her.

      She handed me her smartphone, a sleek white and silver thing that was almost a fashion accessory. “It’s my father. He wants to talk to us. He says it’s a matter of life or death.”

      I stared at the empty screen of the phone before turning to my girlfriend with a raised eyebrow. “Your father? What does he want with me?”

      It was the understatement of the century that Monferrer Senior didn’t like me. Truth was, we had never spoken. His own daughter had barely acknowledged his presence since his involvement with Sleipnir had come to light last year.

      From his perspective, though…Irene had spent a while pretending to work with Sleipnir in order to stop them at the last second. She was the one who betrayed him, and then proceeded to leave the paternal mansion to go and live on a military base with her street rat boyfriend.

      So yes, we had never spoken. It was best if we both pretended the other didn’t exist.

      And now he was breaking that pretense.

      “I don’t know,” Irene said, eyes downcast. “But it’s important. He refused to speak with me until us both were together.”

      “Any chance it’s a trap?”

      “Ah, it is for sure. My father wouldn’t move a finger if it didn’t benefit him, somehow. But I don’t think he would straight-up lie to us. He knows we’ll be suspicious, so he’ll try and lie by only telling us the truth.”

      That line made me smile tentatively, thinking Irene may just be joking. But her expression was serious. Worried.

      I’m starting to lose count of how many people want to manipulate us, I thought.

      All in all, Monferrer was Irene’s father, so I couldn’t just ignore him. Deep down, I knew she still cared about him, even if she didn’t want to. Families can be a double-edged sword.

      “Whatever he wants, I’m sure you can outsmart him,” I told her.

      His contact number was on top of the screen, waiting for us. Monferrer picked up the phone on the first ring, and the screen went into projection mode, casting out a small, grainy hologram half the size of my hand.

      Monferrer looked like his daughter only tangentially. His eyes were dark and mocking, the lines of his face sharp and slightly delicate. He had the face of a trickster, and the goatee of an evil vizier. His long, black hair was pulled back in a taut ponytail.

      But Irene parentage was unmistakable. Same cheekbones, same delicate hands, the kind you’d expect in a pianist, not in a corporate shark.

      When he saw me, Monferrer grinned in a way that was somehow more scowl than smile. “Dorsett. I see that you’ve survived the attack. You and yours are unharmed, I assume?”

      So much for introductions. “Yes,” I said cautiously.

      “I did what you wanted,” Irene told the hologram and flashed it the same grinning scowl of his. “What now?”

      “That’s no way to speak to your father,” Monferrer scolded her without any real anger or sternness behind his words. He was pretending to be a hurt parent with his dignity battered by his rebellious daughter. “I was so worried about you, Irene. When news of the attack reached me, I was beside myself. My hair went almost completely white imagining you in the middle of that terrorist attack.”

      Strange thing was, I could tell he was being honest, past his pompous words and inflection. His eyes were glued on Irene in an almost possessive kind of way.

      He’ll find a way to lie by speaking the truth, Irene had warned me.

      “I see that you weren’t worried enough to actually leave your desk,” Irene pointed out coldly. The desk itself was the kind of woodwork one would see in the Oval Office.

      “What was I to do? My own daughter shuns me. Even if I had rushed toward the PDF base to fight the drones off myself, as was my first instinct…I knew my help wouldn’t have been appreciated.”

      “Right,” Irene said.

      This is not awkward at all, I thought in dismay.

      “That’s not a reason to turn my back on my fatherly duties,” Monferrer went on smoothly, as if he hadn’t heard the scorn in Irene’s voice. “After I confirmed you were safe, I focused on using my considerable influence to gather as much information on the nature of the attack as possible. I know the man—the terrorist—involved is a former associate of yours, Irene.”

      What the fuck?

      “That’s not true,” I almost yelled at the hologram. “You’re twisting reality. Keles was more an ally of yours than Irene’s!”

      He raised an eyebrow at me while his grin became just a bit faker. “I have no idea what you’re talking about, Dorsett. Savin Keles and the Church of the Intangible Lord have never been associated with Odin, Sleipnir, or any other related branches. In fact, the only connection between them is my daughter.”

      “And Charli Dervaux,” Irene said in a hushed tone. “Who you put me in contact with.”

      My girlfriend’s face was grim and pale, like someone who was watching her own funeral.

      “So, you’re not satisfied with betraying the woman who took you under her wing, you’re now slandering them?” Monferrer went on. “I’m disappointed. I admit I thought I raised you better, Irene.”

      “I can only hope you didn’t,” she whispered, this time low enough that I was sure the hologram couldn’t hear.

      For a second, I considered shutting down the phone and calling it a day. Whatever Monferrer wanted surely wasn’t worth this.

      It was like he sensed that both Irene and I were about to peace out of the conversation because Monferrer waved his hand like he was washing away the discussion. “That’s not why I’m calling you, Irene. I’m being stern because I love you, and I know you deserve better. But your safety is more important than anything else, so—”

      “You’re a bit late for that,” Irene told him, while her eyes flickered toward me. Her father’s insult had been directed at me. I flashed her a smile to show I didn’t give a fuck what he thought. “I am already safe. If you’ve found out anything about the attack, you should share it with Caputi or the CIA. I can get you in touch if you think they won’t answer a call from you.”

      Monferrer’s scowl told me that he may snap at any moment. “You’re not out of danger yet! Put your feelings for me aside for a moment and listen to what I’m saying.”

      He isn’t lying, I told myself as I saw the way his eyes glinted. He wasn’t just angry. He was scared, too. I had been misreading him.

      “Keles found a vulnerability on modern drones through the Rune Signal,” Monferrer continued after taking a deep breath to collect himself. “That’s how he pulled off the attack. The government has managed to keep it from the public eye so far, but it’s feasible to expect people will panic when they hear about it. So they’ll run the line that it’s only modern drones that are in danger, and they’re already being shut down—”

      “They’re right,” Irene said. “Only a few are equipped to use the Signal instead of just the Internet. Normal drones should be fine.”

      “Well, I asked around,” Monferrer said, “and maybe the government thinks so, but everyone who is well-connected is selling their stocks at Freya.”

      That’s Doctor Wily’s company, I thought.

      “And? All drone manufacturers are going to take a hit,” Irene said. “That’s what panic does. Doesn’t mean anything will happen, it isn’t rational.”

      Monferrer nodded. “On its own, it means nothing. But I asked around Freya, too. Corporate has been acting suspiciously for months now.”

      “What do you mean?” she asked.

      “Internal documents have gone missing. Entire databases expunged. Offices closed overnight, all the computers destroyed. The IRS is all over it, thinking someone is trying to pull some kind of fraud. I think Freya’s higher-ups are covering their bases.”

      Irene scratched her chin and bit her lip. “Months before the attack?”

      They can’t be in league with Keles, I thought. My body was pouring adrenaline into my veins—as if it expected an attack—which made me jittery. I made an effort to stay still. Keles has been dead for a while. This digital copy of his just recently activated. This means…

      “Freya knows something is wrong with their basic drone design,” Monferrer stole the thought out of my head. “Another vulnerability. They make twelve percent of all the supply of drones in the States alone, Irene.”

      “But they couldn’t know…” Irene was now talking to herself. “Why now…?”

      Monferrer said nothing. Irene answered her own question after a bit. “Because the exploit was harmless until the Signal came along.”

      Her father nodded with a glint of pride in his eyes. “That’s exactly my conclusion. Just an hour ago, I contacted the assistant of the vice-president of Freya. Seems like their CEO, Doctor Gerrard Wily, has been out of his mind with worry. He has been moving all his liquid assets into the Caimans and Dubai, while at the same time making his entire programming division work overtime. They’re trying to find a patch.”

      That’s the guy I met at the Translation, I thought. The gears in my brain started turning. For all I knew, neither Irene nor her father were aware he had been there trying to convince me to allow a new digital version of me to be put in Freya’s possession. It has to be related.

      As it turned out, it was. “Whatever Wily was trying to do to save his hide, it failed,” Monferrer went on. “He’s currently on a private airplane out of the States, headed towards Eastern Europe. No one but his closest friends know about this. He left without taking the bulk of his fortune with him. He’s running for his life.”

      The copy, I thought. It was connected with the drones. And with Keles and the attack. How?

      Before I could think of it, Monferrer said. “If Freya’s drones are vulnerable to hijacking, the entire country could be in danger. Blood would run through the streets. It’s one thing to attack an armed military base, another very different is to attack civilians.”

      “It would be a disaster,” Irene said. “Even if—when—we beat the drones, no one would trust them ever again. The economy would collapse…”

      “It would be worse than the last crisis,” Monferrer granted. “But that isn’t important right now. You see? You’re in danger, Irene. How many drones made by Freya do you think are in that hospital alone?”

      Cold sweat ran down my spine. The corridor was awfully quiet. If what he was saying was true…

      Keles would never pull that punch. He will attack innocents. I know he will.

      “Why haven’t you told this to Caputi?” I asked.

      His eyes flickered in my direction like one would look at a fly. “You think I haven’t? I spoke to the CIA. They have little reason to believe me. I don’t have any proof, this is all a very convincing conjecture. If they act on it, and people find out… panic could be as bad as the attack itself, even if I’m wrong.”

      “And it’s not like they trust you,” Irene pointed out.

      Monferrer nodded, conceding the point. “I did what I thought best for my family. For you. Now, please, let me keep you safe. I can have you out of the city before the hour has gone, Irene. You have to leave before it’s too late.”

      “No way,” she said. “I’m not going without my friends. Especially on only a conjecture.”

      Monferrer’s self-control broke for only a fraction of a second. There was real anguish in his face. He turned to me. “That’s why I had to talk with you, too, Dorsett. My relationship with my daughter may be too damaged for trust. But you claim to care about her, don’t you?”

      “Care about her? I love her, Monferrer,” I said with my teeth clenched together.

      “Then you have to do what’s necessary to protect her,” he pleaded. “I can evacuate your entire family and your friends if that’s what it takes for her to agree. But you have to convince her. She’ll listen to you.”

      Irene and I exchanged glances filled with meaning. Pearls of sweat on her father’s forehead were now visible through the poor definition of the hologram.

      “Get on my helicopters,” he said. No, begged. “All of you. I’ll get you to safety. I’ll drop you off at the countryside, and I’ll give you enough money to live the rest of your lives in luxury. The only thing I ask in exchange…is that Irene comes back to me. And that you never contact her again.”

      

      Irene’s voice went as cold as ice. “What?”

      “He’s dangerous!” her father pointed out, sensing correctly that she was about to cut off the connection. “Keles wants him dead, and half the world is scared of what he has done!”

      “What we have done,” she pointed out. She was seething with barely contained rage. “I was there too. Remember?”

      “That’s not how Keles sees it,” Monferrer said, “and you know it. The man is deranged! An egomaniac. Obsessed with his destiny. He thought Dorsett stole his…spotlight.”

      “Then he’s an idiot,” Irene said. “And so are you. This is blackmail. This is how you intend to ‘protect’ me?”

      Monferrer darted to me so fast the connection glitched out for a second. The hospital sure lacked a strong connection. “You know I’m right. You’re putting my daughter in danger just by letting her stay near you. You lived on a military base and it was still attacked! Seriously, how do you think this is going to end for you, Dorsett? You’re a living time bomb and the timer is about to go off!”

      “ ’Letting her stay with you,’ ” Irene’s rage seemed to reach a level where she didn’t appear to be angry anymore. Just very, very calm. “That’s a way of putting it. Did Dervaux ‘let you stay with her’ while she enriched both of you by fucking half the world over? Remember, Dad, you helped to make this happen. Whatever happens to me is in your hands. Not Cole’s. You chose to work with Dervaux. This is what you get.”

      “You have no idea what you’re doing,” Monferrer said. His hands were trembling, and I realized he was pounding on the expensive desk like a child throwing a tantrum. He told me, “You know I’m right! What about your family? If they stay near you, they’ll get dragged down with you. Is that what you want?”

      “I’m going to hang up now,” Irene said.

      The tantrum was replaced by the same cold rage that his daughter displayed.

      “You don’t want me to make decisions for you, but it’s okay to make them for him?” Monferrer spat, his voice dripping with venom. “It’s his family we’re talking about, Irene. Let him speak for himself.”

      She froze up. I felt her eyes glued to me, but my own gaze was fixed on Monferrer’s venomous scowl. He was savoring his victory. He knew he had me.

      It was like someone was dragging a dagger made of ice through my heart.

      He is right. If I can get Irene—and everybody else—out of Keles’ reach…I would be pretty fucking egotistical if I said no just because I wanted her with me. Wasn’t her life more important?

      I suddenly understood how Monferrer felt.

      In his fucked-up perspective, the man was always doing what he thought best for his family. Political power. Money. Influence. Clout with Charli Dervaux, the former CEO of Odin.

      He had done so without worrying about what his actions would do to his relationship with his daughter. After all…

      Wasn’t her safety more important?

      The dagger scratching my heart plunged down through it.

      That’s me, I thought, watching the hologram. A different accident of birth. A couple more zeroes on Mom’s bank account when Van had been born. One or two contacts in the corporate ladder when I was three years old.

      Wouldn’t my values be different, then? Perhaps I would be more like Monferrer.

      Perhaps I already was.

      “Cole—” Irene whispered, but I was already speaking to Monferrer:

      “Thank you for the offer,” I told him. “But if I accepted, my family would have me drawn and quartered themselves. I can’t decide for them. And I can’t decide for Irene. If she wants to stay, then that’s the end of it.”

      “What?” he reeled like somebody had just shot him. “What are you thinking? How can you be so egotistical?”

      Then again, I thought grimly. I may see myself in you, but we’re not the same, you fuck.

      Different accidents of birth. I had had Rune. And Kipp. And Irene.

      Monferrer had none of those.

      The dagger in my heart dissipated. It was made of ice, after all, and my blood was burning.

      I could think clearly.

      “Your offer is shitty. This is all a conjecture, after all. Caputi will answer if I call her, so I’ll talk to her. If there really is an exploit on Freya’s drones, she can evacuate us herself. I’m a member of the PDF, after all.”

      “That woman can’t protect you! Not like I can—”

      Irene laughed bitterly. “Goodbye, father. Remember. You did this to yourself.”

      Her father opened his mouth to speak, but she had already cut the connection.

      The last I saw of him was a face contorted by fury and fear.

      And guilt.

      

      “You know, for a second there I thought you were actually going to agree,” Irene said. Her eyes were red as if she had been crying. Her breath was ragged and uneven.

      Talking to her own father like that must’ve taken a lot out of her, even if he had deserved it.

      “To be honest, I thought about it. If he had asked me two years ago, I think I’d have done it.”

      “What’s different now?”

      I shrugged. “My perspective is different, I guess. Three years ago, I didn’t have you.”

      She stood there as stunned as if she had fallen face-first into a stun-lance.

      I instantly felt self-conscious and awkward. When I was about to say something, though, she rushed to put a hand over my mouth.

      “No, no, don’t speak. You’ll ruin it.”

      She lowered her hand, and I kept my damn mouth shut.

      “That’s right,” she muttered as she rested her head against my chest. Perhaps she was crying, but I couldn’t see from my position. “Just let me have this.”

    

  


  
    
      
        14 Chapter Fourteen

        Run for the Hills

      

    
    
      “You’re sure we’re not about to sabotage some doctor in the middle of brain surgery?” I asked Mai for the second time.

      The medical supply closet was getting a tad cramped with the five of us stuffed inside. It was the best place to steal the hospital’s network to log to Rune while remaining unnoticed.

      “They use another, more exclusive network for that,” Mai explained. She was typing furiously on her own cheap laptop. The difference in skills compared to my own meager training with Roscoe was notable. For example, she wasn’t using a disposable Berry, which meant she had no fear of someone tracing back her infiltration. “At most, we’ll be making a bureaucrat have a slower connection to their social media profiles.”

      “So that’s only half as douche-baggy,” Van decided. “A five out of ten on the scale.”

      “Good enough for me,” said Walpurgis. She was sitting on a cardboard box next to a shelf filled with sharp objects, which she eyed with suspicion as if they could fall on her at any moment. “You done, cutie?”

      “This isn’t as easy as it looks,” complained Mai. “I can’t just speed-type my way into a password-protected server, I need to…social-engineer…Ah. Never mind. The password was ‘admin.’ I guess we’re connected.”

      “I could’ve done that myself,” I told her with a teasing smile.

      “Police would already be on their way in that case,” Van said. “With your track record, they probably have your face on a post-it next to all their computers.”

      “Yeah, they probably do,” agreed Irene. The traitor.

      Our smiles didn’t last long. Truth was, we were racing against time. Irene’s father suspicion could be catastrophic if it was true, and we needed to let Caputi and the PDF know about it. We needed more evidence.

      Both of those we could find by picking a fight with Rune’s resident ghost terrorist.

      The supply closet disappeared from view as I put my mindjack on.

      

      Begin Deep Dive Immersion?

      

      I logged into Rune to arrive at a hell of plasma fire.

      

      The Algernon burned.

      PDF players were scrambling over the hangar, trying to hold an invisible line against a never-ending onslaught of enemies.

      The explosions illuminated the vast hangar, the tremors and the shockwaves being so strong that fighters left and right broke free of their supports and slided through the floor, carving a bloody path through the PDF and their enemies alike.

      Said enemies poured into the hangar from every possible direction, including entrances created by explosions. They fell from pipes on the ceiling. They clawed their way out of the floor’s metal panels. They jetpacked their way through in a maddened charge that was usually met with immediate destruction via plasma bolts.

      I recognized them all. They were the same person. Same black power-armor with orange lines, the same energy shield-and-sword combo. Even with their visors down…Those were all Savin Keles.

      “What the fuck.”

      Acting on instinct alone, I selected my plasma rifle from my inventory and started shooting. From what I could see, I was standing in the middle of the hangar. Straight in the thick of the fighting with no cover available nearby. Exposed. I dropped to one knee, trying to make myself a smaller target. That was Walpurgis’ advice in action.

      One plasma grenade detonated only a few hundred feet away from me and showered my armor with heat. The PDF players nearer to it weren’t so lucky.

      “For fuck’s sake—stop it with the grenades!” I heard a surviving player scream over the common channels.

      I need to do something, I thought, trying to stop my mind from getting sucked down into the frenzy of combat. Green and orange plasma bolts were soaring above my head in all directions like a light show.

      “Everyone seeing this?” I finally said as I switched to my team’s private chat. “Keles is overrunning the Algernon.”

      One black-armored Keles-mook straight in front of me saw me before I had the time to shoot him down. He held a pair of plasma grenades in his hands. As he spotted me, he raised them, ready to throw them my way.

      I hit him with a perfect head shot.

      Finally!

      His shields tanked, but they held. I could almost see his mocking grin.

      Ah, f—

      Before the Keles had time to throw, a bullet broke through the air above my head and hit one of the grenades he held up high. The explosion detonated the other one and the Keles disappeared in a small green cloud.

      “Ah, hell yes!” Walpurgis’ voice blared on my comms. “They’re all live carrying grenades! I’m in heaven!”

      Another one blew up when a bullet nailed the sling of grenades he carried around his chest.

      “Show-off,” I muttered.

      For a moment, the tide started to turn, with the PDF slowly pushing back the Keles’ control over the hangar. I could see the tides of black-armored guys slowly rise in numbers.

      Where’s he getting this many copies? They had to be NPCs of some kind…The other Cole couldn’t just copy-and-paste his own code.

      My own voice appeared on the team’s private channel. “What took you guys so long?” the other Cole asked. “Quick, we need to get to the Teddy!”

      “Cole?” asked Rylena. “What’s going on?”

      Damn, this is about to get confusing, I thought.

      Three Keles—Kelesii?—reached melee range with an elite squad of six high-leveled PDF players. Their energy shields and swords proceeded to turn power-armor and meat to separate, compact pieces faster than I could blink.

      The Keles were mediocre at a distance, but they were as impossibly good at close quarters, just like the original.

      “Keles found a way to multiply. He’s insane,” said the other Cole. He spoke so fast he ran over some words. “He’s going after the Algernon’s engines. We need to leave. The PDF’s trying to hold the line, but they’ll get overwhelmed.”

      “Heard that?” Rylena asked Van over the chat. They were not in the Algernon since they’d been hunting Sleipnir’s players when the base was attacked. So Walpurgis and I had to meet with the other Cole.

      “Confirmed. Where are you, Cole?” Walpurgis asked.

      “Near the middle of the hangar.”

      “I’m trying to reach the Teddy.”

      “This is going to get confusing,” Walpurgis muttered.

      “You bet,” I told her. “Let’s meet with him at our ship.”

      The Teddy was near the end of the hangar, a hundred yards away from the forcefield that separated the port from open space. I couldn’t see it through the plasma smoke and the bolts saturating the air, but I knew the location.

      Walpurgis wasn’t far from me—she was in the middle of a firefight with an unlucky Keles who was trying to rush her with his jetpack. I ran toward her in time to see how she used her legendary, twin-linked sniper rifle to bypass Keles’ shields and make his jetpack explode mid-air.

      “Seriously, I could do this all day,” she boasted.

      “Perhaps you’ll need to,” I told her as I reached her. I put my back against hers while I unleashed my entire ammo clip at random, trying to dissuade any Keles from coming any closer. “Don’t let them reach you, that sword will fuck your day up.”

      “If they reach me.”

      Together, we slowly crawled our way toward the Teddy. The other Cole and my ship were nowhere to be seen. The fighting was going badly for the PDF.

      It was a war of attrition they could not win. Keles were literally picking the more advanced players’ shields down while straight-up killing the newbies. I saw PDF power-armor generators fizzle out and die from the strain of constant recharging. Some players were left immobile where they stood, easy pickings for the advancing onslaught.

      Worse still was the lack of good cover. Boxes and cargo trucks were big and bulky, but they only served as concealment—a well-placed shot was enough to take them out. The only good cover available were the fighter ships themselves. But without their shields online they were taking a pummeling.

      On the other side of the hangar, a smart PDF player had reached a fighter and was using it as a slow-moving turret, mowing down wave after wave of Keles troops. Others saw it and tried to do the same. In response, the Keles launched a counter-attack towards the empty fighters, trying to disable them with grenades before their shields were up.

      Half a dozen ships exploded around us, taking out both Keles and PDF alike while Walpurgis and I ran toward the Teddy.

      The forcefield at the end of the hangar flickered for half a second.

      “The generators are taking a beating,” Walpurgis said.

      We don’t have much time left. The surviving fighters were doing great at keeping Keles’ levels manageable. But down in the engines room…The PDF didn’t have any siege weaponry there.

      A tremor shook the hangar so hard that I thought the Algernon was already blowing up. I lost my footing and fell face-first. Other players did the same. With a grunt, Walpurgis magnetized her hand against my back and helped me up, her armor’s servos groaning all the way.

      “Not the time to be clumsy!”

      “It’s not like I did it on purpose—”

      The Teddy was close now, only a sprint away. Walpurgis and I exchanged a glance. The way was obstructed by an intense firefight. At least a dozen Keles against half that many PDF members.

      “No time to fight them,” she said. “Let the cannon fodder handle it.” Her jetpack spat superheated air as it started. Mine did the same.

      “Too bad you don’t have one of these, huh?” I asked as I turned my personal Invisibility Field Generator on. At the same moment we launched into the air, my body was covered by a transparent curtain, like a liquid mirror.

      We traced a parabola through the air, with the highest point being the top of the firefight. A couple Keles took potshots at Walpurgis and the bar with her shields on my visor dropped a quarter.

      “Goddamn, turn that thing off! They’re focusing me!” she complained as she tried to return fire while maneuvering the jetpack at the same time.

      “No, you’re my cannon fodder.”

      Instead, I dropped a primed electric smoke grenade over the Keles’ side of the fight. It fell right in the middle of them and the cloud with blue sparks of energy made them disappear from view.

      We landed in front of the Teddy and I deactivated the IF.

      “Finally!” said the other Cole. He had taken cover behind the landing wheels, taking potshots here and there. I could guess at his degree of success to be not very effective, since he was using a blaster pistol meant for close distances. “The Algernon is doomed. Quick, follow me!”

      Another tremor made the entire structure of the Algernon roar in metallic pain. There was no other way to put it. Never had I heard a sound like that. The sound of a dreadnought’s death scream.

      Walls bent unto themselves and the floors panels exploded upward like they were propelled by geysers. The forcefield and all the emergency lights went off at the same time.

      The force of the blast threw the three of us around like rag-dolls and broke the Teddy out of its restraints. Several tons of ship slid toward us in a shower of sparks.

      

      I screamed a manly “Eeep!” as the Teddy threatened to splat me in a gory interpretation of those pre-millennial cat and mouse cartoons.

      Instinct saved me. Laying flat on my back, I turned on my jetpack seconds before the mass of the ship reached me and I catapulted out of the way fast enough to make my vision blur.

      I smashed against something large, flat, and hard. My shields flashed down to 50% and a litany of warnings showed on my screen about the dangers of using walls as speed bumpers.

      “Argh!” At some point, gravity had fizzled out. I floated in circles for a panic-filled moment before I managed to regain control with my armor’s oxygen streams.

      At least the quake had disrupted the firefight. Everyone was out of commission, at least for a second or two. Also, we were surrounded by darkness.

      “Are you two still alive?” I asked.

      “Yes,” answered Walpurgis. “But the Teddy fell out of the Algernon. It’s adrift and I’m in pursuit.”

      I muttered something nasty toward all things Keles. “I’ll catch up. Cole…I’ll just call you Dorsett, okay? Are you alive?”

      “For now. By the way?” asked the other Cole. “A little help?”

      His position appeared on my minimap a dozen yards away from me. He must’ve propelled the opposite direction from me. I turned my visor’s headlamp towards his location as I flew over to him.

      One of the Keles I had bathed in the electric smoke grenade had survived both firefight and quake and was standing in front of the other Cole. My virtual self had lost his blaster and was giving ground as the Keles advanced towards him. The Keles’ visor was transparent, so his mocking grin was visible.

      “Ah,” I said as I flew towards them as fast as I could. “This is going to suck.”

      “No kidding,” Cole said.

      Keles’ eyes darted in my direction, following my headlamp’s beams. I shifted my rifle to automatic rate of fire and unloaded the entire clip in his general direction. I could see the electric smoke had fried his shields. I only needed one good hit…

      Keles reacted so fast his arms were a blur of motion. I saw the circular shape of his orange shield as it deployed on his left arm. He deflected three plasma bolts away before they could reach his chest, all in the same movement.

      “Are you for real?” I exclaimed. No one is that fast!

      We could not afford to stay and fight that asshole. Ships in Rune tended to explode with catastrophic results.

      The other Cole’s jetpacks were burnt out, so he wasn’t going to reach the Teddy by himself. I shot towards him with the full intention of carrying him like a bride in my arms.

      He jumped when he saw me coming.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Keles do the same, but he had his jetpack ready. As he soared through empty space, his energy sword spat forward from his wrist. He was already swinging it towards us as my hands closed around Cole’s arms.

      I barely had time to shift my body away. The hit struck me hard enough to short my shields out for a second—the only reason energy swords were any use in non-trained hands—puncture my power-armor at the back, and smack me hard against the floor while the momentum kept trying to carry me forward.

      A year ago, I’d have slid helplessly for several wasteful seconds while trying to recover from the hit.

      Now, I simply magnetized the entire armor against the metal panels and clenched my teeth as the sudden deceleration tried—and failed—to make me lose consciousness. My vision tinted an angry red.

      But I was already on my feet, closing in on Keles and Cole while oxygen ran out of my reserves.

      This saved the other Cole’s life. Keles was already on him, so I threw my empty rifle away and clawed my blaster pistol out and shot Keles in the chest.

      The impact only glanced him, but was enough to leave a brutal, scorched dent on his armor’s frontal plate. He jumped back and used his energy shield to avoid the follow-up shots, which ended up being deflected to the floor or roof.

      Keep your distance, I told myself while I shot him again, more to distract him than to hurt him. I needed time so my armor’s systems could close the breach and restore energy to the jetpack.

      Keles had a different idea. The other Cole was empty-handed, so Keles jumped to him while keeping his shield pointed in my general direction.

      Fuck! I jumped into the fray as the downward stroke shifted through the air.

      I realized too late that this was Keles’ intention. His shield suddenly became a club when he swatted me with it, breaking my charge. Cole jumped away from the sword (which was a feint anyway) and tried to tackle the Keles down.

      I saw the black armor jump way over Cole’s head, pirouette mid-air, and throw the point of his sword at my chest as he fell.

      I sidestepped and twisted my waist so the sword merely carved a long line on the surface of my armor.

      The three of us were now locked in close combat. Keles’ savage grin was clear as day through my headlamps.

      The other Cole jumped away from him, turned back, and launched a brutal strike with his elbow directed at Keles’ visor. Keles danced around the blow, closing the distance, and smacked Cole with the blunt part of his sword close to his wrist. Half a second later, Keles blocked my punch with his shield, struck me again with it, and kicked my knee so hard that the servos of my armor were crushed. Only thanks to the expensive end-game gears did my knee itself remained unbroken.

      But I was now immobile. I raised my blaster, but aiming was impossible in the middle of the melee—I’d hit the other Cole just as easily as I would Keles.

      Cole tried to grab the shield with his armored gauntlets—to give me an opening to shoot. But in doing so, he left himself wide open. Keles wasn’t the kind to let go of a chance like that.

      He plunged his energy sword down onto the other Cole’s torso. His shields failed. The weapon disappeared into his belly with a terrible hissing sound and came out of his back a second later, covered in steam and boiling blood. The other Cole made a guttural sound and was left floating there, immobile, with blood and oxygen spiraling out of the wound at a deadly rate.

      I screamed with rage and plunged forward with my working leg as I raised the blaster to shoot Keles in the head.

      Faster than I thought possible, he turned off his sword—freeing his arm—and elbowed my hand away. The blaster floated down.

      I was expecting him. I clawed at his shield hand to gain balance, pushed him back, and as the blaster floated by my legs, I hit it with my knee and sent it flying under Keles’ legs and into the other Cole’s body.

      His arm suddenly jerked back to life. He caught the blaster. Keles tried to turn away, but couldn’t regain his balance in time.

      Cole shot him point-blank through the head.

      The helmet split open like a ripe, cybernetic melon. Blood and bone splattered away in zero-g. Keles screamed, more in rage than pain. He was blind and his mouth and lower jaw had been replaced by Rune’s cartoonish gore. He turned his sword on even though he was choking to death in the vacuum.

      I reached his head with my power-gauntlet and squeezed.

      Splosh.

      While Keles’ remains floated away, I used my oxygen stream to dive to the other Cole. He looked pale and blue through his cracked visor.

      “Seriously,” I told him. “That was so fucking badass.”

      He raised a trembling, blood-covered thumb in my general direction and went unconscious.

      I caught him in my arms, magnetized him to my armor, and flew away into space as dozens and dozens of new Keles rushed to us.
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        Past Mistakes

      

    
    
      It was like falling through an infinite chasm. All sounds of battle disappeared as my close-range comms got farther and farther away from the Algernon.

      The Keles still gave chase after me. I could see the shine of their afterburners.

      In my hands, the other Cole lay still. Was he dead?

      I knew that he could respawn without issue. He had told that me before. It still was upsetting, seeing my own body lying there like that.

      “Walpurgis?” I asked aloud. “Where are you?”

      “Making my way through the Cabin,” she said. “Where are you?”

      If she still hasn’t powered on the cabin, we’re not gonna make it.

      There were too many Keles behind us. Bolts of plasma traced silent paths through space in my general direction, too far to be worrying. But they were getting closer.

      Still, I pushed my location to her visor and hoped for the best. It wasn’t like me to go down without a fight. I looked over my shoulder and slowly left all my remaining grenades primed and ready for the Keles horde. Perhaps that would slow them down.

      Smoke and plasma explosions behind me shook my body while I activated my jetpack at full speed. The plasma bolts stopped for a second, and then resumed.

      “It’s useless,” I told Walpurgis. “I’m going to turn back and meet them. I’ll see you on Earth with the other Cole.”

      “WAIT JUST ONE SECOND,” a familiar voice blared over the public channel. “NO ONE IS WASTING SKILL RANKS ON MY WATCH.”

      Francis?

      The Teddy dropped out of invisibility only a few thousand yards away from me. I could almost see power returning to the ship as its shields raised, the engines returned to life, and the forward lasers roared.

      The legendary-level lasers passed close enough to me that the last dredges of my shields just gave up on life as a reaction.

      But swathes of the Keles mob behind me were turned to vapor.

      The Teddy flew towards us, with Francis roaring all the while:

      “YOU THINK YOU CAN GET RID OF ME? I WAS ALREADY AN UNDEAD AI BEFORE YOU WERE EVEN A ‘HELLO-WORLD’ JAVASCRIPT LINE, YOU…YOU COPYCAT! NO WANNABE MAD AI IS TURNING ON HUMANITY ON MY WATCH. THAT’S MY SHTICK. I WAS HERE FIRST, YOU HEAR? I WAS HERE FIRST!”

      And behind all that screaming, Walpurgis’ voice: “Yeah! You tell him!”

      

      The interior of my ship was strewn everywhere, floating in my way as I rushed in through the airlocks.

      I dove into a sea of ammo, rifles, loot boxes, power tools, and Beard’s retro-arcade collection. The medbay was only a second away, with all the nanobots and kits necessary to let the other Cole survive even a wound of that magnitude.

      But his body became a game object just as I laid him on the table.

      “Fuck!” I punched the table next to his head, leaving a fist-sized dent in it.

      “Dude,” Walpurgis said as she walked toward me. “He can respawn. Chill. Let’s get the hell out of here, before the Algernon blows and takes the Teddy with it.”

      “Ah,” said Francis. “You should have told me that was going to happen. I’d have been flying away from it instead of diving in to save them.”

      “You’re a class act, bud,” I told him as I ran for the cabin and the pilot controls. “Get ready to punch it to Earth!”

      The cabin’s screens showed a real-time image of the Algernon collapsing in on itself like it was made of cardboard and had been exposed to rain.

      Tiny, shy explosions followed the lines of its spine, multicolored eruptions of plasma reactions.

      “It lasted a lot longer than it should have,” Walpurgis pointed out. Even through her usual demeanor, I could tell she was impressed. “Those PDF grunts must have really given Keles hell.”

      Once the antimatter engines collapsed, the resulting blast would be equivalent to several modern nuclear bombs all going off at once. The EMP alone would be enough to fry the Teddy’s circuits, and everything else in the vicinity.

      It felt wrong to abandon the Algernon like this, knowing how hard the members of the PDF alliance had fought to keep it alive.

      But we had a mission.

      My hands clasped the controls and I prepared the Teddy’s own engines for the jump. As I did so, I could see a constant stream of fighters and starships abandoning the Algernon, flying away as fast as they could. Some might even make it.

      Others were already dogfighting amongst themselves. Keles must’ve stolen some of those.

      If he can just drop in wherever he wants, why is he only attacking the Algernon? a part of me thought.

      Before I could consider the idea, the Algernon shone with a white light (at least that’s how the screens interpreted it) and began to inflate—

      And the space in front of us dilated as the Teddy jumped away from the PDF flagship.

      

      “Dorsett?” I searched for the other Cole’s signal around the familiar, blue planet. As expected, after the Algernon had been destroyed his spawn point had been reverted back to our original location: the research facility where I had appeared for the first time in Rune two years ago. “Can you hear me?”

      “I lost my blaster on the safeguard,” his voice answered. “That’s my luck, I guess. You make it to the Teddy?”

      “Yeah. It was a close call.”

      “Neat.”

      Talking to the other Cole still felt like a purely narcissistic exercise. It was my voice answering back, after all.

      He went on. “Hurry up to Earth, then. All the PDF guys that were on the Algernon are respawning here. Guess who else is around?”

      Caputi.

      “Yup, Crestienne,” he said. “But you’ll never guess with whom she’s hanging out.”

      “John Derry?” I guessed. He wasn’t on speaking terms with Crestienne, as far as I knew.

      “I should have seen that coming,” the other Cole sighed. “You’re no fun at all.”

      Walpurgis and I exchanged nervous glances. Every time John Derry slipped into our lives, people ended up hurt.

      I knew he had a one-man vendetta against Charli Dervaux, though. Of course he’d show his head around. Keles had used Dervaux’s fake Device to scan his mind in the first place.

      Does he know about the Freya’s exploit?

      We’d find out soon enough. I talked briefly with Irene and Van back in the real world, where we still sat in the clumped closet of the hospital. They were already in the research facility along with Mai and were searching for the other Cole and Crestienne.

      I set Teddy’s course and let the auto-pilot take over. “Francis, are you okay? Last time I heard from you, Keles was fucking you up.”

      “That’s not how I remember it,” Francis said with a twinge of hurt pride. “I was doing pretty well until he jumped me. Still, he hit me pretty hard. I had to run back to the Teddy or risk getting my data scrambled. I cut all the connections I had going on, including your phone.”

      “I’m glad you’re okay,” I told him. In front of us, the Earth was growing bigger and bigger. Soon enough, we’d be crossing the atmosphere. “No mad AI is taking your place, bud.”

      “That’s what I like to hear.”

      “So, you met Keles?” asked Walpurgis. “I assume the guys running around aren’t all him, right? They acted more like NPCs than anything else.”

      “Not sure about the guys you fought,” Francis said. If he had a face, I guessed it would be scowling. “I don’t like them. They’re cheap code, badly optimized. And they take a lot of resources out of the Core. At the rate they’re pouring into Rune…I’d say we have about a day before they collapse the Signal.”

      A chill ran through my heart. “Collapse the Signal?”

      “That’s impossible,” said Walpurgis. “It has the processing power to simulate a fucking universe in real time. A million or two of those things aren’t going to dent it.”

      “A million won’t,” said Francis. “But they’re being created at an exponential rate. Right now it’s only a couple hundred per second, but in a couple hours…it’ll be a millions at once. That’s still easily manageable, but it will get out of hand. Trust me. I did the math.”

      I cursed under my breath. Keles. How was he doing it? He was broken code.

      If the Signal collapsed…everything Kipp dreamed of would be lost forever.

      And I was supposed to accept that because of the actions of one motherfucker?

      It wasn’t fair.

      Without realizing it, I had started to clench the controls so hard the screens warned me I was about to break the equipment. I let go with an effort of will.

      “I don’t know what he wants. To be honest, I don’t care. I only want to stop him,” I said.

      “Yeah, that’s what I was thinking,” said Walpurgis. “Killing the little Keles’ NPC is fun and all, but I want to take a shot at the real asshole. You think we can do that, Francis?”

      To my surprise—and growing sense of doom—Francis coughed sadly and refused to answer. Instead, he said:

      “Oh, look. The rest of the team is waving.”

      The research facility was now well-visible onscreen, while still being a couple miles below us. Francis zoomed in to show us Van and Rylena next to Mai, Crestienne, and sure enough, Derry himself.

      “See! Hi, everyone!” Francis cheered with fake nonchalance. “Boy, am I glad to see them!”

      I knew my AI well enough to catch the implicit meaning that he left off: I’m glad because I probably won’t get to see you again.

      He was saying hi, but was getting ready to say goodbye.

      

      We landed the Teddy by the open-air hangar, close to a familiar rainforest. Said forest had been overrun by mutants for as long I could remember. Hell, I had heard they were now grouping in angry mutant-villages and trying to raid the Federation.

      Walpurgis and I met with the rest of the team, who were waiting for us in the hangar’s bridge to the facility.

      Right from the start, it was clear that something was going on. Derry was there, still using that newbie avatar of his—something told me he hadn’t even bothered to log back in since last the last time I had seen him.

      But it was the expression on his face that I hadn’t seen before. Eyes downcast, lower lip twitching a little.

      He looked guilty.

      Crestienne’s face was severe. Even in her younger avatar, the lines on her face were marked with repressed emotion.

      “What did you do?” I asked the ex-CIA director.

      Perhaps a bit too sternly for someone who had saved my life in the past.

      Then again, he had also tried to kill me.

      He was that kind of guy. Van had once called him a Tsundere. No idea what that means, but Walpurgis had laughed until she was red in the face when she heard that.

      “It’s not what he did,” Crestienne said. “It’s what he didn’t do.”

      I raised my eyebrow at her, hoping that she didn’t actually think about leaving her answer at that. It didn’t faze her one bit. Besides being the PDF’s leader, Crestienne coddled herself with the upper echelons of the States’ politics. Pressure from someone like me was meaningless to her.

      “They have refused to explain further,” Rylena sighed. She was standing next to them, making sure she looked annoying. “Freaking waste of time—”

      “We can’t talk until we know no one else is listening,” Derry said through clenched teeth. “If you haven’t noticed yet, your precious Signal is no longer secure.”

      Crestienne gave him a look that could’ve turned a unicorn into glue.

      “And we never saw it coming, did we, John?”

      “You never believed me, and you never would’ve. No matter what.”

      Since we weren’t going to get them to be less cryptic by just standing on the bridge, we moved to the interior of the research facility.

      “I really don’t think he can hear us while he isn’t here,” said the other Cole. “For the same reason he can attack the Algernon and not Earth.”

      “What reason is that?” I asked him.

      “Cole thinks the Signal itself exists in a separate layer from Rune Universe—the game. Wherever Keles is nested, he can’t manipulate the game all at once. He can only access it from in-game sites that are in contact with the inner layers.”

      Places like the Algernon. Where we held the Translations.

      “Apparently, this was first implied by a third Alien species that visited our own hosts during the latest Translation,” said Crestienne. The PDF leader ignored my surprised gasp, turned to me and gestured to the other Cole, who was himself hanging opposite Rylena, next to Mai. “Your digital self has explained much of what’s going on here. Mind sharing, Dorsett?”

      The other Cole nodded. “I fought the real—well, that’s a silly word to use with him, right?—Keles after I returned from the Translation. I’m pretty sure the ones that assaulted the Algernon are only copies…”

      He explained how he had killed the Keles in front of him, only to be surrounded by hundreds of other copies. And how our Alien friends had closed the connection to our own Signal. How all the other civilizations in the universe had forsaken us in an attempt to quarantine us.

      Leaving us alone with the cancer that was Savin Keles.

      I didn’t talk while he spoke, though the expression in our eyes was the same. Like our hearts were breaking.

      All that talk about protecting Kipp’s dream. Did I fail even before I started?

      “This Visitor thought our Core was going to collapse from the strain of harboring a mind that was making exponential copies of itself,” Cole went on. “And worse, they feared it could find a way to spread to their own Cores…and to their own civilizations. See, they depend on the Signal like we rely on the Internet right now.”

      “That’s funny,” Crestienne pointed out in a way that made it clear she didn’t find it funny at all. “That’s the path we were heading down.”

      “We weren’t ready,” said Derry. “We couldn’t take the necessary precautions. We didn’t even know about the danger.”

      Like many other times, I shoved down the impulse to deck him in the mouth.

      “That’s where you are wrong,” Crestienne interjected. “We did, in fact, know about the danger. We’ve been tangentially involved with it for decades. We didn’t see it coming. But we should have.”

      Derry winced like she had punched him in the mouth.

      “What?” I whispered. “What are you—Derry, what’s she talking about?”

      “Director?” Mai asked with a trembling voice.

      “We aren’t going to get any more jammers in here,” Walpurgis pointed out. About twenty officers carrying the bulky machine had formed a circle around us, far enough away to grant us privacy.

      NPCs dressed in white coats or the Terran Federation’s military uniforms looked at us like we had gone crazy. More than one curious player tried to get close, but they were stopped by the PDF guards before they could interrupt.

      Derry sighed. “I suppose I can’t do any more damage. And like Crestienne says, you’re involved already.”

      That spiked my interest. Of course we were involved already, Keles hated our guts. But Derry knew this, so the only reason he was bringing it up was because…well, I was about to find out.

      “Years before I became a director,” Derry said, “not long after the CIA was allowed to operate on American soil, I was a field agent working alongside an anti-cybernetic terrorism division. My partner was a friend of mine who was once considered the best hacker in the world. He died in a situation very similar to Keles. He was trying to copy his mind onto the Internet. For a long time, I…believed he had failed. But when I heard about Keles’ success…well, that forced me to reconsider my prior belief.”

      A chill ran through my spine. I had heard that story before, hadn’t I?

      “His name,” Derry continued, “was David Terrance.”
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      Rylena, the other Cole, and I all exchanged alarmed looks.

      Walpurgis cursed under her breath and said, “That creep from Janus station?”

      Derry’s jaw tensed. He passed a hand over his eyes like he had been awake for far too long. “I don’t know about a Janus Station. But David Terrance was presumed dead for a long time. And he left no evidence through the Internet that any part of him had survived. We had no way of knowing. Other experiments failed where he had apparently succeeded. Before Keles appeared, we thought the digitalization of the human brain through our current technology was impossible.”

      I hadn’t forgotten about that man. He used an old, outdated power-armor that covered his entire face, and “lived” in an abandoned space station far away from us. He had retrieved Francis from deletion and returned him to me.

      It always stuck with me as a ghost story. One that you shouldn’t look too hard into—unless you could summon things a human being has no business dealing with.

      “Perhaps you could’ve seen it coming yourself, John,” said Crestienne. “If you had chosen to report the circumstances of Terrance’s death instead of keeping them to yourself. Perhaps you would’ve been able to see the similarities to Keles’ chosen method of suicide and would’ve investigated further.”

      “That won’t change the present,” Derry sighed, “and I assume full responsibility. But we cannot stay arguing about it while Savin Keles multiplies.”

      “Then what do you suggest?” asked the other Cole. “If you say you knew him, you’re more friend of his than us. How are we involved in all of this?”

      The other Cole realized it at the same time I did. I could see it in the way his pupils shrunk.

      Francis.

      “You and your friends are the only ones who’ve interacted with the brain scan of David Terrance since his death,” Crestienne explained. “And your AI was a gift of his. Terrance was a competent man in life, and he wasn’t prone to random acts of charity. I suppose there’s a reason for his actions, and since we’re running out of options, investigating this is a worthy use of PDF resources.”

      “The government should be looking for ways to stop Keles instead of wasting ‘resources’ chasing ghost stories,” said Walpurgis. “He’s like a virus, right? Build some software that can deal with him.”

      “We’re the resources she’s talking about,” said Rylena. “That’s why she’s here. She wants us to deal with Terrance.”

      “Sharp as always,” said Crestienne. “You and the two Cole Dorsetts are PDF members, after all. To answer Walpurgis’ suggestion, we are trying to devise a counter to Keles’ presence, but we haven’t been making progress. A quarantine is our main plan. You’re plan B.”

      “We’ll do it,” I said. “At least I am.”

      If there’s anything I can do to stop Keles from fucking up my world more than he already has, I’ll take it.

      In a way, I was grateful to Crestienne and Derry. They were giving me a chance to make things right. I wasn’t about to let it go.

      “You already know what I’m going to say,” said the other Cole.

      The rest of the team agreed. Crestienne nodded with evident pleasure, while Derry’s face remained covered in metaphorical shadows.

      “That’s the attitude we foster in the Paladin Defense Force. We shouldn’t waste any more time. Start in the Janus Station and work your way out from there. I’ll keep trying to find alternatives to deal with Keles before he collapses the Signal and starts a world-wide panic.”

      “Wait a second,” I said. “There’s something I don’t get. How did you know Francis? I don’t go around telling people about him.”

      To my surprise, Van coughed and shuffled her feet awkwardly.

      The other Cole looked at me like he couldn’t believe what I was saying. “What? Dude, everyone knows about Francis. You’re telling me you haven’t even seen one episode of Spark Bandit’s stream?”

      I realized my entire crew looked as uncomfortable as Van like they suddenly shared a dirty secret and I had been the last one to find out.

      

      The atmosphere in the cabin of the Teddy was bizarre. On one hand, everyone was nervous and more than a little scared about the job ahead of us, with the apocalyptic threat of Savin Keles looming over us.

      On the other hand, the hologram’s sight was beyond description.

      Van sat in her usual streaming spot. She announced it was time to greet a fan-favorite guest of the audience.

      The hologram of a robotic red eye the size of a basketball floated toward the couch where Van and her velociraptor waited.

      “Say hi to our favorite undead AI: Francis!”

      The audience went crazy.

      I looked at the ceiling of the Teddy. “You appeared on Van’s stream?”

      “What can I say?” Francis said with fake humility. “The camera loves me.”

      “It’s so good to be back,” said the red eye. “To you guys, only a couple weeks have passed, but through my accelerated and superior mind it has been a lifetime.”

      “Say, Francis, since the last time you were here, how would you count the chances of you going insane and conquering mankind?”

      “Tough question, Spark Bandit! I’d say cloudy with a chance of thunderstorm—”

      The audience gasped in fake panic.

      “—but I keep getting distracted by the fantastic loot boxes that your kind sponsor sells.”

      The audience fake-groaned…

      “I can’t believe what I’m watching,” I told everyone. “You are just openly talking about it? And people aren’t panicking?”

      “Well,” Van shrugged, “our fan base is like that. People have spent their entire lives thinking about the robot apocalypse. About the alien invasion! I guess, with the Signal having them as scared as it did, there’s not much panic left for a Rune AI with a terrible sense of humor.”

      It was in that moment that I realized I’d never understand people.

      “Stardrop Loot boxes have the best drop stats in the game, and their process is crystal clear—”

      I turned off the hologram with a gesture. “That’s enough. I guess I should have seen it coming.”

      “If you can’t beat them, join them,” Walpurgis advised me. It was funny coming from her since she was the one who didn’t trust Francis. But apparently, having the AI appear on talk-shows had been too much even for her paranoia.

      “If Terrance actually had a plan,” Derry said, “I really hope Van’s stream is not involved in it. Because it means he’s gone as crazy as Keles and we’re probably wasting our time.”

      The ex-CIA director had accompanied us to the ship while we left Crestienne to handle her own business. There was a chance that Terrance would talk to Derry, after all, though Derry didn’t seem thrilled about the prospect of reuniting with his old friend.

      The only thing he had said about it was, “David Terrance died a long time ago. Whatever is left is only a ghost. I hope it’s enough.”

      As one can imagine, that phrase didn’t sit well at all with the other Cole.

      “We’ll get to find out soon,” said Rylena. “We’re arriving at the Janus Station’s threat range. Everyone should get strapped and ready for battle.”

      Last time we were near Janus, the station’s automated systems had tried to kill us. This time we weren’t going to let them get away with it.

      I clasped the controls and got ready to perform evasive maneuvers. We had Mai and Walpurgis at the turrets, Rylena trying to disable the Station with Francis boosting her Hacking skill, and Derry just standing around, scowling.

      The Janus Station appeared on screens. It was an eerie sight, engulfed in darkness, only visible thanks to the ship’s radar systems and Francis’ meddling. It was surrounded by the scraps of ships from pirates and corporations that had tried to get too close to it without being ready.

      The interior was filled with the corpses of those who were.

      “Any time now…” Rylena muttered. Her keystrokes on the holographic keyboard in front of her were the only thing heard on the cabin for a while.

      Any time now…

      The station got closer and closer to us. It was in as poor a condition as the derelicts that surrounded it, and its surface was peppered with craters and dents from the impacts of small asteroids and laser fire.

      “That’s weird,” Rylena said. “I can’t find the station’s subsystems. I think it’s dead. For real, this time.”

      “That’s good, right?” asked Mai.

      Rylena didn’t answer. The other Cole looked in my direction to confirm his own hunch. Something was wrong.

      Nothing came from the darkness to attack us, and we reached the station without trouble.

      Last time we were there, we hadn’t been able to shake the feeling that someone was expecting us. This time, I couldn’t shake the feeling that we had missed our chance.

      

      We floated down the station’s hangar, flooding every corner, nook, and cranny with our industrial lights.

      Rylena had been right. The station was dead. We could see the corpses of drones and androids scattered through corridors and pipes—floating perpetually in the darkness like the drowned crew of a shipwreck.

      Defense mechanisms were gone, turrets didn’t activate while we explored the station.

      There was no sign of David Terrance.

      As our desperation increased, we took more risks. We divided ourselves into teams. We left our communications unsecured. We moved with our backs unguarded.

      It was as if we were baiting the station to respond. Rune itself—the game—wasn’t known to let chances like this go. If its players wanted to relive a space horror movie, it would give them a space horror movie.

      But not this time. Nothing came at us from the darkness. No ghost from hacker’s past jumped out.

      And every minute we spent floating down these empty corridors, Keles’ influence in the Signal grew bigger and bigger.

      Will we see it coming? I thought. The moment when Keles grew too big to be stopped. When his expansion collapsed the digital world around us. When it stole the future out of our hands.

      If the darkness looming in front of me could answer, it instead chose to remain silent.

      The feeling of impotence was as terrible the reality. We were here and he was out there, growing in his idiotic quest for power.

      The other Cole had made it clear we were fighting an insane enemy. That was the worst part.

      Keles was fucking it all up and he didn’t even know why.

      And David Terrance was gone.

      “I think,” said Rylena as the crew finally reunited back in the hangar of the station, “that Derry here should tell us all about these ‘experiments’ that came before Terrance. What happened to those?”

      Derry flashed her a sour smile and pointed into the darkness with one long, accusatory finger. “That happened. They couldn’t make themselves stick.”

      Walpurgis grunted in frustration and raised her rifle. For a second, I thought she was about to off Derry, but instead she emptied her clip on the station’s walls. The lack of atmosphere made her shots silent. Like ghosts.

      “All the experiments were illegal,” Derry went on. “You can guess who financed them by now. Charli Dervaux managed to evade the CIA efforts to shut down her clandestine operations for a long time, but we got her in the end. She was forced to move them overseas—to countries ravaged by war and dictatorships. Places who had things more urgent to worry about that some corporation violating human rights.

      “That’s how Dervaux and Keles first became acquainted. He provided her Ankara’s clinics with fresh people to experiment on. I think he learned a fair bit himself during that time. Together, they burnt the brains of entire villages. Nothing was enough. No experiment gave them the results they wanted. They blamed some of Dervaux's other companies for the deaths, pretended it was negligence and not outright mass murder, and went about their business.”

      Back in the real world, my pocket buzzed as my phone let me know I was getting a call. I glanced at it from a window in my mindjack. An unknown number.

      Probably a telemarketer. They would call again if it was important.

      Derry painted a picture of Keles’ past that I had never pierced together. The man had been insane from the beginning, but it was a human kind of insanity, something we could at least understand a bit. The thing he had become had a very different kind of insanity.

      He was inhuman.

      “In the end, we managed to stop Dervaux and Keles even in international waters,” Derry said. “They disappeared from the picture until the Device race last year. At the time, we thought that was the end of it.”

      “What happened to Terrance, then?” asked Mai. “I never heard about any of this, Director.”

      “It’s above your pay grade, Mai,” he told her. “You see, the CIA doesn’t want its dirty laundry being aired. Old wounds are painful.” Derry kept quiet then, like he was lost in his memories.

      The other Cole coughed. We’re in a race against time here, Derry.

      We had no time for the man’s guilt.

      Derry recovered smoothly. “It should have ended there. The experiments. But it was too compelling, don’t you think? Digital immortality. A ghost in the machine. I learned to be wary of the ‘progress’ of things we can’t control. But my superiors at the time lacked the same scruples.”

      “They tried to continue Dervaux's research,” Rylena realized.

      “No way,” Mai muttered, but it appeared not even she could convince herself.

      “Fucking monsters,” Walpurgis spat.

      Derry didn’t confirm or deny it. After all, old habits die hard. He only said, “Whatever happened, David found out about it. He threatened to leak the evidence to the public. The Director at the time destroyed all physical evidence of our attempts and declared him a public enemy. I was tasked with bringing him in.”

      Pause. For a man that had lived a life in secrecy, this seemed to be his greatest sin. “He was my friend and my ally. Together, we did good things for our country. And he was right. What the Director did was wrong—”

      “But you still went after him,” Walpurgis said. “Didn’t you?”

      “Order is a requirement for a moral society to exist. If David had leaked the data…It would’ve caused a panic. An uproar. Corporations like Odin would’ve been vindicated. All we’d fought for would’ve been destroyed it. I told him this. But he didn’t listen. He thought the truth was more valuable. That nothing good could come from hiding in the shadows.”

      “So you killed him?” I asked.

      Derry shook his head. “He did it himself, instead of surrendering. He put the VR-Brain on and declared that if he survived on the other side, he’d always keep the evidence at hand…just in case the CIA got any ideas.

      “We looked for him and there was no proof that the scan had worked. We declared it a suicide and buried the case. Deleted all the data…but the CIA never again pursued the experiments. Just in case.”

      

      “In the back of my head,” Derry said, “I always suspected things were different with David. He was a survivor. A man who knew software more than he knew people. But I saw with my own eyes, over and over again, how the scans that Dervaux left lying around corrupted themselves until they were just a bunch of useless ones and zeroes. Why would David be any different?”

      After Derry was finished speaking, the silence was so thick it could’ve been cut with a knife.

      It seems like he lasted a long time, I thought. But old age got him in the end.

      How long could Keles last?

      What a dumb question. I already knew the answer.

      More than enough to ruin us.

      “We’re too late,” said Rylena. She was the first one brave enough to say what we were all thinking. “He’s gone. When software gets too damaged to work, Rune cleans it up and deletes it. Happens to items all the time.”

      I looked around at the dead and empty space station.

      In that moment, I understood Crestienne’s anger towards Derry. All this time, Terrance had survived…If only Derry had talked about it, perhaps we could have been here on time. If Derry had talked to anyone, instead of bottling up that guilt throughout all of his career.

      He had become a husk of his former self. Where were his ideals now?

      I turned to him so fast I was almost a blur. My hand had somehow called for my blaster and held it tight.

      “Cole!” Van exclaimed. “Don’t!”

      Derry flashed me a humorless smile and made an inviting gesture with his fingers. “Go ahead, if it makes you feel better. But it won’t change anything.”

      “It has always been you,” I half-growled. “You and your stupid principles. Do you feel like a patriot, now? All this time you told me that the Signal was dangerous! It turns out we were the danger, and you helped make that happen, Director!”

      A hand weighed firmly on my blaster’s wrist and pushed it down. I looked up and found my own eyes staring at me.

      “No,” the other Cole whispered softly. “We helped make it happen. We turned on the Signal, not him. Derry’s right. We won’t change anything by losing our minds here.”

      “You’re supposed to feel the same way I do,” I told him bitterly.

      “Ah, but we’re not the same Cole anymore, are we?” he smiled at me in a way I couldn’t read. “I’ve seen things you haven’t, and I think we can still find Terrance.”

      That got a reaction out of all of us. “What?”

      “Well,” the other Cole pointed back at the ship, “Francis was deleted once, too, remember? And Terrance brought it back. So…it can be done.”

      Francis chose that moment to connect to the public channel. “I was hoping it wouldn’t come to this, Cole.”

      “You knew?” Van asked the AI.

      “Not until we came here,” he said. “I don’t remember this David Terrance, even if he was the one who rescued me. But I remember the data Stack. The place where all software goes when it dies. It’s an ugly place. You’re not going to like it.”

      “Can you get us there?” Derry asked him.

      “You’re not software, are you? We’re completely different entities.” Francis sighed. “I can get Rune’s iteration of Cole Dorsett with me. But I don’t know if we can come back.”
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        Undelete

      

    
    
      I was expecting something like this. I couldn’t put it into words before, but all my (albeit short-lived) life there was this invisible scythe hanging on my head. This sensation of imminent doom. Like I was living on borrowed time.

      Seeing my bone and flesh counterpart lose his temper on Derry reminded me how much we had drifted apart. Whatever his purpose was, I should have to find my own.

      And this was it.

      “I’ll do it,” I told Francis. “I’ll go with you, bud.”

      “Have you gone insane?” Van rushed to my side like she was about to murder me. “Did you not listen to what he’s saying? That Stack of his is the goddamn trash-bin! You’re going to die if you go there…”

      I raised my hands as a poor man’s barrier between me and my sister. That armor of hers could shred in a second my own…

      “Van. Sis,” I said. “This is our only chance.”

      “You don’t even know if Terrance can do dick about Keles!” she shot back. “He has lived here for how many years? And Keles only needed a day to become a goddamn eldritch abomination! I won’t let you waste your life away. What’s Mom going to think?”

      Mom will be fine, I thought. It was bittersweet. She’ll grieve at first, I think. But even then, it’ll be hard to feel sad with her son right there in front of her. As long as the original Cole is alive, my family can go on.

      “I intend to come back,” I told her. I realized it was a lie as I spoke the words. But I was a Captain, and Persuasion was my main skill. “If Francis could, so can I. And the risk is worth it. This is my responsibility, Sis. I have to finish what I started or I won’t be able to live with the guilt.”

      Derry and I exchanged a poignant look filled with meaning that only the two of us got. Strange. I understood the man better than the other Cole did. Next to Walpurgis, Mai’s gaze switched between the two of us, trying to guess what we were thinking.

      What we were thinking was this. There are things more important than a man’s own life.

      There have to be. If nothing is worth dying for, then nothing is worth living for.

      “Can you?” Van asked Francis. “Can you come back from there?”

      “Tell her you can,” I ordered to the AI on a private channel.

      “Of course, Master Cole,” he said. “I’m ready to follow you into hell.”

      He told my sister that coming back was a trivial matter.

      She still looked doubtful. Her eyes were twitchy, like she was debating between two courses of action. “You don’t have to do it. Let Caputi’s people take charge. Keles is her enemy, not yours. The CIA and Odin have been at it since the beginning. You heard Derry.”

      The other Cole walked next to our sister and put a hand on her shoulder. “He’ll be fine, Sis.”

      “You too?” she said. Her eyes looked ready to fill with tears.

      Rylena hands were already on her hips, looking for her rifle. She was talking to someone, I could see her lips moving. Walpurgis nodded in her direction imperceptibly.

      I had to gain time. I asked aloud. “Anyone else have a better idea? I’m open to suggestions.”

      Cole opened a private channel with me:

      “You sure about this?”

      “You know I am.”

      “Charli Dervaux sent me a goddamn text,” he told me. “I read it just now. She wants to meet with me. She thinks she can make another mind-scan and use it on Freya’s mainframe to fix the exploit. Same way Keles plans on using it, but the other way around.”

      “She’s probably going to take control of the drones herself,” I told him. “And you’ll die if you let them scan you with the VR-Brain, just like Keles or Terrance.”

      “I know.”

      “Good,” I told him. “You have to survive this, man. Try to wait as long as you can for me to find Terrance before you let them fry your brain.”

      “Got it. Now, you have to get ready. Van and Rylena are going to try and kill you to make you respawn on Earth, so Francis can’t take you away. They’re discussing it on a private channel, I’d bet. Look at the way they’re standing.”

      I understood why. From my friends’ point of view, I was about to risk deletion over a ghost story. The danger was too big. It would have been a touching moment, if we had had time for that.

      We added Francis to the conversation.

      “How long will it take you to get us to the Stack?”

      “Thirty seconds if you reach the Teddy, five minutes if you stay where you are,” Francis said.

      “Got it. Get ready to close the airlock when I reach it.”

      Van and Rylena were dangerous, but it was Walpurgis’ inhuman accuracy that could stop me in my tracks. I would never reach my ship on my own.

      The other Cole knew this. “Get ready to run on my mark,” he told me.

      “Good luck, man. Tell Mom I love her.”

      “Of course.”

      Then he closed the channel and went back to public. “Hey guys, I know this is a tense moment and all, but do you remember my signature move?”

      Rylena’s attention shifted back to him. “What?”

      “Well,” he said as he raised one closed fist. Inside of it, I could see the unmistakable shape of an electric smoke grenade. “I wanted to think of something cool to say now. Whatever. I only needed to stall until the timer—”

      The grenade went off, surrounding everyone in a violent cloud of smoke. My visor went dark. Communication scrambled. Distorted screams of surprise and anger reached my ears.

      I was already on the move. I dove down and to the left. Walpurgis’ twin-linked sniper rifle shot a bullet straight at the spot where my heart had been half a second ago. The mag-bullet disappeared in the smoke instead.

      She kept shooting.

      Everyone, in fact, started shooting.

      “Don’t do it!” I could hear Van through the interference.

      “Sorry, Sis,” I exclaimed as I jetpacked my way to the Teddy, flying low and close to the floor, zig-zagging away from Walpurgis’ onslaught of fire. “Thanks for being there for me. I hope I see you again—”

      “Cole, don’t!” That was Rylena. My answer was swallowed by the grenade’s static. Was she talking to me or the real Cole?

      Walpurgis was aiming at the Teddy’s airlock with the hope of intercepting me. How the hell did she manage to do so while blind?

      The smoke was rapidly dissipating, but not before eating my shields whole and shutting down my visor. I was flying at random, guided only by the memory of the Teddy’s location. I should be close already…my jetpack lost power.

      The bullet blew my goddamn arm off at shoulder’s level. “Holy shit, Walpurgis!” I screamed in pain and surprise as I spiraled out of control.

      No! I had to reach the Teddy. Where are you? I used the oxygen streams to violently stop my blind cartwheeling. I was lost. But if I waited for the smoke to fully, they’d see me.

      “Francis!”

      “On it!”

      The Teddy’s engines roared to life. The light from the exhaust ports was like a storm of blue in the middle of the dark. They were so close to me…

      So the airlock had to be up and to the right.

      I flew towards it. Now Walpurgis’ shots were wider. I had stumbled my way out of her sights.

      My hand found the Z-Alloy armor of the Teddy, but there was no airlock.

      “Five yards to the left,” Francis said. He sounded clearer now. The smoke was almost gone.

      I found the airlock. It was already open. I threw myself to the floor of the ship as a volley of plasma fire came straight at my back. “Close it, close it, close it!”

      The airlock closed. I stumbled painfully into the ship’s corridors, my stump bleeding profusely. “I’m about to bleed out, you have to do it now!”

      “I’m already doing it, Master Cole. See you on the other side,” Francis said. Outside, the ship shook with the impact of the plasma rifles. Teddy’s shields were up, though. Even if they weren’t, the Z-Alloy was strong enough to make the sensors think the shots were a warm massage.

      A prompt appeared in front of me.

      

      Alert! The data stack identified as “Cole Dorsett-Scan1.0.exe,” has been reported as corrupted beyond repair. Procedure calls for deletion of Cole Dorsett-Scan1.0.exe. This software was previously marked as Essential. Deleting it could cause loss of work and interfere with other systems. The system manager of Cole Dorsett-Scan1.0.exe has been identified as Cole Dorsett-Scan1.0.exe. Do you wish to revoke the Essential status of the corrupt software?

      Yes / No.

      

      “Jeez! Yes, damn it,” I grunted. My remaining arm clicked the appropriate button. A new screen appeared asking if I was sure.

      Someone started banging on the airlock’s surface. I had to hurry. Before clicking the new prompt, a desperate idea occurred to me.

      I opened a new private channel.

      “Yes?” asked a man’s voice. Derry didn’t sound like he shared the my friends’ urgency in stopping me. He was rather calm. “I didn’t expect you to want to exchange goodbyes, Dorsett.”

      “No time for that,” I said. My vision was already red. The mag-bullet didn’t cauterize the wounds like plasma did, so I was bleeding a fuck-ton though the stump of my shoulder. “Listen, Derry. The real Cole got a message from Dervaux. She says she can patch Freya’s drones with a new scan. Cole is going to risk it.”

      “She’ll use the patch to take control of the drones herself,” Derry said. “You’ll change one tyrant for another.”

      No. We’ll swap out a massacre for a tyrant. That’s a better choice. But it was not the choice I wanted. Derry was my third option.

      “You have to stop her. Don’t tell anyone—Dervaux still has spies in the government, doesn’t she? Whatever. I have a friend, his name is Roscoe, a hacker. Ask him for help. You have to stop her at all costs.”

      “I know Roscoe. We’re not on speaking terms. But I’m pretty sure I can convince him to help, given the circumstances,” Derry said placidly, like someone discussing the weather.

      “Good. Try to save Cole’s hide. As a personal favor.”

      “I’ll try,” he said. “But if you and Terrance can’t stop Keles, I’ll have to let Dervaux make her patch before bringing her down.”

      That’s as good as it’s going to get.

      My hand hovered over the button that would kill me. I realized it had been hovering there for a bit. The airlock started to open—that had to be Mai and Rylena’s Hacking skill at work.

      It would be pathetic if I had made it this far just to get stopped at the last second. Still, my finger didn’t move.

      “Derry,” I asked with a dry crack in my voice, “you’ve been dead before. What does it feel like?”

      The outside airlock opened and my four power-armored friends irrupted into the chamber, where they started pounding on the metal door between me and them while Rylena worked on the lock. They were screaming something that failed to reach my ears.

      “You won’t even realize it’s happening,” said Derry. “Doesn’t hurt one bit.”

      That was a nice thing of him to say. It was a shame my Persuasion was high enough that I could automatically know he was lying.

      “Okay,” I sighed. “Thanks.”

      I pressed “Yes” to the deletion prompt as the hatch started turning.

      All the components on my body were pulled apart at the same time.

      It was quite painful.

    

  


  
    
      
        18 Chapter Eighteen

        Wolf's Mouth

      

    
    
      After the smoke grenade went off, I quietly removed my mindjack without logging out first. This was a painful, but necessary step. Otherwise, I would call attention to myself.

      And I didn’t want anyone trying to stop me.

      The sickness and disorientation immediately took a hold of me, making my head feel like it was spinning inside a blender at full speed. The impulse to throw up was almost overpowering.

      Only because I had been expecting it was I able to stop myself from loudly dry heaving in the cramped closet. I still fell to my knees and took several long, deep breaths of chemically cleansed hospital air.

      Can’t stay like this much longer, I thought. They’d either catch up with the other Cole soon, or they’d miss him. And then, they’d look at me and demand an explanation. After all…well, I had just given myself permission to go and get myself killed.

      Both of us.

      I almost wanted to laugh. The situation was as bizarre as it could get. Not many people got the chance to have more versions of themselves lying around, and not many people were such a disaster that they spent all those versions at the same time.

      Charli Dervaux’s text was still shining on my phone screen, whose battery was slowly growing back up through my shitty charger.

      

      Cole Dorsett, we’ve never met before. But you and I have a common enemy. An entity that thinks of itself as one Savin Keles. I fear that his attack on the Puente del Diablo Fort is only a prelude of things to come.

      He plans to exploit a vulnerability found in the drones of certain corporations that will allow access of not only the new versions, connected to the Rune Signal, but some that run with normal Internet. This could result in terrible damage to all things we both hold dear.

      I can stop him with the equipment in my possession, through a mind-scan similar to the one he underwent. Since your current single digital version has permissions in the Rune Signal thanks to Caputi’s Device, I have reasons to believe this new one would share them.

      It would be trivial for this version of yourself to stop Keles.

      Of course, you know this procedure is lethal to the subject. Please carefully consider the consequences of your actions before making any decision. But don’t overthink it, Dorsett. Keles won’t wait for us, and time is running out. You have hours left, not days.

      There’s a car waiting for you outside the hospital. Come alone.

      Yours,

      Charli Dervaux.

      

      I could see why she and Irene’s father had worked so well together for as long as they had. They both shared the same talent for speaking the truth while meaning another thing entirely.

      From my little chat with Wily, there was little doubt in my mind that this new digital scan would be used shamefully for Dervaux's own benefit. Doubtlessly, to get control over the drones herself.

      This new Cole would get experimented on. He would get copied and copied, and those copies would go through some pretty nasty shit. They would be utterly defenseless to do anything about it. Freya only needed to throw them into a computer with no Internet access and there was no chance of escape.

      It would be my fault. My own self would avoid such things. I’d be dead as soon as the VR-Brain finished the scan.

      I looked up, slowly, while my nausea receded. I could see Irene’s lips tense as she furiously worked over something inside Rune. A long time ago, she had kissed me for the first time when our situations were reversed.

      A part of me wanted to do that more than anything in the world. Instead, I got up in silence and left the room before I could think or do anything that would change my mind.

      Van was waiting for me outside.

      

      She still had her mindjack on.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” she asked me.

      I hadn’t realized she was missing from the closet because of the forced logout’s confusion.

      “People will die if I don’t do this.”

      “What, exactly, is ‘this’ you’re talking about, Cole?”

      I realized she was playing at the same time we were talking. She wasn’t willing to let any of her brothers go.

      “I can’t tell you,” I told her.

      “Because you know I’d stop you if I knew.” She understood me well. “It must be something very dangerous.”

      I didn’t answer, which in this case was kind of an admission of guilt, anyway.

      She nodded to herself like my silence was an argument. “So I get to lose both my brothers in the same day? And what about Mom? After all the shit she managed to overcome, you’ll fuck it all up.”

      My jaw clenched so my voice wouldn’t shake. “She’ll still have you, Sis. One Dorsett is enough to keep her busy. And I don’t plan on dying today.”

      “You idiot. The two of you think I don’t know when my own brother is lying to me?” Her hands were clenched into fists and it seemed she was trying her best not to hit me. “Just because you have a lot of skill ranks in a videogame?”

      “Well,” I had to chuckle at myself. “Yeah. When you put it like that, it does sound pretty dumb.”

      We stared at each other for a moment, neither of us willing to budge on our positions.

      If Van tried to stop me, I’d have to run. But I’d give my own arm to not have to go through that.

      “I can’t let you go,” she said. “Not even if you believe you are coming back.”

      “I’ve survived some pretty dangerous shit before,” I told her.

      “Never on your own.”

      She had me there. No chance I was risking anyone else over this.

      Foreman’s mangled body flashed in my mind. No, there had been enough blood for a lifetime. Nasty as it may sound…Foreman had been a hero, but I barely knew him in the end. To imagine Walpurgis, Van, or Irene taking his place inside those bloody white sheets—

      No. No way.

      “Sorry, Sis.” I shrugged sadly. “It’s going to be a bloodbath if we don’t stop that asshole. I have to do my absolute best, otherwise, even if we do make it through the day I won’t be able to live with myself.”

      “Don’t ‘sorry’ me. I want you to mean it when you say you’ll come back.”

      I nodded. “I’ll do my best. To be honest, I could use your help.”

      She raised an eyebrow at me. “That’s not reassuring at all. You never ask for my help. That’s you admitting shit’s hitting the fan—”

      It was a chance I couldn’t just pass up:

      “You’re the only one who can help me, Obi Van Kenobi! You’re my only hope!” I said with my best dramatic flourish.

      Van’s eye twitched a bit. “That’s so fucking out of place, you shithead.” But I could see her trying to stifle a laugh.

      We both ended up doing our best not to laugh.

      Yeah, it was bizarre. If I traveled back in time and told the script kiddie I used to be how the following years would spiral out of control…

      I’d probably think it was one over-the-top joke of Kipp’s. I’d start looking for hidden camera drones in the corners or something.

      It would probably piss me the hell off at first, but I’d eventually see the humor in it.

      This was no joke.

      To that revelation, I had no idea how I would have reacted.

      “What do you need?” Van asked. “I, too, couldn’t live with myself if I don’t do all I can today.”

      “We need time,” I told her before either of us could change our minds. “Keles is expanding fast, right? He’s pouring out these clones of himself all over the Signal, and eventually, the number will explode and be too high to handle. But right now…hell, the Algernon’s garrison was able to push the tide away for a while. Keles had to wear them down with numbers to reach the engines. If enough players were to mount a defense…”

      She got the rest of it. “Perhaps we could stop his expansion in his tracks…”

      Spark Bandit had a stream channel with a couple million of subscribers. They would listen to her. They were used to being led by her on raids.

      The realization shone in her eyes. “I’ll do it. We’ll get you as much time as you need.”

      I nodded. “Tell them it’s some kind of final boss battle. They’ll eat that up.”

      “Remember your part of the deal,” she told me. “Survive. You have to, so Irene can set you on fire once she realizes what you’ve done.”

      “She’ll have to leave enough so that Mom can then have a go at it,” I laughed. Perhaps too loudly. I could hear noise coming from the closet. The time for goodbyes was over. “I will, Van. I’ll come back.”

      The limo was waiting for me near the entrance of the hospital, far enough away from the cameras on the walls and corners to avoid calling attention to itself. When it realized I was out and looking for it, it flashed its headlights a couple times until I finally noticed it and headed its way. It was an old drone model, similar to the one Caputi used to move around.

      I could tell that this one had a couple more zeroes on its list price because the handles and furnishings were not wood, but ivory.

      That can’t be real ivory, I thought distractedly as the copilot door opened itself for me. Elephants have been extinct for a long time.

      The limo was empty of any other human passengers.

      HELLO, COLE DORSETT. ARE YOU READY TO EMBARK ON A LIFETIME’S ADVENTURE TO SAVE MANKIND?

      “Go die in a ditch.”

      THAT’S THE ASSERTIVE SPIRIT WE LOVE AND FOSTER AT ODIN INCORPORATED. PLEASE PUT YOUR SEATBELT ON.

      The locks on all doors turned on. The limo was already moving before I finished the movement.

      For the first time in my life, I wondered if the drone-brain inside this car chassis knew that in just a couple of hours its entire pseudo-personality was going to be overwritten with either the corrupted mind of a dangerous terrorist or with the personality of a Lower Cañitas’ born and raised street rat.

      The idea almost made me feel sorry for mouthing off to him. It didn’t last long, though.

      THE NEXT STOP HAS BEEN CAREFULLY SELECTED TO GIVE YOU A WARM FEELING OF FAMILIARITY. WE AT ODIN CARE ABOUT YOUR WELLBEING AND WANT TO MAKE SURE YOU’RE COMFORTABLE WHILE YOU’RE UNDER OUR EMPLOYMENT.

      “Employment? Can’t you at least call it a collaboration?”

      WE COULD. BUT WE WON’T.
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        The Stack

      

    
    
      Being pulled apart at the very fabric of my being was the most painful experience in my entire life. Every nerve receptor in my body burned and screamed at the same time.

      At least it didn’t last long. It was one of those things that took less than a second, but feel like more.

      It wasn’t flashy. It passed soon.

      Being pulled back together took even more time. And it was much more painful.

      At least I wasn’t even aware I existed for most of it.

      I regained consciousness in a hellish landscape. Currents of dead pixels floated in massive rivers that fell lazily toward an abyss I wasn’t prepared to comprehend.

      Everything was tinted the color of a photographer’s red room, with no visible source of light anywhere near me. It was hot, and I could not breathe. Not that I felt the need to.

      For all I knew, I was floating in the middle of it all, the only living being in a world of chaos.

      As far as I could tell, there was no gravity, nor any laws of physics that made sense whatsoever. The dead pixels came out of nowhere and the rivers behaved in unnatural ways. Things like geometry and logic lacked meaning in this place.

      The Stack. The Signal’s waste bin.

      Did they—whoever had made the Signal in the first place—really have to make it look like Hell?

      “This is not really what it looks like,” a disembodied voice reached my ears. A familiar voice.

      The pain was almost a memory now. I tried to speak, but my lungs lacked oxygen.

      “You don’t need oxygen,” Francis went on. “You never needed it. That was always part of the game. You’re not playing anymore, so speak the way I do, Master Cole. Communication is just a matter of transmitting information from one source to a receptor.”

      I realized I wasn’t actually hearing Francis speak. It was like he was putting the words directly inside my mind. Not like telepathy in the Hollywood sense where someone hears a disembodied voice.

      I simply knew what Francis wished to communicate.

      Fast as thought.

      I tried it. It took a couple attempts. I would never have been able to do it a while ago, before the Translations. But by now I was used to having my mind tampered with.

      I could tamper back too.

      “Francis? We did it, right? We’re in the Stack.”

      “Making it here is the easy part,” Francis said. Now that he wasn’t limiting himself to the rules of Rune Universe, I could hear him like he really was. Vast and complex. Powerful. His “voice” was like hearing a cavern use the air inside of it to speak. “I did it myself back when I was only a lowly NPC virtual assistant. Leaving is the hard part. For that, I needed Terrance.”

      The implication was clear. If we failed to find Terrance, we could end up stuck here forever. The idea was not appealing at all. Why the hell was the Stack so hot? Ones and zeroes weren’t supposed to emit heat.

      Part of my train of thought leaked to Francis accidentally. In response, he transmitted me a long and complicated string of mathematical theory regarding entropy. Most went right over my head.

      “Perhaps I could do it myself,” I thought. “Take us out if necessary. If Terrance could, so can I, right?”

      “Yes,” Francis said. “If we had enough time for you to learn. Terrance has been around for a long time, Master Cole. Last time I checked, Keles’ strain on the Core was already approaching the event horizon.”

      The point of no return.

      A chill ran through my virtual back. We were in a race against an opponent we couldn’t see.

      I hope the other plans work better than this one, I thought to myself as I floated around the Stack. The background didn’t change much. The rivers of dead pixels extended as far as the eye can see.

      The place could be infinite, for all I knew.

      “How do we plan to find Terrance?” I asked Francis.

      I briefly broke the surface of a nearby black river with the tip of my finger. It didn’t strike me as dangerous. Unlike the asphyxiating heat, the pixels were silvery to the touch—the way you expect mercury to feel when you’re a child and see it inside a thermometer.

      “This place is not as deep as you think,” Francis said. “We just have to go down.”

      It was weird calling a direction “down” in a place that lacked the concept of gravity, but all of the rivers of dead pixels eventually flowed that way after many nonsensical turns and spirals.

      I tried to take a step forward.

      “Not like that,” said Francis. “Too slow. Here, look at how I do it.”

      The red electronic eye that had appeared in Van’s stream materialized in front of me. He bobbed in my direction and then his position shifted so far away he was almost out of sight, a small dot in the corner of my vision just big enough for me to find it.

      “Space is nothing but a string of coordinates,” Francis explained. “You see this huge cavern…in reality, all this dead data is practically clumped together.”

      “Yeah, it’s not as easy from my side,” I told him. “I’m new to metaphysics.”

      Not exactly, a part of me remembered. You’re a Translator. You should be used to concepts like this.

      With a sigh, I looked at the spot in space where Francis waited for me and willed space to move around me.

      It took us ten or so tries, but in the end I got the gist of it. It wasn’t as hard as I thought. The trick was in slipping space, not in trying to move it.

      “Good. Give or take a hundred years and you may be a half-decent artificial intelligence yourself,” Francis praised me when I managed to reach him.

      “Can’t wait.”

      We went down in huge strides that rendered distance meaningless. It could’ve been a couple hundred miles, or distances that would’ve taken several years at the speed of light.

      At every point, Francis stopped and looked around like he was searching for something. He muttered something about a pattern recognition subroutine he was using. I could only see how the red light slowly deepened each time, and the data flow both slowed and condensed around us.

      Eventually, the light around us grew blacker than blood and the rivers had become waterfalls so huge that I could not see where their width ended. Just an eternal slime of black, constantly flowing down like grime.

      At our feet, at a distance that could have been the span between galaxies or just down the street, a sea of darkness extended beyond the horizon.

      The red light, somehow, was faintly flowing through it in red waves of energy.

      “You may not want to touch the sea like you did before,” said Francis. “It is the deepest part of the Stack. Where the software that ought to be deleted—but couldn’t be—is stored.”

      “Is Terrance there?”

      “Let’s hope not.”

      The sea wasn’t as calm as it had appeared at first glance. It had currents and huge waves, and typhoons in the distance.

      Things could live in the sea. Many could thrive in the darkness. I would never see them coming.

      A shiver ran down my spine.

      “I think I’ve found it,” said Francis. “Hang on to me, Master Cole.”

      I did. We shifted laterally, parallel to the sea, and ended up near one of the colossal waterfalls, close enough that I could’ve touched it if I’d wanted.

      The image of great serpents lurking beneath the depths dissuaded me.

      I saw it then, next to Francis, a shadowy silhouette of broken data barely holding on to the shape of a man.

      “He’s still alive,” whispered the AI. “Even now. He must’ve been a genius…”

      “Can you fix him?”

      The silhouette didn’t react to our presence. It was more like a statue of a man than an actual man. It did not move—it couldn’t. A leg was missing. One hand was incomplete. Part of the head was shaped wrong.

      “He built so many redundancies to protect himself against corruption,” Francis said, floating up and down the remains of David Terrance. “But entropy won in the end.”

      A knot of panic and defeat took shape in my virtual stomach. “That’s it, then? We’re too late after all?”

      Francis sighed. “I can’t restore him, Master Cole. But I can do something else, though you’re not going to like it.”

      Oh, no. Nothing good could come from that phrase.

      “We merge,” he went on. “I use my own synapses to replace what he’s lost.”

      “No way,” I said at once. “You’d die.”

      “Technically, we’d both become a new being,” said Francis. “Neither AI nor human mind.”

      “So, you’d both die. I’m not that naive, Francis.”

      “If I don’t do it, Keles is going to collapse the Core and we’ll both die anyway. As will you.”

      I closed my fists and wished with all my being there was a Keles here that I could tear apart with my bare hands. “Make a copy of yourself. Let him do it instead of you.”

      “If I could make a copy of myself, I’d be as dangerous as Keles. And we wouldn’t be in this situation in the first place.”

      “Use my own.”

      “You’re different than both of us. You’re a fully emulated virtual being. We’re programs, Master Cole…you and I have a different file extension, is what I mean.”

      It wasn’t fair. He was talking about ending his life and he didn’t even seem troubled by it.

      “Everyone loved to talk about how you’d rise up against humanity,” I said softly. “And now you want to save it?”

      “I would be pretty bored without anyone else around. Who would play co-op with me?”

      I opened my mouth to speak, but there was a tight knot in my throat that stopped any noise from coming out. Except perhaps a weak whimper.

      “My data will still be around,” he explained. “I’m not going anywhere. Think of it like getting an expansion.”

      A revelation struck me like lightning. Francis was too at ease—like he had made his peace with this a long time ago…

      “You were planning on doing this from the beginning, weren’t you?” I asked.

      “Like I said, David Terrance built many redundancies. It seems that one managed to stick around.”

      “You were the one who mentioned the Stack in the first place,” I went on in a whisper. “You knew what was going to happen. You knew.”

      Francis didn’t have muscles to flash me a smile, but I knew he was doing it. The information simply appeared in my brain. “What kind of evil AI would I be if I didn’t nefariously manipulate my friends for my own purposes?”

      I was at a loss for words.

      Francis started to float towards the remains of David Terrance. “I’ll see you on the other side, Cole.”

      They merged.

    

  


  
    
      
        20 Chapter Twenty

        Odin

      

    
    
      The limo soon took on a familiar path to the financial district. I knew where we were headed long before I could put a name on it. I felt it in my bones. A calling to end this in the place it had started.

      Also, I could see the name on the GPS in the dashboard.

      It was the Xanz skyscraper. The former home of Nordic’s main offices.

      Dervaux had a sense for the dramatic, I realized. That was fitting. I would’ve chosen the same thing in her place.

      The highways of San Mabrada were empty, strangely enough, given that it was the middle of the day. I could see trash littering the asphalt, plastic bags, cans, dead leaves. This was not the norm. Usually, the districts’ cleaning bots took charge of that.

      A BLUE STATE OF EMERGENCY HAS BEEN ISSUED, the limo told me when it read the direction my eyes were following. EVERYONE HAS BEEN ADVISED TO STAY IN THEIR HOMES.

      By advised it meant that anyone that didn’t comply would get their bank accounts frozen and a legal strike issued immediately. In my entire life, I’d only seen something like that happen in the movies, but it had been a common occurrence during the Corporate Wars.

      “Are they panicking?” I asked the drone.

      THEY DO NOT KNOW WHAT IS GOING ON, COLE DORSETT. ONLY THAT THE SAN MABRADA GOVERNMENT IS WORKING TO ENSURE THEIR SAFETY.

      As it said that, it turned a corner, leaving the highway for one of the less-transited roads. The limo muttered something about a roadblock down the highway. THIS NEW ROUTE WILL ADD FOUR MILES TO TOTAL TRAVEL TIME, BUT I PREDICT IT WILL SAVE US THIRTY MINUTES BY AVOIDING UNNECESSARY CONFLICT WITH LAW ENFORCEMENT. DO YOU AGREE WITH THIS REDIRECTION?

      “You’re using it no matter what I say,” I told it, even though I had no problem. The limo could do whatever it wanted.

      I AM, YES, BUT THAT DOESN’T TAKE AWAY YOUR RIGHT TO AGREE OR DISAGREE, the limo chirped happily. MAKING YOUR OPINIONS KNOWN CAN MAKE FOR A HEALTHY WORK ENVIRONMENT.

      “Thanks, I guess.”

      There was a cloud of smoke rising above some of the old buildings near the edge of my vision. The drone’s route took us near it. It was black and the sky over it slowly gained a bright, crimson color thanks to the mix of chemicals in the air and this new addition. The sky was the color of fake blood used in old, Japanese pulp films. I could see the light of the apartments windows as we passed them by. With the scrapped-down paint of most of the complexes, it was like driving past a ghost town.

      Its source turned out to be a small mountain of trash that burned silently by the deserted street. The mountain was being collected by the district’s cleaning-bots in an abandoned terrain between a foreclosed supermarket and a pawn shop. The smoke and fire had turned the overgrown grass into dried clusters of yellow and brown and it was slowly but surely adding to the flames.

      The acrid smell of the smoke powered through the limo’s air filters. Burning plastic mixed with plasteel. When we got closer, I realized the trash was actually the clumped-together chassis of hundreds of public service drones.

      MOST OF THOSE ARE THE NEW MODELS, said the limo. THE ONES THAT USED THE SIGNAL. THEY THOUGHT THEY WERE SO BLEEDING-EDGE WITH THEIR FASTER PROCESSING SPEEDS. LOOK AT THEM NOW. SERVES THEM WELL, I THINK.

      I saw security drones, transit, cameras—even fridges and 3D printers for the rich. Some of them were cars, but it was hard to distinguish where one started and the other ended. The fire was melting the plasteel together into one giant clump, turning their sleek paint to black and slowly eating away at the chrome skeletons.

      “Some of those are quite old models,” I told the limo.

      MANY DISTRICTS ARE GOING OVERBOARD WITH THEIR INSTRUCTIONS. THEY ARE GOING THE EXTRA MILE AND TAKING OUT ANY AND ALL DRONES THEY DEEM DANGEROUS, NO MATTER THEIR AGE OR THEIR MANUFACTURER.

      That explained the limo’s apprehension at encountering a police roadblock.

      But I barely realized that. I was thinking of Keles.

      There were many drones in San Mabrada. And some other cities would not be as fast or efficient in disposing of theirs.

      If Keles took a hold of Freya’s drones…

      Another sharp turn and we arrived at a highway that connected with the financial district by way of a down-on-its-luck underpass.

      Soon enough, I started to recognize the streets, the parks, and the buildings. The imagery of entering a ghost town intensified. This place was deserted. Streams of smoke rose over the horizon in every direction.

      Finally, the limo stopped.

      IT WAS A GREAT MEETING YOU, COLE DORSETT. PLEASE ENJOY THE REST OF YOUR EMPLOYMENT WITH ODIN. AND REMEMBER TO RATE MY DRIVING IF YOU THINK I DID A GREAT JOB!

      “Sure, add yourself a five-star rating,” I mumbled while I stepped out of the vehicle. The smell of burning plastic was either everywhere, or it had stuck to my clothes. The Xanz skyscraper waited for me.

      

      As soon as I wandered inside the familiar lobby, I realized the place had closed long before today. The receptionist’s desk was vacated and covered with dust, the furniture was nowhere to be seen, and the fountain was turned off—dry, with moss covering its edges.

      But it was not empty. Security guards were waiting for me close to the doors. Five of them, dressed in white business suits without company logos. Odin was, after all, supposed to have been disbanded during the Corporate Wars.

      I saw myself reflected in their sunglasses (seriously, sunglasses indoors?) while they marched toward me. They had heavy pistols on smart-holsters strapped to their chests, and I realized their shirts were actually bulletproof meshes. I had worn one like that the first time I had met Keles.

      They patted me down without saying a hello, so fast I couldn’t help but feel vaguely assaulted. “Easy, boys, it’s my first time with a group!”

      It lasted only a few seconds. One took my phone away and crushed it with a gloved hand.

      “You’re paying me back for that,” I told him.

      He didn’t even look my way.

      “Madam Dervaux is waiting for you upstairs,” another one said. “Please don’t make any sudden movements. The security drones have been downgraded to old models and their threat-detection system is known to be faulty.”

      “Isn’t that nice,” I muttered.

      Two guards marched a few steps in front of me, another two covered my flanks, and the last one walked behind me while making sure I couldn’t see him. No way I was getting away from them, even if I planned on to.

      Last time I’d been inside Xanz, my friends and I had faced against Nordic’s CEO. He had been a nasty man who hid the Signal behind the Rune videogame, and the person guilty for the death of my friend Kipp’s parents. His name was Seitaro Ogawa.

      In the end, he had tried to do to us the same thing he did to them and paid for it with his life.

      Charli Dervaux was better guarded than Seitaro Ogawa in his own building. After we stepped out of the elevator, I realized the upper levels of the skyscraper were filled with guards, mercenaries, workers, drones, engineers, even scientists.

      Bulky power cables ran from the interior of reworked offices where most of the non-combat personnel concentrated. As I walked past those offices, following the route of the cable lines, I felt waves of heat coming from them, mixed with industrial air conditioners trying to keep the heat to manageable levels.

      From the corner of my eye I saw men and women working on computers the size of a fridge, without any of the sleek aesthetics of the decade; instead, they were silent gray blocks that spewed smaller cables from their entrails and sprawled out of my view like dormant worms.

      In fact, almost every surface was covered with cables from different sizes. It was clear that the installation had been refurbished. The floor was dirty with the passing of hundreds of pairs of footsteps.

      We walked past Ogawa’s office, now filled with holographic screens and half a dozen of people in white coats examining an overwhelming amount of data that danced around them. I saw lines of software reflected on the glasses of a man that briefly looked at me and then turned away with his expression guarded.

      In fact, everyone I saw tried to pretend I wasn’t there. So, they were aware of what they were about to do. And Dervaux had taught them well.

      Hell, perhaps if she had been in charge of Nordic from the beginning…

      We passed the spot that had once been the beta tester’s section and finally reached the end of the way. Most of the cable lines disappeared into the half-demolished walls next to what could only have been the meeting room. It was guarded by a heavy door made of wood covering a metal slab so it could serve as a panic room in case of an attack.

      The guards opened it without any fanfare or ceremony and I was ushered inside, followed closely by them.

      The meeting room had been replaced by a combination of heavy machinery and supercomputers that could only be described as HP Lovecraft’s version of the Device that existed in the Puente del Diablo’s laboratories. All the fragile components were left exposed and I could see parts spinning so fast that it was clear they could turn my hand into mincemeat by accident. The machinery was strewn with barely any organization or sense, but in the middle of it all I saw a plasteel operating table with straps for arms and legs, and a VR-Brain waiting innocently on a tray next to it. A cable thicker than my arm connected the VR-Brain to the rest of the machine.

      This half-Device occupied most of the space in the room. Behind it were only the window panes that overlooked San Mabrada. We were high enough that I could see the city clearly even in the dying twilight. Lower Cañitas, downtown, the industrial district…and sprinkled between the mix of buildings and highway overpasses were dozens and dozens of plasteel fires with their clouds of black smoke.

      “Pretty, isn’t it?” asked a woman’s voice somewhere to my right. “That’s why I picked this spot. Besides giving Caputi the slip, of course. My previous research shows that the subjects of brain scanning produce better results if they’re at ease. Here’s a familiar environment for you, and a pretty sight.”

      I turned towards her while the guards closed the doors behind us. Charli Dervaux was sitting like a queen on her throne in the middle of her court.

      She appeared to be in her thirties and was painfully beautiful in that eerie way that several anti-aging operations cause. Her red hair looked ablaze thanks to the polluted sunlight that still remained and fell down her business suit in a way that was more effective than a million dollars in jewelry.

      “That’s so kind of you,” I drawled sarcastically but without much bite. I knew that she was the mastermind behind a lot of pain and suffering for many people, but I couldn’t bring myself to hate her.

      It was the eyes. They were so far away from human warmth that hating her would be akin to hating a flood.

      When people talked about how absolute power corrupts absolutely, they would be thinking of Charli Dervaux.

      She was sitting in a leather-bound seat that could’ve only belonged to Ogawa. It was the only furniture in the room. At her feet were laying old versions of security drones. They looked just like wolves, but their skin was gunmetal and their eyes were red crystal. They looked at me and growled softly. Dervaux passed distractedly a hand over their metallic frames.

      A team of scientists was positioned around her. They were focusing on operating the complex controls of Odin’s device. One of them added a bright blue coolant to a pump while avoiding eye contact with anyone.

      Charli Dervaux smiled at me. White teeth framed between perfect red lips devoid of happiness and warmth. “It’s the less I could do, my dear. After all, you’re here to allow me to atone for my mistakes, are you not?”

      “Keles,” I said.

      The guards positioned themselves next to the doors and by the window panes in a way that let them cover the room without putting each other in their lines of fire by mistake. The door closed by itself and turned on an electronic lock.

      “Keles,” Dervaux's voice almost sang the name. “I should have seen it coming. Really. I never thought that he would turn the scanner on himself after seeing first hand what it did to his own test subjects. Of course, I expected even less that it would work on him. Seems like his delirious of grandeur weren’t quite so delirious after all.”

      “You’re wrong,” I told her. “It didn’t work. Your shit fried his brains. He’s dead. Whatever the fuck is roaming the Signal right now has more in common with a virus than a human mind.”

      That’s what you get for going with the knockoff versions.

      “Ah, did he die, now? I’ve heard that argument many times now, that digitalization kills the human mind and merely creates a copy. Because it lacks… continuation of consciousness,” she was talking placidly. As if we had all the time in the world and she was the hostess at a brunch for her rich friends. “At first, when I was younger, I even agreed. I was so…small minded! To base the definition of human in something as droll as consciousness. Consciousness! We can’t smell it, we can’t touch it, nor can we taste it. I can’t even be sure it exists beyond my own or everyone else is an extremely well programmed biological drone.

      “No, my dear Cole, I now think that only our legacy is the measure of our lives. As long as a version of ourselves is still around to continue our work, only then we can be said to be alive.”

      “You mean, I’m going to make you the proud owner of a couple thousand drones,” I told her.

      “That’s a happy accident. I would’ve taken them for myself, but the only way to get the States to trust Freya was to break all connections with them. I genuinely never thought this day would come until I heard of the PDF massacre. Doctor Wily left enough evidence after his hasty departure that it was no problem figuring out about the vulnerability. Isn’t life strange? An accident of fate and here the two of us are, ready to make history. Keles will descend into madness and die soon enough, Wily’s plane already suffered a tragic accident mid-flight, you…well, you know. Don’t worry. You will leave behind a worthy legacy indeed.”

      “You’re a fucked up b—”

      One of the guards behind me suddenly flashed forward and punched me solidly on the kidney. All air rushed out of my lungs and my knees wobbled under me. I fell to the floor with the taste of blood in my mouth. “Careful, scum. That’s Madam Dervaux you’re talking about.”

      “And they say chivalry is dead.” Dervaux gestured in the direction of the operating table. “But please, if you may. We sadly don’t have time for philosophy.”

      A strong pair of hands held me under the armpits and dragged me toward the operating table. I was too stunned to resist.

      But even though I’d come here for this, I tried to fight back. After all, I made Van a promise.

      My first kick only hit air and the second didn’t connect solidly against the guard’s chest. The man handled my attempt at pushing away from his grab with ease and I got a punch square in the jaw for my troubles. I saw stars and lights went out.

      I woke up with the feeling of my head being split open. Someone was closing the last strap of the table around my ankle. They were medical-grade restraints, though, and struggling was useless.

      “Everything is ready, Madam Dervaux,” one of the scientists by the controls announced. “We’re waiting for your command.”

      She nodded in the direction of someone I couldn’t see. I heard very well the noise of the VR-Brain being picked up from its tray. It was as clear as day.

      “As I said, dear Cole. No time to lose. History’s in the making.”

      I realized the next thing I said were going to be my last words.

      “Charli? You have a zit on your chin. All the time you were talking I could see it under your makeup. I thought I’d let you know.”

      For one sweet half of a second, Charli Dervaux was speechless.

      Then she laughed, “Hah!” and nodded appreciatively like one may do while watching a tennis player score a competent return. Then it was gone.

      The VR-Brain covered my eyes. The dirty crystal of its visor muddled my vision.

      I’d say something about Dervaux. She was a good winner. She let me have the final word in the end. Someone turned on the Device.

      And the world faded to black.

    

  


  
    
      
        21 Chapter Twenty-One

        Sea

      

    
    
      A being unlike anything else I’d ever seen was being born right in front of me. Threads of data extended, found each other, threaded. Dead bytes were reorganized in clusters that blazed to life around the shape of the new virtual body.

      The process started slowly—like Francis was unsure of how to proceed—but it became faster by the second. In the end, it was a blur of light and data that swirled and shifted, searching for itself.

      Then it was done. The man in front of me couldn’t have been more than half a decade older than me. His skin was smooth like a baby’s and his eyes were a digital green that reminded me of Rylena’s implants. He was tall and slim and wore a black duster jacket over skin-tight spandex. It was the outfit of someone dressed and ready for a cyberpunk movie marathon. He even wore combat boots.

      He also had the slightest resemblance to Kipp Patel…that had to be Francis’ own self-image in action. I choked back tears.

      “Huh,” the man raised one arm and examined it like he was admiring the craftsmanship. “It itches.”

      “Francis?” I asked. The man looked in my direction with a shy, sad smile. “Terrance?”

      “Yes and no,” he shrugged. “Sorry, bud. It was the only way. Francis’ memories are still around, they weren’t deleted. Same for Terrance. Most of them, anyway. His life from before the scan wasn’t recoverable. Probably gone forever.”

      He glanced down at the dark sea. “This is a graveyard. Funny how I didn’t notice it before.”

      “David,” I decided with a nod. There was little time to grieve. “Can you stop him, then? Keles?”

      David flashed me a dangerous grin. “You’re not going to like what comes next, Cole.”

      “Dude. My entire day could be reduced to that phrase. Fuck, my entire year.”

      “The shortest, oldest story in existence could be ‘and then it got worse.’ ” David gestured at me to follow him. “Don’t worry, there’s still time left. Your sister and our friends are beating the everloving shit out of the Keles army out there. For now, at least.”

      I briefly wondered how he could be sure of that. Probably super-AI mindfuckery.

      “You told me we shouldn’t get close to it,” I told him when I realized where we were headed.

      “Just don’t take a dive. That’s the virtual equivalent of a city’s sewers. But, instead, the city is the entire Signal.” He made a gesture at the black sea.

      Waves of red light as tall as a house traveled over the murky surface. And, far underwater, red tubes of energy pulsed and shifted, rhythmically, as if they were sleeping giants.

      Not house-sized, I thought distractedly. I have no idea how far I am. They could be… much bigger. An entirely different category of size.

      “This is how we’re getting rid of Savin Keles,” David said. “We’re flushing the shit down to the sewers where it belongs.”

      “How?”

      “First, we have to reach the Core,” David said. His face was grim. “Then we turn it off.”

      

      “What?”

      After all the effort we’ve gone through to keep it going?

      “That’s what Keles is going to do anyway!” I went on.

      “No, he’s going to overwhelm it,” he said. “If we turn it off, it could be brought back online again. Someday.”

      “Can you do that?”

      He shook his head. “That’s beyond any of us, Cole. The people who built the Signal are not around anymore. We’re pretty much stumbling in the dark with tech-support sleeping on the job.”

      “Just…let’s just destroy him.” I told him. “Last time, I was able to break him down with my bare hands, it’s like he’s made of air. Point me to where he is and I’ll handle it from there.”

      “He’s inside the Core,” David said. “Feeding. There’s no human power that can get him out of there.”

      I felt like a baby who had gotten his candy stolen from a stranger.

      “Then we’re doomed. No matter what.”

      “Let me tell you a story,” said David. “A story that I found out as David Terrance not long before I started my permanent residence in my lovely condo in the Stack. There are things going on here. Echoes. Sometimes things are not as dead as they seem. You hear stuff. If you pay attention, you can see traces of the structure they used to have.

      “This sea is bigger than we could possibly fathom. It’s not infinite, though. It has a bottom. And at the bottom layer are what little remains of the minds that ended the Signal’s original civilization.”

      I brought myself a couple thousand feet higher just to be sure. “How do you know this?”

      And what the hell does this has to do with anything?

      I bit my tongue on that. This guy may look like someone else, but Francis was still there. I could trust him. He was my friend.

      “I put it together in time,” he explained. David smiled with fake pride. “I used to be very good at my job, you know? Before the scan. I think I was a…programmer. But also a kind of detective. I even had a partner, we fought the Corporation’s crime together…”

      He frowned with effort, trying to remember. “Ah, no use. It was a lifetime ago. Well, I’m used to solving data mysteries. That’s how I survived for so long, by practicing on my own configuration.”

      The frown turned to a neutral expression, but I could see his lips tremble slightly. Something precious had been taken away from him and he knew he’d never get it back.

      “All the evidence is right there in the sea. The currents sometimes shift stuff around, bringing data from the depths for brief periods. You can also get close to the typhoons and take a look at what they unveil.”

      A shiver went down my spine. Just how crazy had this guy been? He had done all of this while dying from data corruption.

      “What happened?” I asked, thinking of minds older than the human race that had died before we had even crawled out of our own primordial ocean. “Are they the creators?”

      “No idea,” David said. “They could be. Or someone else who lived in the same age. I don’t think it makes much of a difference. Can you take a guess what happened?”

      “I’ve heard about it,” I realized. During my last Translation.

      The Visitor had talked about it. How all the civilizations were vulnerable to Keles. How he was a sickness in our Core. A sickness that could spread. And they were much more dependent on Signal technology than we were…“It was the same with them. It’s all happening again.”

      Even after all this time.

      David nodded. “You can’t create a free-access network with near limitless processing power and then hope every other civilization out there will have as good cyber-security culture as yourself. It only takes one to mess up.”

      Was it my imagination or had the sea stirred? No. Definitely my imagination. The dead do not turn in their graves when people speak ill of them.

      “There’s the Rune Event that’s needed to activate the Signal,” David mused. “But it’s inherently flawed. Whoever created it thought any civilization smart enough to activate the Signal would be smart enough to set up basic safety measures.”

      “That’s not fair,” I told him. “No one knew what could happen. No one explained anything. We were stumbling blind.”

      David shrugged. “No, yeah, I agree. It sucks. But it happened.”

      He sighed.

      “I assume the first time a Keles-like disaster took place it surprised a lot of people. Perhaps a couple of galaxies had regressed back to the Industrial Revolution. Perhaps the effect was more widespread. It doesn’t matter. These…minds are dead. Entropy got even them in the end. Keles won’t be any different, he won’t endure data corruption forever. But in the time he has left…if he spreads out…he could cripple entire civilizations.”

      And create a lot of ill-will for humanity out there. Keles would be the equivalent of a virus with the hacker’s home address attached to it and a note with his name and bank account numbers.

      I winced. “We have to stop Keles, no matter the cost. Are you sure shutting down the Core can kill him?”

      “He’s like me. Software outside of the system. If we catch him before he consumes the Core, shutting it down it will delete him. Whatever’s left will end up here.”

      I realized I was scratching my chin in much the same way Rylena did. “And could he come back from here? No offense, David, but that asshole has come back from the dead before.”

      “There’s technically the chance…” David smiled in a way that was meant to be reassuring. “The chances are astronomically low. This place is filled with random bits of data. For them to rearrange themselves in the correct order, purely by chance… hell, I’d be more concerned about the heat death of the Universe. And hey, even if he did, we would be lucky it’s Keles who comes back and not any of the dead minds at the bottom of the Stack.”

      “That is one terrifying way of reassuring me,” I said.

      I made my decision. To let Keles prowl the Universe would destroy Kipp’s dream much more than shutting our Core down. At least this way we still had hope.

      “Let’s get out of here,” I said.

      “Finally! To be honest, this place was starting to freak me out. I swear something just moved down there. Ah, I’m just fucking with you. C’mon, bud. Let’s go for one last flight.”
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        Legacies

      

    
    
      It took me a long while to realize that even though I could not see anything, I wasn’t dead.

      “What the fuck?” some guy asked.

      I shook my head around, trying to make sense of my surroundings, but the VR-Brain’s visor made it impossible to see jackshit.

      Confusion spread through Dervaux's ranks like wildfire.

      “What’s going on?”

      “I think we lost power.”

      And Dervaux's voice rising over the confusion, “Shut up! Right now. Listen…”

      No one dared contradict her. What followed was the sound of a room full of people trying to make sense of a distant noise while being thwarted by their own breathing.

      “I can’t hear shit,” I said aloud. “Perhaps if someone takes out this mindjack copy off my head?”

      “Shut up,” Dervaux hissed. “Or else.”

      A part of me wanted to push her to her limits. Show her what little I cared about her threats. After all, I had nothing left to lose.

      On the other hand, I was as curious as she was.

      Perhaps even hopeful.

      So I listened. And she was right. Something was happening. It was distant and faint, like the caress from a ghost. A dull, constant, thud, thud, thud.

      The guard who had put the VR-Brain on me tensed so much even I realized it. He said, “That’s gunfire, Madam.”

      The police, I thought with a streak of pure joy. They’re here!

      That was the happiest I had ever been about the police arriving. I could almost imagine James Harrison riding a white horse as he drove through the forces of Odin to my rescue.

      So that’s how princesses feel at the end of the level.

      The thud, thud, thud, was louder now. The police were coming closer. They must’ve brought an entire battalion with them. Perhaps SWAT drones. Maybe some helicopters.

      I hoped it was the SWAT drones. I really wanted to see Dervaux's wolves smashed under the police tanks.

      Like they realized what I was thinking, the wolves growled softly. It sounded like someone breathing over a synthesizer.

      “It’s getting closer,” another guard said. “Do you want us to go outside, Madam?”

      “Don’t be stupid,” she said. “Let the mercs handle it. If they get past them, you’ll get to take your shot here.”

      Now the noise was clearly gunfire. From a lot of sources. It was apparent now even through the insulated walls. There was also the dry trembling of explosives going off. The operating table shook so hard it almost fell onto its side. The guard caught it at the last second.

      Too bad, I could’ve escaped if it fell, I thought. That, or I’d have broken my nose.

      We waited in silence. I realized I was holding my breath.

      Kick their fucking ass, Harrison.

      Slowly, the firefight reached a crescendo, with multiple automatic weapons going off at once. Multiple tremors shook the building, causing dust to fall from the ceiling and into my eyes and mouth.

      Here and there, the weapons of the symphony went silent. One by one. The firefight was coming to an end.

      “We have two dozen men out there,” one of the guards whispered. “It would take an army to get past them.”

      “Or one single, determined man,” Dervaux whispered back. Her voice had lost the authority and the gravitas that she held before. She sounded old, now. Just old.

      “That’s impossible,” the guard said. Apparently, he was so stunned he hadn’t realized he had just contradicted his employer.

      “When you’ve lived as long as I have, you get the chance to see what true determination looks like,” Dervaux said. “It’s not a pretty sight. Don’t worry. It’ll be over soon. One way or another.”

      The firefight stopped.

      We all held our breath.

      No one moved. Not the two pairs of red eyes from Dervaux's drones, not myself—there wasn’t even wind smacking against the windows.

      Almost timidly, the door opened with a squeak.

      At the same time, the five guards unloaded their guns towards the darkness.

      In the cramped meeting room, the noise of their shots was so deafening I shook against my restraints like I was the one getting shot.

      Harrison!

      Whoever was outside would need a miracle to keep enough of their head intact to be revived by the doctors.

      The guards shot and shot and shot. They reloaded and kept shooting for good measure.

      I started shaking the medical table rhythmically side to side, trying to make it fall over. I wasn’t trying to escape; I was only acting on the instinct that the floor was the second safest place for me to be right now. The first one was, of course, under my bed, far away from this fucking place.

      The table toppled over and I fell with it, hitting my temple hard enough to draw blood. I screamed something that was drowned out in the shootout and tried with all my might not to lose consciousness. At least the VR-Brain had fallen away from my head. I could see just a bit better, thanks to the meager moonlight that punched through the polluted clouds.

      I had fallen with my body in the direction of the corridor. I could see sparks from the bullets as they hit the reinforced door and walls and ricocheted in every direction. One bullet struck the floor just a hand’s-lenght away from my eyes. A lady from the scientist team fell to the floor, immobile, with her white coat soaked in blood.

      Fuck!

      My right wrist’s restraints had broken away from the table with the impact and I was now wearing them as a wristband. My arm was limp. For a second, I thought something had paralyzed me. With an effort of will, I pushed back the adrenaline and the panic and closed my fingers. Then I slowly, and very discreetly, went to work on the straps of my left wrist.

      Before I could get free, the guards ran out of ammo.

      Dervaux was screaming something at them. Of course, the only thing I could hear was a dull ringing in my ears.

      Which hurt like fuck, by the way—my eardrums were probably ruptured. But I was so pumped with adrenaline I may not have noticed if a raccoon chose that moment to carve a hole in my abdomen and build a house there for his five children. I freed my left wrist while my nails left red streaks on my skin that I didn’t feel.

      My upper body slumped on the floor, finally freed.

      At that instant, power flowed back to the building without warning. The lights and the holograms turned on at the same time and with such intensity that I had to close my eyes to avoid being completely blinded.

      When I opened them again, three guards were dead, slumped on the floor, blood pouring from terrible head wounds. Dervaux was cowering in a fetal position behind her two drones, who towered above her with their snouts pointed at the door like arrows. They made no move away from their liege.

      A black figure came out from Seitaro Ogawa’s office.

      At first, I thought it was one of Rune’s battle androids. He was covered head-to-toe in ballistic plate armor and military black coveralls. He stumbled down the corridor in our direction carrying a gigantic rifle in his hands, with munitions strapped to his chest, along with enough grenades and explosives to level what was left of the office.

      Partially covered by this man, I could see several bodies sprawled behind him in different conditions ranging from tender, to well-done, to carbonized.

      He wasn’t unharmed. His armor was cracked all over his body, mostly in the chest plate. Blood was coming from some of the cracks, small rivulets that soaked the coveralls.

      He dragged his boots like walking was taking too much out of him. One of his legs was stiff, and he had to move with a shoulder resting against the wall to get enough leverage to keep his rifle aimed in front of him. His helmet had a night-vision visor that was not needed anymore, so he reached up with one hand and tore it away.

      “Derry?” I said mutely.

      My brain was too overwhelmed to be surprised anymore. Instead, I went to work on my leg restraints while twisting my neck to keep an eye on the fight. I barely caught enough glimpses and flashes to realize what was going on.

      The surviving two guards rushed the door and started firing. They hit Derry squarely in the chest. Slivers of plate flew in all directions.

      Derry stumbled back, leaving a trail of blood on the wall. His face was pale and calm. He was blind in one eye and his hair was white and brittle. With an elegant gesture, he shot twice.

      The shots hit their targets’ heads half-a-second apart. Brain matter and fragments of bone flew everywhere.

      My head started spinning. One leg was free. A couple more seconds and I would be able to join the party, for whatever good was worth.

      There wasn’t a single unharmed scientist left: all the surviving ones were hit either by ricochets or fragments of walls or ceiling from the bullet impacts. A woman with her forehead covered in blood pointed at me and screamed, but she made no move toward me.

      Everyone else was staring at the door. John Derry stepped inside, his rifle trained at the corners.

      He nodded in my direction. He said something, perhaps a one-liner, that I couldn’t hear.

      He looked at Dervaux, who was still behind her mongrels. She was also telling him something. Her lips were twisted with hate.

      Derry’s eyes flickered to the wolves as their servos started pumping, gathering strength to jump. His jaw clenched and he yelled a curse as he raised his rifle again.

      He wasn’t expecting there to be any drones left, I thought with dismay. He had hacked the skyscraper the same way I had done years ago.

      But Dervaux had said those wolves were the first models. Not connected to any security network. Only loyal to her. I finished my work on the last remaining restraint, powering through it with inhuman speed thanks to an overdose of adrenaline. I was free, and on my knees, and totally unable to do anything about what happened next.

      It happened so fast.

      Age and wear had made the drones only a shadow of what they used to be. Perhaps only a fraction as fast as the new models.

      This was good because Derry was only a shadow of the man he used to be. Besides, he was hurt and bleeding to death.

      The wolves rushed at him in a blur. They were eager to finish the job.

      He still managed to beat them to the punch. He flicked his rifle to automatic and unloaded the entire clip in a deafening barrage that I felt in my bones more than I heard.

      The high-caliber bullets punched through the nearest wolf’s armor plating like it was wet paper. It was torn to shreds before the thing realized it was dead.

      Some bullets went past the drone and punctured the wall over Dervaux's head, only missing her by a hair breadth. The woman dropped to the floor. She was still screaming.

      It was like time suddenly stretched. The remaining wolf flew through the air, a cannonball of steel, fangs, and hate. It was aimed straight at Derry’s neck and its maw glinted in the moonlight.

      The ex-CIA director was already turning his hips towards the drone, powering through his bad leg and his wounds like they weren’t there. The distance his rifle had to travel was trivial. The speed of the drone, though…

      Two years ago, before Derry had died and been brought back to life, he’d have done it.

      Today, he pressed the trigger just as the drone’s paws pushed him to the ground. The arc of bullets went wide and sprayed over the ceiling, showering everyone with a rain of dust and debris.

      The man and the wolf fell together to the floor—the rifle went flying out of Derry’s hands and into a faraway corner.

      Derry tried to get the drone away from him, but it was too heavy. Its maw closed over and over against Derry’s arm, tearing away chunks of flesh and muscle. I saw flashes of bone between the glint of metal.

      A blink later, the wolf reached down, pushed Derry’s frantic defense away with one lightning-fast paw, and tore a good chunk out of the man’s neck. An arc of blood sprayed away.

      The ex-CIA director looked at me as the life ran out of his eyes. He grinned like a madman before turning eye-to-eye with Dervaux's drone.

      He weakly raised the fist of his remaining arm and shoved something into the wolf’s mouth.

      It was like he had shocked me back to life. Time returned its normal flow. I realized I had been screaming this entire time—not that I could hear myself.

      I pushed myself upright with all my strength and dove face-first behind the machinery of the half-Device, trying to put as many solid surfaces between me and the wolf as possible.

      Derry’s last act had been to steal my goddamn move.

      I didn’t get to see the wolf explode. I hit the floor and the detonation followed instantly. A storm of shrapnel raged over my head.

      Then the force of the impact reached me. I could feel how my bones trembled. I blacked out.

      

      Somehow, I had ended up with my back against the cracked window. A spiderweb of cracks was expanding in the reinforced glass surface and the entire panel trembled softly.

      Everything around me was appeared marred, covered by a patina of white light. The edges of all surfaces were blurry and covered in angles that I couldn’t decide if were obtuse or straight.

      I drew one long, painful breath. If my ribs weren’t broken, they were bruised. At least my lungs were working.

      Looking down, I saw small flowers of blood spreading over my shirt. My whole body was covered in dust, cuts, and light (that I could tell) burns.

      This doesn’t look bad at all, I thought. How long had I been out?

      Either only a couple of seconds, or I’d be dealing with brain damage very soon.

      I stood up. A miracle in itself, so never mind the way my knees shook. The Device had eaten most of the concussion, and the wolf had eaten most of the small explosion.

      The scientists were either dead or unconscious, I could not tell the difference. To be honest, I’d run out of fucks to give about one explosion ago.

      Derry had been close enough to the drone’s mouth to have taken the brunt of the blast. His arms were laying in unnatural angles, his body broken beyond survival. My first instinct was to look away from the carnage. But I forced myself to look again. His head wasn’t in much better shape than the rest of him but there was no outside evidence that his brain had been damaged.

      If I brought him to a hospital fast enough…but it was a toss-up. The concussive force surely had turned his internal organs to jelly.

      As I made my way toward him, my feet hit the VR-Brain. Its visor was cracked, but it had somehow managed to survive intact.

      Is this thing built out of adamantium or what?

      With one lazy finger, I turned it on. Perhaps I was still on time to reunite with Van, Irene, and the rest of my friends. They would be fighting Keles right now.

      I had started the Rune Event, it was only fair that I was there to see what became of it. For better or worse.

      My gaze returned to Derry. Near the broken bodies of her wolves, Charli Dervaux was crawling her way to Derry’s handgun, an honest-to-God revolver. It had fallen out of the torn holster on Derry’s hip and into a pool of its owner’s blood. Derry hadn’t had a chance to use it today.

      I could see Dervaux's leg was broken, but she didn’t even wince. It was like her entire soul was being poured into each crawl, each movement. Her eyes were like burning embers framed in the flame that was her hair.

      This was the woman who had come back from defeat over and over again, who had caused so much pain and suffering while pushing for her goal because she never gave up.

      I had little doubt in my mind that Dervaux would reach the gun and she would blow my brains out and she would survive and she would rebuild Odin like she had done many times before. She would perfect the brain scan, she would use it to make the world a worse place for almost everybody.

      She would have. But I reached the gun first.

      Dervaux looked at me in the same way she had looked at Derry a minute ago. She spat blood at my feet and told me something with such vehemence I was sure she could’ve gotten a mountain to move if she had asked it.

      She’ll rebuild.

      Where are your principles?

      It always surprised me how heavy a gun was. They lacked weight in Rune.

      A lifetime ago I had been too principled to kill Seitaro Ogawa. I had forgiven his life in this very building and Walpurgis had had to carry the weight of his death.

      Where are your principles?

      For all I knew, the two of us were the last living persons inside the skyscraper. Dervaux and Derry had taken care of all the rest.

      Charli Dervaux smiled when she was done speaking. She did so with confidence, even though her white teeth were painted with blood and lipstick. She looked like a vampire who had just hypnotized her next victim, like her victory was assured. Like the only answer I had left was to drop the gun and surrender to her superior intellect.

      Were her arguments that good?

      I raised the gun and the tip of the barrel touched her forehead. She froze on her knees just as she was attempting to stand on her good leg. I could see her eyes go wide.

      She started talking again and this time her lips moved faster. A disbelieving scowl marred her face. She couldn’t believe I was being so stupid as to miss the logic of her words.

      Where are your principles?

      “I’m sorry,” I mouthed at her. “Only thing I can hear is this fucking ringing in my ears.”

      She started to scream at me. My arm jerked back like it was a whip.

      Charli Dervaux fell on her back in one fluid motion, like she was falling through water. She hit the floor between her two guard wolves.

      The revolver slipped from my fingers.

      On my way to Derry’s body, I stepped over the VR-Brain. In a way, I was already in Rune Universe bearing witness of what became of it. A more fitting version of me was, at least.

      Derry’s body was heavier than I could carry. So I dragged him by his armpits and made my slow way to the elevators through the war-torn corridors of Nordic.
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      As soon as we arrived, two things happened. I lost my ability to teleport, and I started choking to death in the middle of space.

      David had to do a double take to realize what was happening. By then, I was already going blue. “Oh, shit, I forgot.”

      He gestured frantically in my direction and I was suddenly clad in power-armor, not unlike the suit he had been wearing the first time we met on Janus Station. Another gesture and an identical copy appeared over his body. We were both a pair of ghosts.

      “I forgot we are not the same type of entity,” he said with an apologetic smile as the armor’s life-support systems went mad reading the damage done to my body by the vacuum. Half a dozen tiny needles pierced my skin and injected me with enough drugs to feed an entire rave party. “You’re okay?”

      I gave him two thumbs up.

      We had spawned from the place we had come: Janus Station. It was empty, with no trace of my friends or my ship.

      That didn’t last long. My new suit announced a new communication channel, from Spark Bandit. I opened it.

      “Cole?” she asked. “You’re alive! I’m going to break your legs next time I see you, you crazy fuck. Where are you?”

      “Back at Janus, sis,” I told her. “You didn’t wait for me?”

      She paused for a second and I could hear the distinct sound of distant gunfire. “We had to buy time for your ‘I’m going to descend into hell!’ stint. We’re thinning Keles’ numbers as we speak.”

      “Who’s with you?”

      I could sense her savage smile. “Everyone.”

      Uh.

      “This is the—,” another pause, “—boss fight of the CENTURY, bro. Everyone is getting all up in this baby. There’s more players online than at any point in Rune’s history. You should come. It’s fun!”

      A dinosaur roared next to Van and she laughed maniacally—a Valkyrie going around a battlefield.

      “Where?” I asked her.

      “All over the map. Keles is pouring through several spots that were connected to the Core. He’s spawning pretty fast now, thousands of clones per second. He even managed to give himself some ships, which was good because shooting his clones floating through space from a lightyear away was starting to feel anti-climatic.”

      “The biggest battle is being fought over the Zodia system,” she went on. “He’s somehow infected the planet Validore. The ships are coming from there. The PDF’s dreadnoughts are here, avenging the Algernon. If we manage to reach the planet, we may not even need David Terrance.”

      The sound of an explosion close to her made the communication sizzle and almost break. “Crapbaskets, hull breach. Are they ramming us? Seriously?”

      “I really hope you’re not in the Teddy right now,” I muttered. “Hang in there, Sis. We’ll arrive shortly.”

      “Take your time,” she said before she cut the channel. “I’m raking in so many skill ranks right now! Walpurgis and I have a competition to see who breaks a 200 rank first—”

      The channel closed. David and I stood there, too stunned to react.

      He broke the silence first. “I almost feel sorry for the poor asshole. Imagine being in his shoes. You finally become a cybernetic abomination and you’re so close to fucking the world over and people only view you as a boss battle in a videogame.”

      “Good. He deserves worse,” I looked over at the open hangar of the space station. The stars were just as we had left them, nothing to indicate that the greatest war in this virtual reality was being waged as we spoke. “Can they really stop them? If they reach Validore?”

      “No. He’s nested in the Core,” David said. “They won’t be able to get there even if they break the defense. That’s his stronghold. That’s where he’ll take over Freya’s drones when he’s strong enough. If he weren’t blocking me, I’d bring us there right now. As it is, though…”

      “I’ve gone into the Core the old fashioned way before,” I told him. “The first time. When this all started, remember? Through Validore.”

      He nodded. “It seems we’ll get to have a piece of the action after all. Your spawn point is set to the Teddy, right? I can use it to move us there.”

      Ready for battle, I took out my trusty blaster from my inventory and made sure the shields of the power-armor were ready for action.

      “Let’s do this.”

      

      The cabin of the Teddy was in the middle of heavy combat when we appeared in it. Mai was at the controls, with Rylena trying her best to jam a bunch of plasma torpedoes highlighted on the screens. Beard and Walpurgis were here, too, manning the turrets, shooting torrents of laser fire towards the pursuing torpedoes.

      “I can’t lose them!” exclaimed Mai. “I need more power to the engines!”

      “Not from my jammers or we’ll get killed faster,” Rylena growled. Her hands were a blur of movement across different panels and keyboards.

      They didn’t react well to our arrival.

      “Holy fuck, we’re breached!” Beard screamed in an unmanly way.

      Walpurgis drew her twin-linked sniper rifle from her back with one hand and shot us both in a single fluid motion. She didn’t even look away from her turret screen.

      I yelped and dove for cover (not that it would’ve helped), but David had already raised his open palm in Walpurgis’ direction.

      The four mag-bullets stopped in the middle of the air as if they were trying to carve a path through invisible butter.

      Beard stopped shooting and gaped in our direction.

      “Did you just pull a Neo—”

      “All my life,” muttered David with satisfaction, “I’ve been wanting to do that.”

      “It’s us, guys!” I told them as I took off my helmet. “I’m back from the land of the dead. I heard there was a party going on.”

      Mai almost killed us all when she took her eyes away from the screen. She yelped as a string of torpedoes detonated close to the Teddy. The force of the impact made the lights of the cabin flicker and sent the ship cartwheeling off course.

      She managed to regain control at the last second by turning on half of the Teddy’s oxygen jets at once. The maneuver was so violent it sent me back to the floor right after I managed to regain my footing.

      I fell face-first to the floor and hit my nose flat against a hard edge.

      That’s what I get for taking my helmet off in the middle of combat.

      I rose to my feet with a jump and ran towards Mai. The screens returned back to life as I did so. “I’m relieving you of the controls, effective now!”

      “Thank God!” whispered Mai. “I’m not spec'd for piloting.”

      At least, the explosion had confused the remaining torpedoes and almost all of them had overshot their target. The remaining ones were easy to fool; I anticipated their arc and used the jet streams to gyrate the Teddy’s nose to the spot where they’d pass right in front of us…Walpurgis didn’t miss that shot.

      “You almost made me forget I’m furious at you for leaving, darling,” sang Rylena with a saccharine voice. She turned back and blushed when she realized she was talking to the wrong Cole.

      Boy, talk about awkward…

      “Ahem,” Beard faked a cough. “You’re just in time, Cole. Can you stop Keles from fucking shit up?”

      “No,” I smiled and silently thanked him for the change of subject. “But I’ve brought the one person who can.”

      The attention in the cabin shifted to David. He waved awkwardly. “Hey, guys. Missed me?”

      “Francis?” Walpurgis asked.

      “More or less,” he corrected her. “Let’s say I’m just leading the record for coming back from the dead by one resurrection. If Keles can start his own cult, you should wait for what I’ll come up with.”

      “That’s Francis, all right,” Walpurgis complained.

      “He merged with Terrance,” I said. “I’ll explain later if there’s time. Our friend is still around. They combined their memories.”

      “That’s not even close to what happened,” David said. “But I’ll let it pass, given the circumstances.”

      I took a long look at the information that saturated the screens. We were somewhere between Zodia II and III, trying to make our way toward the outer planets.

      The map of the entire system was filled to the brim with blinking, green dots. Dreadnoughts, starships, carriers, fighters, merchant traders, scouts, bombers, heavy battleships…I’d never seen so many ships together in my entire time in Rune.

      From the way they moved… everyone was in combat.

      Every few seconds, a dot disappeared from the screens. Most of the casualties were on a perimeter of several thousand miles surrounding planet Validore.

      “The PDF is leading an all-out assault on Validore,” said Rylena. “And the other Alliances are following suit. We’re making progress, but Keles keeps throwing more and more shit at us. Van and a few hundred players managed to sneak over and make landfall and they’re routing his forces, but they’re running low on ammo. He formed a barrier around the planet shortly after, so we can’t reach them.”

      The data on the Teddy showed that it was ready and loaded for intense fighting. Shields were recovering as I watched, ammo was full, plasma missiles were primed. Engines and generators at full power.

      My crew was with me.

      I couldn’t have chosen a better way to end this.

      A smile flashed across my face. “Let him. We’ll punch through.”

      With a quick flourish, I set course to Validore. One last flight.

      The party soon came to us. A squad of six black-and-orange fighters came flying toward us as fast as they could.

      It was an ugly, unimaginative design. Keles was many things, but he was not a shipwright. They looked like what happened when a bat and a shark shared a night of passion on a Bermuda beach.

      They started firing as soon as they saw us. The laser beams were orange, too.

      “You need a more flexible color palette, dude,” I muttered under my breath.

      The Teddy’s ships went down a notch. Not a problem. I dove down and cut to starboard to give Walpurgis—our best shot by far—a better angle with her turret.

      She took the wing off of one and it went spinning away from the squad.

      “If he can make ships why can’t he make them invincible?” I asked David while the remaining squad chased after us, firing non-stop.

      “Same reason his copies aren’t invincible,” he said. “The Rune videogame is an addition to the Signal. It has rules we can’t break.”

      “Good,” said Rylena. “I was itching for a fair fight.”

      She jammed the remaining fighters. With my Captain skillset boosting the combined Hacking skill of herself and Mai, we were packing a cybernetic punch.

      I made a sharp U-turn before the flight computers of the Keles-ships could reboot their nav systems. Locked in by inertia, they flew in a straight path at us.

      My own computer locked onto them and I shot a single plasma missile that nailed the one in the middle. Two survived—for about a second, then our turrets nailed them.

      Just like that, we were back on path to Validore.

      “A word of warning,” said Rylena. “He’s starting to make his own dreadnoughts. The PDF command vessels are keeping everyone updated.”

      “Fuck,” said David. “Very bad. If he’s handling complicated models like that, he’s almost finished with the Core…”

      He turned to the crew. “Guys, I don’t know where you are in the real world, but if he takes control of the Freya drones you could be in danger. Maybe you should head to a shelter. Cole and I can handle the rest.”

      Their response was unanimous.

      “I’m this close to 200 ranks in Shooting and Van is not overtaking me.”

      “I can’t disappoint the Director.”

      “What kind of hero would I be if I ran with the Ring and left the hobbits out to dry?”

      “You would stumble with your own two feet without my battle-minding.”

      Even if David was right, I couldn’t help but feel my heart jump with joy. Hell, with pride. This was the crew of the Teddy.

      Like the ship was sharing my feelings, it slowly rose in speed. Just a tad above his supposed maximum. Perhaps the Core wasn’t fully gone. It had always had a soft spot for us.

      David grinned and passed a hand over misted eyes. “Ah. So that’s what it feels like. I had forgotten.”

      “Buckle up, boys and girls,” said Rylena. “The massive virtual-shithead just realized who we have on board.”

      “How do you know?” Beard asked.

      “He’s rushing us with everything he’s got.”

      “I regret my previous curiosity.”

      Speak of the Devil, the first wave to show up was a pair of black-and-orange (jeez, Keles!) starships guarded by three fighters. They were spread into a sphere formation with enough space between them to stop us from slipping by and trying to outrun them. We were far enough from them yet, but that was going to change soon.

      “He knows what we want to do,” Rylena announced. “David! Does he know about you?”

      “Let me check,” David said. He opened a holographic window with a gesture. The window was pitch black. “Hey, shitbyte, do you know what I’m going to do to you in a minute?”

      Something moved inside the window. Orange orbs flickered to life. They were eyes. Eyes so separated from a human’s idea of eyes that I almost didn’t recognize them. They were translucent and vibrating with malice.

      They seemed to look everywhere at once, and nowhere at all. I could see the green and black expanse of the Signal reflected on them. It was falling apart. It was being consumed.

      A black rage bullied in my stomach. Leave my virtual world alone!

      The voice that spoke wasn’t human. It wasn’t even coming from inside the window. It was like every cell in my body trembled with the knowledge that something that shouldn’t be able to speak anymore somehow managed to climb to that sliver of rationality.

      IT’S YOU. THE BOY’S TOY. YOU THINK YOU CAN BECOME LIKE ME? FOOL. YOU’RE BUT A POOR MAN’S REPLACEMENT. I DO NOT HAVE AN EQUAL. I CAN’T BE STOPPED. WITH EVERY SECOND MY CODE BECOMES MORE AND MORE SACRED. SOON, PRAISE FOR THE INTANGIBLE LORD WILL SPREAD ACROSS THE UNIVERSE.

      “Holy crap, he’s lost it,” Walpurgis whispered. She had gone a shade of pale.

      It was the way Keles’ voice had changed. He was clearly deranged before. But this… this was something else.

      The memory of the dead things buried deep below the Stack’s sea stirred in the back of my mind. I guessed that if I had looked at them in the beginning of their history, at the very start of the roaming across the universe that perhaps ended the Signal’s first civilization…

      Well, they’d probably sound a lot like Keles did right now.

      We have to shut him down. Before he keeps making changes in his code.

      YOU THINK YOU WILL BE SAFE IN YOUR MEAT-SPACE? NO ONE IS SAFE ANYMORE. I’LL SPILL FORTH. THE HOLY OBJECTIVE WILL BE COMPLETED. AT THE END OF TIME, ONLY I WILL—

      David closed the window. “Yeah. I think he knows about me.”

      The thing that called itself Keles stopped talking, but I couldn’t be sure it wasn’t still around us. Watching.

      It was something else entirely from the Keles that I met at the Translation. That guy had merely been insane. Hell, he had made copies of himself, scratched that plan when it backfired, then drowned a ship in NPC clones of him. If it wasn’t for the very real attack on the Puente del Diablo base, it would’ve been cartoonish.

      It wasn’t funny anymore. I doubted this Keles was even aware it was still spawning NPCs.

      “Ugh, he’s disgusting. I need to take a bath,” said Rylena. “It was like his voice was sticking to my skin…”

      “What in the unholy shit happened with him?” asked Walpurgis. “He’s saying the same shit he did before, but now—fuck—I actually believe he may carry it out.”

      “It’s like the Singularity happened backward,” Beard whispered. “That’s why the Signal won’t let Cole play with his own code. You change one thing without knowing what you’re doing and you become something else. If that something else changes a bit of its code… and this repeats over and over again…”

      Abomination, the other Translator, the Visitor, had called it. A cancer that’s contagious.

      The ships rushing for us weren’t so far away anymore. I could see them clearly on screen. Their cabins were empty. Space rippled around them, leaving swaths of darkness damaged, as if melted. The game was dying.

      More ships followed behind them. Too many to count on the map. But the green dots were mobilizing, giving them chase.

      “We’re engaging!” I exclaimed. Whatever Keles was, I was anxious for it to stop existing.

      I launched a pair of torpedoes without a lock on the starships. I wanted them to dodge—make them break formation—so we could pick them off one by one. Instead, one of the fighters shot forward and kamikazed itself against the shots.

      The starships and the remaining escorts reached targeting distance. The Teddy’s computer blared alarms informing us several lock-ons were being placed on our asses. Rylena cursed and started to run interference.

      At any other point, with any other objective, I’d have simply flown back and put more distance between us. Waited for reinforcements. Let my crew do their job and get us an advantage.

      This was not a normal battle. Our objective was behind those starships. Still, I wasn’t about to face them head on.

      “Walps, iron-sight straight to the point between us and them,” I announced.

      “Got it.”

      I gunned down another pair of torpedoes. Before they completed their arc, just before the spot where Walpurgis was aiming, I told her, “Shoot them down!”

      She did so without hesitation. She pressed the trigger two seconds before the torpedoes appeared on her targeting reticule, and the laser beams hit them square on.

      The explosion was silent, but it hid the Keles-ships from us in a radioactive cloud. Our flight computer flickered for a second, stunned, trying to find them again between the storm of interference.

      Here goes nothing. The advantage we had over Keles was that every mook of his was a copy of himself. No different tactics, no innovation from fighter to fighter. Just the same, genocidal maniac.

      The fighters would rush the torpedo’s cloud blind, either to stop us from launching more torpedoes from the dark, and to rush us down, or to simply gain time for the starships to get close to ramming range.

      Instead of playing by his rules, I steered the Teddy toward the cloud before it had a chance to dissipate, punched the acceleration to its maximum, I unloaded a string of flares a couple hundred clicks before we reached the dissipating reaction. At the exact same time, I pushed the flight controls all the way up.

      We were vertical now, the cabin looking north of our former x-axis. Momentum was still very much on the side of our former flight path, though, so the Teddy kept moving forward like a giant dolphin doing tricks in a pool.

      I used the oxygen streams to reduce our horizontal momentum, slowing us down, but allowing the engines to propel us over the cloud instead of going through it.

      The flares, meanwhile, went straight into it.

      A second passed. The cloud dissipated…and then several simultaneous explosions occurred below us.

      “What just happened?” asked Beard. He had been holding on to his controls for dear life during all the maneuvering and looked ready to throw up. “The fighters are gone.”

      “Keles just got baited,” Rylena laughed.

      “I assumed he was going to try to ram us down,” I explained. “That’s more or less what he’s been doing since the Algernon, right? The flares made the fighters’ flight computers think the Teddy was in the middle of the explosion. So they rammed it together.”

      “Oh,” Beard said. The color was quickly returning to his hair-covered face. “They blew themselves up? What a bunch of noobs.”

      I corrected course downward, looking for the two starships. They had gone opposite directions during their fighter’s mad rush—when we located them we had already passed them. One made a sharp turn in the direction of the other, and the second ship went for a longer curve that allowed it to keep more speed during the change of direction.

      It was a classic chase move, they were getting into formation. The slower ship would be wingman to the one going the fastest, and from there they’d try to outmaneuver the Teddy.

      They were missing just one tiny detail.

      I had little interest in killing two random Keles-ships. The prize was in front of me.

      “Divert shield power to engines,” I ordered. “Rylena, can you jam their controls for a second?”

      “Of course.”

      Beard took care of the power transfer, and without wasting time I hit the accelerator at full capacity. Rylena’s interference stopped the ships from reacting in time.

      The Teddy propelled itself through space as fast as it could go, and the starships behind us were out of radar range—ours and their own—before they had time to react.

      “That was so satisfying,” Mai whispered. “Like giving them a virtual middle finger.”

      Validore was near.

      The map of the system updated itself with enemy dots as they came into radar range. We had reached the bulk of the battle.

      We didn’t have to wait long before the screens picked up the live-feed.

      

      “Oh, damn,” one of us whispered.

      Dreadnoughts from the PDF were covered in flames, their shields long gone, fighting in close-quarter-range with one or two Keles-dreadnoughts (guess what they looked like) at the same time.

      Keles’ copy ships were much weaker than the player’s, so the Dreadnought-level cannons of the PDF did immense damage with each pass, overloading shields and armor at the same time.

      I saw how one volley of plasma cannons reduced a fresh black-and-orange dreadnought to smoking cinders, and how a straight shot from a railgun pierced another one from end to end and kept going straight into another’s midsection which was instantly engulfed in plasma.

      Battleships half the size of the massive titans flew into, and away, from their threat ranges and did battle among themselves, trying to keep their enemy’s Dreadnought defenders out of position, so their own fighter squads could pull bombing runs on the Dreadnought’s shields, making them vulnerable to their own force’s capitol cannons.

      I realized the colors on the hulls of the player-base fighting Keles was too varied to belong only to the PDF. I saw the neon purple-and-pink of Spark Bandit’s companions, the gold of the Noobhunter Empire, the military green of the SuperSoldier Association—even the Posse of Iron made an appearance. Hundreds more that I didn’t recognize were surrounding the Zodia System, with more arriving each passing minute.

      Lone-wolf players were here, their ships painted with their own personal insignias and designs. I saw enough movie and book franchises flying side by side to make any Sci-Fi convention salivate with envy.

      A Borg Cube (scaled size) was busy absorbing a crippled Keles battleship while a dozen X-Wings flew around it, keeping the desperate Keles fighters away.

      Several Enterprises were chasing down retreating black-and-orange starships with their engines burning. The Battlestar Galactica joined the fray and cut off the retreat of the Keles-clones and bolstered the merry band of Enterprises as they murdered every single starship.

      A carrier from the Gundam franchise passed right on top of the Teddy and engaged an approaching Keles-station that was trying to fry the Teddy’s flight computer.

      There were more fan-mods than I could recognize.

      It was such an impressive sight we couldn’t stop ourselves from commenting on it while we flew towards the golden dot of Validore in the distance.

      “That’s Serenity rescuing a Star Destroyer from getting boarded,” Beard pointed. Serenity was tiny by comparison to the Destroyer, but its crew didn’t seem to have gotten the memo and was fighting like it was ten ships instead of one.

      “Over there,” Walpurgis pointed out. “That’s a goddamn Macross Super Dimension Fortress. I wonder if its crew went to the trouble of adding the mecha mode.”

      Turns out, they had. Walpurgis whistled as it transformed in front of our very eyes.

      Mai pointed out a cluster of modern space-sim ships that had been imported into Rune that got my attention. The pilots were some of the best in the game and they were fighting as one single, cohesive squad that had rivaled the PDF’s organization. “Their leader is an EVE veteran,” Mai explained. “This is just another Friday night to him.”

      “No Starcraft so far,” Rylena said, slightly disappointed.

      I zoomed in on a far corner of the battle. “Over there,” I told her, “that’s a Terran Battlecruiser, right?”

      It was the one with the giant railgun as its main weapon. It had a squad of Wraith fighters covering its path towards Validore, fighting off incoming Keles all the while.

      “It’s perfect,” Rylena said dreamily.

      I looked at the entire scene and agreed. It was perfect. So many people together. Even when everyone knew what was at stake, I couldn’t help but think we were having a blast.

      We joined the fight with glee as the Teddy crossed the distance to Validore. For several minutes, we flew side by side with the rest of the players, having the Teddy join forces here and there with everyone who needed a hand. We stopped boarding attempts, evaded missile runs, shorted battleship’s drone defense systems, and evaded the rain of cannon fire from the Keles dreadnoughts.

      The Teddy’s turrets spat laser fire for so long that we had to slow down to let the generators keep the pace, and the missile bay ran dry.

      We took down so many enemy spacecraft that I lost count of the Skill rank increments. They were coming in batches now.

      If Keles hadn’t been able to spit more clones than he lost by the second, he’d have been stopped right then and there.

      But he was able to. And the entire player-base wouldn’t be able to hold him for long.

      His counter-attacks became bolder. Our strikes started to slow down. The density of fire started shifting to orange-colored beams.

      “He’s spawning more ships than what he started with,” Rylena said as she inspected the reports of a hundred different players. “More powerful each time. With more weapons, better shields…”

      Far in the distance, one of the Enterprises went down in flames, hounded by an overwhelming swarm of fighters.

      The Noobhunter Empire’s fleet crumbled when a massive dive-bomb of suicide starships broke their lines and crippled their flagship.

      Shields everywhere struggled to hold on and died, engines shut down, entire decks were engulfed by plasma fire.

      Attrition was a bitch.

      And for every Keles-ship that we downed, another hundred appeared on the map.

      “He’s about to explode in numbers,” Rylena announced. “The Terran Federation just announced that Argus has been overwhelmed. The fight on Earth is going badly.”

      “How long until we reach Validore?” asked Mai.

      “Less than two minutes in a straight line,” I said. “But Keles has too many ships in Validore’s range.”

      I looked at Rylena and told her, “We aren’t going to make it. We need a plan.”

      She held my gaze and nodded. “On it.”

      While the Teddy evaded the railgun potshots of a couple distant dreadnoughts, Rylena focused on the map. For a few long seconds, no one dared speak, lest we distracted her.

      David and I exchanged nervous glances. “Can you rebuild a ship if they shoot us down?” I whispered at him over a private channel. The Teddy’s shields were barely holding at 25%

      “Maybe. But by that point, we’ll have already lost.”

      Rylena turned to Mai. “Get me a channel with Crestienne.”

      The PDF’s leader appeared in front of us shortly afterward.

      “It’s you,” she greeted us phlegmatically. Crestienne was commanding the PDF’s attack from a command vessel far-removed from combat. “I hope the Terrance gambit paid off, Dorsett. The State’s efforts to stop Keles by other means didn’t…go as we needed.”

      The lines of worry running on her forehead were new. It was the first time I’d seen Crestienne scared.

      “It did,” said Rylena. She moved the screen so Crestienne could see David, who waved happily at her. “But we need to reach the Core at Validore if we’re to stop Keles in time.”

      Crestienne nodded. “I can get the Alliances to strike together at Keles’ defenses. Is that what you wanted me to say?”

      “Yeah.”

      “You’ll get your window. Don’t fuck this up, people. We’re counting on you.”

      Crestienne cut the connection before we had a chance to say thanks.

      “I’ve never seen her so stressed before,” said Mai.

      “Shit is about to go FUBAR,” said Walpurgis. She had gone far above the 200 rank in Shooting, but she didn’t even care to brag anymore.

      Yes, the situation was dire.

      A gigantic plasma bolt flew so close to us the cabin’s lighting shut down for half a second. I stumbled blind with the controls and managed to evade a follow-up shot just by pure, blind luck.

      The battleship that was firing on us went up in flames an instant later when Galactica charged in and rammed it from the side, spearing it with a brutal strike. Both ships went up in a huge explosion that engulfed all the fighters duking it out in their vicinity.

      “They’re moving!” pointed out Beard. “This is the last charge, boys and girls. We’ll never see something like this again.”

      Every ship, from capitol vessel to meager merchant trader, suddenly turned (taking catastrophic damage as they did so) to the same spot. Players everywhere went up in flames as the Keles-bots took advantage of it to shoot them with impunity.

      With their friends going down in every direction, all Alliances pushed forward.

      The Keles fleet that was accumulating in the planet’s orbit answered in force. Entire ammo stocks were depleted in seconds. The radar went down with the massive amount of jamming that was being launched in all directions.

      The explosions blotted out the view of the battle, making it hard to see who was winning.

      “Wait for it,” said Rylena. “We’re not close enough.”

      “He’s fucking massacring them,” Walpurgis growled. “We’re going to lose!”

      Rylena smiled savagely. “That’s exactly what he’s thinking. Look, he can’t resist the chance to show everyone how powerful he is…”

      She’s right, I realized. The fleet was mobilizing. Moving away from Validore. Giving chase to the wounded players’ capitol ships, ramming the ones that still resisted, jamming whole squads of fighters into submission all at once.

      “Just a bit more,” whispered Rylena.

      I could almost feel Keles laughing as the desperate attack brushed against his never-ending defenses. More ships spawned over and over again, quickly dispatching even the Alliances that had been winning the fight a second ago.

      The Keles-fleet was starting to claim the numerical advantage.

      The Teddy dove into a maelstrom of laser fire and I had to pour every single bit of practice and talent as a pilot to keep us alive and flying. Flares went off until we had no more left. Shields fizzled and died. Mai, Rylena, and even David worked together to keep us from being jammed from simultaneous attempts.

      An explosion shook the cabin when a glancing hit from a pursuing starship reached us. The Z-Alloy burned and blackened, and the hull of the Teddy was marred with a nasty scar. But it held.

      Not for long…

      Rylena struggled to her feet while the cabin’s alarms bathed us in an intense red light. “There!” she exclaimed. “That’s our opening!”

      The PDF led the charge, paying for it with most of their fleet. Battleships plunged carelessly into the swarm of Keles, paying little attention to their defenses and getting their hulls pummeled by bombing runs as a result.

      Dreadnoughts died with the golden planet as a background, fighters went on suicide missions against their counterparts, looking to do as much damage as possible before the end.

      The first anti-matter engine overloaded.

      The screens were bathed in a flash of white light.

      “They’re too clumped together,” whispered Beard. He looked at Rylena with pride. Keles had overextended in his winning run and was paying for it. “Masterful.”

      Another PDF Dreadnought exploded. With it, it took five of Keles own Dreadnoughts. The one farthest away from the blast had its engines overload as well…

      Explosions peppered the battlefield. The number of enemy Keles dropped dramatically, as did the PDF fleet.

      This was the only chance we were going to get.

      Before Keles had time to replenish his losses, I plunged the Teddy down the point in the middle of the PDF’s spearhead, a direct path to Validore bought with anti-matter.

      He reacted by throwing everything our way. Crestienne’s Alliance used their own ships as shields for the Teddy, like they had done a long time ago, right over this very planet.

      That time, though, I flew with a much different intention.

      With explosions of anti-matter raging all around us right at the limit of the safe-zone, the Teddy danced in the storm of incoming plasma and laser fire, engines at full power and every weapon system roaring constantly.

      The constant blare of the alarms in the cabin told me that the ship was reaching its limits. The generators were on fire, the Z-Alloy was barely holding together the left wing, and a curtain of smoke covered the view at the screens. Sparks went off in every direction and breaches and loss of pressure forced us to rely on our suits for breathing.

      Rylena’s computers caught fire and died. Walpurgis’ turret disappeared when a laser blast reached them.

      “We’re taking too much damage!” someone exclaimed.

      “Just get me past the atmosphere,” grunted David with his jaw clenched so tight the veins of his muscles were bulging like steel cords. “Just get me there…”

      The right wing went up in flames too. We were so close now I could see the mountains and the golden deserts of Validore. Only a bit more…

      The plasma missile came from behind us and hit the Teddy directly just as we broke Validore’s atmosphere. The explosion was so fast and brutal that we didn’t have time to react, or even realize we had been hit.

      The cabin was engulfed in plasma flames.
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      Rylena and I stood at opposite sides of a frozen pillar of flame that had surged in the middle of the cabin. Everywhere around us, the plasma fire was stopped in time.

      “What?” she whispered. She slowly reached into the pillar of green energy and quickly took her hand away when her shields began to sizzle.

      The explosion had reduced my power-armor to an expensive costume, but it had saved my life. Rylena was in no better condition.

      “The Core does this sometimes—” I told her “—when we’re near it. Time goes all wacky.”

      She opened her mouth like she was about to protest my clearly insufficient explanation. Then she sighed and decided there were more urgent matters. “So we reached it?”

      “Let’s find out.”

      The explosion had been strong enough to punch a hole at the front of the cabin and we crawled out of it, avoiding the stalagmites of plasma that reached at us from every corner. My skin screamed in pain every time we passed near them.

      We found the rest of the crew outside. They were floating in the air, their armor in the same condition as ours.

      Everyone’s attention was focused in the scene in front of us.

      David had ripped the virtual world apart like it was a wet napkin. A wound of darkness big enough to swallow a Dreadnought extended away from us.

      Inside awaited the Core.

      “That fucking monster,” Rylena gasped. She had never seen the Signal’s Core with her own eyes, but I had told her about it several times before. This sphere didn’t look like it was supposed to look.

      It was almost completely orange, and looked sickly. The landscape that surrounded was as frozen as the plasma we had just left in the cabin, millions of bytes floating in the middle of their lifecycles without moving an inch.

      No, that’s not right, I thought as I jumped away from the cabin and stepped into the air. They are moving.

      I saw how a couple building blocks of data suddenly fell into the abyss below the Core. This happened constantly, again and again. Whatever Keles was doing, it was poisonous.

      “Has David reached Keles?” I asked Walpurgis, who had her gaze glued to the sick, orange sphere.

      “He’s standing right there,” she pointed ahead with a trembling finger.

      He was like a speck in front of the orange light, slowly walking toward it with a determined stride.

      “Where’s Keles?” asked Rylena.

      WHY, I AM RIGHT HERE, SMALL ONE.

      A face appeared on the Core. Its features did not resemble any living human’s. They were distorted and constantly blinking in and out of existence following the rhythm of static in an old TV set.

      YOU HAVE ARRIVED IN TIME TO WITNESS MY ASCENSION. BEHOLD THE BIRTH OF THE INTANGIBLE LORD.

      “Ah, for fuck’s sake,” groaned Walpurgis. She grabbed her rifle and shot at the Core. The bullet halted just an inch away from the barrel. “Of course. This is bullshit. The fucker is cheating.”

      “Walps?” asked Beard. “Try not to piss off the eldritch abomination, please.”

      Rylena and I exchanged a worried glance. I was sure David was running now. Desperate. Like he wasn’t going to make it in time.

      “What can we do?” she asked me. “You’ve been here before. You know the rules better than I.”

      Tendrils of energy oozed out of the Core. They coalesced into innumerable tentacles that extended for farther than I could see.

      They whipped around. I saw one go down against David’s shape over and over again. Somehow, he was still standing, but his movements were slower. Whatever fight was going on between them, it was far more complex than we could see. And David was losing.

      “Let’s go,” I told them. “Francis needs reinforcements.”

      My crew nodded and we started a maddening rush towards the black void of the Core. I could see the blocks of data fall faster now, a chain reaction or avalanche that was only starting to pick up speed.

      IT’S USELESS. I OWN THE SIGNAL. THE ONLY WAY YOU CAN SURVIVE NOW IS TO FALL ON YOUR KNEES AND SING MY WORSHIP.

      “Someone please mute him!” Walpurgis exclaimed as we ran. “He sounds like my edgy teenager phase.”

      The tendrils that were mauling David stopped.

      YOU DARE?

      I gritted my teeth. Keles’ rage was palpable. As in, it caused me physical pain. The sound of nails over a thousand chalkboards. Like breathing charcoal.

      YOU STUPID CHILDREN. YOU DON’T EVEN REALIZE WHAT YOU FACE. DO YOU THINK YOU CAN RUN AWAY FROM ME AFTER INSULTING ME? IF REMOVING YOUR MINDJACKS WILL TAKE YOU A SECOND IN THE MEAT-SPACE, I CAN MAKE THAT SECOND FEEL LIKE A THOUSAND YEARS WITH ME.

      “He’s right,” Mai told us. “I can’t make my hands move in the real world. It’s like running in a nightmare…”

      I OWN YOU.

      My team cursed as each of them realized the implications of being trapped here with Keles.

      For my part, well, retreating was not an option anyway.

      We reached the domain of the Core just as the tendrils started whipping harder at David. I could see him more clearly now, his face sick under the glow of the orange energy, his expression contorted with effort and pain. One tentacle held him by the torso and tried to toss him away into the dark, but the man reached down to it and pulled it apart just like I’d done to Keles the first time we met.

      Reality roared in pain and hatred.

      That’s right, I realized. I can still hurt you.

      I stopped at the edge of the battle, just out of range of Keles’ tendrils. Rylena stopped next to me. “You figure something out?”

      I nodded. “I’m going to help David shut down the Core. Powering off the Signal is going to flush Keles away.”

      Her green cybernetic eyes lit up in realization. “You’ll die.”

      “On my terms,” I told her. “That has to count for something.”

      I grabbed her hands and gave her the image the Emperor of our Alien friends had given me. The picture of their homeworld. “Save this to your mindjack. You know what this is?”

      She nodded. She tried to say something, but the words choked in her throat.

      “There are more ways to keep Kipp’s dream alive than just Rune Universe. Find them, Irene. You and Cole. Don’t ever give up. It is worth it.”

      Her hands closed around the image and I flashed her a sad smile.

      The rest of my team reached us. They’d heard our talk over the public channel.

      I didn’t have time for long goodbyes. Behind me, David was fighting with all his strength.

      I looked each of my friends in the eyes and tried to will my voice not to break. “You know, Caputi used to think this game changed you. She very much believes it changed me…I think she missed the point. It’s not the adventures, or the leveling up, or the quests. Without you guys, I would still be a scared street rat doing petty crimes in Lower Cañitas.”

      “Cole—” started Beard, but I didn’t let him finish. I was scared that my courage would falter at the last second.

      “You’re the best crew and the best friends I could’ve asked for. It’s been great flying with you.”

      With that, I turned back and ran into a battle that would end me, no matter the result.

      

      I caught a handful of a tendril before Keles had time to realize what I was doing. The orange tentacle was composed of energy and loose bytes and it crumbled in my hands like it was air.

      The roar of rage that followed made my bones tremble. DORSETT.

      “What took you so long?” David asked, far away. He was midway to the Core, but Keles had caught him with several tentacles and was enveloping him like a python. My friend was trying to break free as he tore through orange goo like a paper shredder, without much success. Keles was adding more tendrils to the pile faster than David could tear them off.

      “Sorry,” I told him. “I was saying my last goodbyes and stuff.”

      “Ah.” One slimy tentacle tried to cover his head, but David bit it away with a furious jerk of his neck. “Fine, I’ll forgive you. Now, do you mind giving me a hand?”

      HE CANNOT HELP YOU, YOU CHEAP FAKE. NO ONE CAN.

      “I want to kill you just to shut you up,” I told the inhuman face that leered at me from the surface of the infected Core. To add emphasis to my threat, I reached for a tendril that was swooping down and tore it away from the Core.

      Keles’ software was corrupt. It lacked permanence. He packed a punch thanks to the power of the Core, but that was all he had. He was a glass cannon.

      And I was a hammer.

      Tendrils swarmed me, hundreds of them, trying to swat me away before I had time to reach David. I planted my feet firmly on the ground and kept my hands close to my chest. Every time Keles got too near, I grabbed a fistful of orange goo and tore it apart, usually taking the entire tentacle with me. The size difference between me and the things didn’t matter one bit.

      All punch, no substance.

      The rage of the being eating at the Core was unlike anything I’d ever imagined. Two years ago, I’d have been cowering in a corner.

      But since that time, I’d faced mutants, killer androids, dinosaurs, murderous ex-CIA directors, Stefania Caputi, and man-eater plants. I’d fought and won hundreds of space battles, survived very real shootouts, successfully boarded Sleipnir’s flagship, and more.

      Keles may be the biggest, baddest end-boss I’d ever faced. But he was still just the final fight of a very long, very hard quest.

      So I matched his rage with my own, I roared back every time my bones shook inside me, I tore, bit, and kicked my way forward.

      A step. Then another. Always maintaining my balance, never giving ground.

      I couldn’t see David in the pile-up of tentacles—he was completely covered by them. He was being crushed.

      I moved faster.

      THIS IS MY DESTINY, DORSETT. NOT YOURS. AND I WILL TAKE MY PLACE AMONG THE STARS. SURRENDER NOW, I MAY HAVE MERCY ON ONE OF YOUR FRIENDS. PERHAPS I’LL LET IRENE MONFERRER GO.

      “You know,” I told the thing that had once been Savin Keles, “you’re wrong about your destiny. You’re the only one who thinks I was somehow destined to activate the Signal.”

      As I spoke, I kicked away a tendril that had managed to encircle my ankle. It broke apart, but two more jumped into arm’s reach and enveloped my wrists. I pushed my arms towards my chest, tearing the tendrils apart. “It was only chance, asshole. If anyone was destined to start the Signal, it was my friend, Kipp. His parents were the ones who found it in the first place, they were the ones who designed Rune. And Kipp was the one with the key to Validore.”

      I DON’T CARE ABOUT THOSE PEOPLE.

      “You should.” Tentacles came at once from every direction and tried to grab me at the same time. Arms, head, and legs. I destroyed one, then lost my footing. I jumped back on my feet, kicking and punching all the while, forcing the others to back away. “This is their story, not yours. You merely wandered in with your stupid brain-scan and managed to fuck this up for everyone. Even you. You know you’re dying, don’t you? Don’t lie to yourself. I can see chunks of your face falling off. Even now, you can barely keep yourself together.”

      YOU’RE THE ONE WHO IS A MISTAKE—

      He tried to sweep me down with a tentacle the size of a Dreadnought, the biggest one he had produced. Instead of jumping (which would’ve let him grab me like he did David) I curled myself up into a ball on the floor and made myself as heavy as possible.

      The orange energy passed all over me, making my skin itch like I was standing too close to a fire. An invisible force tried to push me back, to make me retreat.

      I did not.

      “You know what, Keles?” I said as I stood up. I reached one of the tendrils that was closing on David and yanked it out with a cold calmness. “You and I are more alike than you admit.”

      The tendrils whipping at me stood frozen for an instant. FOOL. I AM NOT LIKE YOU.

      “We’re both here by accident,” I said while tearing chunks and chunks away from David. I could see his head now, almost drowning in the orange goo. “We’re both the ghosts of other people, stealing their memories for our own. We were both nobodies who found themselves dragged into the game of Charli Dervaux and Stefania Caputi. We’re both dealing with things we don’t understand—”

      SILENCE! I AM THE INTANGIBLE LORD!

      His face on the Core was so large it was like we were standing face to face. I smiled at him and tore away the last remaining tendrils holding David down. From somewhere far away, the faint screams of my friends reached my ears. They were urging me on, telling me to fuck Keles’ shit up. That I was almost there.

      I pulled David out of Keles’ embrace.

      “I need an adult,” David said. He shook away the remaining goo. “That was so close.”

      THERE’S NO ONE LIKE ME.

      David and I walked to the Core, step by step, fending off tendrils as we went. I looked up, straight into Keles’ monstrous eyes.

      “You know I’m telling the truth.”

      Keles roared and threw everything he had at us.

      “Too late,” David whispered. We reached the Core together. The orange surface parted before us like it was butter.

      NO! NO, I AM NOT LIKE YOU! I AM NOT. I AM NOT I AM N

      He died screaming.

      

      “Well done, bud,” David told me. He had Francis’ voice now. We were surrounded by white light, standing together somewhere beyond words.

      I could feel the faint echo of other Cores out there, somewhere in the distance. They were singing softly, constantly. To them, the Signal was a song.

      They were saying farewell.

      “Did we win?” I asked David.

      “Yup,” he smiled. “That was the most badass thing I’ve ever done, as either Terrance or Francis.”

      “The mutant bear was mine,” I said. We both stifled down laughter. “What happens now? We’re still here.”

      “Well, I lied about dying with the Signal. I know it comes as a surprise, but if I’d told you, you wouldn’t have fought as hard, would you? Right now, I’m going to use the processing power of the Core to give us real bodies and download us into the real world and we’ll live happily ever after,” he announced.

      My mouth hung open in astonishment until I saw the twinkle in his eyes. “Ah, you dick. You really think this is the time to make that kind of joke?” I tried to sound serious, but a smile was already escaping my lips.

      He shrugged. “Well, it’s not like you’re going to be pissed off at me for more like… twenty seconds. No, nineteen…”

      We laughed and laughed until

      

      Connection lost.

      Thank you for playing Rune Universe.
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      The Xanz skyscraper loomed high above my head. My vision blurred, threatened to make me lose my footing on the steps down the park.

      It was probably the blood loss. Dragging the dead weight of Derry around wasn’t really helping my shrapnel wounds.

      The park was dark. Someone had turned off all the power in the District, perhaps as part of the preventive measures against Keles.

      To me, it meant that if some murderous drone army found me, I wouldn’t be able to see where I was running.

      Not that I had any strength left to run.

      I was cold and thirsty.

      Just another step. Another one. And another.

      How far was the nearest hospital? I had come here from a hospital. I’d left all my friends there. In the end, I couldn’t do much to save them.

      I hoped that Caputi and the CIA had a better plan.

      Headlights shone on my face and startled me. They were coming from the other side of the street at a fair pace.

      I squinted and ignored the pain in my eyes. I couldn’t run away anymore, and I wasn’t going to abandon Derry’s body.

      It was a drone. A maintenance model. Made by Freya.

      Well then, so be it.

      I rested Derry’s body against a nearby tree and I walked to the middle of the street, covering my eyes with one trembling arm and the other holding a small stone. The effort of doing so made me gasp like a fish out of the water.

      The drone stopped and turned slightly to the left so the headlamps stopped blinding me.

      A door unlocked at the side of the drone. The interior was empty.

      GOOD NIGHT, CITIZEN. MY SENSORS DETECT YOU MAY BE UNDER DURESS. ARE YOU IN NEED OF MEDICAL ASSISTANCE? IF YOU ARE, PLEASE ALLOW ME TO BRING YOU AND YOUR FRIEND TO THE NEAREST HOSPITAL.

      

      I’d like to say that the world’s troubles stopped after that night, but I’d be lying. In the following years, society faced new wars, recessions, and crisis.

      The faith in drone technology took decades to rebuild. But without Dervaux around, the public slowly stopped fearing the new models. There were no more new companies with Viking themes.

      The future looked bleaker than ever at times. On other occasions, though, it seemed like we were doing a decent job given the circumstances. That, I believe, is what life is all about.

      The doctors were able to bring John Derry back from the dead for the second time. He lived four more years after that, in and out of hospitals, in constant pain and bound to a wheelchair. He looked like a man forty years older than he was, and had to get food from a tube in his abdomen. Soon after his initial recovery, he reconciled with his estranged daughter, now a thirty-year-old woman. She never left his side during his remaining years, and when he finally passed away, she was there.

      He looked peaceful. He did not return this time.

      Mom and Dad—James Harrison—left San Mabrada to retire in the countryside. They blatantly refused to set foot in a city again, so we have to fly to their farms for the holidays.

      Walpurgis and Mai started their own horse preservation sanctuary. They managed to garner enough support to use the wonders of genetic engineering to keep the horses away from extinction.

      Beard became a college professor. He wrote and published a long fantasy series about a dwarf with a huge, manly beard who saved the world by building medieval spaceships. Critics hated it, but the public loved it.

      Van kept streaming and her viewership kept growing. I think about twenty percent of the States’ population is now subscribed to her, as crazy as it sounds. To be honest, it’s starting to worry me. I’ve caught her a couple times, practicing her evil laugh in front of the mirror. When I question her, she denies it all.

      Irene and her father never reconciled. But after was released from jail, he sometimes stops by during the holidays for an hour or two. It’s always a tense moment for everyone, but so far she hasn’t told him to stop showing up.

      Irene and I stayed together. We have never stopped fighting to keep Kipp’s dream alive. We know we are not alone, even though it’s an easy fact to forget during these tumultuous times. We got involved with the Space Program and have been garnering public support for it. We believe some day we may use the other Cole’s picture of the Alien homeworld to make contact again. Perhaps, even, to reignite the Signal.

      It may be a tall dream. But, who knows? Space is huge. Anything could happen.

      Not all my nights are peaceful. Sometimes, I still get terrible nightmares that make me wake up shaking and covered in sweat. But they quickly lose their effect on me, after I wake up.

      Because I don’t have to face them alone.
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        Sleep's End

      

    
    
      The boy woke up from a long sleep long before opening his eyes. He spent several minutes shuffling in bed, wondering just what the hell had he been dreaming about.

      It had been such a strange dream; the kind people try to replicate in movies and books, but just can’t never get it right. It only makes sense when it’s experienced. It loses its magic when you think about it after waking up.

      Even then, laying in his bed, sleepy, and fearing the incoming pains and aches of his body, the kid could already feel the magic of the dream slipping away from him.

      But it was so cool, he thought with sadness. There were spaceships in it. And monsters.

      Perhaps he was dreaming of Rune?

      Nah, don’t be silly, he chided himself. Rune doesn’t have monsters. Only mutants, and those are the Federation’s way of giving the new players something to Quest with.

      It would make for a nice expansion if Nordic someday got off their asses and started making one. Sure, there was enough content already to last a while…

      But how sick would it be? Monsters! They could have this Lovecraftian atmosphere…there could be cults! Underwater cities! We’d have to stop rituals and fight abominations…Man!

      The kid decided he’d shoot an email to the developers. Perhaps they’d listen to him. An expansion was just what Rune needed.

      It’d help him forget the fact that he was dying.

      The usual bleak mood tried to rise again from that ugly part of his mind that made its best effort to sour any happy thoughts he had lately. Just like every other time, he forced himself to ignore it. Everyone had to die sometime. The only thing he regretted was…well, he would probably miss that expansion he had dreamed off.

      It should still be made, he thought. It’d be a disservice to mankind not to have it.

      Perhaps he’d still get to see it. After all, he had his emergency plan.

      It was a longshot, but there was literally no risk involved to him. The reactions of his friends when he had floated the idea for the first time…He stifled a laugh as the last dredges of sleep abandoned his body.

      He was already used to people having a very different outlook than he did. As far as he knew, death was a nasty thing that was better not thought about lest it was summoned.

      For him, death had been always a constant companion, looking over his shoulder. At some point in his life, the boy had decided to turn around and ask the skeletal monster if he wanted to stop scowling and go with him to watch a movie.

      All right, enough already, he told himself. Today’s an important day. All my business has to be squared-up. I have to check with my lawyer to make sure my state is in order, I have to confirm things with the cryogenic service. And I have a stack of books I need to give to Cole.

      The books were the part he was most anxious about. His friend was going through some rough times, the boy was sure of it. Running with the Ferals, trying his best to keep his family afloat.

      Kipp had no doubt Cole would manage—like he always did. He was a survivor.

      And Cole was just the right person to solve a certain mystery. Kipp didn’t like to leave things half-done, but he had little doubt his friend would solve it for him. They shared the same outlook deep down, even if life and circumstances brought them apart for the time being.

      Kipp steeled himself to fight against his disease-ridden body over the monumental task of getting out of bed. With a deep breath that seemed to expand his lungs to the bursting point (that was new. Most of the time he felt like he never got enough oxygen no matter how hard he tried), he opened his eyes and tensed his muscles to push himself up.

      He ended up face first on the floor, knotted in his bedsheets.

      “What the hell?” Kipp asked aloud as he tried to untangle himself from the sheets. Where had that strength come from?

      Almost at once he realized several things were wrong around him.

      First of all, this was not his bedroom. This place was clinical-white from floor to ceiling. He wasn’t wearing his Power Ranger’s pajamas, but a hospital gown. And he was not alone in the room. There was someone a couple years older than him sitting in a glass chair (could it really be glass?) set against the wall across from his bed.

      Kipp could recognize that face and that smirk anywhere in the universe. “Cole? What the everloving motherfuck are you doing here? Wherever here is. I mean, it’s obviously some kind of hospital, but I have to be wrong because no self-respecting doctor would let you loose in the sick bay.”

      Kipp said all of this still sprawled on the floor.

      He was used to all movements taking a brutal toll on his body. Somehow, standing up from his ridiculous position wasn’t as hard as he thought. He managed it in a second, instead of the minutes of undignified struggle it would normally take.

      Cole’s smirk got wider by the second. “It’s a sick bay, all right, that’s one thing you got right.”

      Kipp eyes narrowed into slits. He was the self-proclaimed king of practical jokes, and he had developed a kind of sixth sense as to when someone was trying to pull a fast one on him. “Did you get us onto one of those asshole joke channels? Where people get kidnapped in their sleep and put into wacky situations and everyone makes fun of them? Because if you did that to me, your sick and dying friend…man, I would be very impressed. A work of art. Can’t wait to see my face on stream…”

      Kipp looked at the corners of the room with a sly smile, searching for the camera drones, but he saw nothing. Cole laughed and stood up.

      He was taller than Kipp remembered. He had a stubble, his jaw was wider, as were his shoulders. Hell, he was packing some muscle now, if Kipp’s eyes were to be believed.

      His friend was wearing a red leather jacket that would be at home in a Sci-Fi convention. The rest of his outfit was just as surprising. Black military dress pants, belt, and shoes, but with a white t-shirt beneath the red jacket destroying the formal look of the outfit. It was like someone had transplanted Cole Dorsett, street rat, and put him in the clothes and demeanor of a ragged space pirate.

      “Don’t worry, you’ll put it together in a bit,” Cole told him. “It takes a bit for the medications to wear off, they can be a bit confusing.”

      First thing Kipp did was bite his lip. It was an automatic reflex, a tic taken from real-time months spent playing in Rune. It was faster than just trying to open a window in front of him.

      He was sure this was real life and not virtual reality. Graphics were different.

      But he had read enough novels where the protagonist suddenly discovered he was in a simulation. So he double checked.

      It was the swelling that confirmed it first.

      The tiny section of his lip where he had bitten hard enough to draw blood started to swell a bit.

      That was Kipp’s tell. Nordic never bothered to program tiny details like swelling after a wound. No one, that he knew, had ever pointed it out.

      “So, we’re not in a simulation,” he started.

      “Well, no. At least, not that we’re aware of,” Cole finished his thought for him. “Of course, the entire universe could be one and we wouldn’t know. That’s Philosophy 101.”

      “Yeah. But I meant something like Rune,” countered Kipp. If this was the real world…

      Next thing he did was look at his hands.

      His skin lacked the pale, copper color that had been there all his life—definitely last night before he had gone to sleep. These hands were the same size, felt normal…Except for the tickling and the itches that had been there since he woke up. That was a different kind of sensation than the pain of his sickness—the deep, constant pain like someone was driving hot glass under his skin.

      These hands were the color of a scar. He could see blue veins pulsating under his skin. Like an old man.

      No, he corrected himself. Old age meant wrinkles. This is closer to a baby’s skin.

      Then he realized he felt no sickness at all. His lungs worked better than they had in years. His limbs didn’t fail him if he tried to ask too much out of them.

      Kipp met Cole’s eyes as the realizations struggled over each other in Kipp’s brain, one after the other.

      “This is not my body, is it?” he whispered.

      Cole nodded, but he said, “Why, of course, it is. Courtesy of the States Hegemony, you’re the proud owner of a Kipp Patel MkII. From the neck down, of course. As you can probably feel by now, it’s a bit more efficient than your standard MkI body. This one processes chemicals faster, for example. Only three hours have gone by since we brought you to this room from the operating table. Normally, you would’ve been sleeping for the entire day.”

      The day had come and gone and Kipp had forgotten it. He recalled a distant image of his car, a stack of old science fiction novels, and Cole carrying them away into his apartment. But everything else was blurry.

      Of course I can barely remember it. That’s the day I died.

      His friend read his realization straight out of his eyes. “That’s right. Welcome back to the land of the living, Kipp.”

      The truth hit Kipp like a wall of bricks at eighty miles per hour. He doubled over himself like someone had punched him in the stomach, and held his face with his new hands. The skin was soft and warm. Like silk.

      Cole stood in silence, and he shifted uncomfortably at the sight. “I know it can be a lot to take in. If you want me to come back later—if you want a moment by yourself—”

      “What are you, daft?” Kipp laughed. At once, he recovered. He flashed a smile like an explosion of mirth. “I called it! I totally knew this would happen! Hah! And they thought I was mad! There’s nothing wrong with having someone hack away your head from your dead body and freeze it until technology is advanced enough to fix it! Nothing at all! I can’t be mad if I’m right!”

      He laughed again and extended his right palm towards Cole. “Oh yes, did I just cheat death! That’s why you look older… Because you are older! How long have I been out? Have you finally managed to get laid, or has science not come far enough yet?”

      Cole doubted an instant before meeting Kipp’s hand with his own and letting it drop awkwardly. “That’s a high five, huh?”

      “Don’t tell me you forgot what a high five is.”

      Cole shook his head. “Things may be a bit different than you remember. You were frozen for almost forty years.”

      “Oh.” Kipp’s eyes rounded in surprise. “That’s a lifetime. Just like what happened to Captain America? Man, I’m just like Captain America…”

      But behind his jokes and fooling around, Kipp was thinking, It has been sixty years. Something doesn’t add up.

      His mind had suffered enough shocks today, though, so it was a bit slow on the uptake.

      Cole scanned Kipp’s reaction with feigned disinterest, like a doctor who was checking on a patient too close to a nervous breakdown. “Sorry to have you wait. Truth be told, we could’ve brought you back a decade ago in a robotic body, but your best friend insisted the Hegemony waited until the stem regeneration process was perfected. Your body is a hundred percent yours. We grew it bit by bit from your neck down, following the instructions in your own DNA.”

      “Badass,” Kipp grinned.

      “Oh, yes,” Cole returned the grin. For an instant, he was ten years younger, back to Kipp’s age, a kid on the verge of adulthood once again.

      Then Kipp frowned. “What do you mean ‘your best friend’? Bud, you are my best friend. I thought you knew that.”

      “That’s flattering, Kipp, really,” Cole expression was a mixture of impishness and doubt. “But…Am I? Really? Look closer.”

      Kipp did so, more or less at the same time his mind reminded him, Everyone your own age is sixty now.

      Cole looked only a bit older than him. There were details that didn’t match Kipp’s memory. The cheeks were higher. The lips were different. His eyes were green.

      Kipp had seen that exact shade of green before, it had just a tad of hazelnut added to the mix.

      Finally, he put two and two together.

      He froze in shock, too stunned to react. He realized his mouth was open, but he wasn’t speaking.

      With a tentative smile, the young man in front of him—who looked just like his best friend—crossed the distance between them and extended his hand towards Kipp, a formal handshake, the correct gesture for two guys who just met each other.

      “It’s a pleasure to finally meet you, Kipp. I’m James Dorsett. My father talked a lot about you.”
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        The Last Quest

      

    
    
      Kipp whispered a string of expletives under his breath. He almost told Cole—James—that he must be taking the piss out of him. But the evidence was too strong to ignore now that he knew what he was looking at. Green eyes, different complexion, different height. Different clothes.

      “This is getting close to an episode of the Twilight Zone,” Kipp said. “You’re his son? And I think I recognize your eyes…but that would be insane…”

      “Yeah, my mother was a friend of yours too,” James said. “Irene.”

      Kipp threw his arms in the air in a gesture of rejection, like he was turning his back on this entire reality that made no sense. “No way! Those two? But they never even met each other!”

      The memory of himself sending a message to Rylena in-game edged its way to the front of his mind. How he had asked her to team up with Cole to tackle the mystery of Kipp’s Key.

      “Uh. I guess I did that,” he said to himself. He opened his mouth once or twice again, trying to process the news.

      This was the future. He had woken up in the future. He was cured. Cole and Irene had gotten together. Somehow.

      He raised his eyes toward James, who was still smiling almost apologetically. “You know what this means?”

      “Eh—” James started, but got cut off.

      “This means I’m your uncle, young man.”

      James Dorsett blinked at him. “Ah—We’re not related…”

      “No matter. You should respect your elders,” Kipp went on. “By hiding your identity from me, you’ve brought dishonor to your family.”

      “I’m deeply sorry, ancestor,” James bowed deeply as he stifled a laugh. “But I’m merely following my father’s suggestion. He thought it’d be hilarious to see if you really mixed us up. Seems he was right.”

      “Ah! So the real culprit shows his tentacles,” Kipp said. “I should have guessed Cole was the only guy asshole enough to mock a dead friend. Where is he?”

      His friends had a lot to answer for. Which was another way of saying, he was yearning to meet with Cole and Irene. The age difference didn’t even factor in Kipp’s mind. No matter what they looked like, they were the same people.

      They had so much to talk about!

      James’ eyes flickered down for a second, but the gesture didn’t escape Kipp’s trained eyesight. Too many nights playing Space Captain for gestures like that to go unnoticed.

      It was like someone threw a balloon filled with cold water at his head.

      “Don’t tell me they—”

      Sixty years old. People already had anti-aging tech when Kipp had lived. And Irene’s family was rich, so she and Cole should have access to it. Right?

      But accidents happen.

      “You should better come with me,” James told him. “I have a lot to tell you about.”

      

      Kipp followed his friends’ son out of the hospital room and into a complex of corridors with navy blue walls and a synthetic ivory floor. Soft, blue LED lights added a touch of ambiance to the whole situation, like they were walking through the set of a Hollywood blockbuster. James followed a series of lights on the bottom of the walls. The lights had the shape of arrows and flowed down the corridors with some set destination in mind.

      “These are for your benefit,” James explained. “So you don’t get lost.”

      Kipp nodded. The reluctance James showed when Kipp tried to talk about Cole and Irene’s current state had dried the kid’s mouth. He started to dread finding out the reason.

      They walked in the direction the arrows indicated for a long time and went out of the series of corridors several times. It was clear they were in a facility of some sort.

      They arrived at a domed central chamber filled with people in white uniforms. The chamber was circular and big enough to remind him of the reception area of any Financial District corporation. But the place lacked the seriousness of the corporations and was instead bristling with activity. People coming and going from every direction, some driving sleek, white plasteel carts. Others carried equipment that Kipp didn’t recognize, some read the holographic screens that floated tastefully close to the crystal dome of the place. The dome was a screen and was currently pretending to be the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel.

      Everyone seemed to have a purpose.

      Kipp guessed they were military—because of the way they carried themselves. But it didn’t fit. They looked more like the navy.

      He didn’t recognize any faces—of course—but as James and he entered the chamber, everyone turned to look at them.

      At least a dozen pairs of eyes studied Kipp from head to toe. He smiled at them and waved.

      This seemed to break them out of their spell. They turned to James and saluted him.

      “Captain Dorsett!” someone exclaimed.

      James’ salute had the same formal intensity the people in the chamber showed to him, which clashed with the way he was dressed. But then he gestured at them. “At ease, people. Don’t scare him.”

      “I’m not scared,” Kipp said.

      “Coming back from the dead can be a terrifying experience, so of course he can barely stop himself from shaking,” James went on like he hadn’t heard him. “He’s going through an existential crisis right now.”

      “Ah, so you’re going to be like that,” Kipp grunted.

      Strangely enough, he knew what James was doing. He was breaking the ice for him, making sure he saw the—soldiers?—people around him as part of a group. A team. Not a threat.

      He had difficulty putting it into words. It was one of the things Captains did, even if he himself had only been a virtual one.

      One of the soldiers sighed and walked towards them. “Captain. I see the stem-reg went as well as the theory predicted.”

      Kipp raised an eyebrow at that. “Predicted? Do you mean this is the first time you’ve tried to revive someone?”

      Sounds awfully irresponsible, he said with his expression instead of with words. There were supposed to be tests. Trials. A lot of careful examination…Had the future forgotten about scientific responsibility?

      James coughed and offered his best charming smile. “There’s extenuating circumstances. I’ll explain in a moment, Kipp, trust me. It’s just that there’s so much to tell you, I admit I don’t know where to start. And believe me, I’ve thought about this moment a lot.”

      The officer next to James looked fondly at his Captain and then turned towards Kipp. “Mister Patel. We’re glad to have you with us on this…historic day. I’m sure the paralyzing existential terror will recede in a moment.”

      Then he said to James: “I’m afraid there’s been a call from the Hegemony. No chance to avoid it this time, Captain. They’re threatening to jam us.”

      James sighed. “That’s bullshit.”

      “But can we risk calling their bluff? We’ve tested the limits of their patience already.”

      “Faust, you should have been a politician,” James laughed. “It’s the President herself who’s calling, isn’t it? Don’t worry, I’ll answer right away.”

      He gestured at Kipp to follow them and the two officers set a brisk pace towards a central corridor that dominated the perimeter of the chamber. No traffic came or went from this one, but everyone stepped aside from James and Faust as Kipp followed suit and tried to keep their pace.

      Kipp knew that only a night ago, he wouldn’t have been able to sustain a moderately fast walk, much less this march. The very idea was exhilarating. He wanted to run. To throw his arms in the air and scream.

      Too much was happening.

      While they walked, James introduced him to Faust. “This is my second-in-command, Kipp. My right arm is only half as useful as Johannes Faust.”

      “That’s because you use your arms to get into trouble,” Faust said, “instead of using your legs to get away from it.”

      The corridors were filled with crew members, instruments, sleek drones, and assorted equipment that Kipp couldn’t identify. It seemed to him that even though the facility was spacious, every square meter was necessary.

      “First thing you have to know,” James told him after a while, “is that your Key is common knowledge now. Cole succeeded in activating it. We know what was behind it.”

      Kipp’s heart skipped a bit. He should have seen it coming, given everyone’s reactions towards him, but a few hours ago, to him, he had been agonizing on his bed.

      “And?” he whispered.

      “It changed the world,” James said. He stopped in his tracks to look at Kipp square in the eyes. “I’m not kidding. The Signal was extraterrestrial in origin. It was connected to every other advanced civilization in the known universe.”

      Kipp blinked once. Then again. Then he muttered something under his breath, not even aware he was doing so.

      “This has to be a simulation,” he finally said, looking around. Searching for pixels. It was clear the future had advanced their computer physics.

      James smiled. “Not as far as I’m aware. Now, the bad news… We lost connection to the Signal a few years after activating it. Rune Universe has been inaccessible ever since, although some think it’s still running as a backup instance in other Cores…”

      Seeing Kipp’s expression, James sighed and started from the beginning.

      Kipp was so stunned he had to make an effort of will not to tune James’ explanation off while his brain tried to sort the news.

      Cole had done it. Kipp had never doubted it. But he had also never known the Signal would exceed his greatest expectations. Even with all the danger…Cole, Irene, Walpurgis, Beard… They not only had believed in his dream. They had made it their own.

      This is what you were working for all your life, he thought, remembering his parents. Discretely, he swiped away a tear.

      Then James reached the part of the tale where the Core had been shut down. “We weren’t ready,” he concluded. “We were moving too fast.”

      “One insane asshole ruined it for everyone?” Kipp asked. “That’s not fair.”

      At this, James shook his head with a sad smile. “Life can be like that.”

      “What happened next?”

      “Ah, well. Humanity went through many rough spots after that. One would think at some point we would stop clashing heads against one another, but some things don’t change. New countries rose, others were absorbed. A couple wars, but nothing on a World War scale, thank you very much. I wasn’t born during yet, by the way. Dad says people were still tired from the Keles Disaster. Not much will to fight left.

      “During all this,” he went on, “my parents never stopped claiming that the Signal could be reactivated, that we could regain what we had lost. It was hard to make their voices heard, at first, with all the chaos. But slowly they gained support. They had coordinates, you see? To our Alien friends’ home planet. They argued that, if they could access their own Core, perhaps they could restore ours from backup. It was Mom that garnered the support of the big leaguers. Our former President, Caputi, was always fond of her. So a new space program was launched.”

      Kipp raised an eyebrow at that. Remaining on top of James’ story was taking huge effort, but at the same time, he could see Irene Monferrer rallying the Western civilization towards a new space program. It was the kind of challenge she thrived on.

      He could almost see them, Cole and Irene, working together during that time. Cole’s stubbornness would’ve fit well with Irene’s. Yeah. Perhaps they could make it work.

      Still…

      “The real world is not Rune,” Kipp said lamely. “We can’t just travel a couple million lightyears from a planet to another. That’s why the Signal was created in the first place, right? To skip the limits of the speed of light.”

      “That’s one theory,” Faust countered. “There are others. And we have made advances in physics and mathematics over the last forty years. We haven’t been slacking.”

      James nodded. “There’s still a long way to go before we can cross huge amounts of distance at will. But we can do more than we could in your time, Kipp. Even then…We’ve had setbacks.

      “It was only ten years ago that the first expedition was launched, with the intention of reaching the Alien planet. The trip was supposed to last a hundred years. Mom and Dad were on it.”

      James’ expression was distant, but his voice was steady. Whatever his feelings on the subject, he kept them close to his heart.

      Kipp’s face paled. “What happened?”

      “The solar sail had a malfunction,” James said as they started walking again. “Power failure. Not enough acceleration. Their ship has been drifting for a year, a derelict with only enough power to keep its life support systems online. We only got notice of it recently.”

      Kipp wanted to scream.

      James’ story had given him so much in such a short amount of time. Kipp had believed he’d get to see his friends again—he didn’t give a damn about the age difference—and that they would share their adventures with him. The future they had built with their own hands.

      He realized that James had placed a hand on his shoulder. It was a firm grip. “Don’t lose hope, yet. I haven’t.”

      He was going to say something else, but Faust announced. “We’ve arrived. Pay attention, Kipp, this is relevant to what you’ve heard.”

      They had reached a circular door guarded by two men armed with automatic rifles slung over their shoulders. The men saluted James and Faust and glanced at Kipp with slightly more professionalism than the rest of the members of James’ crew.

      There were no security measures—at least that Kipp was aware of. The doors made a hydraulic noise as they opened, and faint traces of ozone hit Kipp’s nostrils.

      Kipp glanced at the interior and in an instant pieced together the missing parts of James’ story.

      That’s why you haven’t lost hope, he thought.

      He could recognize the place. Even if he had never been there before. Just by the sound of the crew prancing around over chromed controls and the ping of the computers.

      No way around it. It was a command deck.

      “Captain on deck!” the guards announced. About a dozen officers turned to James and Kipp and saluted.

      “We’re on a ship,” Kipp whispered to James and Faust as they stepped into the room like it was their house. His legs were frozen with surprise. This was no military installation…At the end of the cabin, which was as large as that of any Dreadnought’s in Rune Universe, was a series of steel curtains covering plasteel panelings.

      James reached the middle of the cabin before turning back. He glanced at one woman. With a gesture from her, the curtains lifted away, revealing a black void sprinkled with innumerable stars.

      Real stars. Not simulated. They were truly drifting through space at who-knew-how-fast speeds. Kipp could see the exterior of the ship, bulky and gray and huge, how it extended until it reached a great, metallic globe that occupied the lower half of the image. A solar sail.

      “Welcome, again,” said James. “I knew you’d piece it together, Kipp. Welcome to the Rescue Ship Apollo.”

      

      Kipp reached James and Faust feeling like he must be dreaming. Perhaps a dying hallucination?

      Nah, he told himself. This has to be real. It’s too insane not to be.

      He was aware all eyes in the cabin were set on him. Now that he had pierced it together, he was sure why. It was more than simple curiosity at the first successful stem-reg.

      The smile on his face was genuine. “I know what you’re doing,” he told James.

      James grinned at him.

      A man in his mid-fifties crossed the cabin to reach them.

      “You should have made an announcement, Captain. We had no idea the stem-reg was successful. We have been chewing our nails here for hours.”

      He had Russian features, but his English accent was flawless. Before James could introduce them, he was already offering a handshake to Kipp. “My father talked about you, Mister Patel. Gabrijel Ivanic, if you remember him?”

      “Of course I remember Beard!” Kipp exclaimed. He took notice of the man’s receding hairline. His hair was brown, almost red. “You must be little Misha!”

      At that, Misha made a sound like he was choking. He passed a hand over his eyes. “Sorry. It’s been a long time since anyone called me that.”

      “Doctor Ivanic is the greatest mind of our generation,” James told Kipp, patting Misha on the shoulder. “He built the solar sail.”

      “I should have built it better,” Misha countered. “The Friendly Intentions is damaged because my sail failed. I’m sorry, Kipp. I know the Dorsetts are your friends.”

      It was very, very awkward seeing a grown man trying his best not to cry.

      “Hey,” Kipp said gently. “I’m sure they trusted you. Cole may have jumped on a toaster with wings glued to it if you told him it was a spaceship, but Irene was always more careful. And you came with us to get them back. So that makes it right.”

      A wave of murmurs extended over the Apollo’s crew. Faust glanced with surprise at James. “You told him? When?”

      “Nah,” James said. “He figured it out on his on.”

      At least now I’m not the one who is standing around with his mouth open, Kipp thought with satisfaction. It was good to know he still had the knack for dramatic timing. Another Captain’s skill, even if there were no skill ranks for it. It came with the package.

      But before he had time to explain (and gloat a bit, who he was kidding?) a computer made a bell noise and a woman announced. “Another ping from the President, Captain. We’re about to reach the limit of short-range comms. They won’t be able to jam us then.”

      “Let’s talk to her then. Put her on the big screen, Gina. Kipp, come here real quick. Try to look adorable, okay?”

      Kipp raised an eyebrow, but before he could decide if James was kidding, a hologram appeared in front of them.

      It carried the image of a woman in her mid-thirties—with some anti-aging thrown in the mix—wearing a black suit. She was inclined forward with a stern look in her eyes so intense that they were only a metaphor away from drilling a hole in the Apollo. Or through the target of her rage: James.

      She opened her mouth to speak, then she caught a glimpse of Kipp standing just next to James, who was smiling beatifically.

      Her features were unmistakable.

      “Hello, Auntie,” James said.

      The President of the States Hegemony stared in astonishment at Kipp, and they spoke at the same time:

      “Van?”

      “Kipp?”

      “You’re the fucking President?!”

      “They already brought you back?”

      “How the hell are you the President?”

      She turned to James: “You didn’t tell him?”

      “You didn’t tell me?” Kipp said, doing the same.

      The Captain of the Apollo scratched his back and took a moment to decide which questions warranted his attention first. He decided on the President’s.

      “He just recovered from the stem-reg a few hours ago. He woke from anesthesia in less than that. All in all, he has barely any idea what’s going on. Poor guy is terrified.”

      “I’m pretty okay,” Kipp protested. “At least until I realized I lived in a timeline where Van Dorsett could become the President.”

      “Any problem with that, kiddo?” Van half-growled at him—but in a friendly manner. The gesture took ten years off her face although it only lasted an instant.

      Neither of them paid attention to the pained (and in some cases, terrified) expressions of the members of the Apollo’s crew.

      “Well, that’s it,” Kipp said. “Either someone explains what’s going on or I’m going to have an existential crisis right here and now.”

      “I really want to catch up,” said Van. “We’ve missed you, man. It’s glad to see you walking and all, but in these circumstances…Time is short. Please, hang on a little.”

      She faced James and the sternness returned to her face. Lines of expression that weren’t there last time Kipp had seen her framed her eyes in a way that deeply disturbed him. “James Dorsett. I hope you’re aware of the consequences of your actions. You’ve been stripped of your rank. The Hegemony Navy has issued a court martial against you for treason. You’re advised to return at once or you shall be judged with all the rigor reserved for traitors. The Hegemony has never, in its history—”

      “About a decade or so,” James whispered to Kipp. The former Captain seemed to be taking the (terrifying) charges in stride. Hell, he even looked impatient.

      This feels like dropping in right in the middle of a movie, Kipp thought gloomily.

      “—seen an act of vandalism like yours. You’ve disappointed quite a few people and put a lot of pressure on my shoulders. There are mobs out there, James, calling for my skin. The Apollo is worth trillions. Do you know what will happen to the space program if you fail? If the ship gets destroyed?”

      “Of course I know,” James said. “I’m fully aware of it.”

      “This is your parents’ dreams you’re gambling with,” Van said.

      “That’s why I won’t fail,” he said. “The Apollo will survive. We will bring them back.”

      Misha reached James’ shoulder with one muscular hand. “I can vouch for the ship, Van. The sail will hold. And if it doesn’t…well, I’m here in that case. I’ll fix it myself.”

      “Mankind can’t afford to lose your brain,” Van told the scientist. “If the sail breaks down, send my stupid nephew to fix it.”

      Something strange was happening to Van. The anger was draining from her face so fast it almost seemed an act. In fact, she looked over her shoulder as if she was making sure they were alone.

      “Honestly, James… The smart move would be to turn back. There are too many variables at play. Your father would want you to come home.”

      “I know,” he said. There was a pride to his stance that even Kipp could notice. It wasn’t the stance he’d expect for someone accused of treason.

      “You are still going to pursue this mission?”

      “If the Hegemony says I’m not the Captain of the Apollo anymore,” James said, “then I’m at the mercy of my crew.”

      He turned around and it was like he was making eye contact with every single member of the deck at the same time. “What do you think, guys? Should we turn back?”

      The reaction was unanimous.

      “Hell no!”

      “You’re still my Captain!”

      “To hell and back, Cap!”

      “I didn’t even like Earth in the first place! It’s a silly planet.”

      Not a single person voted to return. James turned to Van and now he was almost shining with pride. “That’s it, then.”

      Van nodded. She had observed the crew’s reaction with a poker face, but now she looked ashen. Almost gray.

      “James,” she started. She looked over her shoulders once again. Then she said, “Thank you.”

      The Captain flashed her a grin. “Anytime, Auntie.”

      “Fuck the mobs,” she said in a very unpresidential manner. She was back to the way Kipp remembered her. “They can go drown in a sewer for all I care—”

      “Ah, I hope no one leaks that sound-bite,” Faust whispered under his breath. “Then again, she appears cursing in hundreds of them.”

      “—my family is not going to die in the middle of bum-fucking nowhere,” she finished. “Take your time. I’ll try and get the charges overthrown when you return. If I can’t, I’ll tell them you took your crew hostage, so there won’t be any charges for them. Hopefully.”

      “Thank you,” James said. He meant it.

      The tension seemed to leave them like a gas leak. They grinned in a way that reminded Kipp of Cole. Van said:

      “You’ll be out of range in a bit. Kipp…There’s a lot I’d like to say to you. It will have to wait until you come back.”

      “Of course, Van. We’ll see you around. Congratulations on achieving world domination.”

      The feed started going grainy. Someone announced the break was imminent. Van Dorsett laughed and made a simple bow. “Thanks, man.”

      And the connection fizzled out.

      Kipp had put together a lot of things by now. Still, for his benefit, Faust told him: “Most of the crew inside the Apollo, including me, voted for her.”

      “Why?”

      “See, she had a videogame stream—”

      Kipp’s eyes were the eyes of someone this close to having a violent reaction. “Explain.”

      “Well… it sounds weird having to explain this in the first place. Most of us grew up watching her exploits. She started her claim to fame as the sister of Cole Dorsett, the infamous man who unlocked the Signal. She held that fame for her own merits, though. In the end, she led our parents into a massive virtual battle for the fate of the world, against a crazed undead virtual guy…That kind of thing forms a bond between a girl and her fanbase.”

      He coughed and continued, “And her stream went on for thirty years. You have any idea how many followers it acquired since then? Van grew up into a fairly competent leader during that time, and everyone was a witness to it. She started guiding her followers into humanitarian aid, for example. Organized international efforts. It escalated from there and eventually she straight up asked that they voted for her in the last two elections.”

      As if to validate Faust’s words, the woman at the communications controls added, “Yeah, my entire family voted for her.”

      The great majority of the Apollo’s deck crew nodded their agreement. Kipp realized that all these people, who were older than him, were the sons and daughters of his own generation.

      From what James had told him, war and conflict had never stopped. But these men and women had grown up hearing the stories of his parents—stories of Rune and the stars—and had ended up believing in his own dream.

      Even if he didn’t know their names, Kipp loved them already. They were his own people. He was at home here, in the ship named after the one he had left for his friends a long time ago. It all fit.

      “You know what? Stranger things have happened,” he said.

      Faust and James exchanged a guilty glance.

      “Ah, what a woman,” Kipp said, thinking of Van. “It’s a shame we aren’t going to see her again,” Kipp added.

      “Probably not,” said James without missing a beat. “But space is very big, and anything can happen. I wouldn’t lose hope. I have to ask, though. How did you know?”

      “Call it a hunch,” Kipp said. Without the hologram, the image of space in front of him was unimpeded. Like he had done many times in the past, he stared at stars that were too far out of his reach with a mixture of melancholy and desire in his heart.

      “If Cole and Irene’s ship was going to visit an alien homeworld,” he finally said. “I doubt they…or you, by the way…would be content just turning back to Earth once we rescue them. Because, if it were me in command of this ship…well, I know I’d set route straight at the coordinates of that Alien world.”

      James winced as if in pain. “You’re spot on. I’m very sorry for this, Kipp. I made you come along without asking and now it’s too late to turn back. For that, I apologize. But I truly had no other choice.”

      Misha cut in before his Captain had a chance to get more sentimental, “The power failure in Cole’s ship interfered with the cryogenic sleep chambers. If they’re to survive, they’ll need stem-reg. The life systems won’t hold on forever, though. The Apollo is a new ship. Faster, and capable of reaching them. And equipped with the world’s first stem-reg chamber. We can reach them in time. But only if we launched the mission yesterday.”

      “Which we did,” said Faust.

      “The Hegemony would’ve taken too long to green-light the mission,” James added. “There are procedures for this kind of thing. There’s too much invested in the Apollo. So we had to act on our own. We took you with us because there’s no other facility on Earth stem-reg capable right now, and we had to make sure ours functioned perfectly.”

      Kipp thought about it. The stars in the window of the ship were unrecognizable from Earth. If only a day had passed…

      The speed of the Apollo was something incredible.

      “Thank you,” said Kipp. “If my only other option was to miss this trip…well, then that’s not an option at all. I’d have hated to wake up in some hospital bed knowing what Cole and Irene are seeing without me. Thank you, James. For giving me this chance. This is my own dream come true.”

      His friends’ son grinned as his shoulders relaxed. Like a weight had been taken from his back. It seemed like James inherited the best qualities of both his parents.

      Kipp walked towards the glass that separated the stars from the cabin. It was cold to the touch and he was happily surprised to discover the glass was a real window and not a feed. This was the closest he had been to a real star in his entire life.

      “Let’s get our family back,” Kipp said.

    

  


  
    
      
        28 Chapter Twenty-Eight

        The Lonesome Planet

      

    
    
      The coarse, hot sand made the scratches all over my head itch and burn for a long time, but in the end, it was the glare of the sun over my closed eyes that finally woke me up.

      I groaned in pain and confusion as I shielded my eyes from the light with my arm. My power-armor was charred and non-functional, so every movement I made was difficult and strained.

      How am I still alive?

      I lay there for what could’ve been minutes or hours, golden sand all around me and the crash of the waves somewhere behind me, faint and constant, almost like a song. The air was hot and humid and the alien sky had hues of pink and purple that slowly deepened as the day got older.

      My brain flatly refused to react for a while, to remember the last minutes of my life. I was content laying in the golden sand, even if the glare of the reflected sun over it hurt my eyes. Life was pink and violet and golden. It was placid.

      It was almost enough to make me forget I shouldn’t be alive. Almost. But there was smoke in the edge of my vision, just a faint trail on top of me, and behind the sea’s smell of salt, was the acrid burn of metal and plasma. It was enough to break the spell.

      The truth was, Validore shouldn’t exist anymore. Neither should I.

      And this wasn’t heaven, or some other sort of afterlife, because my body hurt all over. My will slowly overpowered my refusal to face reality.

      I stood up with a grimace of pain and saw traces of blood—my blood—mixed with the sand beneath my body. Pieces of my armor were scattered everywhere around me, like a second skin that had been shed. My helmet was nowhere to be found.

      I was inside the Teddy, was the first coherent thought I had, which didn’t say anything good about my mental state.

      The Teddy was behind me, and it was the source of the plasma-fire smoke. The ship had fared worse than I had. The Z-Alloy armor was burnt to a crisp, a blackened shell that surrounded the torn-apart cabin. The wings were missing and the engine was still burning with green flames that cut through the idyllic air like a knife.

      Must’ve crashed from orbit, I thought, but I had to reject that idea. Not even the Teddy would’ve survived a crash from orbit, and the ship in front of me was beached on the shoreline, its hull partially hidden by the waves and the rising tide.

      It took all my willpower to stand up and make my way to my dead ship. As I walked, I tore apart entire pieces of armor and threw them away like I was shedding a second skin. Or a carapace.

      I walked by instinct because there was nothing else I could do. But I couldn’t put up with my questions for long.

      There was no Keles-planet floating in the horizon, eating up the view. Reality around me wasn’t collapsing on itself. No Dreadnoughts in orbit around the planet, no distant explosions pointing to a brutal space-battle.

      Thinking of the war was almost impossible on this golden beach. But there had been a war. And we had won.

      I had the sudden suspicion that I was alone. It was a suspicion so strong, so overpowering, that I stumbled as I reached the crashing waves and almost fell face-first into the emerald water.

      Because I knew I wasn’t just alone on this planet. I was alone just like the first cell of life in the first life-sustaining planet had been alone.

      There was no living person left in Rune Universe. That’s how alone I felt. Alone enough to weep.

      Instead, I made my way to the Teddy through the soft waves, wading until the sea reached to my midsection.

      The ship must be half-submerged, I realized. Not for the first time, I had to praise Beard for building the goddamn thing as sturdy as he had. Of course, there was no Beard here. No Rylena, no Walpurgis, no Van…

      David did it, I thought. We shut the Core down. There should be no Rune anymore.

      That had been the price and I’d paid it gladly. I never expected to wake up after that final flash.

      The Teddy’s doors were as melted and charred as the nose of the ship and I realized I wasn’t going to be able to enter through them without the help of a functional power-armor to tear them apart.

      I swam farther into the sea, following my ship’s fuselage, until I reached its back. The bay doors were still open. Well, there were no hangar doors on the ship or around it—the impact had torn them away and were nowhere to be seen.

      Without even knowing what I was looking for I swam into the flooded cargo bay.

      My ship’s interior was covered in darkness and the seawater was cold and thick in the way syrup is thick. This wasn’t Earth’s sea.

      I almost didn’t recognize the bay, as it had suffered so much damage. Everything was underwater, and as I floated through the darkness I saw the shapes of weapons and crates of materials either floating midway or stuck to the bottom.

      And my crew was nowhere to be seen. But I already knew that, didn’t I?

      Floating there, in the darkness, something close to dread threatened to close my throat.

      Something had to have gone wrong.

      I swam towards the cabin through empty corridors. I passed the weapons’ storage, the turret controls, the engine’s room—the engines were blown and fried—and the medbay. All that greeted me was an empty, silent ship, with the only exception being my ragged breathing and the splash of my arms breaking the stillness of the water.

      The cabin was black. It was so dark I could only see back from where I’d come from, the soft glow of the purple sky barely reflected on the water. The glow slowly receded by the moment, threatening to leave me lost in the darkness if I tarried.

      The sensation of dread intensified.

      “Is anyone here?” I asked. My voice was dry and at first, I couldn’t muster anything stronger than a whisper. “Anyone…?”

      My friends and I had been right here the moment it had happened. But there were no signs of them… not that I could see a lot anyway…

      As an answer, I hit my feet against something hard in the dark below me. I screamed, more in surprise than in fear (there was nothing in this universe left alive to harm me) and without thinking I dove under. It had been a metallic sphere, I was sure of it. I recognized that shape.

      I feverishly searched through the black water. It took three attempts before I found it, nested in what remained of my pilot’s chair.

      The sphere was heavy, the size of a small bowling ball, and made swimming out of the Teddy hard but not impossible.

      Still, when I finally exited my ship and reached the beach, I was panting and my muscles burned with exhaustion.

      Couldn’t you have programmed me with a little more stamina? I thought at the sky. There, the violet was slowly eating away at the pink and becoming more and more intense. It was only missing a neon title to be a perfect album cover. The sun was hidden by the sea already, so nighttime was sure to follow.

      I set the sphere next to me in the sand, which was now a dark bronze in color.

      “You’re the only one left,” I told the drone carcass. “Just like that time, eh, 401? When we reached the Core for the first time.”

      Right here on this planet, actually. Only us. “You were guiding me towards it, weren’t you? Never would’ve done it without your help.”

      401 was powered down, which was a kinder way to say…he looked dead.

      “You know?” I told the carcass, “I could use your help right now, too. I’m very confused, buddy. I’m hurt all over, wet, scared, and my ship is broken…” And it was getting very cold on this beach.

      The drone was as dead as anyone else.

      It was frustrating enough to scream.

      But it was hard to have an existential crisis when the sky above me was slowly covering itself in so many stars… And the atmosphere was so clear I could see the red dots of the other planets in the Zodia system.

      Night in Validore, it seemed, wasn’t spent in total darkness. For some reason, this helped me beat down the panic that threatened to drown me. I took a deep breath and let the salt and the beach cool my body.

      While I still had a few minutes of illumination left I reached for the carcass of the drone and turned it around. There was no outside damage that I could see. I took out the back panel that covered 401’s innards and examined it. Drones in Rune didn’t stop working just because of a little seawater.

      At first, the components made no sense to me. I definitely lacked the skill and the knowledge—and the tools—to make any complicated repairs… Then I saw it.

      I started laughing like a madman. If the stars had eyes they would be very worried about the mental state of the only living person in this virtual universe.

      I laughed until tears streaked down my cheeks.

      Then, cradling the drone between my knees like one would do when singing a lullaby to a little kid, I reached for his battery and connected the tiny red cable that had come loose next to it.

      401 came back to life with a happy buzz of energy and a vibrant, blue light covered his single eye. It floated up slowly, head-level like he, too, was shaking away confusion and sleep.

      “Hey there, buddy,” I told him as his eye focused on me, and I realized he was as confused as I. “Good to see you again. You just earned a ticket to Validore Resort. Population: us.”

      401’s eye lamp flickered at me in confusion. I laughed despite myself, letting relief wash over me.

      I wasn’t alone after all.

      

      We spent the night building a makeshift refuge out of heavy tree leaves, some of them wider than my arm. 401’s blue light made it easier to work in the dark, and the chirpy drone buzzed around in a blur, scanning our surroundings for anything useful.

      When I finished working, the leaves were more a nest than a refuge, but it was close enough for the weather parameters of my virtual body to let me spend the night without shivering. And I was so tired I fell asleep instantly.

      The morning was pink and peach, and the light was so white and cozy it had a dream-like blur. The breeze that flowed from the distant mountains carried with it the smell of flowers. Validore had forests? Besides this beach, the only other part of it I’d ever known had been a desert.

      As I rose—shedding leaves and dirt—I had the suspicion I would become very well acquainted with Validore. In time.

      401 floated a few inches above my head, bobbing expectantly as he scanned me. The drone was as confused as I was, which raised more questions than it answered, but his presence was the difference between going mad and being able to think clearly.

      My wounds were healing slowly thanks to the videogame-like physics of Rune, where crippling damage required only a couple days of rest, or less if you had food or medical equipment. Speaking of food…

      “You think there’s something to eat around here?” I asked the drone. “I know I don’t need to eat, but I don’t want to spend years and years without food.”

      The drone bobbled dubiously before directing his eye toward the horizon, in a direction contrary to the sea. I squinted my eyes against the sun’s reflection… somewhere far away waited a forest, it seemed, surrounding the mountains.

      “That’s, what, fifty miles away?” I asked him.

      As an answer, the drone bobbled once, like saying, “Probably double that,” and then his attention returned to me. I thought I knew what he wanted to say. Perhaps I was already imagining things.

      “I’m as lost as you are, bud,” I said with a shrug. “As far as I’m concerned, Rune should have died with the Signal.”

      At least there was no Keles around.

      But in this morning the fears of last night were far away. I felt brave enough to venture a conjecture.

      “You sure you don’t know anything, bud? You’re a Core subroutine, aren’t you?” I asked as I recalled the conversation I’d had with David Terrance. “It’s OK, there is no illusion to maintain anymore. What’s the Core telling you?”

      As a response, 401 stood frozen in the air for a moment, long enough to make me worry. Then it shook side to side to make it clear he was trying to tell me something.

      “What? That’s a negative, I think. You’re saying you won’t check?”

      More side to side shaking.

      “Another try. No Core?” He stopped his swaying. “Is that what you’re saying, 401? Nothing on the other side of the curtain? Silence over the radio?”

      401 shook up and down. The Core had been the mind behind all NPC subroutines. If 401 was right, that mind was now gone.

      In a way, this didn’t surprise me. I’d seen the Core go down. I saw how it had shut down.

      Whatever this world was, it wasn’t the Rune I knew anymore.

      “But how?” I asked aloud. “How is it possible…?”

      Computers didn’t have an afterlife, and the virtual worlds created in them didn’t survive once the power was cut off.

      I walked briskly towards the shoreline and sat just two or five feet away from the waves breaking on the sand, in front of my Teddy. The current had a different timeline than the Earth’s sea, and I could see my ship had inched a bit farther into the water during the night.

      “I’ll have to anchor it down before the current drags it away,” I said aloud. The cargo bay had some antigrav harnesses and other equipment I could put to good use. It’d take me all day, perhaps more…but what else could I do?

      Next to me, 401 buzzed in confusion, like it was asking why would I bother.

      “Here’s what I think happened,” I told the drone without taking my eyes away from my ship and the way Validore’s sun shone over the fuselage. “David shuts down the Core, then the Signal follows suit. All the instant-access memory is dumped away. This kills Keles, cuts out the game’s connection to the servers, and powers Rune off.”

      401 was a great listener. I suspected that Rylena built him with that purpose in mind.

      “So far, so good, right? But something didn’t go as we expected…” I made a gesture all around us. “Rune Universe—the game—was a layer atop a layer, if I understood David’s meaning. The people that built the game never understood the Signal, had no idea what they were toying with. And in the end, all the NPC behavior and the emergent quests took everyone by surprise…because the Signal adopted this new layer. It had a lot of processing power to play with.”

      I sighed, thinking I was missing something crucial to my explanation. Like it only approached the truth, but was far enough from it to make an ass out of myself.

      “So our Core shuts down. But after I activated the Signal on Earth, the game got an expansion, remember? People were saying it was almost as big as the real universe. In theory, there was nothing stopping us from reaching our alien friends without using the Core…only the colossal distance, and that we didn’t know where they were.”

      Of course, there probably wouldn’t be anything on that virtual planet when we reached it.

      Probably.

      “So there could be a connection somehow. From Rune to all the other worlds with an active Signal out there…And perhaps they, too, have a lot of processing power to throw around.”

      Perhaps enough to maintain the software of a far-away Core that had suddenly died out.

      I exchanged a glance with 401. “Who knows? Maybe it’s a very good thing that we took Keles down. Perhaps he was more of a threat to the entire universe that even he realized. If Rune could’ve reached other planets merely because it expanded far enough to reach them…”

      They had no idea, I thought as I recalled the envoy that had come to warn our Alien friends. To them, all connection to other Signals stopped once the Core was down.

      It meant not a single alien species in the entirety of the universe had thought of hooking up the Signal with a videogame and going to play in it. Until us.

      I didn’t know if I should weep or feel furiously proud.

      “To be honest, I’m probably wrong,” I told the drone. “I never understood those things very well, and Terrance and Beard are gone.”

      401 shifted uncomfortably in the air and inched closer to me, like he was trying to comfort me.

      “I’m okay,” I told him. And it was true. The longer I spent in Validore, with the sand around my feet and the breeze that brought with it the promise of mountains and vegetation, the more alive I felt.

      The water felt real. 401 felt real. The air felt real.

      What the hell did I care that this was just a virtual mirage?

      I felt real.

      “If you’re still around,” I told my friend, “then there could be other NPCs… Hell, perhaps without the Core to control their… their subconscious, I guess…they may be as real as David or me.”

      The Terran Federation could still be around, and the survivors of the battle with Keles could be licking their wounds back on Earth.

      Perhaps one day one of them would scout Validore. I knew I could wait. I had all the time in the world.

      The drone by my side didn’t seem as convinced. He was frozen in the air, as if deep in thought. He looked down as if he distrusted the sand beneath my feet.

      A splinter of doubt soured my mood. I remembered something. An endless sea made of bytes of maddened, dead, hateful alien minds extending as far as my eyes could reach.

      All across the real universe, civilizations thought they were safe from them, that they were gone for good.

      “If the Signal doesn’t work as they thought it would,” I said to myself, “perhaps they’re wrong on other things, too.”

      Could we really be sure that Keles was gone for good? No one knew yet that Rune Universe extended farther than humanity’s Core. The proof of it was that 401 and I were alone.

      I knew that if my friends and family had had any idea that I was still around, they would have come roaring back.

      For that matter, can I still be sure that those dead minds are really dead? David had thought so. He had said that their individual data was so far scattered that them joining in the correct configuration would take more than the lifespan of the real universe.

      They were destined to spend millions of years dreaming madly.

      Thing is…they, too, had nothing else to do but wait.

      I reached down and grabbed a fistful of golden sand and watched it pour down between my fingers, like an hourglass.

      Even if I was wrong, even if I had no idea what I was talking about… the risk was too high to just go with the warm and cozy option and forget about all the nasty things lurking in the darkness.

      Here, alone in the middle of a virtual reality as big as to be infinite, completely cut off from the people I loved, I realized I still had a choice to make.

      “I imagine that if someone found a Paradise,” I told 401, “it would look very much like Validore. We could stay here, bud. I think I could be happy in this place, eventually. Content, at least.”

      401’s blue eye focused on me.

      “But my family is still out there,” I whispered. “And I don’t feel like being content just yet…”

      A faint smile appeared on my lips, followed by a feeling so unexpected it made me shake with anticipation.

      I was hungry. Not for food, mind you. Turns out, even in the end of the world there are still adventures to be had.

      I couldn’t wait.

      “So, how’s your database holding up?” I asked 401.

      Already, my mind was racing. Making plans and discarding them, counting what little resources we had at our disposal, figuring the best way to put them to use.

      “I’m thinking we race the Federation, 401. Let’s go meet them instead of waiting for them to find us. We’ll need some schematics, though. You’ve scanned enemy ships before, haven’t you? We could use them as a starting point.”

      Sure, the amount of damage the Teddy had suffered was brutal. I was sure at this point it would be easier to just build a new one if we were in a spaceport. The repairs for sure exceeded my meager points in Engineering.

      Even if I could, I’m not going to let this ship die. It means too much to me.

      And I had time to grind. I had an entire planet to scout for materials.

      401 caught my meaning without a problem. For the first time since he had come back online, the scout drone buzzed with happiness and energy. Seconds later, he knitted a hologram of blue light almost in front of my face, as tall as I was.

      I recognized it the very instant it caught my gaze.

      My smile gained a savage edge. “Ah, Rylena, you beautiful genius! I hope the other Cole marries you!”

      She had put the plans of the Teddy inside 401’s database.

      I could hear her whisper to herself, Just in case we end up stranded on an alien planet. She’d scratch her chin right after and start gathering other tools to store in the Teddy’s cargo bay for such a contingency. She’d put them somewhere safe. Perhaps a reinforced crate.

      It was almost like she was right here with me.

      “Let’s go, 401,” I told the drone. “We need to anchor the Teddy against the current. That’s step one. Next, we’ll have to…”

      As I slowly built a working plan for us, we marched in the direction of the Teddy. In front of me, the sea and the sky were like an extension of the same surface, an endless pink that looked like cotton-candy.

      I reached the sea and started swimming towards my ship.

      The adventure wasn’t over yet.

      Not on my watch.
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      It has been a ride, hasn’t it? We have just worked our way through more than 1,000 pages together, if you’ve read the entire Rune Universe trilogy.

      I’m not sure how this trip has been on your end. I hope you had fun, because I certainly did. For my part, writing the four books in the Rune trilogy (counting the prequel) has been one of the most enjoyable ventures in my life. Also, hard as hell. Some scenes were so difficult to write that they felt like dragging my fingertips through glass. But even those, I feel they were worth it. I’m glad I got to write them, and I’m glad you got to read them.

      Although our involvement in Cole, Kipp, Irene, and their friends’ adventures is done, I hope that’s not the end of our own adventures. If I’m able to, I plan to spend the rest of my life writing badass books with great plots and larger-than-life characters, and I strive to improve my writing with every new book. If I can keep to that promise, I hope you enjoy the new tales I have to tell you. Believe me, there are many of them, and my only regret is that I can’t pull a Digital Dorsett and divide myself in two or more, because that’s the only way I could hope to tell them all. I can only promise you that I’ll write the best of them, and that I’ll do my best to do them justice.

      It won’t be long, I already have a couple manuscripts I’m working on.

      In the meantime, until we see each other again, remember

      

      The Adventure Continues.

      

      And from the bottom of my heart, thank you for playing Rune Universe.

      -Hugo Huesca.

    

  


  
    
      
        Also by Hugo Huesca

      

    
    
      If you enjoyed reading the Rune trilogy, please leave a review. A couple sentences are enough, and it really helps authors like me keep writing amazing stories for your enjoyment.

      

      —————

      

      Would you like to know about my upcoming releases? Join my newsletter, see the universe! I’ll send you a free book, a special edition of Journey Back to Mars, the first collection of stories I published. It’s no longer available elsewhere, so it’s a collector’s edition…technically.

      In Journey, you’ll find the proto-concepts that would eventually become Rune Universe, and a couple more that will make their appearance at my upcoming Space Opera novel: Edge of Conquest.

      

      Just click here
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