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CHAPTER ONE

The Antarctic Report

 

There were only two people in the room. The first was the former CIA Director and the second was The Woman.

She had no official rank. Her gray suit wasn’t expensive. If you read her job description, you would find a cozy bureaucratic position that involved signing obscure trading laws related to taxes overseas. She was in her mid-thirties, had pale blond hair, and aside from her cold eyes she looked like any young mother you could find in a junior soccer game.

Yet, if you somehow avoided the heavy layers of security of her bedroom, you would find an encrypted phone line connected straight to a famous office inside the White House.

Her name was Stefania Caputi. She had the nagging suspicion the CIA was losing its touch.

“So you made me trek across the world for a videogame, John?” she asked the man. She used the kind of tone people took with a special-needs child. She raised a perfectly trimmed eyebrow at him. The Director shivered at her disapproval and hoped she wouldn’t notice. When sharks smelled blood in the water…

“Ma’am, we’ve reasons to believe this is a matter of national security.” 

“You mean the Antarctica dossier.” It was not a question. The dossier was classified to hell and back: only the top government officials could access it. Yet he wasn’t surprised when she showed knowledge of it. Her job, after all, involved knowing things. The Woman was damned good at it.

“Yes, the blasted dossier,” he confirmed.

“I thought you took care of that leak?”

“That was an accident, despite what others would believe,” he said. Then he shrugged. “But, yes, the leaks were plugged. Accident or not.”

It was her turn to shrug. “Then you shouldn’t have any problems, John. Unless you got sloppy in your job.” 

“If you thought that, I’d be out of a job already, ma’am. There is no leak. And yet this game…” 

“Is just like any other game in the market, right? Kids have been toying with Virtual Reality Systems for years now. The military loves it. They are very interested in the socio-political data they are getting from games like this. I believe they value it at a trillion dollars.” 

She’s probing me, thought the Director.

Rune Universe was no game, no matter what people said.

“Ma’am, I’ll be frank with you, the same data structure we found in Antarctica can be found in this game. We believe that’s intentional.”

“You think the Patel’s were traitors?” Stefania Caputi hadn’t blinked since they began talking. It was eerie. Like she wasn’t human at all.

“Well, we can’t ask them, can we?” The Director shook his head. “Doesn’t matter. The signal is there. We believe it’s an informational bomb. We have reasons to believe the Key to the payload is in a third party possession. It could surface at any time.”

“And…?”

The Director took a deep breath. 

“I want you to stop blocking the CIA attempts to close Rune Universe, ma’am. We need to keep the public out of that software before something terrible happens.”

“I see. And by that, you mean, someone else gets access to this ‘bomb’ before you can.”

Shame made the Director’s face flush with shame. “The States have many enemies, Madam Caputi. My job is to ensure the survival of society as we know it.”

“Ah, of course, that must be it.” Stefania Caputi was ready to finish the conversation.

“Will you give my recommendation to the President?”

“Dear John, of course I won’t.” 

The Director recoiled as if struck.

“What do you mean? This is a matter of national security—”

“You may have spent too much time as head of the CIA. It may be a matter of national security. But security isn’t the be-all end-all of a country. Much less for the States,” Stefania Caputi took out a nano-USB from the pocket of her suit and placed it on top of the holo-projector installed in the middle of the table. “I’m talking Power, John. With a capital ‘P.’ A country that has true Power has no need to chase security. No one could dare attack it. That’s why the President hasn’t been answering your calls. He has been busy talking to me.”

“You knew…” The Director’s anger was now enough to overcome his fear of The Woman on his own. “You do not understand what you are risking…” 

“I think I have a fairly better idea than you do,” said Stefania Caputi. The holo-projector processed the archives of her USB and displayed them. It rendered a 3D figure that occupied the whole space atop the conference table. Thousands of red data nodes connected to each other with blazing red lines. “This is the cluster representation of Rune Universe, launch version. So far, the Company that owns the servers hasn’t done any server maintenance. No updates. Nothing. And yet…”

The image changed. The data spiderweb grew more complex, its borders outgrew the frontiers of the table. After a moment, the holo-projector did a panoramic view over it to better showcase its size. 

“One year after launch, Rune Universe has a software-build twice as advanced, John,” Stefania Caputi said.

The Director couldn’t believe it. Stefania Caputi’s associates had hidden the new software version from his organization and frozen any advances towards the matter. He had suspected it was a military ploy to preserve its valuable data source, but now…

“It’s a virus—” 

“You are not authorized to categorize it as anything. But no, this is no virus, dear John. This is not a ‘bomb’ either. A bomb is something you use once and then forget it. You are looking at a deterrent. This is something we point and shoot every damn time we please. We must own it.”

The Woman withdrew the nano-USB and walked towards the door. Only the clicking of her heels was heard in the room. The Director didn’t stop her. Then she turned around:

“Next time you ask to speak to the President, know we are both in agreement on this. If you won’t cooperate, then don’t interfere. Otherwise, I’m afraid I won’t guarantee your continued employment.”

She left with that, leaving the Director frustrated and defeated. He was hired to protect his country from danger. Now his country walked foolishly towards a greater threat than the Corps Wars of 2033. And that Woman was responsible. 

He slumped over his chair, thinking of a vengeance he knew he would never be able to pull off.

There was something that could’ve given him some comfort if he had known about it. Something that had escaped both himself and Stefania Caputi. It was this: they were both wrong about Rune Universe.

It was no weapon. It was no bomb. Yet, it was dangerous, and it could change humanity as they knew it.

 

 

 

 

    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

Script Kiddie

 

Let’s get this out of the way: buying Scripts in the darknet is illegal. Using them is even more illegal. Using them to steal the usernames and passwords of San Mabrada’s City Council is way more illegal than that. 

That’s why I was sitting on the stairs outside the Kerbal Library in the middle of a storm, shivering. I felt the raindrops smash against my jacket and the cold seep into my bones with every gust of icy wind. My nose was red and runny and my fingers were numb. Trying to tap into the keyboard of my burner Berry computer was like attempting to play the piano with ten finger-sized tree-branches.

If you want to do something very illegal, you do it far away from home. That’s common sense in Lower Cañitas District, where young men like me wear their Strikes as symbols of status. So I went to the library. It was a nice spot, closed because of the storm, and the rain was as effective as a gray curtain in guaranteeing my privacy. Also, it had free WiFi.

The cold and the threat of sickness later on was well worth it. A City Council password can be more useful to an imaginative mind than to the councilmen themselves, even if they change it two or three hours after the leak is detected. That meant there were enough imaginative minds willing to pay me for my troubles, and that made those troubles no trouble at all.

I finished the configuration of my personal hacking OS, set with the Council intranet in sight. That was step one of three. 

I know very little real hacking myself, and I am not ashamed to admit I couldn’t hack my way into my own personal blog if my life depended on it. Beauty is, I don’t have to. The Hack OS I used only set me back twenty dollars. I made that amount back on my first digital break-in. The software does all the heavy lifting for me. It’s like a gun that aims itself while I look for cover and hide. The only thing I have to do is make sure it’s loaded. 

The Script I had in my back pocket was the bullet. Like hunting a monster, you have to make sure you have the right tools for the job; silver for werewolves and garlic for a vampire. I hunted databases. Different sites run different security measures, so before each job I had to go and get the right Script. 

 I held the tiny nano-USB chip between my fingers and carefully loaded it into the Berry. As it unpacked and the progress bar filled, I thought of the month’s payments I was going to make in a couple hours. I might even secure some extra hours of home-heating if I budgeted right. Sounded like heaven. 

Some heating, a warm meal, and spare cash to fight off the debt collectors hounding the neighborhood. Not bad for a two-hour-job.

The Script finished unpacking and I loaded it into the application. I had only one shot at this, since the nano-USB the Script came in formatted itself just after the unpacking was complete —this was my last stick with the Script loaded, any more and I’d need to pay a visit to my dealer. 

By adding an auto-erasing feature, the Script creator protected his identity from the police if a careless Script Kiddie messed up and left a USB lying around after a break-in. I suspected those hackers were the ones making real bank, and with none of the risks I took. Smart guys.

Loading the Script was step two. Step three would be pressing the “start” button and waiting until the software was done and the usernames and passwords were safely stored inside a small portable hard-drive next to my Berry.

I realized something was wrong just as my finger hovered over the button to start the process. I froze and studied the screen. 

The Hack OS needed to be connected to the Internet to work. It had to show the incoming connections as well as the outgoing ones. Most of the time you get publicity bots trying to get enough metadata for their targeted ads. Other times it was a person. Hence the burner Berry computer, to be discarded in the nearest dumpster as soon as the work was done. To the bare-bones user interface, it looked like a string of I.P addresses flashing in and out of a corner display every half a minute. The bots simply came, took a look at the net usage, found nothing interesting or marketable, and left. 

But the I.P address I saw flash on the screen as I was about to start the hack had already been around two separate times.

I cursed in a whisper and the storm hid my words even from my ears. I stood up and looked at both ends of the street. Maybe I had enough time to slither off into a back-alley…

Sometimes you get a police bot in the small traffic influx of the net. The Hack OS search is one of their priorities. Remember, Scripts are highly illegal.

Most of the time the OS detected the bot and deleted itself from your burner computer before it registered on the police archives. But when the bot slipped by the firmware…

Even across the curtain of rain, I heard the sirens and a moment later I saw them, coming at me in a blur. No point on running now, it was an automated police-car. You could try running from one, of course, as they were programmed to arrest non-violent criminals. But sometimes they malfunctioned. You could get splattered under their wheels as they chased after you and pleaded with you to surrender peacefully.

I didn’t feel like placing my life in the hands of drones. Drones programmed by public contractors, at that.

But I had to do something or I would go to prison. 

“No way a judge strikes me for this one,” I muttered to myself as the drone got closer and closer. I had about twenty seconds of freedom left before my inevitable arrest. And, as I said, using a Script to steal the account data of the City Council was super illegal. Government tampering, aggravated. No judge would allow the Strike System to cover for it, not in a million years. It would be jail time for me, and Sis would have to fend for herself for five to ten years.

 I grabbed the Berry and stabbed at it with my wet, numb fingers as quickly as I could without getting careless; a typo in this situation literally meant jail-time. My heart beat furiously inside my chest, threatening to make me lose my calm. I finished typing and struck the “start” button hard, just as the drone pulled by the sidewalk in front of me. I threw the Berry to the floor one second before the robotic authority ordered me to do so from a speaker so powerful it dwarfed the storm.

YOU HAVE BEEN IMPLICATED IN AN ILLEGAL SOFTWARE SITUATION. STEPPING AWAY FROM THE HACKING DEVICE IS IN YOUR BEST INTEREST, AS IT WILL BE CONSIDERED AN ACT OF COMPLIANCE BY A JUDGE.

Its onboard camera registered enough distance had been achieved between me and the computer and the back door in front of me opened upwards with a hiss, like an automated limo arriving to pick up a teenager and get him to prom.

The drone blared again.

THANK YOU FOR YOUR COOPERATION. ALL COMPLIANCE WILL BE RECORDED AND MEASURED AGAINST YOUR CRIME, AS WILL BE ALL RESISTANCE. PLEASE, UNDER THE PUBLIC SELF-REGULATION ACT OF 2034, PROCEED TO PLACE YOURSELF UNDER ARREST.

And it stood there, looking at me expectantly with its little high definition camera. 

“Van is going to kill me,” I thought. Yeah, I had promised Mom and Sis I was going to behave. Too late for that, though. And taking my time to obey a direct command would be seen as contempt by some judges. 

So I walked down the stairs with a brisk pace and stepped inside the drone. There, I was under arrest. The door closed after me. It wasn’t locked.

THANK YOU FOR YOUR COOPERATION, it repeated at me, in a lower volume that came from the inside. TRIP TO THE CAÑITAS POLICE DEPARTMENT IS BEGINNING NOW. CURRENT COURSE IS CALCULATED TO TAKE THIRTEEN MINUTES; DO YOU WANT TO SUGGEST AN ALTERNATE ROUTE?

“No, this one is fine,” I said. I reclined myself on the seat, looked at the drone’s roof, and sighed.

THERE ARE WATER BOTTLES ON THE BACKSEAT COMPARTMENT, the drone offered. It began the trip to the Police Department, driving itself right at the speed limit. 

  A small flying drone would come for my burner computer five minutes later or so, braving the storm with cold software courage, and would bring it to the Department as evidence. Meanwhile, lying on the stairs with its screen cracked, the Berry was in the process of hacking the shit out of the poor databases of the Kerbal Public Library itself.

 Hey, it’s less illegal than going after the Council.

 

The thing with Officer Harrison is, it’s very hard not to like him. He cares about his job, cares about his district, always keeps a mug of warm chocolate near his desk and doesn’t mind sharing with felons. 

When you walk into the Department he looks at you like an uncle or father would: he’s not mad, only disappointed to see you there.

But he’s not one to judge or lecture you, he simply keeps you company while you wait for the Sergeant to forward your case into the electronic Courtroom.

What I mean is I hated when Officer Harrison was around the Department. One good thing about not having my father around was that I didn’t have to worry about disappointing any male authority figure. Why would Harrison dare come around and make me feel all guilty? 

The worst part of Harrison was that after the trial, he liked to accompany you home and talk to your parents. 

He knew my Mom very well.

We stood by the door of my apartment while Harrison rang the doorbell a couple of times. The corridor was bathed in a yellow, sickish light; the exact tint a filmmaker would use for a scene with heroin addicts. A dog barked in the background and I could hear the Da Silvas’ yelling at each other two doors from us as they tended to do on weekends from 9am to 6pm without fault. 

“I can just let myself in,” I told Harrison without much hope. He gave me one of his Uncle looks and rang a couple more times. Just when I got my hopes up that Mom wasn’t home today, I heard her familiar footsteps down the apartment hallway. The door opened partially and I saw her gray eyes staring fearfully at Harrison’s badge. Then a second later she recognized him and the fear disappeared. Like clockwork, it was replaced by anger, and then disappointment when she saw me standing next to him.

“Oh, not again,” she muttered. She closed the door, unlocked the chain, and opened it fully. Mom was a tiny woman in her mid-thirties, with steel-gray eyes that Sis had inherited. She wore a washed apron and an old pink dress and her black hair in a tight ponytail. She used to be beautiful, I was told, before the drink and the poverty wore her down.

“Grace,” greeted Harrison. He put a hand on my shoulder, “Cole here got into some trouble again. I thought you may want to know.”

“Thank you, James,” Mom said, staring at the floor with shame. Then she recovered. “What did he do this time?” 

I’m standing right here Mom, I can tell you.

“The drone network caught him hacking the Kerbal Public Library with those Scripts kids like to use. Heaven knows what he wanted with the Library, but the judge gave him another Strike for it.”

“Oh, Cole…” 

It was my turn to look at the floor. 

“That’s his third strike,” Mom went on, “right? Another one and…”

“Yeah, Cole has to calm down for a while,” Harrison said, “we talked about it on the way here. You have a moment, Grace? I’ve been around the block and I have some suggestions for Cole, maybe you’d like to hear them?”

Mom nodded, “yes, please, James. Come inside, I’ll get us some coffee.”

Then she looked at me up and down, with her hands on my shoulders, like she was the gendarme of a factory examining her latest android for any production damage. “Are you okay, Cole?” 

“Yes, Mom,” I said, my mouth dry.

“Go inside. We’ll talk later about this.” 

I raised an eyebrow and stared daggers at her, but did as she said. I passed her and said with a growl, “there’s nothing to talk about.”

I’m not proud of what I do, but I do it to keep my family afloat. She and I both know it would be much easier if that didn’t include caring for a recovering alcoholic.

Or had she already faltered this week?

The Dorsett household was small and cramped. The kitchen and the living room were the same. It was also my bedroom, too, a corner of the room separated by a curtain that I had added a year ago to afford me some privacy. My bed was a reworked sofa.

Everything in our tiny apartment was second-hand —except for the Internet. But it was clean and we had fresh food and decent clothes. Compared to some of the other apartments in the complex, we were royalty.

Behind me, Harrison went to take a seat while Mom fetched some coffee-flavored mixture. I could hear the conversation:

“—I know he means well, but those kids he hangs out with… They are nothing short of a gang. I fear they are taking him down the wrong path…” 

No way I suffered through that talk if I could help it. I stomped my way down the short hallway, and into Van’s room. At least she had a door I could close to put some distance between me and the kitchen. Her room was the best-looking part of the house, even if it had too much pink. She had K-pop bands posters covering her walls and a bunch of Korean pro-gamers’ posters in the wall behind her computer. 

Van was already waiting for me, her arms crossed and an angry scowl on her freckled face. She looked like sixteen-year-old version of Mom, minus two kids and a drinking problem. She wore a baggy t-shirt of He-Man and the Masters of the Universe, torn jeans, and sneakers.

“Who the hell do you think you are?” she whispered at me as soon as I came in. “Do you want to kill our mother with worry? Because that’s what you’ll do if you go to jail, Cole. You lying prick, you promised—”

“They were going to cut the Internet,” I interrupted her. “Lack of payment. She didn’t tell you that, did she?”

That took her back a step and I knew from the second of doubt that crossed her face like a shadow that Mom had kept that a secret. Pride or shame; didn’t matter. Different faces of the same coin.

The Internet is the canary in the mine for families like us. When it goes, the other amenities like water or electricity soon follow.

“Even then,” she said, recovering her balance, “going Scripting again? You should have told me, Cole, I’ve some spare cash…”

“That you are going to need when you go to college,” I cut her off. “So don’t even think about it, Van. Let me worry about this stuff, I can manage. I’ve managed for years and I’m not going to stop now.”

“Yes you will, you’re on your third Strike, Cole,” she said. “Once you’re eighteen those Strikes are staying on your record. One more and you’re toast. Forever.”

I nodded dismissively and looked the other way. Yes, I was on my last chance, then it was off to prison for a decade. And a life of unemployment afterward. 

That only meant I had to be more careful nowadays. Van was skeptical. 

“I can get some help,” she said, and nodded back towards her PC, “set up a donations page or something, you know. People do that.”

“We are not beggars.” I felt the familiar rush of anger burn on my stomach, just like every time she prodded the subject. “There is no such thing as a charity with people. Your fans don’t own you, Van. But they will sure try if they start feeding you.”

Sis was a streamer, she played video-games while her fans watched on the Internet. Sometimes they tipped or paid a subscription to choose from a pool what games she should play that day. She was popular, and I knew she would be even more so if she had a better computer. Her old, battered model could barely play ten percent of the games on the market.

So yes, it was true. She could probably take care of half the household payments if she wanted. 

Didn’t matter one bit, I wasn’t going to let her.

“It’s like living in 1960 with you,” she said, “but whatever. If you are in jail, I’m taking command of the family, you know. You’ll have to call me Supreme Overlord while you’re getting beat up in prison.”

“You are just waiting for your chance, huh, power-hungry maniac?” 

She smiled and uncrossed her arms.

“Of course. Today the apartment and tomorrow San Mabrada. Now go be quiet in a corner and pretend you are a tree. I logged out of my stream when I heard Officer Harrison on the door. Fans get angsty if you make them wait.”

“Children do that too.”

“Say something like that when I’m streaming and I’ll literally murder you. As in, literally-literally murder. I’m on zero Strikes, Cole, I have a chance of getting away with it.”

I spent the next few hours on a corner of the bed, watching some shows on my smartphone with a pair of earplugs I raided from Van’s cabinets.

I made sure to keep quiet even if I didn’t like the idea of a thousand or so people watching her play. There was a chance she could get away with murder, after all.

 When the pale sunlight was leaving the window, Mom came inside and announced I was going to start a “trim and proper” job on Monday. Also, I was grounded into next year.

 

       

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

The Ferals

 

Next morning I woke up in my sofa-bed as I always did; a pesky ray of sunlight hit me in the perfect angle, straight in my eyes. I groaned and threw the coarse blankets on the floor. My curtain was halfway open and I saw a plate with toast waiting for me on the kitchen table. As I walked towards it, I also saw a newspaper open in the announcements section. Announcements were half of most newspapers nowadays since only people like Mom got their news on paper instead of simply connecting into a forum. 

So, a job. I already worked doing stuff around Lower Cañitas. I talked to people. I went into neighborhoods that others didn’t want to wander into —because enemy gangs lived there. I delivered messages. I helped with the odd job here and there. I Scripted. We managed. 

I’m no slacker. But the jobs Mom had in mind were different. Some friends called it “being a wage-slave —a property of the Big Corps.” It wasn’t white collar, more like a dirty gray. You couldn’t quit an office job, you had to be fired, at least for the first five years. The corporations made an investment in you, the Government said. It had to make some concessions since the big recession of 2039 or the economy would have tanked. Some think it made too many concessions, too happily.

She had tried to apply before. Mom, I mean. But with the competition for a job being so high, why would anyone bother to hire an alcoholic? Former alcoholic. Most of the time.

“There’s nothing to it,” I said to myself, “perhaps no one wants to hire me anyways.” 

My Strikes were hidden, at least. Most companies could figure out your legal standing, hidden or not, but most didn’t bother. They knew what they were getting into by hiring at my place on the totem pole.

I spent the better part of the morning emailing my curriculum everywhere. The curriculum itself had been the easiest part: download a freeware to format my data and save the doc on my phone. It was short, just two lines. I was seventeen and had skipped college.

Van helped me after she woke up. By that I mean she picked the biggest douches on the job market and sent in my name.

“Look at these guys, Xanz Inc. Remember, from a year ago? People found out they had been selling placebos instead of painkillers to terminal patients. Their social media representative argued that it didn’t matter at that point. Got away with it, I’d guess.”

“Yeah, I remember them,” I said dryly. She clicked her phone once.

“Well, you just applied there. Good luck, bro.”

“Jeez, if they do hire me, I swear…” 

“Ah, ah, no swearing in this house. Don’t want to get detained again, right?”

“Police won’t charge someone for swearing,” I said.

“You may get detained for sneezing, Cole,” she replied mockingly. I threw a piece of toast at her and she went to her room, laughing.

“Yeah, go away,” I muttered. I applied to another company. This one kicked puppies professionally or something.

In the afternoon, Kipp called me. I knew it was him because he was the only guy around who still made phone calls. Not even spammers tried anymore, seriously. I didn’t even bother looking up his ID on the screen.

“Hey Kipp, what’s up.”

“Cole, heard you were grounded. I bet you are dying from boredom just about now, how about you come down and share the pain? I’m your emotional cavalry, man. I bring you peace.”

“How did you find out? It’s been like half a day, haven’t told anyone.”

“Van told me, I hang around her stream sometimes. She’s hot, by the way. Half her fans have a page with a countdown until she’s eighteen.”

“God, Kipp, I swear I’ll beat you to a pulp,” I growled. He just laughed. 

“You wouldn’t hit a sick friend, would you? Besides it would be like a million Strikes.”

“Whatever, I don’t care,” I found my keys and left the apartment, “you won’t be alive by then anyways.”

“You have no soul,” he said, and we both tried not to laugh, “I like your style, mister Dorsett, you tell things as they are. Also, go fu—” I hung up on him. 

He was waiting for me inside his government-issued Tesla by the cramped parking lot in front of the Apartment Complex. The self-driven car was almost a butler on wheels, helpful to a guy who had to go around in a wheelchair.

“What took you so long?” he said when he saw me crossing the street. “I’m wasting away here.”

“Poor you, sitting around all day. What, you’re level one thousand in that game of yours?”

“There are no levels in Rune Universe, you anachronistic noob. It’s gear and skill based, so even you could be good… or at least mediocre at it.”

“I don’t have time for videogames Kipp, Van is the gamer of the family.”

“I know. All the talent flowed in one direction, really.” 

Kipp Patel was a thin kid my age, all sharp angles and knots. He had restless black eyes that wandered off in the middle of a conversation, as if he was trying to drink the entire world at the same time, every minute.

He had been sick since the moment he was born, a complication from the very same accident that left him an orphan. Doctors couldn’t believe he had managed to survive into his twenties.

Kipp had been my best friend since our first year at school. We shared a twisted sense of humor. It was our way of rebelling against our lot in life. 

“Get in here, I’m not crawling out to greet you.” 

 I sat in the backseat of the car and I gave him a one-armed hug for a couple seconds. “Been a while, man.”

“Yeah,” he said, “you’ve been busy with your criminal empire, right?”

“I wish. I’m mostly target practice for the police drones right now.”

“Not everyone can be criminal masterminds, Cole. Have you tried doing something easier? Live medical experiments on your body or something where you don’t have to use your brain?”

“You have such a big mouth, would be a shame if someone used it as a punching bag,” I growled in my best thuggish impression.

“You call that intimidating? I’ve been more intimidated by the contents of my toilet.” 

We could go on like that all day. We did when we were kids. We spent the afternoons playing old videogames —older even than the ones Van streamed— and surfing the net, looking for shocking and disgusting images to see who got sick first.

Nowadays we saw each other less and less. Money was tight and that made leisure time a scarce commodity.

“You’re out of practice, Cole,” he told me after a while, “normally it takes you about ten minutes before you cave-man your way into physical threats.”

“Life sucks,” I said. I sank into my seat. “I’m searching for a job in Corporate. I may as well just put a chip into my brain and automate my days.” 

“You would definitely appear more bright then,” he said, but his tone was concerned. That’s what I never got about Kipp. He was dying. Why would he care I was throwing a tantrum?

Yet he did so anyway.

“Look, perhaps it won’t be as bad as you imagine,” he started. I cut him off.

“Nah, I’m pretty much done. Ten hours a day, six days a week. By the time I get out of work I’ll be too tired to play around. But it’s fine. It’s a stable income, probably enough to live, even save for Van’s college. I should have applied sooner, actually.”

Kipp said nothing for a while, lost deep in thought. He did that sometimes. Words were more important to him than to most of us, so he took great care in never saying anything he didn’t mean. To him, a chat about life was a lot of waiting around, chewing back our words. He’s the kind of guy to stop to think after you ask him “Hey, how are you doing?” and actually try to give you an honest answer.

I noticed a box sitting on the driver’s seat (nowadays mostly a decorative comfort. So you still feel in control if the computer breaks down). It was the cardboard kind people use when moving to carry the fragile things they can’t afford to toss on the back of a truck.

“There’s this big cat that didn’t do well in captivity, a cheetah I believe. Ever heard of it?”

“Nope.”

“There you go. Gave biologists many headaches a couple years ago. They were already at risk of extinction, so they got the cheetahs in zoos and fed them, gave them lots of land and grass, and hoped they would reproduce. But the cheetahs refused to play ball. They got sick. They wouldn’t fuck. Eventually, they went extinct. In the end, I guess cheetahs just didn’t like zoos.”

“Is this some kind of metaphor? Because if you are implying I don’t give it up, I warn you I don’t swing that way. Sorry Kipp.”

Kipp snorted and tried to punch me. I swatted his fist away and grinned.

“I’m trying to be deep here, jeez,” he complained. “Fine, have it your way. I brought you some stuff, help you pass the time while you’re grounded until the end of forever.”

He gestured towards the box. I was already curious about it, so I grabbed it in a hurry and brought it to the back seat. It was heavy and filled to the brim with books.

That was something. We were in 2041. This was a box filled with paper books. My phone had an e-reader built in, a secondary screen mode that emulated ink perfectly. I looked at Kipp with my eyebrow raised.

“What’s this, Kipp? I didn’t know you were an antique collector.”

“I enjoy the smell of old book,” he explained, and shrugged, “and these are the kinds of books that you best enjoy in the flesh. They are some of my favorites, maybe you’ll like them.”

I checked the covers of the ones at the front of the pile. Sirens of Titan, A Scanner Darkly, VALIS, The High Crusade… They were science fiction books. Old ones.

“You read this stuff?” I asked him. The covers had strange, dusty illustrations on them, almost cartoon-like. I wasn’t into it at all.

“We used to play some great sci-fi games back in high school, remember? Well, these books right here inspired most of those.” 

“I don’t have time to play games anymore,” I snapped, a tad angrier than I expected. You don’t have time to waste on kids play with a family to feed. “Maybe Van would enjoy them more, I don’t know.”

“Sci-fi is not really her style,” Kipp said. He looked sad all of a sudden. Probably trying to guilt me into accepting the gift. Master manipulator that one.

“Tell you what, I’ll check them out when I have some time. I’ll let you know what I think, but if they turn out to be some erotic weirdness from a hundred years ago, I’ll make you eat them.”

“Sounds great to me, man. Old books taste delicious. Anyway, about this game I’m playing—”

My phone buzzed. I got a message on a group chat. It was from Darren’s crew. Suddenly I wasn’t having fun anymore.

“Listen, man, we’ll meet another time, okay?” I told Kipp. “I gotta meet some guys from the neighborhood. It’s kind of important.”

“Sure, Cole,” he conceded, his face a blank mask. “Another time, for sure.” 

I said a hurried goodbye and hastily carried the cardboard box upstairs to my apartment. All the while panting under the weight of the books and wondering what the hell was I going to do with all that paper. Damn Kipp and his… neohipster shit. I’d gift him some rocks next time, so he could carry them around on his wheelchair, see if he liked it. I suspected he just wanted to make me carry a heavy box up an entire flight of stairs. What a messed up sense of humor.

It was the last time I saw him alive.

 

I walked to the Cañitas Park after that. I was grounded, yes, but it’s very difficult to take a grounding seriously when you are the one footing most of the bills. Anyways, I would’ve stayed home, but I didn’t want to piss off The Ferals.

That’s what Darren’s crew called themselves. If you wanna laugh, do so when they aren’t watching. Mostly, they were a just a wannabe-real-gang, kids my age and lower with one or two Strikes to show for all their troubles. That didn’t mean they wouldn’t rough you up if you got on their bad side. 

On the other hand, a bit of a rough up was better than pissing off Darren. Darren was the real deal. He had been in prison already, for killing the guy who stole his girlfriend. Got out for good behavior three years later, thanks to some new city-wide politic to help rehabilitate the young criminals. 

Darren was twenty-five and not rehabilitated at all, but he hadn’t killed anyone else recently, at least.

I worked with The Ferals sometimes. Not that I liked them, see, but they did hang around Lower Cañitas. I could either be their friend or their competition. 

I’m a lover, not a fighter. I’m not good at either anyways.

The Ferals waited for me in their usual hanging spot, the humid tunnel by the Cañitas Public Park. The park looked more like a piece from an apocalyptic movie than a park: wild grass growing at waist-height and the rusted ruins of a playground hiding underneath it. If you didn’t watch your footing, you could smash your foot against a former seesaw.

I arrived at the Feral’s tunnel in less than ten minutes. They were already there, about seven guys and four girls, all dressed in black and leather Hot-Topic-copycat. They had neon green and purple hair styled in pointed directions and combined with bald patches. 

Hey, guys, the punk movement called, they want to sue for copyright infringement. But when you are breaking the law you don’t have time to innovate in fashion, so I guess they can have points for dressing as punks “ironically.”

“We’ve been waiting for you, Cole,” said a tanned guy with more muscle mass than everyone there put together, including me. Looked like a bull from afar. I mean it. That’s what steroid-concoctions could do for you nowadays.

“I’m here, Darren. What’s up?” I told him.

“We heard about your Strike,” a girl with a shaved head told me, with fake pity. That’s Darren new girlfriend, Chimera (Real name Magda Libermann. But don’t call her that or she will go ballistic). “We are very sorry. Poor Cole.” 

“That’s what you get for going Scripting without a spotter, noob,” said a Feral who had glued some spikes on his jacket shoulders.

“Beat it, Curse. The pay was good,” I said.

 “If you had told me I’d have sent Curse with you, or Ghoul. Scripting alone is dumb, Cole,” said Darren.

“Yeah, hindsight is 20/20. You know I’m a loner, Darren.”

Darren considered this. “Yes, that you are. Otherwise, I’d think you’ve been avoiding us.”

“Of course not,” I lied, “but I may need to put some distance between me and the street, guys. I’m on my third Strike.”

“You going wage-slave?” Bliss asked me with disgust. She was a small, angry girl whom I had dated for a whopping half-a-week. “I thought better of you.”

“I have bills to pay,” I said. Had they asked me to come so they could roast me or something?

“Chill, brother,” said Darren, “we worry about you, is all. We are your friends, Cole. We know money is tight. When we found out you were in a bad rut, Bliss here thought ‘hey, we should throw good old Cole a bone.’”

“What do you mean?”

Bliss circled around me like a shark making a show for the fish it was about to eat. She loved doing that, believed she was being intimidating. “We need a spotter. A couple of us got a hit, we found out the mayor keeps some real nasty pictures on his computer. We are going to break in and grab them. Some e-mags will pay a fortune to cover the leak first.” 

“That could get us all in jail real quick,” I said. Going against the mayor? No judge would pull his punches. 

“Let’s hope our spotter is good, then,” Bliss said. Then she grinned. 

“If you want, of course. We doing this as a favor to you, Cole. I can place any Feral on spotter duty and they’d take the easy money happily.”

They offered me a thousand dollars. A dollar didn’t have the worth it used to, but a thousand could pay the bills of the month.

Still, the risk…

Darrel saw the doubt in my face. “No pressure, Cole. I understand if you don’t want to take the risk. Think it over, will you? But hurry up, because we sail today at midnight.”

“Yes Cole, think it over,” said Curse, and patted my back. 

    

It took only the walk back home for me to decide against it. Too risky. Even a city like San Mabrada kept an eye on its mayor. No Script was good enough to leave without a trace.

Still, the spotter was the safest duty of all… Just give the alarm if you see any trouble, then book it.

I remembered Mom’s expression the morning before. Like someone who knew her son was a criminal who was going to end up in jail before turning twenty-one.

No, I could do without the money.

When I came home, I saw Van and Mom waiting for me in the kitchen. Mom looked happy, which was strange because I had just been outside while grounded. Van had her sight glued to the floor. Her phone waited on the table.

I suspected something was off immediately. 

“I’m sorry,” she muttered when I came close. She took care Mom didn’t hear her.

Mom handed me the phone. An email waited on the screen. “Congratulations, Cole! You got the job!” she said, almost beaming with happiness.

It was from Xanz, the placebo murderers. I had a new job as their junior-executive. That meant coffee-go-getter.

“Oh. Wow.”

“You start on this Monday,” Mom explained. “The pay is not much, but it’s something and I just know I’ll get a job soon enough. Our family is safe, Cole. We will start to pay bills again.”

Xanz. I guess it fitted.

“Any other offers?” I asked.

“Only one.” The application process is automatic, that meant no further offer was going to come along.

Thanks, Van.

That evening, Mom cooked for us. Spaghetti. We had eaten just takeaway ramen for a week now. I hadn’t seen her so happy in a long time. As if she had lost ten years. 

During dinner, Van wouldn’t look at me.

I lay awake on my sofa-bed after that, counting away the hours. At ten, I sent a single message to Darren. I’m in.

Half an hour later, when I made sure Van and Mom were asleep, I got out of my sofa, grabbed my Goodwill’s jacket and sweater, put on my jeans, and left home without making a sound. Ten minutes later I was on a night-bus towards San Mabradas’ City Hall. 

I felt like a monster the whole trip. It felt like the mere prospect of spending five years slaving away for Xanz was tearing my soul apart. If I had one. 

Anyone would be better. Anything. I only needed some time to send more applications. But I couldn’t break Mom’s heart like that. I felt like a coward. Probably because I was one.

I was going to get the money from The Ferals and use it to pretend I was working with Xanz. Then, after I found another offer, I would pretend I had been fired and switch to another company.

That was my plan. It was my best shot.

I got out of the bus one block before City Hall. Downtown San Mabrada looked like artificial night. The tops of the skyscrapers sizzled with the activity of a thousand giant neon holograms dancing with each other, showing ads for god-knew-what product in their scantily dressed backs. Giant women of shining exaggerated curves bent over each other trying to claim the attention of Saturday night street-roamers. Cowboys and astronauts fought each other with phallic guns while trying to look cool for any observers. Company mascots panted and ran around the sky like twisted angels, mixing the black sky with purple, orange, red, green, and blue. Made me dizzy just looking at it. Lower Cañitas had no holograms, no blaring music loud enough to make the glass panels of the buildings shake following the beat. No one there had enough money to buy what they sold. 

It was sickening. Perhaps it was the air, which was a mixture of hologram-sizzle and smog. 

The Ferals waited for me in their favorite club, Gluttony. It was a shit-hole of a place, frequented by drug addicts and gangs. It managed to stay open by the virtue of dirty money and it avoided the police by virtue of being a money laundering front for the Mayor.

Its interior looked sketchy. Like, designed on purpose to be sketchy. I guess the Mayor wanted as little clientele there as possible, to divert attention from all the money he laundered inside. Tough luck, mister, the ugly part of your city loves sketchy. Feels like home.  

That meant it was connected to his personal servers. I knew the plan Darren had without him needing to tell me anything. Script their way into the Mayor’s personal servers and use the credentials there to get into the protected intranet of the City Hall. Release the pictures from there and make it look like a leak. They would get paid without the police suspecting anything. 

Unless they were already surveying the club. In which case, The Ferals would be in trouble. Scratch that, we would be in trouble. 

“Took your sweet time, Cole,” Darren said when I found him sitting on his favorite table. With him were Bliss, Chimera, and Ghoul. Ghoul was already pretty drunk. He bled from his nose, and he was trying to contain the stream with a handkerchief.

“Idiot tried to get handsy with a bitch from Underside,” explained Chimera when she saw me looking, “he’s lucky she only broke his nose.”

“She was making a pass at me,” Ghoul complained in a pained voice.

“No, she was baiting your ass, and you fell for it,” said Bliss.

I took a seat and grabbed a cold glass of something alcoholic which tasted like piss. “I’m here now, what’s the plan?”

This was the plan: Darren had a contact inside, one of the bartenders. The contact had told him about the pictures and about what kind of firewall the net used. The Ferals already had the perfect Script for the job and the only thing I had to do was spot for them outside Gluttony. See if any strange IP monitored the place all of a sudden. Check out any approaching cops. 

The usual. Just like Bliss had said, them inviting me was charity. Ghoul could have easily done my part without trouble.

Don’t get fooled by the gesture. The gangs took care of their own mainly because it made them more loyal. Darren hoped this stint would secure him a new permanent member of his wannabe gang. He would milk this favor as soon as possible and I knew it.

I wasn’t planning on joining The Ferals, or anyone else. I’d need to tread carefully with him for a couple months.

“Alright, let’s get to it. Cole, you know the drill. If you see anything suspicious, let us know.”

They ventured deep into the club to meet Darren’s contact. They would go straight to the management office and log in from there. I headed outside, glad to put some distance between myself and Gluttony. The smoke of the place was enough to get you high. You also ran the risk of some guy decking you in the face because he thought you looked at him funny. It had happened to me the last time I was there. Must’ve been sixteen years old.

The outside of Gluttony was almost as loud as the inside but at least the music wasn’t trying to give you a seizure. I reclined against the wall and tried to relax. Just wait an hour here and I would be a thousand dollars richer and could stay away from Xanz Inc. At least for this month. 

After that, then, who knew? I never thought about my future much. No point thinking about ugly things. I supposed it was going to be a short sad affair. Lower Cañitas didn’t offer you many chances of something else. Perhaps Van would get out if she was accepted into a good college. She would need to play fewer videogames and spend more time studying, though. She wasn’t going to like that.

A neon hologram gained my attention while I was distracted. I had been staring at it without realizing it. Probably not healthy for my brain, some of those adverts were riddled with subliminal messages. This one seemed alright: I didn’t get the sudden urge to subscribe to a mailing list or something.

It was a blond woman dressed in a silver military suit, her lap covered in strange medals. Instead of dancing sulkily around, she was standing at attention, examining the people beneath her with a mix of disapproval and a mocking smile. Not an attitude that would get her many sales of whatever she was there to announce. She had a spaceship behind her. It was barely big enough for her, even smaller than a car.

Her software must’ve recognized she got my attention because she turned to look straight at me with her gigantic blue eyes. Her expression became authoritative and she pointed down.

Underneath her floated a sign, red letters on a bright white background. It said:

 

 



	
See the Galaxy. Join the Paladin Defense Force! We are waiting for you, Cole 

—inside the Rune Universe—

 



 

I shook my head at her. 

“Forget it, I can’t even pay for the subscription. Go bother someone else.”

She lost interest in me and went back to her normal pose like I wasn’t even there. It almost felt like a real woman rejected me.

No, screw you lady, I wouldn’t play your escapism bullshit even if you paid me. I had seen the videos on the Internet of those obsessed gamers of the first generation Virtual Reality Systems. They threw themselves into their make-believe worlds while their real bodies slowly wasted away. Some of them died when their mindjacks malfunctioned and the feedback burned their brain-cells. 

The media had attacked the VRS with all it had: VRS wiped children's’ minds, made them schizophrenic, psychopaths, made them lose their grip on reality, was the work of the devil, the apocalypse draw near, and so on. Whatever you could imagine. And yet the VRS phenomenon grew unhindered under colossal, ever-growing demand.

I wouldn’t admit I felt curious about the whole thing. Instead, I masked my curiosity behind a mask of indifference. Mask something long enough and masks tend to stick.

Even with the constant jolt of adrenaline I got every time I heard a siren in the distance, I started to doze off. What was taking Darren so long? I checked my phone. Less than an hour had passed.

The stream of people passing in front of me was unchanging, like a loop. Same clothes, different colors, different faces, same expression. Some looked at Gluttony with curiosity, but it lasted only until they caught a glimpse of the interior behind the smoked-glass windows. 

Crowds have a way of making you feel alone no matter how hard you try to pretend you are not part of them.

My phone vibrated. Finally! I needed to go to bed, and forget all about Xanz, The Ferals, and Rune Universe.

“Hey, Darren, what took you guys so long?” I asked without looking at my phone.

“Cole?” said a man with a somber voice. “This is Kipp’s uncle. I’m afraid I’ve some bad news…”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

Kipp

 

Kipp’s uncle talked for a couple minutes. Someone must’ve turned down the volume of the entire world. The stream of people drifted around me like people do in a dream. I gave the man single word answers, wondering when someone was going to scream at me “surprise! You are on video! Say hi to my million followers, kid!”

A couple hours ago, Kipp’s digital nurse found him when it ran a routine diagnostic over his bed. Nothing anyone could do. He hadn’t suffered. It had caught him by surprise. He was playing some game when it happened.

I had just talked to him. He visited me and brought me books. He seemed fine. I mean, he looked like he always did: hanging on by a thread, but very much alive.

Alive.

I had joked about him being dead. Just a few hours ago…

The funeral was to take place in the hospital’s chapel. I refused to believe Kipp was gone, it had to be some sick joke. I needed to see it for myself. 

Without thinking about it, I took out my phone and texted Darren as fast as I could while searching for a bus to take me to the hospital. I pressed “send” just a second before a bus stopped in front of me. I got in, my mind blank. I gawked as the city blurred behind the window of my seat. It all seemed so surreal… perhaps I’d wake up in my sofa anytime now. 

Anytime. Please.

 

The message I sent to The Ferals read:

 

Darren. A friend passed away. I just heard about it. I’m heading over to the funeral, sorry. Keep my cash. Send Bliss or Ghoul to cover outside. I’M NOT THERE ANYMORE. Coast has been clear so far. —C.

 

The city shifted as the bus crossed it. Holograms and skyscrapers gave way to slums and dirt roads and those gave way to the condemned buildings of the residential districts.

No matter how hard I hoped to wake up, it never happened.

An hour later, three hospital’s security guards held me down while I tried to charge against Kipp’s uncle.

“You did WHAT?!” I shook against the grip of the guards. My vision blurred with rage and tears. I could vaguely see Kipp’s uncle recoil away from me, his expression a mixture of grief and confusion. “How you dare do that to him…” 

I may have threatened to kill the man once or twice before the guards came. I was aware of the dozen or so people who had come to the chapel to mourn my friend. They all looked at me in shocked silence. I did not care.

“Cole, stop! Please—” a woman’s voice. Perhaps Van or even Mom’s, I wasn’t hearing straight either. That man. That monster. When I put my hands on him, I’d… 

“I only did as he asked!” Uncle Monster tried to defend himself. I was having none of it. I tried to punch my way out of the guards’ grapple, but they were stronger than me and more experienced. They held me down against the cold floor of the chapel.

“Stop right now, kid. Don’t make me have you arrested,” one of them grunted very close to my ear. I ignored him. 

“What he asked?! Why would he ask you to…” Someone must’ve sat on my back, I had trouble breathing, “… do that to his head?” 

I barely knew his uncle. He was Kipp’s legal guardian, but lived on a different part of the city while the government took care of Kipp’s sickness. I knew he didn’t care much for my friend, but this was nuts…

And I could do nothing about it. The guards held me down for some long minutes until I exhausted myself from fighting uselessly against them. All the while someone —might have been my mother or my sister— screeched right to my ear —demanding I calm down this very instant or else. 

What I mean to say is, I felt miserable while held down against the floor, barely able to breathe. Eventually, I stopped struggling and the guards allowed me to stand up. I wasn’t even angry any more, just… you know. I was mourning.

“Now don’t make any more trouble or you are definitely spending the night in jail,” said the same guard. Not without sympathy, actually. They could have had me jailed without trouble if they wanted.

“Why?” I asked Kipp’s uncle.

“It’s in his will,” he explained. “I know it’s… tasteless. But he asked for the procedure. That’s why we had to have the funeral so soon. Otherwise, the body is going to be… Christ, kid. Trust me, I wouldn’t have done it if Kipp hadn’t been explicit about it in his will.”

“Why would he do that?” What I really wanted was for something to stop my pain. I wanted my friend back.

“The full body procedure is way too expensive,” the uncle explained, “but just the head… that’s cheaper to freeze and to store. His sickness fund agreed to take care of the costs.”

Of course, they did. They had expected Kipp to last a couple more years. They were saving money.

There was a coffin in the chapel, but it was partially empty. According to his uncle, Kipp had asked for his head to be frozen with cryogenics. Then to store it in a special container until science advanced enough to restore him, to cure him of his sickness, and to give him a new body. 

Sounded like a tall order to me. Cryogenics had been fading in and out of fashion for a while now, ever since the costs of it went down. And during the decades it had been available to the masses, how many people had ever been brought back?

Not a single one.

People who bought into the fad were just paying for an expensive, wasteful way to be buried. Stored.

I did not understand why someone like Kipp would fall for a scam like that. Other New Century fads never interested him, he never lied to himself about his chances. 

And yet he had agreed to have his head… Stored… For God knows how long, until the company ran out of business or a cataclysm destroyed the installation entirely.

What was he thinking? 

When people realized the show was over, they turned back towards their own cliques and their own mourning. Once I calmed down, I even felt a bit guilty for disrupting them like that. They were here to say their last goodbyes to my friend. A couple of them were adults, people he had met while on his trips to the hospital. Others were kids about my age. Kipp didn’t go out much, he mostly stayed home, reading and playing videogames. Who were these people? 

Out of shame, I retreated to the back of the chapel and sat on a bench by myself. Van and Mom stayed with Kipp’s uncle, helping him deal with the responsibilities of the funeral.

The doctors had said it was a complication.

No one could’ve predicted it. It happened out of nowhere. 

Kipp had enough of a rough life for this shit, I thought. 

It was not fair.

“You really think it’s so weird Kipp was into cryogenics?” A girl’s voice took me out of my own thoughts. I raised my head and realized she had sat next to me while I wasn’t paying attention. She must’ve moved like a cat. She was slightly shorter than me and thin in a way that didn’t leave much space for curves. Bordering in malnutrition. But she had a cute round face, auburn hair, and green eyes. Her clothing was too expensive for Lower Cañitas, but she wasn’t rich. She wasn’t wearing any black, though.

“It’s weird,” I said, watching her with worry. Was she here to lecture me? “I can’t picture him agreeing to have his own head cut.”

“I guess he lacks a better use for it right now,” she said with a condescending smile. 

I hated her immediately. 

“Who do you think—”

“Don’t start. He would’ve found it funny,” she cut me off. She looked at me like I was some sort of experiment and she wasn’t happy with the direction it was going.

“Yeah, but he’s dead,” I said. “He’s not here to argue with me.”

“He thought that condition was very much temporary, right? Otherwise, he wouldn’t have bothered,” she said.

“I don’t know what he was thinking,” I said, bitterly, “he never told me about it.”

Cryogenics were folly, anyway. Something better than freezing parts of you with hopes of coming back to life was never dying in the first place. And how was that going? Some withered billionaires had hit a hundred and fifty years or so. Took them about ten heart transplants, among other things.

I looked away, hoping the conversation died out. She sighed deeply and stared at the coffin in front of the chapel. 

“Who are you, anyways?” I asked her when curiosity got the best of me.

“A friend of Kipp Patel, just like you,” she told me, her gaze never leaving the coffin. Over there, Van helped Uncle Patel put a floral arrangement at its feet. “We shared a hobby.”

I had never seen her around Kipp. He was very much the solitary kid, the one who got picked last at school. I told her so and she nodded.

“We never met in real life before,” she explained. “We knew each other from the game we played.”

“You mean Rune Universe.”

“Yup. Same with the others.” She made a gesture towards the other guys our age. “He made very good friends there.”

I doubted anyone could make any real friends in a fake world. Yet here they were, people who had never met Kipp in real life, grieving just as much as I did. In the middle of the night, after only an hour’s notice… 

Perhaps it was the bitterness which made me behave this way. 

“Anyways,” the girl stood up, “I just wanted to meet you. Kipp talked about you a lot, you know? For what’s worth, I doubt this is the last time we meet Kipp Patel.” 

Kipp mentioned me? Before this morning, Kipp and I hadn’t talked in a couple months. We were best friends, or at least I thought so. But, lately, we just didn’t have much in common. What was left to talk about?

The girl was already leaving, heading towards the front of the chapel.

“Wait. What’s your name?” I asked her. 

She turned back, “The name’s Rylena. Diamond-ranked Battlemind. See you around, Cole.” 

I didn’t ask you your Rune username, I thought, frowning, as she left. It didn’t matter. She sounded like the gaming equivalent of a religious nut. Some friendships Kipp kept.

When sunrise came, I left the chapel and the hospital. I told Mom and Van to catch up later. They seemed worried for me, but I was in no mood for anyone to feel sorry for me. I wanted to put as much ground between me and that coffin as I could. My friend wasn’t there. He was in some container in a giant refrigerator for dead people. 

Jeez, Kipp, I thought we shared the same humor.  

 

  

  

 

 

I don’t remember when I came home, nor when the girls arrived, nor when I finally fell asleep on my sofa. I woke up in the middle of the day and realized my pillow was wet with tears. 

Breakfast was on the kitchen table and I was alone. Van had classes on Sundays to get her ready for her college applications. Mom had her AA meetings. 

I vaguely recalled one of them asking me if I wanted them to stay, but I much preferred to be alone. Like a wounded dog hiding under a bed so no-one sees how vulnerable he is.

I ate in silence, trying not to think of anything. The videos on my phone failed to make me laugh, in fact, I couldn’t even stomach them. It felt as if my soul wanted to puke. 

There was a knock on the door.

A visitor? I thought it could be the police, but that was the instinctive paranoia of someone who has spent way too much time in the Department. Still, I considered just letting them knock away until they left. 

I was in no mood for visitors. 

The knocking continued, rhythmically, demanding, without a trace of politeness. The beating on the wood did a number on my ears. I got up and opened the door with an angry pull. My jaw was so clenched my whole face felt stiff.

“What?” I demanded. It was a man in a baggy brown suit. He smelled strongly of sweat and moss, like that was his only suit and he hadn’t washed it in a week. 

“Mister Dorsett?” he asked. He had a professional tone, emotionless, trained to imply nothing but exactly what he said. So, he was a lawyer. “Cole Dorsett?”

I nodded, but made no move to let him in. He didn’t seem to expect me to. “I’m Mister Kapila Patel’s court-appointed executor. Horace Johnson.”

He had an official-looking document that placed in writing what he said out loud. It was startling to think Kipp had left me something in his will. Even hearing he had a will…

“Alright,” I said. Even my voice felt numb. “You can come in, I suppose.”

“Thank you very much,” he said as I moved aside. I guided him into the kitchen, where he made himself comfortable. He sat by the table and placed his cheap briefcase on the tablecloth while I stared at him with mild curiosity. “Please, grab a seat.”

Too distracted to even realize I had just been ordered around in my own house, I did as he said. 

“Right. First of all, I’m sorry for your loss, Mister Dorsett,” said Johnson. He opened his briefcase and took out a thick stack of papers. I hadn’t seen that much paper together in my life, but I wasn’t about to ask and end up looking like a fool. “Second of all, you are the beneficiary named in two different points of Mister Patel’s will. Both of the assets bequeathed to you have already been taxed according to the law. You only need to sign your consent right here so you can claim them immediately. Great. Also, sign here… and here… Excellent.” 

“What’s this about?” I said as I signed over and over again, “As far as I know, Kipp wasn’t rich enough to bother with a will.”

He pointed another bunch of places where my signature had to go, then said:

“To be honest, his will was not very big. Most of it consists of the items you are claiming.” If he had any opinion on the matter, he didn’t show it. “All done. Very well, Mister Dorsett, here’s the part of the will concerning you.” 

He took out a sheet of paper with a red seal on its top and read mechanically from it.

“I, Kapila Patel, give, devise, and bequeath to Cole James Dorsett, my personal mindjack.”

Horace Johnson took out a sleek, black, plastic diadem with a glass visor. I had seen videos about it on the internet, it was the device used to connect to a Virtual Reality System. A new model, like this one, must’ve gone on the market for the same as a second-hand car. I stared at it incredulously.

“I, Kapila Patel, give, devise, and bequeath to Cole James Dorsett my permanent subscription to the Virtual Reality System ‘Rune Universe.’” Johnson looked up from the document. “Very interesting, by the way. Usually, subscriptions like this are not transferable. But the company that owns the game agreed to his terms. I wonder what he did to convince them. It could set a complex precedent.”

Uh, I thought. My brain refused to cooperate and left me to fend for myself.

“Doesn’t matter, in the end. The transfer process is finished, there is no actual physical document for this one. Just launch the game application and confirm your identity.”

The lawyer gathered all the loose documents and put them back on his briefcase. I continued to stare at the mindjack, astonished. 

“Very well, that’s all,” said Johnson. He stood up. “Our business here is concluded. Are you satisfied with this meeting?” 

I nodded without really listening. Johnson smiled. “In that case, a satisfaction poll will be emailed to you in a couple of minutes. Have a good day, Mister Dorsett.”

I was alone again before I realized it. The mindjack almost stared at me from its place on the table, waiting. 

Kipp had finally found one hell of a way to get me to play his game, I realized. I grabbed the mindjack. It was cold to the touch and sturdier than it looked. It was also heavy. Reflected in the black visor, I could see myself. My razor-shaved head, the scar on my jaw, brown eyes over olive skin. Whatever it was I found on that expression, I didn’t like it. I looked away and sighed. 

Mom and Van wouldn’t be home for a couple more hours. Hell, why not, I thought. I brought the mindjack to my unkempt sofa and closed the curtain.

It’s funny how little gestures can have huge effects on our lives. At that moment, while I plugged the mindjack to the wall, I didn’t realize my life was never going to be the same. I wonder what I’d have thought, had I known what waited for me in Rune Universe.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

The Patel Situation

 

In the middle of the night, two men were about to meet for the first time in several years. Both had hoped they never had to see the other again.

Circumstances had changed, though.

The first man’s name was John. Few people called him that, though, since he had divorced his wife years ago.

Almost everyone called him the Director, although some did so sarcastically. He was technically retired. But he had built his entire life around earning that title. It was the only name he had left.

The second man was a scientist and a very rich businessman. He was also a murderer and a betrayer. His name was Ogawa Seitaro. He was thin and bald. His face was severe, almost bitter. 

These men were to meet in a mediocre fast-food restaurant ran by a manager software as legally close to a true AI as possible. The waiters were the year 2041 equivalent of an automated vacuum cleaner. 

John was dressed as a bulky tourist. His ex-marine frame, nowadays more round around the belly, was covered by a loose shirt with a colorful purple, teal, black, and bronze motif. He also wore brown shorts and running shoes with white socks.

When he came into the restaurant, only three living human beings were inside. Two hobos looked at him for a single second and then forgot all about him. The third person was a young lady from a ghetto much worse than Lower Cañitas District. She briefly made a pass over John’s shirt, rolled her eyes, and went back to eating her synthetic hamburger.

A vacuum-waiter dropped by John’s table seconds after he sat. It displayed on the table a hologram of the restaurant’s menu. The food in the pictures looked much better than it did in real life. John selected an item at random and set the waiter on its way.

Minutes later, Ogawa Seitaro arrived. His disguise: an anime t-shirt with a holographic girl floating in a skimpy pose millimeters over the white shirt. A slogan at chest level announced, “Mai waifu is better than yours.” This slogan stopped being funny before Cole Dorsett was born. It recently made a comeback, but it just wasn’t the same.

Ogawa Seitaro was in his late forties. He had a net-worth bigger than some smaller countries. The chance of a reporter recognizing him, even paparazzi-surveillance software, was near to zero. Not only thanks to the shirt but to the illegal camera-scrambler beneath the smart-mesh fabric which projected the hologram.    

“John,” Seitaro said as he arrived at the Director’s table. He looked at the chair with an expression only someone who owned trousers more expensive than the entire restaurant could make. “I hoped I never had to see you again in my life.”

“Call me that again and you won’t like what happens next,” John said.

Seitaro raised his finely groomed eyebrow. He wasn’t intimidated by the Director. His fellow businessmen were more dangerous nowadays. Mostly because they didn’t give you any warning before shooting.

He had that in common with them.

“Fine. I’ll call you Eddie, then. Eddie, I’d hoped I’d never see you again.”

“I could say to you the same thing, Robbie.” 

The waiter turned back with John’s burger and displayed the menu for Seitaro. The man took a look, grunted, and chose a soda. John took a tentative bite of his burger and when the drone turned back, he tossed the meal in the trash. 

“Can’t believe these things still taste like plastic.” 

“They grow them in plastic containers,” explained Seitaro. “Metal reacts with the DNA soup and glass is too fragile.” 

“At least the toys are nice.”

“Eddie. I gather you heard the news?” asked Seitaro.

John grunted and then nodded. “I set up a search-engine Alert for the poor little bugger. So far, only hits from his school graduation and the likes.”

“Until yesterday.”

The waiter turned back with Seitaro’s soda. The man took it from the drone’s tray without looking and the poor little thing left looking dejected. 

“Yes. Honestly, we should be surprised he lasted so long. But I guess you’re in the clear, he was eighteen before he died, so you technically didn’t murder a child,” said John. Sarcasm dripped from his tone. 

At that, Seitaro had the presence of mind to recoil. “That was an accident. I didn’t know…”

“’I didn’t know’ isn’t an acceptable defense in a court of law, Robbie,” spat John.

Seitaro looked away, a sign of weakness he would never allow himself in front of his fellow businessmen. “Whatever. It was a long time ago.”

“And we did what we had to do.” John wasn’t ready to let this go so easily. “Just don’t go around thinking that since what we did was justified it makes it okay.”

“Are you here to lecture me?” whispered Seitaro. “For that, I could go to a priest. The Church of the Intangible Lord has less blood on their hands than you do.”

“All in the service of my country, Robbie,” growled John, “in the service of something bigger than me. Never for personal gain. I have my sins. But to me, they have weight.” 

“You get your satisfaction from being a martyr, I get it from my bank account. Don’t think you are better than me.”

“Really? It’s not so hard to think so.”

Seitaro smiled in a way that showed only a glimpse of a line of perfect white teeth. “Your country didn’t ask you to cover up for me. That’s why the group you lead isn’t aware of this meeting. This is personal, is it not? You want to cover your ass as much as I do.”

John’s face was a mask, but his eyes blistered with rage. He lowered his hand and gripped a transparent little device. He pointed it under the table at Seitaro’s torso. One shot from the thing and Mister Ogawa would be injected with a lethal toxin which left no trace. The needle was made of ice. 

“I die and all goes public,” Seitaro said calmly, reading the other man’s face perfectly. “I have the necessary software in place. So, I recommend you stop acting like a child. Control yourself.”

John stood immobile for a moment and looked at the other man without blinking. Seitaro held his gaze. The Director lowered the device and pocketed it.

“Don’t presume to know my reasons.”

“I don’t care about your reasons. What are we going to do about the Patels’ kid?”

John sighed and relaxed his shoulders. “He’s dead, is he not? We should be in the clear.” 

“We still haven’t found the Keygen,” Seitaro reminded him.

“So you say.” 

“I think you’d know if I had betrayed you —or is it the country?”

This was true. Even with Stefania Caputi’s interference, the Director still had his fangs. John nodded.

“You knew the Patels better than me. If they had a plan, do you think it’s still in motion?” 

Seitaro had thought of this question during years of sleepless nights. He still took a while to answer John.

“I doubt it,” he said. “They kicked a bigger beast than them, and they paid the price. Whatever they had time to plan probably ended with their kid’s death. I very much doubt they foresaw that.”

John agreed with him. But he hadn’t become the Director of the third most powerful Intelligence and Surveillance Agency in the States by being careless. He was the kind of man who understood the value of being thoroughly methodical, thoroughly  careful.

“We should still monitor the situation,” he said, “in case something shows up. I can’t have my organization operatives do the dirty work; it would attract unwanted attention. But I have enough personal resources to do the job myself.” 

“Very well,” Seitaro said, “I will do the same on my own turf.” Even after a decade of failed searching, he still thought the Patels had hidden the Keygen right under his nose. He was a proud man, after all, and Eleanore Patel had been the smartest of them all. A proud man’s worst fear was to be made to look like an idiot.

But so far, his constant monitoring of the kid’s activities had yielded no tangible results.

“Then we are in agreement. Here’s to hoping we don’t ever see each other again.” John stood up. He looked very old all of a sudden, even after a couple medical procedures to keep his body young. He pocketed the little plastic toy which came with his burger. Maybe he could find his ex-wife in a good mood and she’d agree to get the little gift to his girl. The child was turning nine next week.

“Gods, I hope so,” said Seitaro, with surprising honesty. For an instant, his cold walls faltered and John caught a glimpse of the man underneath: a tired, scared, cowardly man. The Director realized he was always so eager to kill the fucker because Ogawa did have much in common with himself.

“Have a nice day, Robbie.”

“Goodbye, Eddie.”

Payment to the restaurant was made automatically from the nanochip in their hands. They could simply get up and leave at any moment, and so they did, each of them going in a different direction.

The two hobos stared at the two weirdos who came to a restaurant and didn’t eat. Then one of them got up, walked towards the trashcan and rummaged through it until he found John’s burger. He showed it to his friend with a triumphant smile. Score!

While they shared the burger, the ghetto girl took a last discrete glance towards the door. She confirmed she was alone now, got her phone out, and called a number she wasn’t allowed to store anywhere but her own brain. 

A red phone in a heavily guarded room, almost a world away from San Mabrada, started to ring. A woman answered.

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX

Rune

 

The mindjack was too tight at first since it was tailored to Kipp’s head. But after I turned it on, a couple servos detected the change in proportions and automatically adjusted.

Neat trick, but I’m not impressed, I thought. I could’ve adjusted it myself. With my hands. The two hands that I have for these specific situations.

I was annoyed even before the visor came online. I didn’t understand why Kipp’s gift got to me in that way, but it did. With only darkness to see in every direction, I felt really stupid sitting on my bed with my eyes covered. It made me feel vulnerable. 

Just when I was thinking of taking the mindjack off, the visor came online. 

The black was replaced by an intense, high-definition, white. The kind of white that has depth, that expands infinitely in every direction. Disorientation hit me immediately. I gasped and pawed at the visor, feeling as if I was about to fall a colossal height. A window appeared in a corner of my vision, mirroring my movements. I could see my curtain and my sofa from there as if the visor had suddenly grown a hole. Trying to look at both the white nothingness and the window made me dizzy at first. Seconds later, I was already used to it. 

As I said, this mindjack was the bleeding edge of hardware. A robotic voice which seemed to come from nowhere said, right by my ear: 

“Calibration of the depth of vision has finished. Welcome to your Visage Engine Mindjack, version 3.00.2.2.” 

A marble floor materialized at my feet, extending in every direction. A ceiling did the same, gold chandeliers hung from it bathing the place with a yellow light. Walls came next, painted peach and covered with famous paintings and velvet drapes. It was like standing in the art collection of a millionaire. I guess Visage took seriously their “top-of-the-line” image. 

I found it all very distasteful. My apartment had a dusty carpet and old halogen lights. This only made me uncomfortable.

Some icons appeared in front of me, on top of podiums which imitated Greek columns. First was Settings. Next one was Store. Downloads. Not very different from what you’d find on your tablet or your phone. There was only one icon of non-proprietary software in the mindjack. A bulky-looking spaceship with a planet looming on its back, with a purple nebula surrounding the black space. Green, modern letters proclaimed under it: RUNE UNIVERSE.

My heart raced when I saw it, and I instantly felt furious over it. I would not feel excited over some videogame. To make a point —who knew to whom— I avoided that icon and fooled around towards Settings. 

The simulated place seemed to react more to my will than my hands, but I still swatted around in the physical world trying to click on the gray icon. It opened instantly and a transparent screen unraveled itself in front of me. It had a list of settings. 

“There goes that idea,” I muttered. I could barely understand what most of the list meant. What was a Z-Axis slider? An FOV? Somewhere near the bottom I saw an odor density slide. I swatted the Settings away like an unwanted fly and they disappeared. 

No use wasting more time. I owed it to Kipp to at least check his favorite hobby out, I thought. The Rune icon flew towards me even before I realized I had made a decision. 

“Here goes nothing,” I thought. I clicked. A confirmation screen appeared.

Begin Deep Dive Immersion?

Sure. That’s why I’m here.

Your Visage Engine’s settings have been reset to presets. Do you wish to run the basic tutorial on Deep Dive Immersion?

I rolled my eyes at the suggestion. Did this thing think I was some old man trying to figure out a new computer? I didn’t have all day, so no, no tutorial. No tutorial of any kind —just get me to the game, please.

Welcome to Rune Universe. Connecting to the game servers…

The messages continued like that for a moment. In my entire life, I had never come across a single application that took more than one second to load. But when I was just beginning to think of something sarcastic to say to the unthinking software, the world dissolved around me in a single instant. I was ripped from my body and thrown into a dark abyss at a mind-blowing speed. 

 

It was over before I had time to figure out how to scream. It was very different from the visor’s experience. For all I knew, I was physically transported into a different place. I arrived at a brightly lit white room with a glass capsule in the middle, just in front of me. It was covered by machines taken straight from a science fiction nerd’s wet dream. 

The air carried a surgical smell of bactericide, plastic, and chemicals. I was in a hospital room. 

Now my head was pounding. Where am I? What happened to my body? 

The same window which appeared on the Visage’s desktop materialized in a corner. I realized that, if I focused, I could feel my real body right behind this… digital one. It was faded like it lay a long way from here, and its signal was weak. 

It was the most disturbing sensation I ever had. I could move around in the real world and feel the texture of the sofa in which I was still sitting. Imagine you suddenly grow another pair of arms. Now do that with a whole new body. That’s how it felt.

I walked around the room, wondering if I could puke in this place. As I moved, the feeling of duality lessened. I realized it went away when I wasn’t paying any attention to it.

“A feature, not a bug,” I said. My mouth didn’t move in the far-away realm of Reality. It did so in-game. 

I realized skipping the basic Deep Dive instructions hadn’t been a wise move. How much had I missed?

“I guess I can always find it later,” I said. I wandered near the capsule and another screen appeared in front of me.

Character Creation Process. 

Inside the capsule, suspended in liquid, was an imitation of my body. It had white underwear and lacked some details, like birthmarks or a mole here and there. But it was so close it could be my twin.

I realized the screens of the computers nearby showed me some customization options. 

This gained my attention. I had toyed with character generation in normal, non Virtual Reality games before, and I’d always enjoyed the process. Sometimes more than the game itself. I had never created a character based on my real body.

It was different. Rune Universe seemed to insist that my avatar should look as much as myself as possible, so basic physical changes were locked. I could make it lose weight or add muscle, but I refused those options. I added some full-body tattoos (skulls and dragons. Why not?) and changed my eyes to be a bright blue, like a superhero’s. I added one or two inches to my height and made my voice deeper and manly. Finally, I added a beard stubble. I stepped back to contemplate the result. 

My avatar looked like a grizzled captain or an adventurer. Someone who knew trouble on a first-name basis. He had grit. Floating on that capsule, he was definitely waiting to get out and go kick some ass.

Some unknown game designer should get a prize over this character creator system.

What would a psychologist think of this? I wondered. I had to laugh. If Van ever caught a glimpse of this avatar-guy, she would never let me hear the end of it. 

Since I was head-deep in this escapist fantasy, I gave the avatar some badass scars all over his body. Maybe he was the veteran of some brutal war.

“You don’t look like a guy who slept with a lantern until he was twelve,” I told him, “you aren’t afraid of anything, are you?. No, I don’t think you are.”

The computer asked me if I was finished with my avatar. Then it asked what my name was going to be. The screen suggested real-sounding names for immersion purposes, things like “James T. Kirk” or “Algernon Jarvis.”

It rejected my first suggestion, “ButtMonkey.” Fine, let’s try something more conservative. One of the suggestions mentioned some Picard guy. The name sounded familiar, probably from some old show of the pre-Internet era. I typed my new name and pressed start. It registered.

Cole Picard, your Rune Universe adventure is about to begin. 

My vision narrowed and an invisible force carried me towards the capsule, a strong current I could not avoid. For a single second, I saw nothing but black. Then my eyes opened. I was floating in the capsule in the place my avatar occupied. Except now it was my new body.

Neat.

Underneath me, the floor of the capsule opened, but the glass container did not lift. I realized I was about to be flushed down a split-second before I was suctioned down into the depths.

 

     

   

You can’t drown inside a Virtual Reality System. Programming the feeling would be trivial, but it’s also illegal, as it’d be considered torture. Instead, most games simply showed you a depleting bar of oxygen, followed by the game over screen after it ran out. 

On Rune, your vision dimmed and gained a red tint that became more and more pronounced the more time you went without air. Your avatar had some spasms to simulate choking. Eventually the game over screen appeared.

As I traveled down the futuristic sewers of a digital world, my vision tinted red more and more. 

Rune Universe has a tutorial even before the tutorial, see. The developers found a way to show you, at the very same time, two important concepts of the game. First one was, “Hey, this isn’t real. You aren’t in any real danger, so go have fun. If an alien T-Rex eats you alive, you won’t feel the pain of being dissolved in acid.” The second one was, “But all in all, funny how it feels terrifying anyway, right? That’s where the excitement comes from!”

I screamed all the way through the sewers. The cold water that ate my screams was very real to my brain. It tasted like ammonia.

Before I began to convulse, the trip suddenly ended and I smashed against the floor. I gasped for air, shivering and wet and absolutely terrified. My heart felt as if it was going to jump out of my chest. I had to summon the real-world window to remind myself I hadn’t been about to drown. “Outside,” I was still sitting on my sofa, very dry and very safe. I realized my back had begun to ache from its uncomfortable position, so I laid back. Then I closed the window and dismissed my real body.

 The tubes had brought me into a birthing hall. It was the first thing I thought to describe it: a great chamber with a series of tubes emerging from the ceiling. White walls and an antiseptic smell permeated everywhere, even my own body. Every few seconds, players like me fell from one of the tubes and down into a metal cradle which slowed their fall midair using some kind of blue light. The downpour of liquid was absorbed by the drainage system on the floor.

My own metal cradle dressed me in a pair of gray overalls, similar to the ones a plumber would wear two hundred years into the past. The others did the same thing to the seven or so other players in the room. 

It wasn’t a very dignified way of starting a new adventure. At least everyone seemed as disoriented as I was. 

“On your feet, cadets!” a man ordered. He was standing in the middle of the room, dressed in a black and yellow suit. By the way he commanded authority, I guessed he was military. I got out of my anti-gravity fuselage and walked warily towards him. A couple of the other new arrivals did the same, but most simply ignored him.

“Welcome to the Terran Federation, cadets!” the man blared, watching me and the other three players who had come forward to meet him. “You are the product of the genetic manipulation of our best technology. We expect great things from you, to bring glory to the name of humanity in the vast, dangerous space. But until you finish your basic training, you are nothing but grunts!”

Wait a second, I thought, he isn’t paying any attention to the people ignoring him.

A girl even had the gall to leave the room. The transparent door opened for her without any complaints from the soldier.

My brain caught up with me and I immediately felt like an idiot. I was standing around taking orders from an NPC. It was only a string of software dressed into a convincing human skin, designed to entertain players and more or less herd them like cattle. 

In Lower Cañitas, disrespecting an officer of the law (at least with him watching) was a sign you weren’t very bright and probably wouldn’t live very long, either. That’s because it usually meant you lacked common sense.

But here, military and government had no real authority. Only if I choose to play along with them could they order me around. I was in no real danger from them… The thought was exhilarating.

“What’s so funny, cadet?” the soldier asked.

“I just realized I don’t have to waste my time with you,” I told him, grinning like a maniac.

The instructor blinked. “Is that so? I must warn you, if you choose to skip your basic training, you won’t be able to join the Terran Federation until you come back and complete it.” 

“They give you some free shit if you do this introductory quest, man,” a red-headed player told me. Another guy nodded.

“I don’t care,” I announced. “I hate tutorial-quests anyway. I can figure things out as I go.” 

“Aren’t you the coolest kid on the block,” the second player muttered, as he went back to the soldier. 

I don’t care what you think, little prick. I am the coolest kid on the block. 

Still grinning with satisfaction, I ignored the soldier and his trainees. I had things to do. I wasn’t sure at all of what those things were, but I had all the intention of doing them. I left the same way the girl from before had done. 

I arrived at the corridor of some kind of research facility. It was open to the sky — which was blue and cloudy and very much earth-like. NPC scientists walked around in their lab coats while one or two players ran around carrying containers. The place looked like some set you could find in a science fiction movie from fifty years ago. I had seen two or three of those films, mostly to make fun of the campy lines and the cringe-worthy special effects.

Except this “set” had several more millions of production value than those movies. Even if nothing similar existed on real life, except as concept art, everything seemed to fit together nicely. Grav-cars streamed along, floating at high speeds over special lanes of the corridor, transporting busy-looking NPCs towards their random destination. 

Now that I was paying attention, I realized players and NPCs were easy to tell apart. There were no usernames floating on top of anyone’s head, but players had a solid quality to the way they moved, and NPCs just didn’t.

Alright, I thought. Time find something to shoot.

Rune Universe was a videogame after all. You shot at things on a videogame.

I stopped one player and asked her about it. 

“Sure, you can go hunt wolves in the woods nearby, not that they will do you any good,” she said. “You won’t get any useful materials from wolves. Shoot some of them and your marksmanship skill will go up, though. If that’s the build you are going for, have at it.”

“Sounds great, thanks. By the way, do you know where I can get a gun?” 

She eyed me like I was a baby in a party for toddlers.

“You are a starting character, right? You should be equipped with a blaster right from the start.” 

A blaster sounded great. If only I knew how to open my inventory… 

The girl must’ve realized just how lost I was, because she sighed and pointed towards her hand. “Your inventory is stored on a pocket dimension near your body. You can access it using the nanobots of your bloodstream. Just focus on your hand, extend it like this…” A screen appeared in front of her, but I couldn’t see anything beyond it.

“Thanks! What’s the deal with this ‘nanobots and pocket dimension’ talk? It’s just an inventory, same deal as in other games.” 

“Get used to it,” she said as she started to walk away, “you don’t come play Rune to feel like you are playing a game. You want to immerse yourself in another universe. Seriously, read about it on the wiki. And stop skipping the lore, it makes the experience better.”

“Sure, sure,” I said as she left. So far, the game seemed fun, just not “let’s pretend this is a real universe” fun. Thanks for the tip, lady, but your advice just doesn’t work for me.

Now, about that blaster. I raised my hand in the same fashion the other player had done. A circle of faint blue light surged from my open palm and my inventory screen appeared before me.
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     I selected the Basic Blaster by pointing my finger at it. A message screen informed me that once the weapon was equipped, it would lock to me, so I would be unable to transfer it or sell it. Which was fine with me since there probably wasn’t any market for starting guns out there.

I equipped my blaster and it materialized with a holster by my hip. It was a red and yellow gun with an antenna instead of a barrel and an over-sized chamber. It looked like a hair-dryer that some kid painted red.

“I hope more advanced weapons look better than this,” I said. 

“There are,” said the red-headed guy from before. He walked down the corridor in my direction, “they come in tiers. A bit before reaching end-game tier, they start looking like sweet killing machines.”

“I could dig a sweet killing machine,” I told him earnestly.

“So could I!” he said. Then he paused to think, smiled, and added: 

“What do you say if we go and kill something?”

“That sounds fantastic,” I said. “I kinda need to go kill something, now that you mention it.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

My new friend’s name was Lance. I didn’t ask if that’s his real name or just his username. 

“The Sargeant gave me a quest,” Lance told me. His avatar was pale and almost as packed with muscle as Darren was in real life. His voice was so deep that I suspected his real age was much younger than he looked in-game. “You can come with me. I’m sure there are plenty of things to shoot in the woods. Some experiment of the scientists got out of their cages or something.”

“What, go kill thirteen rats and come report back?” I said, thinking back to the original MMOs from a generation back. 

“I suppose,” he said, confused. “I don’t think they give you any skill points for shooting rats, though.”

Rune Universe had no levels. Instead, it had ranks, professions, and skills. You raised your skills by practicing them. The more you had, the harder was to raise the next one. The skills you had determined your class, which came with its own bonus and special equipment. 

Unless you had your character genetically altered or enhanced with cybernetics, there were no fancy abilities tied to a character. You had to rely on skills, equipment, and wits to survive. Since my only item was a blaster and I had zero skills, all I was left with were my wits.

Lance and I hailed a shuttle from an open-air hangar nearby. It seemed we were part of the Terran Federation or some-such since the scientists and non-military NPCs deferred to us even when we were grunts. 

“The Federation is the Earth Defense Force equivalent of the whole Terran Sector,” Lance explained. The shuttle flew itself towards his quest marker. I could see the tree tops sway in the wind and feel the cool summer breeze. If I looked at the Sun, it blinded me. 

I had never seen so much green in my entire life. For all my brain knew, I was flying over a real forest, over a real clear sky, on a real summer morning. If I had been alone, I may have choked up up. 

But Lance was oblivious. He was talking lore —background history of the game:

“The Terran Federation is the basic starting faction. It has its own ongoing storyline, but most people prefer the player Alliances. It’s much faster to become stronger if you join one since they’ll sponsor you and equip you with corporation-grade weapons. Part of your earnings go to them, of course, but in the end it’s good business. I think I’ll apply to some Alliances after I’m done with the tutorial. What about you?”

“Hmm. I’m not big into clans or the like,” I said. I couldn’t take my eyes out of the forest beneath me. Rune Universe was supposed to include billions of planets, even I knew that. A player could spend a lifetime exploring the game’s map at random and not once end up in a repeated planet. 

Knowing that, the developers had spent who knew how much money on simulating Earth as the starting planet. A bird flew nearby as I thought this. It was a spotted flycatcher. It looked at me with curiosity as we passed it.

“You can be an explorer, then,” Lance went on, “some people like to do that. Rune provides them with their own quest-lines, not sure how it works. But they never are as strong as Alliance players.”

“You’ve played before?” I asked him. “You seem to know a lot about the game.”

He looked at me as if I had come from under a rock. “I saw some streams before I got my subscription. Really, Cole, you shouldn’t buy a game just for the hype, you gotta do your own research. I mean, Rune is cool, but not every game is.”

After that, the shuttle landed in an outpost in the middle of a clearing. Lance got up with an eager jump and I followed suit.

“Alright, get frosty. These mutants are weak by the lonesome, but get them in high numbers and situation can get FUBAR faster than you can blink.”

I had no idea what he was talking about, but I got my blaster out.

At last, I thought, something to shoot at.

We wandered into the forest. The vegetation became dense enough to hinder movement very fast. The little branches stung when they scratched against my hands, neck, and face. The forest reeked of humidity and decaying plants. The fallen leaves that covered the floor crunched with every step we made, and for a while it was the only sound we could hear in the entire forest. Other than my constant grunts as bushes smacked me in the face on our walk.

“Where are they?” I asked after we were about ten minutes into the forest. The sun was hidden now behind the top of the trees and everything was covered by a cozy shadow. Made less cozy by the wandering mutants we were hunting, but were nowhere to be found.

“Shhh!” Lance demanded. “They’ll hear you!” he whispered.

“What do you mean they’ll hear me?” I went on like an absolute idiot. “We are farming mobs, right?”

“Mobs? You think we are farming mobs?!”

That was the first real clue I had that Rune Universe —and some other VRS in the market— didn’t work like the retro MMORPG’s I played with Kipp back in school.

In those old multiplayer games, critters wandered around the hunting area, usually sorted out neatly by level. You went around killing them and farming their items until you leveled up or you had enough money to buy a new item. Then you went looking for stronger monsters to hunt. That’s why I preferred flight simulators.   

In Rune, the damn monsters heard you coming and set up an ambush. And no one had bothered to tell them they were supposed to sort themselves by level.

An ooze-covered humanoid dropped himself from a tree right in front of me and lunged at me, bellowing from a mouth that could have felt at home in a motorcycle accident.

I took out my blaster and fired three shots at him. The gun spat red lasers barely stronger than a flashlight. The beams missed him completely and then he was on top of me. He tackled me with arms that felt heavy as concrete and threw me to the floor. I shot at him some more and kept missing entirely. He lunged for my neck with his terrifying wound of a mouth.

I tripped him with my leg and he fell flat on his bloated belly. This time, I rolled towards him, put the blaster against his head and pressed the trigger.

“That did the trick!” I roared in triumph. Then, I gagged when bits of roasted mutant’s brain landed on my open mouth.

I looked around and realized Lance was fighting against three of the same deformed monsters. I ran over to set up a flank and shot at them as fast as I could press the trigger.

It didn’t seem to do much to them. Of every ten shots, I seemed to land just one, most of them grazing shots. I had no skill points on Marksmanship. Even if you were a trained military sniper in real life, you’d miss most of your shots in Rune if you had no skill points in shooting. Accuracy in-game was a mixture of real skill and Skill points. 

I lacked both of those and the result was bad. But at least I got their attention. Which got me in trouble when my blaster overheated.

Lance ran towards the mutants the second they turned to me, jammed his blaster on the forehead of the closest one, and blasted him to bits. 

Basic blasters were as strong as a shovel to the head at close range. Virtually useless in a fight against an armored foe at a range, though. Luckily for us, the mutants were not armored. 

The second mutant tried to grapple Lance away from his blaster, while the third one ran screaming towards him, ready to secure the kill. 

I tackled that mutant and punched him in the face. I heard a sickening crunch and more bits of rotten flesh landed on my face. 

Hope there isn’t any sickness in Rune Universe, this couldn’t be healthy.

The mutant fell forwards, stunned. I jumped on his head and heard a sickening crunch. He stopped moving. But now my boot was covered in goo. So, who won, really? 

Something heavy slammed into my back and I hit the floor in a crumble. Another mutant had managed to slip behind me, unseen, and now he was at my left side, his terrible mouth inching closer to my face.

Terrified, I kicked at him and pushed his neck back with all my strength, but the monster was stronger and his jagged teeth got closer and closer to my face. My arms stung in hot pain where his claws tore open my skin and I could smell his putrid breath as lines of greenish saliva flowed down his mouth and onto my face. 

I grasped at my overheated blaster and unleashed a new round of shots only centimeters away from the monster’s body. If any of them hit I didn’t know, but the mutant lost his balance for a second. I pushed him hard and threw him to his side. He tried to jump to his feet instantly, but I was on top of him immediately. I slammed the back of my blaster against his skull, over and over and over. I tried to choke him with my free arm and the mutant bit me, hard. I screamed, horrified. Even if Rune’s pain was dulled, my brain still thought a quarter of my arm had been eaten by a monster.

I pressed my blaster against his back, pushed him away and shot at him until he stopped moving. I turned around. Two mutants were running back, retreating instead of staying to fight a losing battle. Exultant with adrenaline and rage, I shot at them until my blaster overheated again, this time much faster. Only the trees felt the punishment of my shots, but my point was made.

At the same time, Lance kicked his mutant away from him and blasted him to bits at close range.

“Yes! Nice shot, man!” Lance had even managed to avoid most of the fried meaty bits. “We didn’t lose any health at all!” 

“There’s no health on the game, you just get injured the same as real life,” Lance grunted. Then he gasped and said: 

“Just what the hell are you doing?” 

“Searching them for loot,” I said while patting down a headless mutant. “Obviously.”

“Do you see any pockets on them?” 

“Well, no, but…” 

“So why would they carry anything with them? They are failed experiments, not crazed millionaires running around the woods with gold bars in their pockets.”

I stopped my search of the body on the ground. My hands were covered in goo. Lance walked towards me and got out of his inventory a small mechanical syringe. “I have to take a biological sample for the military so they can develop a poison to take them out,” he explained. As he extracted the black blood of the mutant, a window appeared in front of him. A bell ringed.

“See?” He turned around the window. It was a quest marker, announcing he had to turn back to the research station to deliver the vial.

“Listen, Cole, it’s been fun, but ah… I gotta go back, now.” He said. “No offense man, but you are aggroing the enemy way too much for my play-style. I prefer to shoot at them from afar, not let them eat me slowly. Let’s do this another time, with more equipment… I’ll send you a friend invite, okay?.”

“Oh. Sure. Of course,” I mumbled. “See you later, Lance.”

He headed back towards the shuttle. Running, actually. I stayed behind, watching the results of the first shoot-out in my entire life. My heart was still racing from the fight. It felt real enough to be scared. For a second there I really thought my life was in danger. My arm had a terrible bite wound and it still sent waves of pain towards my brain, but it was game-pain, designed to let you know you were hurt and how badly. Stubbing your toe against a chair was worse.

So I got hurt, I killed mutants, I was alone in the woods with a pissed off enemy nearby, and I couldn’t shoot to save my life. Things looked bleak, right? Yet I was smiling, and I hadn’t even realized it until I stopped to think.

Rune was lethal, mean, and didn’t pull its punches. But it was also the most fun I had had in years.     

So what if I was a bad player. This was a game, right? Not a military simulation. There were VRS for that and they did well enough. Know what? Screw Lance. He was a dick anyway, playing the soldier like that. I didn’t need any partner. I could play solo just fine.

To prove my point I detached a mangled arm from a mutant and opened my inventory screen. I gestured the arm towards it and a blue light surrounded it as the flesh was digitalized. “Mutant Flesh” was added to my inventory. I honestly wasn’t expecting it to work: I was just playing around.

“Did someone program that?” The item had a value of zero in its description, so it seemed like a waste of time. It occupied valuable space in my inventory —it wasn’t infinite. And yet… I was able to. 

I’d read about a game called Zork. Some videos (called Let’s Play) of it still remained, but I never found the game anywhere —it was too ancient. It had something akin to this level of player freedom, but its graphics consisted entirely of text. 

Rune was indistinguishable from the real world. Except for all the future tech, of course, and the campy blasters.

I had just spent who-knew-how-much-time walking around a forest and hunting for monsters… I remembered Van and Mom were supposed to arrive anytime now and I instinctively called for the window to the real world. The apartment was still empty and the in-game clock on my Options screen told me it was midday. I had been playing Rune for almost three hours. 

How had I not realized it? The day was almost over. 

I have to work tomorrow, I realized. The happy, warm, fragile sensation I had on my chest withered and died. This was escapism. No matter how green the forest or how blue the sky, I still had shit of a life back in the real world. I was painfully aware of my real body now, stiff and uncomfortable lying halfway on the sofa.  

I felt betrayed by myself for actually having fun in this game, when I’d tried so hard to hate it. I still had work to do tomorrow; my first day for the Xanz corporation. I still had bills to pay and three Strikes to juggle around until I reached eighteen years old. At what point was I supposed to make time to have fun?

Fun just wasn’t for me.

Disappointment turned to anger and then to bitterness, just like it did after a bad breakup. Now I knew what I’d be missing, every day.

The forest didn’t seem so green anymore. In fact, I could see more mutants surrounding me from the bushes and behind the trees. I didn’t care for them anymore. They were just pixels. 

So back in the real world I got up and yanked off the mindjack.    

 

 

 

 

 

  

Anyone who has played in a Virtual Reality System before would cringe when hearing that. It wasn’t a bright idea and I wasn’t thinking clearly.

Imagine you are walking down the street, enjoying the view, having a nice workout. Then, suddenly, you are at home, in front of your holo-TV. One second, walk; next second, home. You’d probably break a leg in the confusion before you could react. 

In my case, the reality my brain was very sure was real, instantly dissolved and was replaced by my apartment and my sofa. My body was different from my avatar’s. I was sitting now, not standing up. The smells were different. The light was different. One second ago, I was two inches taller. 

What I mean is, it felt as if someone metaphorically walked into my brain’s house, kicked down his door, punched him in the face, and then left. 

I doubled over and fell from the sofa, gasping pathetically. I was dizzy and my head spun. It was just the final punch in the teeth to nail down a dreadful day. Knowing Kipp, if there was a heaven he’d probably be there dying again from laughing so hard. 

“Hope you enjoyed the prank, you marble brain…” Yes, marble brain was the best insult I could think of. You try to come up with something creative after rocking your own brain with a bag of bricks.

Here’s an interesting fact. What I did was something dumb, but with no consequences except the dizziness and the disorientation. But had I tried yanking out the mindjack, say, eight years ago, I could’ve lobotomized myself. VRS were pretty much experimental tech back then. If you didn’t follow proper procedure to log out, the feedback could fry your neurons like no-one’s business. If the power suddenly went out or your Internet connection failed, there were safeguards. But those could fail —and in a bunch of cases they did. Huge companies were sued over it. Some of them even lost the suits and had to fork over hundreds of millions to the victim’s families.

Virtual Reality was different back then. Even using the mindjack correctly could make you end up with a tumor. Concerned mother’s associations even tried to have the tech banned. But gamers had none of it. They still played the games by the hundreds of thousands and somehow the military backed them up. The laws were rejected and VRS had a chance to evolve. 

Nowadays, newer models of mindjacks were perfectly safe. But many people still refused to come near one. “What if I can’t log out?” “What if I die outside the game and never realize it?” Some horror stories still went around the net, copied pasted a thousand times with slight variations. Ghosts-in-the-game who wandered over the Internet and from one VRS to another, always the same username, the same avatar, even if it wasn’t available in-game. Everyone swore they had seen one, and many fake videos were produced daily on the subject.

If my life had been an Internet horror story, I’d be a creepy ghost right after taking out my mindjack. 

Thank God it was more of a black comedy.

I put the mindjack under my sofa and left it there. It was like a snake. I had allowed Rune to get close to me and it had bitten me, first chance it got.

Well, I wasn’t going to make the same mistake. 

I spent the next couple hours ironing my second-hand suit. I had bought it at Goodwill a while ago for my high-school graduation. I needed to be presentable tomorrow on my first day as a junior on Xanz Inc. My knuckles were white from gripping the iron too hard.

Remember how some bitter foods taste stronger after eating something sweet? I had woken up to my normal life after having witnessed the beauty of a green forest. It felt like someone had run my soul through a cheese grater and then they poured salt all over the wounds.    

Sorry, Kipp. I don’t think I’ll log to your game again. I thought, bitterly. Outside, the sky was gray and clouded with pollution-green smog. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

Pro Gaming

 

Next day, first thing in the morning, I got on a bus to the Xanz corporation. The business district stood as far from Lower Cañitas as it could be while still having a San Mabrada’s postal code. The gray morning appeared identical to the day before, but colder.

IT WAS A PLEASURE DRIVING YOU, COLE. HAVE A GREAT DAY AT WORK! The bus cheered me on after I got out in front of the offices. It probably sensed I was in a foul mood and tried to help.

I inspected the skyscraper where I would work for the next five years and sighed. 

The words I’d use to describe it were “luxurious and gauche”. An architect’s wet dream, built in only a year using the most advanced construction techniques available to non-military personnel. The thing was built entirely out of curves and seemed to think of straight, sturdy, reliable walls as something beneath the dignity of its position.  

No, seriously, if you tried to build the thing in a Construction Simulator two years out-dated, the software would call you stupid. Then, it’d uninstall itself from your computer and be happy about it.

I crossed an extraordinary amount of stairs until I reached the polished glass doors. They opened automatically as I drew near: my face and likeness were already registered on the building’s database, which was just as well. Most corporate buildings loved to release their cyberdogs if an intruder got anywhere near them. Especially an intruder with three Strikes.

The interior turned out as luxurious and gauche as the outside. At least on the first floor, which had to look good for important visitors. There was a fountain in there and a self-contained rainforest with real, genetically altered animals, formally extinct until now. I caught a glimpse of a dodo bird. 

I was sure dodos didn’t belong in the rainforest. 

There was a human receptionist on a mahogany desk in the middle of the floor, guarding the entrance to the row of golden elevators. It was a sign of status and luxury. The conglomerate which owned Xanz was unfathomably big, but few people knew of it.

The receptionist lady greeted me with a warm smile that turned cold when she realized I was an employee. 

“Cole Dorsett, right? You need an ID card so you can go to Xanz’s floor.” 

ID cards were archaic since software could do facial recognition better than most people. But plastic-based security was harder to Script your way into. 

I waited a few minutes until a small drone flew down some tubes on the ceiling and delivered to me a still-warm ID card. It reminded me of my introduction to Rune Universe.

Xanz’s floor was somewhere on the two-hundred row. The elevator took me straight there. It had no buttons inside, except for the first floor. 

Thirteen seconds after stepping foot inside the elevator, the doors opened with a happy-sounding bell and I caught my first glimpse of my new employer.

While the skyscraper exterior was built with no expense saved, the actual Xanz offices were built with only functionality in mind. That meant built mostly out of modular cardboard cubicles.

Cubicles. Everywhere. Cubicles. 

Like alligators, the square cardboard shape had been immune to the efforts of evolution. They defied the technological and social advances as if proclaiming it had achieved perfection the very same instant they were born.

And one of these cubicles waited for me.

The office was staffed mostly by low-level grunts like myself, with the main difference being those grunts would get promoted into mid-level grunts some years into the future. I did not have the same prospects: I was there to do work that drones could easily do themselves. Corporate preferred to keep their secrets by using manual labor, which couldn’t be hacked.

“So, you’re Cole Dorsett, right?” A guy in his mid-twenties, pale, and already balding came forwards to greet me. “I’m Steve. I’ll help you settle into Xanz culture this first week.”

I’m dying to hear all about that culture, Steve. Shall we start by poisoning an orphanage? I thought. I bit my tongue, forced a smile, and said:

“Sure. Thanks, Steve.”

After all, I still got paid. Right?

Steve introduced me around and I was met by a lot of blank stares and forced smiles. I didn’t need to hear them say it to know what they were thinking. 

Abandon all hope, ye who enter here.

“We have some of the best absentee ratios in the country!” Steve explained. His chest expanded with pride. 

Even if he was just an intern, he’d soon be in a management position or at least mid-grunt. A brighter career path than mine, truth be told.

“We do,” interrupted a portly man in a stained business suit, “thanks to our delicate employee motivational protocols. Have you explained these protocols to the new guy, Steve?” 

“Cole, this is our boss, Manager Jimenez,” gulped Steve. I looked at the guy with disbelief. Was he scared of the man? What, did he shoot his employees if they weren’t on time? “Boss, I was explaining to Cole what his new position entails. But if you’d prefer, I can go straight into…”

“Leave it, Steve, I can do the introductions myself. New guy, here’s how things work in the Xanz San Mabrada’s wing. You will do your job without any mistakes, or else your pay will get docked. You will arrive exactly on time, or your pay will get docked. You will do as you are told, or your pay will get docked. Am I making myself clear?” 

“You are the boss,” I told him, gritting my teeth. You know what would go well with Manager Jimenez smug face? A fist.

“Damn right, I am.” Jimenez waddled towards his slightly bigger cubicle.

Steve and I stood there. The intern scratched his dirty-blond hair. “He grows on you, you know.” 

He caught a glimpse of my expression and sighed. “It’s easier if you tune him out.” 

“I bet.”

“Hey,” he said with a slightly forced smile. “It’s not that bad. We get a lot of people in your position, so I know what you’re thinking. ‘This is a dead-end job, I’m only going to get exploited, Manager Jimenez is looking for any excuse to pay me nothing at the end of the month—’”

“So, that’s not true?” 

“Well, the part about the exploitation and Manager Jimenez are,” he said, shrugging. “No point lying there. But you can get out of a dead-end career path. Many of our employees have. Xanz is an impressive company to work for, no matter what the media says, and there are other companies in the building owned by the same conglomerate. If you survive your five years without any major trouble, maybe you can make a friend or two and get transferred to their company, if they’ve enough influence. Then you’re in a position you can get promoted in. And then you have money, Cole. It may not buy happiness, but it gets you her hotter, crazier sister who loves to party.”

This time, his smile was genuine. “Sometimes life gets you lemons, you see, so you better learn to make lemonade. Just friendly advice, from one grunt to another.”

I realized right there that Steve was smarter than he looked. I also realized that I very much wanted to punch him in the mouth, too. But unlike Manager Jimenez, I may buy him a beer afterward.

“Fine,” I said. I smiled coldly. “Thanks for the tip. I’ll try not to let things get to me.”

I looked at the clock. Only one hour had gone by. Perhaps I had died and gone to hell.

      

I returned home by six, annoyed and tired in both mind and soul. Three hours ordering cabinets. With paper files in them. Another three running errands from cubicle to cubicle. Some of those errands actually involved making coffee. 

You could get a subscription and get your Starbucks coffee delivered anywhere you wanted to, by way of a helpful little drone. But, of course, corporate’s motto was: costs are saved by the cent.

I was their way of saving costs.

Mom was still out. Looking for a job, or so she said. I hadn’t smelled alcohol on her in a couple of months now, but one could never get too relaxed.

I left my cheap, plastic-mesh backpack by the door and walked to the fridge to make dinner. Vegetables, salt, water, and synth-chicken. That makes a soup. I threw the ingredients in a pot, put it on the stove, and turned on the heat.

Oh yes, I can cook too. Besides soup, I can also do chicken, sandwiches, and cereal. No, no need to mention it. I know I’m a catch. 

Battle noises came muted from Van’s room. “Hey! Want some dinner?” I yelled.

The room went quiet an instant later and Sis yelled back. “Don’t make loud noises while I’m streaming, jeez!” 

Some teenage girls hated if their brothers embarrassed them in front of their social group. Van hated it if I embarrassed her in front of her fans.

Ten seconds later, she yelled again. “What’s for dinner?” 

“I’m making soup!” 

“Nah, I’m good! Also, your friend came looking for you!”

“Which friend?”

“The bulky one, the one who looks like the patron deity of steroids! I told him you were working!”

That meant Darren. I hadn’t talked to him since Saturday, two days ago. With the funeral and my stint in Rune, I had forgotten all about The Ferals. 

He’s probably angry because I gave them the slip, I gathered. For sure he may try to collect his “favor” anyways. After all, it’s the intention that counts, right?

Van went back to her videogames. The kitchen filled with the aroma of a nice chicken broth as I wondered what to do about Darren. It was the first time he had come to my apartment. Home was sacred ground, a mutually agreed neutral zone where our misadventures on the street did not exist. I never went to his house. He never came to mine. I hung out with Bliss here for the five days or so I was trying to get in her pants (I was sixteen) before I realized that kind of pursuits were more or less impossible in a cramped apartment. But that was different.

There’s an easy way to find out. I texted Darren. 

 

Hey. Heard you came by my house. Everything OK? I sent you a message last Saturday, you got it, right?

 

So I waited. I left the phone on the table and stirred my soup until it was ready to eat. I poured myself some and sat down. 

The recipe was very simple and impossible to screw up. It still managed to taste slightly of soup. I pretended not to notice and ate furiously. “You are missing a really great soup!” I yelled.

“I believe you!” yelled back Van, who did not believe me at all.

Five minutes later my phone rang. 

 

Yeah bro all K. Just wanted to say srry for your loss. Can u come to Park in 1 hour to have chat? :o :B :v

 

Huh. Something is definitely not right. I got goosebumps running down my spine and my heart rate jumped a tad. Just like my body always did when something was amiss. Survival instinct, you know. Get it quickly or you won’t last a day running around in Lower Cañitas. But what was wrong? Before I left that club, Gluttony, I’d made sure no police-drone was in sight. There was no strange IP surveying the net.

Still, I knew something was wrong. A safe bet was to assume the worst possible result had happened. But assuming wasn’t enough. I had to confirm it.

Nowadays, even ancient phones like mine had a function to exchange contact information just by being in close proximity to another phone. Made things faster and looked neat. The kind of thing a software engineer thinks when his boss tells him, “Hey, we need to add a new feature to our smartphone line, people need to know we are finally arriving at the Future.” 

Most people kept the function shut down or heavily filtered —for example, only works with persons of the gender and age they are interested in. Cops kept it shut down, for obvious reasons. But there was one who allowed his contact info to be shared with some criminals he arrested if they were under a certain age, no matter how violent. A good cop. Who sadly wouldn’t last very long, I mean, really.

I phoned Officer Harrison. He answered on the fourth ring. I heard a series of bumps as he proceeded to drop the phone and then scramble to pick it back up. 

“Cole. Hey, man. What’s up?” He sounded out of breath.  

“Are you alright, Officer Harrison? I didn’t interrupt you chasing a murderer or something—”

“Not at all,” he said, “in fact, it’s my day off.”

“That’s great,” I said. I have to admit, I had no idea how to talk to a cop. “Err…”

“Anything I can do for you?”

“Now that you mention it, yeah, there is.”

“So, let’s hear it.” 

It made me feel vaguely guilty talking to a cop out of hours. I wasn’t snitching on anyone or stuff like that, though. I drew breath. “You know The Ferals?”

Of course he knew them, the Department must’ve arrested them a dozen times. 

“Yeah, an interesting crowd. Friends of yours, right? I thought you stopped hanging around them.” 

I just don’t know how to quit them, Officer, they are so sexy with their chains and spikes and their three functioning brain-cells. “Not my friends. But I was checking up on them. I’d hoped you could tell me if they have been in any trouble lately. Say, last weekend?” 

“Cole, you must be some kind of sage,” he said. I tried not to audibly cringe. “Yes, as a matter of fact, some of them got into trouble Saturday night.”

Oh, boy.

“What kind of trouble?” Please, Officer, my ass is on the line here.

“Let’s see. I can’t talk about an ongoing investigation, though. We got an anonymous call that some of our guys —by that I mean, Lower Cañitas guys— were planning to cause some trouble in some club downtown. The Department over there waited for them inside the club and caught them red-handed. We have them right now in a cell. They tried to go for the City’s leadership, so they are going to get a live trial with a real judge. Probably going to spend a couple years in a correctional facility, those two.”

Those two?

“Oh. That sucks.” The words I was thinking were like two orders of magnitude nastier. “You know who they caught?”

“Yeah. First one is this lanky guy, Benjamin Cengic.” That’s Ghoul’s real name. “The second was this girl—”

Please, say Bliss. Please, say Bliss. C’mon…

“Magda Libermann. Let me tell you, she’s in trouble. She’s twenty-one, no more Strikes for her. She’s probably going to get sent to real jail for a while.” 

“Ah. Bummer, that.” Again, what I was thinking was more nasty-sounding. They had caught Chimera. They had caught Darren’s girlfriend while Darren had managed to get away. 

It was the worst possible scenario.

“Yeah, right? You should be thankful you got out of that scene, Cole. You could be keeping Benjamin company right now. And he hasn’t stopped sobbing since Saturday.” 

Sounds like Ghoul alright. “Thanks for the info, detective. I have to go now.”

“Sure, Cole. Remember, stay out of trouble.” 

“I’ll say no to drugs, too.” I ended the call and dropped the phone on the table. 

Cole, let’s keep calm. There’s a good chance a gigantic bag of muscles and roid-rage is trying to kill you. What are we going to do about this? Good question, myself. Panic was my first option, but surely there was something more useful I could do.

Officer Harrison had said, “police got an anonymous call.” They had been lying in wait for The Ferals all night, but to Darren, they got jumped just about the time I went to the hospital. 

It looked bad. No chance he was easily going to buy it had been mere coincidence. And he knew I was trying to “get straight.”

If the police had caught him too, I may have been safe. But they had caught Chimera, his girl, and he had escaped. 

Remember that guy he killed for stealing his last girlfriend? I found out, years later, how he had done it. First, he intimidated all the poor sob’s gang friends into staying away. Then, one night the guy was coming back home, Darren jumped at him from behind a parked truck where Darren had waited for six hours. He grabbed the guy’s entire head on his chemically engorged hand, lifted him up like a toddler would to a toy soldier, then smashed the man’s head against a wall. Over. And over. And over. Until the police came. 

Nowadays, medicine has advanced a lot. If you have enough money to pay for it, of course. Medics can easily heal —the term “resurrect” is more fitting— people from bullet wounds, car accidents, and chainsaw dismemberments. Things doctors can’t do: bring you back after an incurable genetic disease has had your way on your brain and body… and bring you back from your head being made into jelly.

Yeah, first of all, no way I was meeting Darren anywhere. He had an ambush all set up and I wasn’t going to make it easy for him. 

I carefully crafted a message and sent it to Darren.      

 

 

Sorry bro :S I can’t right now. Gotta work from home >,<  another day.

 

It had to sound like I wasn’t scared for my life and actively trying to avoid him, or else he’d try something crazy like coming to my house and try to break in. But, how do you give your text a “just chilling, I’m really not suspicious you want to punch my brains in” tone?

I thought it over and then changed “right” to “rite” in the message. Everyone could read and write except for the poorest families in San Mabrada, the ones who lived at the edge of the city, over the vast expanses of the Dumpster Ring. After all, most people spent a good chunk of the day over the Internet. Eventually, you learned decent grammar. Lower Cañitas folks and the like just chose not to use it. 

As a way to identify each other, sure, and to have some semblance of unity. But also to know if someone was getting airs of grandeur, trying to court the rich and powerful. 

If that sounds bitter to you, well, it probably is. But to be fair, in this district “rich and powerful” usually involves either cops or organized crime. 

Form, meet function. She’s here to replace you. Your things are waiting for you on your desk.

Darren never answered back.

All the better for me. That bought me a second or two. Next thing on the list was getting Van on the level and Mom reasonably guarded. Second thing on the list… 

I have to get the hell out of here. Otherwise, I was going to get killed. Or worse. But how? Moving was expensive and we lived week to week. If I had more time, I may be able to save enough from my Xanz’s paychecks. But I didn’t have time. 

Need to get Van on her guard. Darren and his group had never messed with someone’s families before, but I’d rather be ready for anything.

I went to her room trying real hard not to panic. I opened the door and barged inside. She was streaming some classic first person shooter on her stream, barking commands to her team. She was wearing some kind of bathing suit.

“Yo, sis, we have a problem—” wait a second. “What the hell are you wearing?”  

 

 

       

The next seconds involved a lot of yelling and confused movement. I tried to reach the computer, screaming at her incoherently. She shut down the stream and the game in one single motion and turned back, screaming at me, furious for making a scene on her channel.

“Have you gone nuts? Are you trying to make me go viral?” she yelled over me as she pushed me away from the computer. “Van Dorsett’s retarded brother assaults her in her room! That’s what the videos are going to say, you maniac!”

“I wouldn’t have to make a scene,” I growled, “if my sixteen-year-old sister wasn’t playing in a bathing suit for god knows how many strangers!”

“Bathing suit? What do you—” 

“I have a job, god-sake, you don’t have to cam to get extra money—” 

Her open hand flew towards my face at such a speed I’d swear it made a “whoosh” sound. I deflected it with my arm and pushed hers backwards. 

“That’s what you think I’m doing, asshole? Camming? I’m wearing a uniform, Cole.”

“That’s a hell of a thing to call a bathing suit.” But now I could see it was less a bathing suit than a tank-top. Still very much smaller than it should have been, but I could see the names of some sponsors. Some of them were even local businesses.

“Camming? If you had said that over the stream…” she was trembling with rage. “I’m building a team, you—” she said many things here to which there is no point repeating. “—We want to play games professionally. This is our uniform. We are streaming in our uniform to show support to our sponsors.”

I took a very deep breath. Okay. It made sense. She was good at games. She wanted to go pro. She needed sponsors for that. I made a genuine effort to relax. “Can’t you support your sponsors in less skimpy outfits?” 

She stopped her litany of insults and faltered for a moment. “Well, see, the top does attract more viewers—” 

I lunged for the computer, fully intending to throw it out of the window. 

Van lunged for me.

Now, I have to say, I taught Van how to defend herself in a fight. That’s my big brother’s duty after all. And it’s a rough world out there. I could handle my way around a brawl. Not win, probably, but get enough distance between me and the other person so I could run away.

Van had been in a couple fights, too. High-school in Lower Cañitas was that kind of high-school, for both boys and girls. But Van didn’t run away at the first chance she got. She won her fights. Against stronger, heavier, older opponents. Every time.

She did this in two ways. The first was, she didn’t let you know you were in a fight with her until she had already started it. Second one was, she started a fight by going straight for either the groin or the neck. I was stronger than Van. I was heavier. I was older. 

Van’s tackle caught me in mid-air, a meter before my extended arm could reach her computer chasis. We fell to the floor, with her roaring like a rabid animal all the while. The fall knocked the wind out of me and stunned me for half a second. I instinctively tried to roll away to buy me the time I needed to gather my bearings. Her hand caught me by my work shirt and pulled me in. 

Then she kicked me in the groin. I doubled over, groaning in pain. She immediately punched me in the neck, as merciless as Genghis Frickin’ Khan.

Good game. Lights out.

 

We were in the kitchen five minutes later, after the mood had cleared a bit. Van got herself some soup. 

“So, a pro gamer,” I said, extending her an olive branch. Metaphorically speaking, I mean. I was actually holding an ice bag over my neck, which had taken the most direct hit of her wombo-combo. Luckily. “You think you can make it? It’s a competitive scene.” 

I saw some of the tournaments, but I was no fan. Watching them mostly felt like watching a kid play with an awesome toy he was never going to lend to you.

“I know I can. I may need some practice and a better hardware set-up, but I’ve been climbing the leaderboards of my games for a while. Sponsors are local, but they are interested.” 

She took a sip of soup and made a face she instantly tried to hide. I decided to let that one pass.

“There have to be better ways to get sponsored than pretending you’re playing beach volleyball, Van.” 

“If we lived in Korea and could spend the whole day practicing, that may do the trick.” 

“You can’t spend the whole day practicing. You need to prepare for college admissions.” 

Van moved the plate to one side, still half full. “You sure? About college, I mean. There’s no career where I can make half as much as going pro if I make it big.” 

I didn’t like the path this conversation was taking. “If you make it big, sis. Pro gaming is the new Hollywood dream. Tens of thousands are trying their best and most of them fail.”

“I already have a fanbase,” she said. “That helps more than you imagine. Not all games out there demand perfect reflexes. Some are about the choices you make. Or about the strategy you use in your army. There’s one where you have to solve a randomly generated crime-scene and capture the bad guy. I can find my niche.”

“I’m not sure most of those have a competitive scene.” I was doubting myself, though. Van saw that and went for the kill.

In this case, the kill meant to fake contrition.

“Look, I’m still planning to attend college. If I start to out-earn my professors then we’ll have another chat.”

She paused for effect.

“Also, I’m sorry about punching you, Cole. But if you go caveman again, then I’ll knock you out.”   

She tried to pout. The amateur forgot that didn’t work on family. I wasn’t ready to let go of this discussion, but—

But I had bad news of my own. Perhaps it was time for an exchange. “Let’s talk about your career prospects later, although I’d be happier if you got this new team some jerseys or something.”

“I’ll talk to the stream, run some opinion polls.”

I rolled my eyes. “Look, Van, remember The Ferals?”

“Yeah, the punk wannabes, with that girl… Blessed or something? You tried to make a pass on her on the couch, just as Mom got back from shopping. Man, me and like two hundred Internet strangers heard the scream—”

“Ugh. Shut up.” Let’s not remember that. “Yes, those guys. We had a misunderstanding. If you, um, hear about them or see them getting close… yeah, you should kind of call the police.”

“Oh boy,” she whistled. “That bad?” 

You don’t know the half of it. We may need to get out of Lower Cañitas if I can’t fix this before it escalates.

“Yup.”

She thought it over. “You’re not involved in something illegal again, are you?” 

“Definitely not technically at all,” I mumbled in a hurry. “They are the ones in trouble, not me, that’s the problem.”

“You know what, maybe time in Xanz will do you some good. You need a break from Lower Cañitas. I’d like to help you with the bills sometime soon, but the pro gaming idea is still a bit far away…”

“I’m fine, sis,” I lied, “Just keep an eye open. For Mom too.”

“Well, lucky we have Officer Harrison nearby, right?” she said, shrugging.

“What are you talking about?” I asked. Did she know I’d talked to him?

She made a blank face, which usually meant “Whoops, talked too much already.” 

“Nothing. Cole, I’m sorry you’re going to get your ass beaten into Mars’ orbit, but I have to get back to the stream. My team is going to murder me already for skipping out on them.”

“Sure, sure,” I mumbled. She left before I even realized it. I was focused on something she had said earlier. 

I needed money. To get out of Lower Cañitas before Darren did something drastic, but also to deal with Xanz. You could pay your way out of a five-year contract if you somehow managed to afford either the penalty fees or the bribes.   

Pro gamers had the opportunity to earn a lot of money. Sponsors were happy to fork out the big bucks for a chance to carry their logos on the player’s chests. 

We could not afford a modern computer. But I had a mindjack and a permanent subscription to one of the most famous games on the market… 

Hell, I think I may log in again, after all. Now it was business, right?

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

Translight in a Bottle

 

That night, I spent a couple of hours researching Rune Universe. It was created by a company named Nordic Studios, launched only a couple of years ago and with an active population numbering in the hundred thousands. 

The game had never had an expansion before, never a new patch of content, and only a couple of emergency bug-fixes released after launch. Yet, no player had claimed to reach the “end-game” section of Rune, even the ones who mainly focused on the Terran Federation Quest line. What’s more, many of the missions offered to players were one-time only. The vial Lance had brought back to the Earth’s research facility, for example, should help them exterminate the escaped mutants and after that, new players spawning there would receive an entirely new quest.

Part of Rune’s popularity came from its quest-generator. Other games in the market implemented similar strategies, but never to the depth Rune went. Its algorithm competed with hand-made storyline designs. Meaning, their computers designed quests just as well as humans did. 

I wasn’t so sure. “Go to the woods and kill me a couple monsters, then come back,” didn’t sound to me like the most inspired quest. On the other hand, the Grandmaster ranked players that agreed to share their on-going quests showed story-lines that rivaled any summer movie release.

I spent hours reading about professions and skills, but it only helped me to confirm what I read about the random nature of the game. A player who spent all his time honing his piloting skills could get an entirely different profession than another who did exactly the same. The only pattern I identified was, players who focused on combat oriented skills got combat-oriented professions.

And combat was where the money was at. Alliances spent hundreds of millions of in-game currency (databytes) on huge space-fleet battles to vie for dominion of key strategic sectors and systems. It often, but not always, involved just as complex land battles, where armies fought to secure planetary defenses, databases (run entirely by humans), and rare resources.

If I wanted to have a chance of making it in the pro-scene, I needed to focus on combat. I decided I’d become the most feared warrior in the galaxy. 

I went to sleep, exhausted and with only four hours left on my clock before I had to get up to catch the bus. I didn’t dream of war, or smoke, or artillery. I dreamt of a lonely man in a spacesuit, wandering on his own over the surface of a ravaged planet with golden seas. He walked slowly with a limp as his life-support systems depleted from a million tiny failures. In front of him, the horizon extended. Its pinkish mist wasn’t strong enough to hide the universe behind. 

An infinity of planets and stars just beyond his reach.

 

I left to catch the bus as early as I could. Better chances that way of avoiding Darren if he had somehow found out my route and the hour I got up. Still, I spent the day at the office like a fly who ran into a cloud of insecticide. Stunned, confused, and hoping for the end to arrive soon.

It didn’t arrive soon, but eventually, it did come. I left for the day thirty minutes after my shift ended. I paid the bus an extra five dollars to adjust his route slightly and drop me as close home as it could. Since it was almost empty at this point of its route, it happily obliged. 

I raised my hoodie and closed my jacket to cover as much of my face as possible and walked as quickly as I could without attracting attention. I arrived at my apartment without being jumped by a murderous giant.

Mom had arrived home early and was watching a show on the kitchen’s holo-projector. The only TV shows that had survived the Internet transition had been soap operas, and comedy shows which disguised themselves as real journalism.

“How was work today?” Mom asked me as I threw my suit’s jacket over a chair. “Did you do anything fun?” 

I tried not look at her like she had gone crazy. “Eh. Not really. But things are going fine, I guess.”

“Great!” she smiled. “Tomorrow I’ll make dinner to celebrate. I’m so proud of you!” 

I forced a smile. “Thanks Mom. I’m going to my bunk now, gonna rest a bit.”

“Ok. If you need to talk about anything I’m right here,” she said. I could see her eying me with worry, but she turned back when she felt my gaze. 

Yes, after the Chapel, I hadn’t been really happy, but not sad either. Not a lot. It was as if someone had placed an emotional dampener right under my chest, an effort —I guess from my subconscious— to not think too hard about my friend’s passing. 

Perhaps I was in denial, but I wasn’t ready to let go of Kipp just yet. After all, there was an entire universe he wanted to show me, right? Now he could, in a way. I was using his account.

The mindjack was just where I left it, in its place under the sofa. It seemed to be waiting for me, like it knew our break-up was just temporary. 

“Just don’t try to fry my brain again if I take you out, okay?” I whispered to it. I closed my curtain to gain some privacy, found the most comfortable position to lay down, placed a small pillow under my lower back, and then powered on the mindjack.

“Welcome back to your Visage Engine Mindjack, version 3.00.2.2. Do you wish to launch your last program?”

“Yes.”

Begin Deep Dive immersion?

“Yup.”

Welcome to Rune Universe. Connecting to game servers…

This time, I was ready for the blinding light and the feeling of falling. In fact, it was fun, like a very fast roller-coaster. I managed to land on my digital feet, even.

My avatar —I— appeared right on the clinical bed I’d spawned into after character creation. Same room with the Sergeant, even. A message appeared in front of me.

 

You have died! A Mutant devoured you while you explored Earth. Time of death: 5:55pm. You’ve lost an item [Personal Assistant] during your Quantum Safeguard. Don’t despair! In Rune Universe, death is part of the adventure! And the adventure continues!

 

Right. Characters couldn’t log out while in combat. If a forced disconnection occurred, the avatar would just stand in there, helpless, until either the danger somehow passed and it could log-out in a puff of teleport-data, or it died. 

There were AI enhancements that you could buy so your avatar would be able to defend itself and make a run towards safety if your Internet went down or something like that. They were worth a small fortune though.

I stood up and walked towards the NPC soldier. The room was empty except for us and a new player who was playing with his Options screen. 

“Back so soon?” he asked me as I approached. “It’s a dangerous world out there, isn’t it? More so when you skipped basic training.”

“So, you remember me.” It felt weird talking to a bunch of data and pre-programmed responses. Still, if I wanted to succeed in Rune, I had to learn to play by its rules. “Know why I’m alive after being eaten by mutants?”

The Sergeant eyes lit up. “So, the mutants got you? The General is going to have a field day talking to the Academics. I’d never seen such careless safety protocols before, you know?” 

“I bet.”

“You are standing here, alive and uneaten, thanks to a useful piece of technology called ‘Quantum Safeguard,’ recruit. Your genetically created body emits a special data-string that’s received by any Translight ansible. When you ‘die,’ that signal is cut. The Translight ansible emits the last data-string it got towards a Quantum Safeguard, and it finds your particles in the space-time continuum, envelops them in a pocket wormhole and brings them towards a medical facility, like the one you’re standing on. The medical procedure is expensive, so you need to pay money. Sometimes, if your body is very mangled or your brain was damaged, you may lose skills. If the pocket wormhole fails to envelop you completely, you may lose some of your possessions. 

“Of course, it’s a complicated process filled with technical terminology. If you want to find out more, you’d have to talk to a scientist.” 

He seemed to think that talking to a scientist was worse than being eaten alive by mutants. 

“I think I get it,” I lied. What I really understood: die and you’re teleported to a safe-point. The process lowers your skills and costs you databytes, too, and items can be lost in the transfer. “I hope I don’t experience it again.” 

“A good recruit has all the survival tools he needs to survive for a long time,” he said, proudly.

“Yes, about that… You told one… err, soldier, that you needed mutant DNA to develop a poison?” I asked. 

“An anti-mutagen, actually. It’s currently in development. Mutants shouldn’t be a problem in a couple of days.”

“Well, I have some Mutant DNA around,” I explained. My open palm displayed my inventory screen where “Mutant Flesh” was still stored. Letting other players and NPC see my inventory was a simple matter of flipping a switch in the “Options” menu —which I knew thanks to my wiki binge. “I know you didn’t ask me… but if you guys still need DNA…”

The Sergeant studied the severed arm, but he refused to touch it. Putrefaction hadn’t settled in thanks to whatever science-y method the inventory used to store matter. It was still pretty gross, though.

“Well, we don’t really need more DNA, we have enough,” he began. I lowered the arm, disappointed, but he wasn’t finished yet. “Although, experiencing your first combat probably counts as finishing part of basic training, recruit. After all, the point of it is to get you ready for a real-life situation. Tell you what, I’ll give you half the reward you’d have got for basic.”

I was genuinely grateful to this NPC. A bunch of data and pre-programmed responses had just made me a favor, even after I was a dick to him. 

Can they really be just canned lines? I thought. I shuddered. How is it possible he had a prepared line to answer to me side-stepping a quest like this? 

Sounded like something in the realm of Artificial Intelligence, whose study and development was banned in every country on Earth. With good reason, too, after civilization almost came to an end eight years ago, during the events now known as the Corps Wars.

If Rune Universe used real AI to fuel its NPCs, there is no way the government wouldn’t know about it, I decided. Sergeant had to use some other method. Probably very complex and beyond my understanding. 

“Thank you, Sergeant,” I said. I extended the mutant arm towards him, but he made a dismissive gesture and said it wasn’t really necessary. So I dumped it in the trashcan of my inventory screen. Good riddance!

The soldier keyed in some words on a screen. I heard a ping and a message appeared before me:

 

 

 



	
Quest completed! You have finished “Mutant Hunting” on your own! You have earned: 50 databytes, a standard-issue communicator, and access to Terran Federation orbital transports. 



 

Then another one followed:

 

 



	
Congratulations! You have finished the Terran Federation basic training. You are now a -Rookie-!



 

And yet one more:

 

 



	
Your skills have increased! Shooting(1 level) Endurance (1 level) Forestry (1 level).



 

 

Neat, I thought. My stats screen now reflected the rank increase to Rookie and included an entry about mutants killed. For the most part, it was empty, though. 

“What’s the communicator for?” I asked the sergeant.

“You use it to communicate with your associates and friends across the vastness of space,” he explained. “It uses a very basic form of Translight ansible technology, so it can’t reach very far or hold a big list of contacts. You have to upgrade it for that. Here, since yours is empty, I’ll add myself.” 

The communicator was a metallic ring you wore on your finger. After a vocal command, it displayed a small holographic screen and allowed you to add new contacts or talk with existing ones. Mine only supported text.

“Done. Now, if you don’t mind, I have new recruits to attend to,” he told me and he turned towards an approaching pair of new players.

I left the Sergeant and wandered without course across the research facility. No follow-up quest had been offered to me. This was a new feeling. Every game I played always included a clear path to follow. Rune encouraged you to find your own adventures. It had a “main-quest” in the form of the Terran Federation, but I had the sensation that, even though the Sergeant and I had parted in good terms, I kind of wasn’t invited to pursue that storyline. 

By now, I was comfortable with the physical divide of real/avatar body. Doing a quick check-up using the Window had become second nature so fast I hadn’t even realized it. Noises from the kitchen and the constant background shooting that came from Van’s room were received by my brain and neatly classified into a “not interesting things.” As far as I was concerned, Rune was as real as that other world. While I wasn’t paying attention, even more.

And like in the real world, being surrounded by people, even if they were fellow players, soldiers, and scientists, made me feel as if I stood in a shrinking bubble. 

Rune is about space exploration, right? Very well, let’s get some exploring done.

I headed over to the hangars where Lance and I had consigned the shuttle last time I played. There were ships in there, about the size of a bus, designed to ferry players and personnel towards a Space Station orbiting Earth.

The day before I’d read you could get your very own interstellar ship in Space Stations. They were the seat of commerce and military presence of any organized government. Some newbie tips mentioned that if you couldn’t pay the hundred thousand credits for the most basic one-passenger ship, you could always rent one. Fees would eat a good chunk of the resources I came across, but I’d be out there. As in, in outer space.

Rune was said to have almost a quarter of the stars and planets found in the Milky Way. More were constantly being generated, faster than if every player everywhere devoted 100% of their time towards cataloging every single one.

The thought was exhilarating. Almost overwhelming, actually. And I couldn’t wait.

Now that the time I spent on Rune was justified, in a way, I began to allow myself to have fun.

The bus-spaceships were AI —an in-game term, not really a true AI— operated and a scanner on the door designed me as an allowed user of its services. The door opened and I went inside. Like in a bus, the cabin consisted mostly of seats. They were empty except for three or four newbies in their military overalls just like mine.

As I went to sit in the back of the bus, my communicator device buzzed in my finger. My only contact was the Sergeant, right? So, why would he… 

A text appeared in front of me. It had the portrait of a woman. She had cybernetic eyes which shone a green light over her pale face. Her hair was bright pink, as well as her lips. Her name-tag was “Rylena.”

The message said: 

 

What are you doing? I’ve been waiting for you for days. Do you think this is some kind of game?

 

It was the girl from the hospital, I recalled. She looked different, in game. Older, taller, flashier. And she wasn’t the only one on my contact list. In fact, it was full. I didn’t recognize anyone, some were clear usernames and others were like mine, more or less a real person’s name. 

Maybe it was a bug? I could check later with Player Support. Right now, I had a clearly insane girl hounding my communications channel. Cole Picard, intrepid space explorer, wouldn’t let it fly. 

 

Waiting for me? No idea why, sister. But since you ask, yes, I think Rune Universe is a game. Maybe you should play a bit less? You are taking it a tad too seriously.

 

That should show her, I thought smugly. The ship shook as a robotic voice announced lift-off was about to begin. ETA to Argos Space Station was two minutes. I watched as the ship left the facility and rose vertically towards the sky, flying at speeds that would put to shame all but the most modern airplanes. Earth’s horizon became curved and the blue sky soon gave way to the deep blackness of the universe. It was littered with stars. More appeared as we left the atmosphere. More than I could count.

I could travel to any of those stars, if I wanted.

Most ships could do the trip in a couple seconds, but this was a free service. Distance, as well as travel-time, was greatly reduced on Rune. Otherwise, people would spend real-time years waiting patiently to reach Jupiter. 

Planets, though, those were as big as one would expect. In fact, Earth had entire simulated cities, every single one filled with NPCs going about their business, with daily routines, friends, and enemies.

I couldn’t imagine the size of the hard-drives that hosted Rune. The game didn’t even try to store itself on the mindjack hardware. The hundred terabytes mine —Kipp’s— had installed thanks to Rune, were all textures and sounds. Everything else was handled online.

Rune would’ve never been possible a decade ago. And even now…

I recieved another message. Rylena wasn’t going to let go that easily.

 

Have you even looked at your inventory?

 

My inventory? Why should that matter, my inventory is empty. The only item besides my Blaster was one “Translight Message.” 

“Huh,” I said, “I thought my communicator took care of messages.” 

“For the most part it does,” said a player two rows behind me, close enough to hear me talking to myself, “but if you really want to reach a person on the other side of the Galaxy or something and your communicators aren’t good enough, you use a Translight Message. It counts as an item, so it’s harder to hack into.”

“You can hack communicators?” 

“Sure, entire character builds revolve around it,” he said. Then, he went back to his seat.  

Even when the player was helpful, he reminded me that Rune wasn’t a single player game and that people could hear me just as well. I decided I’d wait to open the message until after I had enough privacy.

Outside, the Argus Space Station approached the ship. I knew it was the other way around —us approaching it— but it was like a giant of steel rushing over to meet us. It began as a small dot in the distance and grew to be several times the size of the Research Facility back on Earth. It was triangular in shape and seemed to be composed of several modules of different size. 

When we were close enough, a white beam of light shot out of the station and engulfed the ship. The AI announced we were now in Tractor Beam range and that docking was imminent. Metal doors parted in the surface of the station and I could see a hangar waiting for us.

I took out the Translight Message and materialized it on my hand. It looked like a message inside a glass bottle, a transparent cylinder with a luminous core in its center resembling a small sun in stasis.

The cylinder was warm to the touch. A small Details screen displayed itself over it, reading my curiosity as an order. It had no mention of its content, but it included the sender’s username. 

It was from Kipp. 

     

The Argus Space Station had at least a hundred times the crowd I had seen at the Research Station. Most of the new players gathered here to progress their quests, gather databytes, and try and get sponsored by an Alliance. The amount of new players who walked across the rails and clustered depths of Argus still reached the tens of thousands, two years after Rune’s release.

Finding a secluded place in the space station wasn’t easy. The Terran Federation’s construction philosophy was a functional one, which reflected real-world organizations such as NASA or SpaceX. 

The ceilings were low. The life-support systems kept the atmosphere humid and hot, like a jungle. A jungle cramped into a tin can. 

I found the spot I needed down a maintenance hatch mostly used by repair-drones to move across the tubes and shafts that formed the station’s entrails. It had a small stair for repairs which required human intervention (most of the time, NPCs, but I suspected players pursuing an engineering class got sent down here too). There was enough space for myself and perhaps another. 

With the exit hatch almost hidden by cables and clutter I wasn’t able to recognize, it felt like being buried in a metallic cave. It made me feel so uncomfortable the Window opened several times to remind me I was perfectly safe in the real world.

Without a word, I activated the Translight Message the way the description suggested: to release the message catalyst, the stasis glass should be compromised. That meant, break the bottle. I threw it hard against the floor, my ankles and legs felt the splatter of a dozen tiny shards of glass.

The tiny sun, the instant it was free, underwent a fast reaction, not unlike an explosion. It released a wave of heat and light that almost blinded me and for a second made me worry I had just detonated a space-grenade at my feet. But then, a moment later, the light retreated into a shape. 

“Kipp?” It was the figure of my friend, shaped by tiny golden threads of light, as he would’ve been if he hadn’t been born with an incurable disease. He was bulkier, stronger, and his eyes were defiant and mystical under the Translight interpretation of my friend’s avatar. I choked up, both in-game and outside, on my couch.

“Hello, Cole,” the golden avatar said, his voice a faint echo, taken from a far-away place, “technically, I’m Captain Kipp Nebula, Diamond rank. But Kipp’s fine between friends, right?” 

“You… you can hear me?” Even my voice came out trembling.

“No. Sorry for being blunt, but I don’t want to give you false hope, man. I’m dead as shit,” he said, with the same jovial attitude we had shared as we grew up. “The Translight Message is an expensive item, you can program it in some clever ways. Give it some pre-programmed responses to phrases you think your recipient will say and it almost looks like real-time communication. But this is a message, Cole, it’s not me. Sorry.”

“It’s fine,” I lied, “I shouldn’t have gotten my hopes up.” For a second there, I had remembered the stories that roamed the Internet. Of ghosts in the games. Perhaps Kipp had managed… 

Kipp’s avatar appeared contrite, “Cole, I’m very sorry to mix you in all of this. The things I’m going to say in a moment will sound crazy, but believe me, I’m not joking. They are the truth. And if later you decide you want nothing to do with all this, I’ll understand. I know you don’t feel the same way I do… about some things. I do think we are alike in the ways that matter. So, can I go on?”

The avatar froze; the software that governed it awaited a response. Stunned, I nodded. “Sure, go on.”

“Okay. First things first. You’re using my character after I reset him. I did that because, up until the moment of my death, I was being monitored. The last time I logged into Rune, I sent this message to myself with an hour of delay, and then reseted the character. This way, we should have some privacy to talk. You follow?” 

“Yes.” 

“Good. Now, there’s no nice way of saying this,” Kipp avatar composed himself, “so I’ll just go and say it. Cole, I didn’t die of an incurable disease. I was murdered. I was murdered by a team of rogue AIs hellbent on conquering the world. As we speak, their armies of android replicas are impersonating every world leader, and getting ready to launch a nuclear assault on the States. You’re the only person alive who can stop them.”

“Holy s—”

Kipp smiled treacherously and threw his arms in the air. “Damn, what I’d have done to see your face right now! Just kidding, man. No team of rogue AIs. Gods, if you really fell for that —I took it from a book—. Oh, man…”

“Really funny, Kipp, you’re hilarious,” I said, forgetting I was talking to a glorified text message. “You’re making me die from laughter. Prick.”

The Avatar snorted and then he flickered an instant. Then he was serious again. “Okay, sorry for that. I thought the idea of a post-mortem joke was too good to pass. Now I’m serious, Cole. I really was murdered. And I know who did it. It happened the same night my parents were poisoned. When my mother was pregnant with me.

“The man’s name is Seitaro Ogawa, and he is the owner of Rune Universe.”   

My friend’s avatar was serious. He ignored my questions and said, “The official explanation was, my parents died in a laboratory accident. I know for a fact this is not true. When I was fifteen, I found a message. My Mom had managed to hide it in Rune Universe much in the same way I got this Translight to you. See, my parents were in the original team of developers. In fact, Rune Universe was pretty much their idea. Neat, huh? Nowadays is owned by some company called Nordic. But they were the first. They and Seitaro Ogawa.

“The letter… Mom said Dad and she were government contractors before being game developers. She said they worked on some heavily classified information, something hidden from the public. She warned me not to let anyone see me looking for it, as they believed they had been murdered over it just one month before my birth. By way of a special poison, designed to alter the DNA of the persons it infected. Like a cancer, it was designed to keep spreading through its victim, no matter what. They got a full dose of it. She hoped I had escaped the exposure… But well, you know. My parents lived for one year after that, and I lasted seventeen. Later, digging on my own, I found out what poison had been used to do them in. Came from a pharmaceutical owned by Nordic. People started following me after that. Listening to my calls, monitoring my character on Rune. You taught me how to pay attention to that kind of stuff, remember? You called it ‘survival instinct.’  

I don’t know what they found that got them killed. I only know they thought it was important. They wanted me to find it, discreetly. Whatever it is, they have hidden it here, Cole, in Rune Universe. But it’s too late for me… I’m too weak, do you understand? I can’t give those people the slip. I tried to go to the media before, you know, but no one ever called me back. My social media accounts were shut down. I’m cut off, Cole—”

“So you want me to find it for you,” I whispered.

“Yup. No one is following you, man. For all those people know, after my failed attempts with the media, I never spoke to anyone else over it. You are free to find out as much as you want, as long as you’re careful…”

“I’ll do it.”

“Listen, it will be dangerous,” continued the avatar, ignoring me, “It got my parents and me killed. They thought, whatever it was, that I should find it myself. They didn’t go to the police, they didn’t go to anyone else. And so, I’m asking you. And if you want out, I’ll understand. Whatever your answer is, I’ll—”

“I’m in, Kipp,” I said, this time louder. My hands sent shocks of pain towards my brain. In the real world, they were closed tightly into fists. I hadn’t even realized it. My best friend had been murdered, and his killer roamed free. Those two years, the impotency he must’ve felt… “You should have told me.”

His avatar smiled. “Yeah. Then they would be after you, too. It’s better this way.”

“What do you want me to do?” I asked, ignoring my real world body.

“I set you up as much as I could. My mother’s letter asked me to go to the Prima System. There’s a temple hidden in a death-planet there, on an island surrounded by an ocean of acid. The temple will open only to my character —that means your character, now—. My Personal Assistant should be useful for getting you there. It will help you skip a lot of grinding, make your character into the killing machine he should be—”

Whoops. I hoped the PA wasn’t crucial to Kipp’s plan…

“I also got you a very, very special ship. Perhaps you’ll like it. I know a couple guys who will have a heart attack when you are seeing flying in it, so get ready to appear on some game streams. It’s registered to you, so just have it transported to any hangar. Have the PA get you a loan from a bank.”

“Yeah, I’ll do that,” I lied to the avatar of my late best friend. “I’m going to do that right now.”

“You can trust a friend of mine called Rylena. She’s on the level, too. If you hadn’t agreed to help, she planned to go at it by herself. She’s very good, and she may have been able to pull it off, but…” Kipp looked contrite. “I just don’t think she has broken any laws in the real world, you know? She doesn’t know how that feels, the fear… And there may be a couple of law breaking in your future, I think. Call it a hunch.” 

I nodded. My chest felt as if filled with a bucket of ice. Of course, Kipp had chosen me because I was used to being a criminal. It was the practical thing to do. The reasonable thing to do, if he expected criminal acts would need to be taken to reach whatever his parents had hidden in Rune. 

I understood. 

His avatar started to fade now, the pre-recorded message reaching its end. Somehow, he appeared sadder than me, as if he was the one who would be missing me —or someone else— and not the other way around.

“Thank you, Cole. Really. You have no idea how much this means to me. I’m not looking for revenge. Please don’t go looking for Ogawa. Remain in the shadows. Find my parent’s secret and I’ll rest in peace, and be in your debt, and all that shit. At least until I’m revived a hundred years in the future thanks to the awesome power of science…” he muttered, almost to himself.

“Eh, what—?”

He went on as if he had said nothing. “You know? I’m sorry I’m not going to be there when you find it. I hope it’s something very cool, or very expensive. I hope Seitaro Ogawa dies from the rage of not having found it first. But in any case, if things get really dangerous… It’s not something dying over, Cole. Please, say it.” He said, looking straight at me with those haunting gold eyes.

“Of course, Kipp. I’ll be careful. I can take care of myself, but it things start to go sour, I’m out.” I said. I couldn’t maintain the avatar’s gaze, but the software wasn’t complex enough to recognize a lie. He was faint now, almost an after-image. 

“Goodbye, Cole. I hope we meet again. We probably won’t, you know, given my current state. So… Well, thank you for being my friend. You being there helped me more than you realize.” 

The message ran over and the golden light fizzled over like a cheap mechanical trick it was. 

I tore apart the mindjack over at the real world. This time, the dizziness didn’t even faze me. The pillows were wet with tears. If my breathing got louder, Mom would notice.

So I tried to keep my mind blank. The confusion of the sudden log-out helped me. It distracted me. Sharpened my senses like a wet stone. 

Eventually, the tears ran dry and my heart stopped feeling as if it was trying to burst out of my ribcage. There was only cold, furious certainty.

Kipp was wrong about one thing. I wanted revenge.         

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE

Tactical Retreat

 

Dinner that night was quiet and forced. I ate in silence, thinking of the mess I had gotten myself into. I didn’t even realize Van and Mom were there with me, I was so distracted. Why would anyone murder two people and their kid for something inside a game? I’d heard of old news articles where a man tracked down his rival on a first person shooter to beat them down, but this had been done in cold blood. 

And if the Patels hadn’t been safe, the Dorsett, if found, definitely wouldn’t be either. Did I really have the right to put my family in danger like this? 

They are not in any more danger right now, except for The Ferals, and that’s on you. I thought.

“You alright, Cole?” Mom asked. I jerked back to the present. Van and Mom were eying me with worry. “You are pale, tonight.”

“I’m fine, Mom,” I mumbled. 

“You know you can talk to me,” she said, not ready to let the conversation go.

“I know.” She thought it was about Kipp’s death. It was, but not in the way she believed. What could I say to her? I couldn’t put my family more at risk.

“Mom,” I said, “remember that wanna-be gang that hangs here in Lower Cañitas?” 

She raised her eyebrow and her sullen face gained an amused expression. “Those kids? With the girl, you know the one, Van? Bubblegum or something, with Cole and the couch when I—”

“Okay, yeah, those guys,” I stopped her. Hell, did these two ever intend to let me forget about that? “I told them I won’t be seeing them much now, with work and all. I mostly avoided them anyway, but, you know —they didn’t take it very well.”

“Cole is worried about us,” Van said, ever helpful. 

“Don’t they have a twelve-year-old with them?” Mom told her. She turned to me, with a giant smile on her face. What was that all about? “It’s very sweet you worry about us, Cole, but your friends aren’t very dangerous. They are kids. You have always taken things so seriously…” she added, happily.

I bit my tongue before I could say something very hurtful, like, maybe you should have taken things more seriously before you started drinking. Keeping quiet wasn’t easy. But most of my rage about those times had burnt out. It only reared its ugly head back at random times like this one.

Except not exactly random, right? I thought. Only when Mom is being honest with you. When you see her happy. 

She did look healthier than a month ago. Less emaciated. With a pinkish tint in her cheeks, even. Perhaps, this time, it would last.

“Cole.” Mom inclined forwards on the table and brushed my cheeks with the tips of her fingers. My face was like a stone mask, trying as hard as I could to drown the mix of instant fury, sadness, and love her touch made me feel. I would never know if she noticed, as she had a better poker face than me. Instead, she said proudly. “I know why you cut ties with The Ferals. You are going straight now, aren’t you? No more Scripts, no more run-ins with the police.”

You may need to break some laws, Kipp’s golden avatar had told me, hadn’t he? That’s why he chose me. I looked down, feeling like a hypocrite.

“Thank you, Cole.” Mom kept on. “I know how much you’ve sacrificed for this family. You have kept us afloat since… I know it has been hard. But soon, we’ll be alright, I can feel it. I’ll get a job, Van will go to college. You’ll get to be a kid again, you know? To have some fun. Maybe go to college. If you still want to.”

Well, it’s a bit late for that, right, Mom? I’m seventeen now. I thought, and this time, I bit my tongue for real, until I could taste blood. Don’t say it, Cole. Control yourself, this time. My hands were shaking, so I hid them under the table.

“Yes, bro, you’ll see, I’ll be the one supporting you,” Van joked. “But don’t get too comfortable with the idea. I’m no charity.”

My family was smiling at me. I could sense their warmth, flowing towards me, surrounding me. God, why was I so furious? 

Please, don’t ruin this moment. Don’t say anything, Cole. Just keep quiet, so you can remember it later. You’ll regret it if you speak.

I was angry at them, even if I hated myself for it, but I was mostly angry at me. 

My lips parted, even with my entire willpower fighting against it.

“Cole?” 

Don’t. Say. Anything. Or just a thank you. That’ll be enough.

Just let me have this moment.

I logged to Rune one more time before going to sleep. I reappeared on the same repair shaft were I suddenly logged off. This time there were no mutants to eat me, I guess. 

Rylena appeared at the top of my communicator’s contact list, so I wrote her a hasty message:

 

Got the message. We should meet. Tomorrow. I arrive home at 6pm.

 

It was late and my communicator wasn’t advanced enough to tell me if someone was online, so after waiting for five minutes, I opened the screen to log-off —the mindjack was supposed to be safe, but I decided to stop teasing it. Her message arrived just then.

 

Yes, we should. You’re on the Argus, right? Stay right there, I’ll get to you. Do not talk about this with anyone. Not in-game, not out of game. Do you understand? 

 

I logged off without bothering to answer that. What a presumptuous person.

Next morning, I woke feeling glued to the bed. It was so cold outside… I threw my blanket away from me, like a priest rejecting the devil’s temptation. 

I arrived at work five minutes earlier and found Steve-the-Intern already there, submerged in a mountain of paperwork. 

“You should try tablets,” I suggested, “modern ones can revise the paperwork for you, you know?” 

“Yeah, but then I’d be out of a responsibility,” he greeted me. He looked like he hadn’t sleep since yesterday. “And I don’t want the big bosses to get any ideas about an intern-drone workforce.”

“Fine,” I said. I walked towards him and grabbed a bunch of yellowish paper. I read a date on one of them. 2018. This was going to take a while. “Watching you is like seeing a duck fall down a storm drain, it’s just too sad. Here, let me help you.”

Steve laughed, “Christ, with that mouth you are never going to get a raise, man. You sure you want to help? It’s bureaucracy. 

“Sure,” I told him, “why not? Not sure if you remember, but my Monday introduction was mostly ‘you should stand around looking busy and make yourself useful.’” 

“Well, that’s true of my job, too,” Steve said. He passed me another bundle of yellowish legal documents and took the one I already had in my hands. “Start with this one, it’s simpler. What you have to do is order them according to…”

Just like that I had made a new friend.

Several hours later, I got out of the bus while I was still far-away from my apartment. The walk would help keep Darren unable to pin down my comings and goings, and would let me keep an eye on my neighborhood. I was prepared to run like a frightened animal if I saw him approach.

I still eyed every rusty car with suspicion. He wasn’t big enough to hide behind one of the small, sometimes tire-less vehicles that littered my street. That’s probably what that poor guy he offed thought… 

The apartment greeted me with the familiar combat noises from Van’s room. Mom was out again, looking for work. This time I went straight to the living room and closed my curtain behind me. I wasn’t hungry at all. Steve and I had grabbed some donuts from the Xanz recreational room (think a hamster space for office workers). For hours, my stomach had been tied in a knot. 

I rushed the log-in process with my mindjack until I could see the words—

Welcome to Rune Universe. Connecting to game servers…

—appear in my field of view. Then it was time for Cole Picard to shine. 

I walked towards the hangars while checking my communicator for any new messages. None. Rylena must be on her way now, but heavens knew I had no idea how long-distance travel worked in Rune. Even with the greatly reduced distances, a quarter of an entire galaxy was mind-bogging. The ship I had used to reach Argus Space Station lacked any warp capabilities. So, we were supposed to use hyperspace, like in the movies? Or some kind of warpgate?

The hangars were as busy as I had seen them yesterday. More, even. 6 pm was the time people got off from work, and most players hailed from the States’ time-zones. 

“Incoming!” an NPC shouted behind me. I jumped to my left just in time to avoid an industrial exo-skeleton hauling a bunch of metal crates towards a colossal freighter, shaped like a flying brick.

The sizes and shapes of the spaceships in the hangar were enough to keep me staring the entire night. Even with my limited knowledge of Rune, I could distinguish their function most of the time. The sleek and small ones were fighters, with almost zero cargo space; the bulky ones, round and with heavy-looking backsides, were merchant ships; and the ones in between had to be frigates.

They came in every size and shape. Some of them were modeled after famous spaceships from other videogames or movies. I hadn’t seen Star Wars, but I’d played the ancient flight simulator, and I could see at least three imperial TIE fighters and one rebel X-Wing. I was sure there were others, but I couldn’t recognize them. 

It seemed like most of the pilots were players like me. None of them still carried the Terran gray overalls, instead they were dressed like pilots. Some of them had suits like modern military pilots —but in more colors—, others were covered toe to head in power-armor that made them look almost like the SWAT-Drones the police deployed in hostage situations and the like. The ones in the Star Wars ships were dressed as their movie counterparts and I had to wonder how Nordic managed the copyright issue.

Rune offered players as much freedom towards their ships as they offered them with their planets and quests. Some of those ships were even on sale. Dark gold holograms floated above them, as big as the ships themselves, proclaiming its category and the price. The cheapest reached the hundreds of thousands of databytes. 

My own wallet included a hundred databytes. I looked at the ships like a street kid staring,¿ during a snowstorm at a warm fireplace inside a house.

But I had my own ship, right? Kipp had gifted it to me so I could reach the Prime sub-sector. It wasn’t listed in my inventory, though. 

I imagined myself zipping across space like a blur. Would I feel the speed in Rune? The simulators Kipp and me played when we were kids used old polygonal models and even then they were one of the most fun experiences I could remember. We used to fly in tandem in those that included co-operative gameplay, a duo of destruction that annihilated anything the storyline could throw at us, until the only ones who could challenge us were each other.

Back on Rune’s version of Earth, fighting the mutants was exhilarating. What would it be like to fly?

He said I had to get the ship transported here, I remembered. But that costs money, too, right? 

Perhaps someone out here could explain to me how to get a loan from a bank. Or I could start a quest while Rylena arrived? 

How do you find a quest giver anyway? I thought. The Terran Federation storyline was out of the question, I had to literally stumble into a quest of my own. How did that worked?

“Hi,” I greeted one of the NPCs in hangar officer uniform. “Do you know where can I get a loan? I’m looking for a bank or something.” 

The NPC was a woman in her mid-forties, taller and bulkier than me. She smoked a futuristic cigarette that managed to stay in place on her lower lip as she talked. “A loan, like in a bank? You’ll only find banks willing make business with spacers in deep space. Not in the Argus, of course. Only banks ran by spacers deal with spacers.”

Took me a moment to realize “spacers” was the NPC lingo for “players”. So the only banks for players were ran by players? That sounded… messy. Was Rune Universe supposed to be played with a spreadsheet software? 

“Well, I’m in need of some spare cash,” I explained.

“Aren’t we all?” she said. She turned around and the conversation was over.

Boy, some sort of Personal Assistant program sure could come in handy for this kind of things, a part of me thought. Shut up, me. I refuse to learn from my mistakes as a matter of principle.

“If you want to find a quest you need to try a bit harder than just questioning random hangar staff,” a woman’s voice said behind me. “If you press her she may give you a smuggling job, and knowing you, you’ll end up with half the Terran Federation on your tail.”

“But, you don’t know me,” I told her as I turned around. I recognized her from the profile picture of her messages. The pink hair and lips, the glowing cybernetic eyes.

“I know enough,” Rylena snorted. She wore a purple power-suit that added several inches to her height. An advanced drone flew around her like a hyperactive little bird. As she walked closer, she dismissed the little metal ball with a gesture of her hand and pocketed it in her inventory. “For example, you are the guy who waited two days to check the message in his inventory.”

“Pft. Give me a break, it’s my first VRS ever.” 

“Which is why Kipp should have put me in charge of this operation from the beginning,” she said, her face stern. “You don’t belong here.” 

Now it was me who snorted. “This isn’t a game. You wrote that, remember? Kipp’s my friend and he asked me for my help. So, he has it.”

She stared at me, unmoving, like she was trying to intimidate me into submission. 

Is intimidation a skill? I wondered, idly. I refused to play her game and instead blinked furiously.

“Your stats are seriously low,” she muttered, “and you are lacking like seven skill points for someone with your playtime. Did you skip the tutorial?” 

“Maybe.” 

She rolled her eyes. “I promised Kipp I’d help him solve his murder, not help level-up some noob friend of his.”

“You’re the one who insisted to come,” I said. “If you’ve changed your mind, you can go back to whatever hole you came out of. If you don’t want to help, I’m good on my own.” 

To my surprise, she smiled pleasantly and relaxed her shoulders. “I certainly did insist. Kipp told me you were as stubborn as him… We’re going to need that, I suspect. Don’t get up in arms, Cole. We are going to tread dangerous waters, you know? I have to know you are on the level.” 

“Oh, really?” I asked, drowning in sarcasm. “Any other insight you want to share?” 

“Yes. But not here. You got a ship?”

“Technically. I don’t have money to get it transported here,” I explained. She nodded.

“Most of your databytes you’ll get by mining and farming wreckage from space fights, not by questing. You quest to gain skills faster than by training them, to get notoriety, and to earn favors from NPCs.” 

“I thought you guys never broke character,” I said. “Why do you call them NPCs?”

“What else would you call them? Most of the fun is in Alliance fights anyway. Don’t pay too much attention to it, Cole.”

She made me a gesture and I followed her towards the hangar. “This time I’ll spot you the databytes. As a Battlemind, I don’t bother with my own ship, otherwise, we could use it and save us the trouble.”

“How did you get here, then?”

“Booked a passage in three different freighters,” she said. With a flourish, she opened her inventory screen and did some quick operations. “Took me almost an hour. Here, use the terminal over there to call your ship. I already transferred enough funds to your wallet.”

The loan was of ten thousand databytes. Several times my entire net-worth in game, I suspected. I did as she asked and walked over to the terminal. It recognized me and displayed a virtual, low-res, mostly empty hangar. It had one ship at its front. 

 

Do you wish to Transport the “Apollo Wing” to the Argus Space Station?

 

The price was exactly ten thousand databytes. Welp, there goes my new fortune. I keyed a quick “yes” and the transaction was complete. The ship silhouette disappeared from its virtual environment and a laser-sharp blue light methodically drew the same silhouette in the empty pod in front of me. It reminded me of a 3D-printer, but about a thousand years more advanced. 

When it was finished, the laser left behind a ship the size of a frigate with the sleek curves of a fighter. It was marble-white with gold reinforced armor covering half of its front and sides. The cabin’s glass was a polished blue and shaped in a way that reminded me of the old military jets. Blackbirds, I believe they were called. 

“It’s beautiful,” I whispered, breathless. And it was all mine.

“Oh,” said Rylena, who was standing beside me. “Cole, we better leave right now.”

“I know, I can’t wait to fly this beauty,” I said, as proud of my ship as if I’d been the one who built it.

Rylena shook her head. “I mean, right now. That’s the Apollo Wing. It’s a legendary ship.”

“A legendary ship?” I didn’t know the game had those, “that’s fantastic!”

“Yeah, totally,” she said, in a tone that implied the exact opposite, “if you have a battalion of expert pilots and battleships ready to escort you.”

“A battalion?”

She walked towards the ships doors, which were too high for us to climb. I followed her, and the ship sensed my intentions, because a gray metal stair extended down for us like a “welcome” mat.

“Pirates like to jump and steal expensive ships,” Rylena explained. “And I don’t have a million databytes to help you insure it.” 

That’s when I realized everyone in the hangar was staring at my ship. A hundred players of all skill-levels and ranks, looking at it with bright, intense, greedy eyes. Some of them reached for their communicators.

“You are obviously a noob and a Diamond-ranked player isn’t going to dissuade anyone from trying their chances at a legendary ship.” Rylena said while climbing towards the door. “Violence is forbidden on the Argus, but we can’t stay here forever, can we? We have to leave before anyone decides to try their luck.”

“How much time do we have?” I asked, following her. Rylena dissappeared on the ship’s interior. One second later, I was inside too.

A small passageway got us to the cabin. If the Apollo Wing’s exterior was beautiful, the interior was a mixture of functional and expensive. I had never expected a space ship to have mahogany furnishings. 

Rylena went straight to a disk in the middle of the controls. A holographic map appeared, filled with symbols I couldn’t comprehend.

“Someone gave mercenaries a call already,” she said. “They are trying to blockade the Argus.”

I sat in the pilot’s seat and stared at the controls. 

“I don’t think you sitting there is a great idea, you have 0 piloting skills.” 

“And you do?” I asked her.

“My character build doesn’t need them, I hire my services to Alliances,” she said.     

For a moment, I thought Rylena was right. The controls seemed to be modeled after real aircraft, and as such had hundreds of buttons, lever and digital read-outs that made no sense to me.

C’mon, Cole. Focus. You’ve been here before. Staring at each button, they made no sense. But the entire control panel… Yes, there was a flight stick, with its throttle at the side. That row of levers must be the launching pad… Slowly, like reading in a long forgotten language, the secrets of the control panel revealed themselves before me. Not everything made sense, like what was the radar supposed to say, but enough did. 

I flipped a lever and the Apollo Wing came to life. It levitated three meters above the hangar. Readout screens turned on everywhere: fuel, system integrity, energy distribution… I realized I could do this. I could pilot the Apollo.

“You said you’d never played before,” Rylena said, as I finished the launching procedure.

“I haven’t,” this was true. I had never piloted a Rune ship. But these controls were almost identical to my old space simulators. Instead of telling Rylena that, I said, “I’m actually just guessing a lot right now. I wonder what this stick does…” 

And I pushed the acceleration at maximum. Rylena screamed something murderous and the Apollo Wing propelled itself at mind-boggling speeds towards the hangar’s walls.

 

    

   

     

At the last second, I pushed a button on the side of the flight stick and inclined it to the right. The spaceship spiraled to the right and set a straight line towards the hangar’s doors. 

The spinning almost launched me out of my seat and made me lurch forward against the controls. Only luck and perhaps a bit of skill allowed me to retain control of the ship instead of crashing against the floor of the hangar. I felt every movement, every shake of the Apollo, could feel how the acceleration pressed my insides against my back. Better to learn this way instead of in combat, right?

Every player near the hangar was looking in our direction. Not admiring my piloting, mind you, but mostly pointing in a panic and diving for cover. A couple experienced pilots rushed towards their own expensive ships and ordered every dredge of energy into their shields. 

“There is an autopilot to leave space stations!” Rylena said as we crossed the vast expanse of the hangar, went past the invisible forcefields that separated us from the vacuum, and dove straight into deep space. Like diving into a pool, I could no longer hear anything coming from the outside, and every sound inside the ship was amplified.

“I have to get used to the controls,” I explained. It wasn’t entirely true…

There’s only so many times you can call a person a noob until he wants to show off a little, alright? 

“You’re a simulator player,” Rylena said. “That explains why Kipp had that joystick custom-installed.” 

“How do you know?” 

“It doesn’t have a mahogany finish.”

In front of us, Earth’s curve rose and occupied half the ship’s screens. I had seen pictures. There was no difference with this simulated Earth and the one I came from. Except, right here, in front of me, it was a thousand times more beautiful than any picture.

What would happen if I went to Earth?  Could I fly to San Mabrada? Perhaps there was a seventeen-year-old NPC somewhere in the city, lying at night on his sofa, dreaming of another world’s wonders and of a spaceship to chase after them.

“Listen, the mercenaries are after us,” Rylena said, examining the radar’s globe that made no sense to me. “We need to put some distance between them and us before jumping or they’ll just follow us. We can’t go into Earth without a Federation permit or the orbital defenses will shoot us out of the sky, legendary ship or not.”

“Then, what do we do? Can we fight them off?”

“There’s seven of them right here in-system and if we wait, they’ll probably bring their entire fleet here,” she said. “Follow this marker, it leads to Earth’s debris belt. We clear it before them and we can warp in a straight line before they can chase us. It’ll interfere with their radar.”

A green marker appeared on my screen, telling me to go towards a point in my right. I followed the marker and soon the debris belt was in sight. Parts of satellites, derelict ships, orbiting asteroids, and mining equipment extended as far as I could see. Some of them were as big as our ship. 

“The shields will take care of the smaller ones,” Rylena said, “but avoid anything as big as the Apollo or you’ll blow our generators.” 

“I think we have bigger problems,” I said, pointing forwards. Two menacing fighters painted black came out from behind a Russian stealth satellite. They had three menacing wings with guns at the ends and a blade-shaped cabin, painted black. “They thought the same thing you did.” 

“Those are Posse of Iron bounty hunters,” Rylena said, “they are the second biggest Alliance in Rune, so we really want to get out of here before they get a Battleship in Terran Federation space.” 

“Got it,” I said, as I positioned the Apollo in a straight flight course. “Sadly for them, they are in my sights.” 

As the ships flew towards us, they tried to surround the Apollo by going to its right and left flank. It was a basic “enemy grunt” maneuver in most sims, and I was expecting something like it. I instantly sent the Apollo spinning to the left, clasping at the controls with all my strength as not to lose grip. The Apollo stopped spinning just as they both appeared on screen, one behind the other. Perfect pattern for a laser barrage.

The Apollo unleashed a mighty volley of red lasers much faster than any bullet. I got out about two dozens of them right in the spot the enemy ships would be in one second. I could not hear them in space, but my brain supplied the sound effects: “pew, pew, pew! Lazors!”

 

   

With perfect aim, the dozen or so lasers managed to hit every point around the ships while missing them exactly. The stealth satellite blew up in an spectacular explosion. The ships flew onwards and tried to stay clear of easy shots.

“What?!” I yelled, bursting with indignation, “that’s bullshit! It was a perfectly lined shot!”

“How many skill points do you have in shooting? Or in piloting?”

“I don’t need skill points to shoot in a goddamn straight line—!”

“Head for the debris, Cole, I’ll handle the shooting,” she said, and she jumped out of her copilot seat and went to the back of the cabin, somewhere I couldn’t see. “And cut down all this spinning!”

I dove into the debris field, trying to follow a zig-zag pattern and not a straight line. But, my failed attack had sacrificed any positioning advantage I had, and I knew the two fighters were behind me. The Apollo shook as lasers pattered against its rear armor. I hung tightly to the seat, ready for the damage to roll in… 

In the cabin’s screen, a blue line over the spaceship armor integrity went slightly down, about five out of a hundred units. 

“We’re rolling around in a flying tank!” Came Rylena’s surprised remark somewhere behind me. Then, “I found the turrets, give me an angle!” 

“Which side?” 

“Starboard!” 

So, right side. The shields were down almost ten percent. I had to change position, fast. The two halves of a death transporter approached fast overhead. I flew towards it, the shields absorbing the river of metal and burnt fuselage of whatever impact had killed the ancient craft. Behind me, the Posse of Iron fighters followed suit. At the radar’s center was a miniature Apollo Wing, immobile, and behind it approached two red triangles. From the triangles, two pairs of red pulsing dots emerged and moved forwards, in my direction. An alarm blared in the cabin and I knew that torpedoes were in pursuit. My hands trembled with adrenaline and my mouth tasted of copper. Five seconds and I’d smash against the transporter. Six and the torpedoes would hit.

“Those are torpedoes!” Rylena exclaimed.

“I know!” 

“Deploy flares!”

“Right! Which button?” I yelled back, glancing in panic at the controls.

“Oh, s—” I heard her say as the transporter filled the entire screen. We were flying at full speed against it.

I opened fire at the very last second and metal exploded all around us. A brutal collision almost sent me flying against the screen, and I held on to the flight stick for dear life. The shields dropped to fifty percent.

And we had crossed the transporter! Behind us, the explosion was still ongoing and the torpedoes dots had disappeared.

Behind me, the Posse of Iron fighters didn’t have a legendary ship with tank-like shields, so they simply avoided the transporter. One of them flew up and the other to the side.

“Point guns overhead!” I exclaimed. 

The fighter flying upwards was a bit too fast in its chase, his wingman wasn’t covering him yet. I slammed the brakes on the Apollo and pushed the flight stick all the way back, fighting with the throttle all the while to maintain control. The ship’s nose shot up while conserving its front momentum, almost like a motorcycle doing a wheelie. Momentum rapidly went down before the fighter could react. I released the brakes and pushed forward again, and the ship’s nose went back to normal, just as the enemy ship passed over the Apollo Wing. A gatling-laser barrage instantly sprung towards it at close range. For half a second, the fighters shield blared in blue hexagonal patterns, and then they burnt out. The remaining half second was enough for the fighter to explode.

“Got him!” Rylena said, from the back.

“I saw!” I was smiling ear to ear. A pearl of sweat came down my forehead, I swatted it before it went into my eye. 

The other fighter’s pilot wasn’t willing to risk his ship against a cruiser with the Apollo’s stats, so it disengaged one second before we came out of the debris field.

Instantly, an announcement went “ping” and a familiar screen appeared in front of me.

 

 

 



	
Congratulations! You completed the Quest “Hunting the Hunters”! You have made new enemies! You’re now a silver-ranked Pilot. Your skills have gone up: Piloting (2nd level)



 

“Only second level?” I complained. I was sure I’ve made a better job than just second level. “It says I’m a pilot now, that’s my class?”

“That’s your profession, inside a ship. I’m a gold-ranked gunner, doesn’t mean that’s my class. You’ll have to select your class after you get enough skill points to promote out of ‘rookie.’” 

Rylena sat back next to me and shooed me away from the controls. “This is how you do a Warp jump,” she explained, her hands flying on the control panel, “pay attention. You input the coordinates here, choose the quadrant, wait for a flight solution… Alright, hold on.” 

She buckled herself in and I did the same. That would’ve been useful a while ago. 

The Apollo bent space and time all around us and the stars became white lines flying at impossible speed. I could feel my digital intestines getting to know my spine. Even the skin of my face drew back, like a cartoon… This was entirely an effect of the Warp Engine and not at all related to acceleration. But, of course, I wasn’t meditating on the nature of physics in Rune. I was thinking something more akin to, “Blarrrrghhhhhh.” 

There was a flash of white light and then the stars went back to normal. This time, there was no Earth behind us, no space station in the distance, no debris field covering our tracks.

“That’s a warp jump,” Rylena said. “Like riding a roller coaster, right? They are used for short interstellar travel, star-to-star. We are somewhere in the vicinity of Proxima Centauri. For sector to sector travel we use hyperspace. I’ll teach you the basics after I’m sure no murderous bounty hunters are following our tail.” 

“Good call,” I said, relaxing on my pilot seat. It smelled and felt like real leather. “Shall we go to Prima, now?”

“Not yet,” she said, “Kipp said we were headed for a death-world, right? We need to make some preparations first. I have an NPC contact in a mining factory near here, shouldn’t take long.” 

“That’s fantastic,” I said, “I have to eat some dinner now.” I could hear Mom calling me, her voice not farther than ten meters away from my ears, and yet it was as if we were stars away.

“Hurry up,” Rylena said. “You don’t need to log-out completely, just select ‘away’ on your Options screen. You’ll just stand here, like a complete idiot. At my mercy.”

“Sure, I’ll do that,” I said, standing up from the pilot’s seat.

“Cole? Good piloting back there. You are not as useless as I thought.”

“Damn right I’m not.”

    

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN

Toxic Adventure

 

I was back twenty minutes later, with a full belly. My avatar was just where I left it, standing on the back of the cabin. Rylena wasn’t anywhere to be seen and the screen was down. 

Just before I could get worried, the door opened and she came in. “Great, you’re back.” 

She was carrying a backpack made of metal threads. She tossed it to me. It was surprisingly light. “I got you some things for the trip. They’re not a gift, you’re paying me back.”

“Thanks.” Inside the backpack, I found a stiff looking spacesuit, like a less bulky version of the ones the real astronauts used while on Mars. “What’s this?”

“It’s a spacesuit. You use it on planets where the atmosphere is poisonous, stuff like that. More advanced versions, like the one I’m wearing, can double as armor and withstand conventional weapons. Yours… well, don’t get it near anything sharp.”

“Shouldn’t have bothered.” Besides the spacesuit, I got out a medkit, an advanced version of my own communicator, and an honest-to-god machete.

“Don’t store it all in your inventory or you’ll just run out of space. This stuff is cheap, that’s why you carry it in a backpack.”

“No weapons?”

“Look, I can see your stats,” she said, “I think it’s better if you don’t get near any gun for the time being.”

“I’m sure it isn’t that bad.” 

She sighed. “No, I’m not joking, man, there’s seriously something wrong with your hand-eye coordination…” 

“Maybe I just need to train my skills a bit more,” I said, crossing my arms and frowning.

“You don’t understand —Fine, look at this,” she produced a hologram with a list of names inside. Next to them, percentages in descending order. “This is part of what I do as a Battlemind. Math. I study variables, make predictions, analyze information.”

“Doesn’t sound very fun,” I admitted. Math had never been my strong suit in school.

“It is if you are not a caveman,” Rylena replied and made a small, derisive gesture. “Grandmaster Battleminds direct the course of wars. They’re the in-game equivalent of Generals. I work on a smaller scale, but I’m damn good at my job, and I can tell you, you have an accuracy problem. Here you are, at the bottom of the list.”

My name appeared beneath one “Honeybeetle Alpha” and on top of “Toxic Curmudgeon”. The percentage next to my name was 8.7%

“Well, I’m not on the bottom of the list,” I said, pointing a finger at Mr. Toxic Curmudgeon. At the very least, I had my dignity.

“That’s a bot,” she said. “A middle-of-the-rankings Alliance tried to get some fake players controlled by Scripts to bolster their ranks. The bots sucked and were banned the same day they logged in. ‘Toxic Curmudgeon’ is a randomly generated username. So is ‘Honeybeetle Alpha.’”

I glanced at the rest of the names in that list. Yeah, some of them looked like they came straight from a random-name generator. 

“Fine,” I grumbled, “point taken. Pointing a gun in real —in simulated life— is not the same as using a mouse and keyboard. Got it. I still need to defend myself if we are attacked on Prima. What I’m supposed to do?”

Rylena pointed at the metallic backpack. “Run very fast at them and hack at them with your machete.”

“Is that… is that a viable combat tactic in this game?” I asked her.

“No.”

 

   

 

The Prima Star appeared over the Apollo screen’s as I programmed another warp jump. It was an old star with a pale blue flame. According to the screen, it was smaller than the Sun. 

I’d seen pictures of a dwarf star over the Internet. I’d never been so close to one (just like everyone else). It had an eerie quality to it, like a St. Elmo’s fire as you cross a swamp at night. Or hearing steps on the creaky stairs of the empty mansion you are sleeping in. The Prima star looked majestic in its funerary pyre, powerful, and very sad.

So, that’s why blue is the color of melancholy.

“Beautiful, isn’t it?” Rylena whispered like people do when standing in front of a work of art. “This Star and others like it have started so many fights these two years.”

“Why? Blue means they are old, right?” 

“Usually. A blue star has mostly exhausted its hydrogen supply. But, Prima used to be a red dwarf. In the real Universe, red dwarfs burn their hydrogen very slowly and the existence of their blue stage is just speculation. The universe isn’t old enough to have blue dwarfs, yet, here’s one.”

“So, the developers added a couple million years to the age of Rune’s own universe,” I said, trying to imagine a group of lab-coated people fist-fighting over a videogame.

“The astronomers disagree if this blue dwarf is an adequate representation of predicted, real, blue dwarfs. For all we know, Rune is based on current theories of astrophysics and even quantum mechanics. Mostly. It includes things that make no sense, too, and some others that are only beginning to make sense now, two years later.”

“Sounds like creepypasta to me,” I said, thinking of the badly-written horror stories that were all the rage of the Internet year in and year out.

“Who knows. Tell me, Cole, have you ever seen a black dwarf? It’s the next stage in Prima life cycle, the one after it becomes white. Normally, a star would live for a quadrillion years before becoming one.”

“No. What does one look like?”

“Like staring a dead god in the eye, and wondering if it will blink.”

A shiver ran down my spine. The rest of the trip towards Prima Planet we made in silence. 

  

 

   

 

 

 

     

“You want a landing zone that’s clear, but not any clear landing zone,” Rylena explained, as I ran the scanners over and over again as we circled the area where we thought the Temple was located. “Otherwise we’ll get eaten by the subterranean giant worms. Look for a hard rock surface, perhaps over a mountain.”

We were on an island in the middle of an ocean of acid, whose fumes rose hundreds of meters towards the atmosphere. The upper atmosphere layer was corrosive and the Apollo’s shields had gone down twenty percent just crossing it.

I’d read about death-planets in my investigation of Rune. They were a kind of end-game content. You’d find the best quests in a death-planet, the rarest minerals, and most unique loot, hidden in forgotten research facilities and Precursor monuments. Only half of the expeditions to a death-planets were successful, most of them ended in a total party wipe. 

This planet, codenamed “Sludge,” was of little interest to most top-ranked explorers. It had no secret facilities, no rare minerals, and no legendary weapons hidden in secret quests. It only had an ocean of acid and carnivorous plants all over its apocalyptic surface.

And the giant worms, of course.

“Any other predators we need to worry about?” I asked. I found a nice expanse near the top of an elevated hill, only a couple miles away from the center of the island. “Because you gave me a machete, Rylena.”

“Useful against plants,” she said, “don’t worry about the animal life, most of it lives under the ocean.”

I raised an eyebrow. “How do you know that? The acid is strong enough to destroy any spaceship, you said so yourself.”

“People have recorded it with strong enough radar systems. Lots of writhing masses at the ocean’s depths.”

“Oh.” The ocean bubbled away in its yellowish, curded milk-like surface. I decided I’d never get near it, game or not.

The Apollo Wing landed without a hitch, but I still left its shields raised as we descended into Sludge’s surface. From the hill, I could see the mustard sea extending all into the horizon. It had no waves and no current, except for its constant state of ebullition. I could see huge bubbles rise and pop over the distance, pustules on the skin of a leper titan. 

In front of us, a ragged jungle descended into the heart of the island, about a hundred miles of algae-green splattered with burnt, rocky hills. A mountain range split the expanse in two. And the blue star gave the sky a ghost-like appearance, as if the entire world stood eternally in a twilight limbo. My suit’s readings told me the air outside was freezing cold. 

Sludge was a tomb. 

“We are headed for the mountains,” Rylena pointed. “The temple is at their feet.”

The temple, she had told me earlier, had already been explored many times, as the Prima system was one of the first Death Planets found since Rune’s release. Still, there must be something the other players missed since Kipp had been sure to send us here.

“Let’s go, we don’t want to be around when night falls.” 

We walked towards the mountains, diving deep into the vegetation of the island. Sometimes it was sparse, sometimes it was so dense that I had to make a path using my machete. Some roots resisted my hacks, and when I finally managed to cleave through, they vomited purple plant-blood all over my spacesuit.

“Don’t take the suit off when we return to the ship,” Rylena told me the first time I got sprayed. “That stuff is toxic.”

“Figures.”

I began to wonder how long was the trip going to take. It was midnight in the real world, and the mindjack’s Window showed both night and silence. Tiredness started to seep through my real body into my avatar’s. I wanted to go to sleep, even if Sludge was in the middle of its eerie day. My machete’s swings got heavier and clumsier. What would happen in-game if I fell asleep in the real world? Would I keep playing here, my body asleep but my conscience awake? 

Rune was like a lucid dream, it wouldn’t be far off. Even now, the game’s dreamlike aura played with my senses. Strange, faint, bird-like screams came to us every few minutes. Roots retreated from my path, hid on the edge of my vision, then froze when I turned to them. Yellow acid mist surrounded us as Rylena and I walked deeper into the island. It came from geysers spitting the custard over the distance. The acid was hot and it reacted with the cold surface by becoming a curtain of mist that circled around the island, prey to the winds, as if dancing.

As the ground was covered slowly with roots and dead vegetation, the tree-like plant stalks became fatter and fatter. I could feel the roots dancing under my boots as they tried to scurry away from my view.

Wait a second.

That wasn’t an illusion. The plants could move. 

“Uh, Rylena?” I muttered over the suit’s comms while looking at my feet and trying not to panic. It was like being ankle-deep into a nest of dark-green snakes. Wriggling, festering, slimy… 

“Yeah, I noticed,” came the stiff answer. “Whatever you do, don’t make any sudden moves.”

I turned back and saw Rylena’s suit was covered up to her waist in the snake-roots. Her visor was down, so I couldn’t see her expression, but her hand was slowly materializing a rifle.

“I think the machete awoke them,” she whispered, over the comms. “Giving their size, I believe they are strong enough to suffocate us if they become violent.”

“Is engulfing us their way of saying ‘hello?’ because they already look violent to me.” I was now knee-high in the roots. I could feel them clenching my legs, pressuring them slowly, but with more and more strength every time.

“If we startle them they will tear us apart,” Rylena said, “so don’t move a muscle.”

“They are about to break my legs,” I whimpered. I could feel the muscles around my knees swell with pressure. But the knees would be the first to break. I forgot all about Rune’s reduced pain receptors. I had broken bones before in real life, and my brain was hovering on the edge of panic at the thought.

Maybe I could hack them all in one strike. I slowly raised the machete over my head, blinking furiously to shake the sweat pearls that streaked down my forehead and into my eyes.

“Just hang on!” Rylena was trying to point her laser rifle, but the roots around her had begun to push her under their weight, to drag her. “The stalks are… their brains…”

I wasn’t listening to her, though, I only paid attention to the way the suit around my legs crumbled. In a second, I’d be squeezed like a sausage… Then I lost it. I got the machete down with all my strength, screaming incoherently. The blade bounced over the roots, left a thin purple gash and nothing else. I tried to hack again, but suddenly the roots roared to life. One as thick as an anaconda enveloped my arm and pushed it aside, my feet left the ground and I had to fight to breath under the weight of a dozen roots weighing down my rib-cage, smothering me, trying to pull me apart. I screamed and tried to fight them, but it was like punching a wall. One of them was at my neck and the suit’s sensors went mad with alarms. I didn’t know what would kill me first, the atmosphere when my suit breached, or the plants tearing me apart.

A controlled chain of lasers shot beneath me, missed the roots completely and smashed against one of the fat stalks over the distance. The stalk exploded in flames and it shrieked like a crazed bird. The roots shook me around like a ragdoll, maddened. The one around my neck relaxed, as did the other. I fell to the ground with a thud and my vision tinted red. 

The rifle kept blaring. The roots lost their grip on my body and fell inertly to the ground. I got up, stunned, as my vision slowly returned to normal. Four of the plant stalks, the ones closest to Rylena and I, burned slowly around a circle of its carbonized vegetable-entrails. One of them had been split open by the middle, and a long tongue had fallen to the ground. It went black slowly as the fire licked at it. I could see fangs around the meaty interior.

Rylena limped towards me. “Good call, Cole. You distracted them and gave me an opening.” 

I wasn’t sure if she was being sarcastic, so I decided to pretend it was a compliment.

“So, those… giant bags are their brains or something?”

“Yeah. My minimap showed me only four attackers, so I realized these—” she kicked at a root, “—had to be just their appendages.” 

“They look disgusting.” 

“Yeah.” She took a potshot at an innocent plant stalk over the distance, killing it instantly. “Damn tentacle shit.” 

I made a pass over my suit. The things had done no damage to the fabric, only to myself. I limped the rest of the way towards the temple. This time, I didn’t feel sleepy at all. 

We stood far away from any stalks from then on, and any foliage that dared looked at us in a creepy manner, Rylena roasted.

The temple appeared after we passed an acid geyser. The mountains rose above our heads and the temple had been carved directly on their bottom. It was a group of small, dead slabs of rock, carved a long time ago and ravaged by time and the acid mist during the centuries. It was old, very old, surprisingly so for a game that had only been out for two years. 

No one had found an intelligent alien anywhere in Rune. Yes, millions of planets were left unexplored, but any experienced player could easily scan for energy emissions and communications. If there were societies of little gray, big-headed aliens out there, they were very much a pre-hyperspace society. It was a controversial choice for a science fiction game, and the developers refused to comment about it. 

The only evidence of intelligent life were ruins like these, well-documented monoliths, temples, and ruins of extinct cultures. Some of them were built by the same beings over all a Sector. Others were different planet to planet.

There was a hint of a background lore in Rune Universe, but so far, no one had managed to stumble upon a quest that revealed more. 

The temple in Sludge was unique in its kind. It was built by a primitive society a long time ago. It had been well explored before. The first players died three to four times to traps inside before they wised up and covered themselves with expensive shield generators. 

Rylena didn’t believe that any of those original traps still remained, but I wasn’t so sure. Not a single fungus-like plant grew over the temple, so its builders knew how to make things endure. 

“Let’s go,” Rylena said. “If we get lost and you are attacked by a mummy or something, scream like a little girl.” 

“You mean like you did when you believed those roots were tentacles?” 

“Shut up.”

The temple’s interior was damp and dark. The slabs of polished rock were slick under our feet. As we stepped over the entrance, Rylena materialized her flying drone in her hand and set it to hover near her. 

“We are looking for traps, Four-Oh-One. Get to it.” She stood around like a thief, tense and alert. She turned to me:

“Shouldn’t be any traps left, but guess what the last players to die here said?”

“I imagine they said, ‘shouldn’t be any traps left.’” 

She nodded. We set out to look for Kipp’s next clue, being very careful where we stepped. The drone, 401, flew around every corner of the hall and examined random pieces of wall with a green laser grid coming from its eye.

We searched together (even I knew not to split the party) for almost an hour. The temple was empty. It had an altar and a small catacomb, but it just wasn’t big enough to hide anything. Whoever carved it wasn’t big on religion, I guess.

Slowly, we went over every square in the temple. Every time we passed near one, Rylena pointed at the remains of a disarmed trap. I found some of them myself. The temple had been littered with them, in a way that promised epic loot if the explorers were badass enough to survive them. 

There had been nothing. The Sludge’s temple was considered a lesson in Rune’s mark of realism and eventually players moved on. Sometimes, life didn’t kick you in the balls because she had a great plan for you, but because she just felt like ruining someone’s day.

After a while I began to see the point. There was nothing here. Not even decorations had survived the passage of time, only old, boring rock. I started to wish a trap had been left armed so I’d have something to do.

Even 401 looked sleepy. 

I started to feel tired again. It was almost two in the morning and I had to work in a couple of hours. Maybe, I’d tell Rylena to call it a day and try again tomorrow.

“It was, ‘The First Immortal’ by James Halperin,” Rylena said.

“What?” 

“The book where Kipp got the idea of freezing his… his head. It’s a book about a man who gets cryogenically frozen and wakes up in the future.” The girl’s avatar had stopped searching and was instead staring at the ceiling, deep in thought. “He always wanted to know what the future would look like. If it’d be anything like Rune.”

We’d never talked about it. But in a way, Kipp never kept his own curiosity a secret. Every game we played was science fiction. Every movie we watched had aliens, and spaceships, and brave pilots duking it out under the stars.

“He believed that Rune had got the gist of it. Like, the interesting parts condensed,” Rylena continued. “The spaceships, the Terran Federation, the genetic enhancements, and so on. But he hoped Rune was wrong on one thing.”

I thought it over. “The aliens. There is no intelligent life here, just humanity.” 

“Feels lonely, doesn’t it?” She made a gesture that enveloped the room. “The temples, the dying blue stars, the travel distance. It’s so big a game, you can spend months without running into another player if you aren’t near a community hub. I guess the designers were going for that theme. It worked for me, I guess.”

To me, the future was a violent, angry thing that was better left alone. Maybe if you didn’t look it in the eyes, it would forget you were there. After all, instead of spaceships and exploration, our most probable future involved lots of mushroom clouds. Perhaps an Ice Age. Economic collapse at the minimum. How many years had this recession lasted, now? I couldn’t remember a time without it. It was as much part of my life as breathing.

And civilization, to me, appeared constantly on the brink of destruction. Global warming had gotten progressively worse over the last thirty years, entire countries had gone bankrupt, and wars were fought over clean water in South America.

Rune’s future was the most amazing lie I’d ever been told. And even after playing it for only a couple of days, I realized I already loved it. 

I loved it in a different way to Kipp and Rylena’s. They loved it for what it promised, what it could mean for our future. I loved it because it was impossible.

You can imagine my surprise, distracted as I was when I went to lay against a wall and proceeded to fall straight through it. My screams of surprise soon became terror when I realized, falling all the while, that I was going through the walls, and through the floor, like rock had suddenly turned into thin air. 

As I plummeted towards the mantle of the death-planet, I could see giant worms crawling in the distance, swimming through the darkness. There was no limit to how far my vision went. The planet was infested with them, as far as the eye could reach.  

  

  

 

  

 

      

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

Keygen

 

Without any warning, I came to a halt when I reached an underground workroom. I went through its roof and halted suddenly in mid-air, one second before I was unceremoniously dropped to the floor. My vision flashed red for a second and I rolled around until I was on my back.

What the fuck just happened? The roof was as transparent as the planet’s mantle. I could see the squares of the temple from down here, like staring up from the bottom of a pool. I could see the little catacombs, the shape of the main building where the altar was, and the little annexed rooms. Just behind the catacombs, I could see tiny skeletons laying to rest as if sleeping.

So that’s where the temple’s builders went.

I stood up, groaning. The workshop was about the same size as my apartment’s living room. A clinical, white light came from a light bulb hanging from the roof. There was a table and a chair without the usual Rune’s futuristic style, more like something you’d buy at Home Depot. Everything was covered by a deep layer of dust. 

Behind me, standing against the wall, was a gold-engraved mural twice my size. It was a heavy looking slab of metal, which had been seemingly torn off straight from its original source. Its edges were jagged with deadly-looking points of bent metal.

The engravings had a drawing of a planet in its center, complete with a line representing its orbit and three small moons around it. 

Next to the planet were a bunch of numbers and mathematical operations. They were beyond my ability, but I could bet real money that they were orbital and astronomical calculations. A gigantic semicircle on the bottom half of the engravings represented a star, engulfed in nuclear flames.

“Interesting, huh?” a voice behind me said, right by my ear. My heart jumped. I knew that voice.

Last time I’d heard it, I was hiding in a future-sewer in the Argus Space Station.

I turned around and stood face to face with the golden avatar of my friend Kipp.

“This is as far as I got on my own,” he explained, “I was running out of time and I knew I was being watched, so I set up this message and crossed my fingers.”

“Kipp, we are underground,” I told him. Over the distance, two giant worms were fighting. Or mating.

“Yeah, you no-clipped for like ten miles, deep enough to avoid player’s scanners.” He smiled. “My parents set it up. It’s a controlled glitch, I guess, obviously not a part of the base game. When I came here, for the first time, there was an avatar of Mom. Apparently, the base game included a very interesting quest and they wanted to keep it hidden to the public. So, you know, they stole this—” 

He pointed at the mural. “—and brought it here. They hoped I could complete said quest. I’m hoping the same with you.”

“They couldn’t, like, just tell you what it means?” I wondered aloud, staring at the equations all over the mural.

“Wondered the same thing,” he said. “They made the game, right? A slab of metal with some drawings. By this point, they could’ve just told me. Honestly? I think they don’t know the answer themselves.”

I raised an eyebrow. “You said your parents developed Rune.”

“Yeah.” He floated towards the table and pointed at a device over it. “Before we continue this message, you need to grab this Key here. Keep it in your inventory, don’t lose it. It’s a unique item, if you lose hold of it then it could respawn anywhere in the universe.” Kipp froze after this, waiting patiently for more input.

I did as he asked. The device was an old lead sphere, ugly and dented in every part of its surface. It was covered in concentric lines and had a triangle-shaped hole in the middle. I recognized a Quest Item when I saw one and this was definitely one.

The Key went into my inventory with no trouble. Then, Kipp continued:

“Good job. Now, take a screenshot of the mural, since I don’t think you’ll be able to remember it perfectly by staring at it. Screenshots are a feature of your mindjack. It’s on a button by your right temple.” I jabbed a finger to my suit’s helmet. “Cole, I mean on your real head. Really…” 

Oh, of course. Ignoring the avatar’s (that Kipp had pre-programmed ahead of time to include that answer, which said a lot about the two of us) mocking smile, I found the button on the mindjack. I clumsily moved my real arm all around it. It felt like having three arms.

I heard a shutter sound and my vision flashed white for a second. Screenshot taken. 

“Now what?” 

“Now, you come back the way you came. Before you do, here’s my take on this new quest. It’s true that my parents programmed Rune Universe, the game. They still had no idea what this mural represented. I think that’s because Rune Universe is much older than the game we are playing. You get it?”

“What the fuck?” 

“Yeah, that’s the gist of it. Goodbye again, Cole. Hope we meet again.” 

Gravity all around me suddenly went haywire and I fell towards the roof. Then I smashed against it. I whimpered an unmanly “oomph!” and Kipp’s smile grew an inch wider.

“Same thing happened to me. They used a ‘Gravity: -1’ line of code, but they forgot to add the ‘No-Clip: On’ before it. Oh, Say hello to Irene for me, yeah? Alright, off you go now.”

And off I went.

    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

Showdown on Sludge

 

 

 

 



	
You have begun a new Quest! Discover the mystery behind Rune Universe! Complete this quest successfully and you’ll gain: 

—POWER BEYOND MEASURE—

(Recommended for advanced players only)



 

“What happened to you?” Rylena asked me, as I got up after smashing for the second time against a roof. “You just disappeared. I thought you had logged out until I realized you were still online on my communicator list.”

As an answer, I took out the Key from my inventory and showed it to her. She examined it without much of a reaction, so I added, “this is what we came here for. There was… an intentional glitch in the temple. It brought me to a secret room, outside the game.”

“Man, Beard is going to die if he hears that creepypasta is real…” she muttered.

“Yeah,” I agreed without having any idea who Beard was. “And hear this, Kipp was there, he—”

I told her what our late friend had found out about his parents’ quest. After I finished, I had tell her about three times that I wasn’t joking.

“Rune Universe is the most advanced game on the market, it just can’t be older than it appears. Years ago technology wasn’t there yet.”

I shrugged. “Kipp believed his parents were murdered over it. I’m thinking there was a military experiment that went public ahead of time.”

After all, that’s how the Internet came to be, in a way. The military made it and then the tech made its way to civilians.

“Maybe,” Rylena said, without committing to anything. “I guess we’ll find out.”

Next step was to return to the Apollo Wing. I was ready to call it a day and log-out right there in the temple, but it just wasn’t safe to leave the ship standing there for anyone to steal. We had to log out in a safe zone, like the Argus Space Station or Earth.

The return trip was easier: we just had to follow the trail of charred corpses of the plants we had murdered. I realized some of them had started to grow back.

“Your suit is starting to fall apart, by the way,” Rylena pointed at my chest. “I don’t want to pressure you, but if you die with the Key in your inventory, and you lose it while Quantum Safeguarded, that’s it. We’re never getting it back.”

I looked down. Over the crusty purple plant-blood all over my suit, thin lines of acid rose upwards. The suit was definitely dying. Thank you for the sacrifice, little guy. It won’t be in vain.

We hurried back, and even took a shortcut that involved a whole lot of shooting at vegetables. 

At least we didn’t run into any giant worm.

What we did run into, just as we finished the climb of the hill’s slope towards the ship, were three Posse of Iron fighters. They had landed all around the Apollo, and six black-suited mercenaries waited patiently on the ground around the ships. When they saw us, they raised their mean-looking laser rifles and blasters. 

“Took your sweet time, noob,” said one of them. “Do us a solid and come closer, we have to talk business.”    

  

The bounty hunters raised their rifles. I wasn’t sure how to react: could Rylena and I take them? I had never fought a Player vs Player battle, and even if Rylena was better geared than them, I wasn’t, and there were a lot of them.

I decided to act as I’d if someone pointed a gun at me in Lower Cañitas (which thankfully hadn’t happened. Why rob someone with empty pockets?), so with my hands raised I slowly did as they asked. 

Behind me, Rylena followed, her face hidden behind her visor. I whispered, without taking my sight from the mercenaries:

“Do you think we can take them?”

“I’d give us seventy percent chance,” she whispered back, “but there’s zero chance you’d survive the fight.”

“I’ll respawn somewhere nearby, right?” I could take the skills penalty.

“The Key may be lost on the Safeguard.” 

My jaws were shut tight with frustration. So, we could win the fight but lose the Key? Was the risk even worth it?

“You two, cut it out,” the mercenary in front of us said. His face was hidden behind a menacing black helmet. They sure were eager to look like generic bad guys. “If you start Battleminding around us, we are going to just shoot you, Rylena.” 

“So, you’re not as dumb as you look,” she told him, dryly. 

“Insulting the other party during a negotiation is a bad move,” he said. 

If I jumped him, perhaps I’d take him hostage… But two of the bounty hunters had their rifles trained on me. I would never make it in time. Perhaps, if I got closer… “So, we are negotiating? Because this feels more like a mugging to me.” 

“Not at all. Posse of Iron is a respectful organization. We are merely here to buy your ship.”

I took two steps towards him, my hands raised. “Oh, so that’s all? The Apollo isn’t for sale. Sorry to make you waste your time.”

“I hope you reconsider,” said the mercenary, which by now I thought of as the leader of the pack. “I know you are new at Rune, so you don’t know how things work around here. But you can’t keep this ship, at least not for long.”

“Why not?” Another step. Just a little more…

“There are people —not us, of course— with little regard for other player’s property. They will see your beautiful ship, see how lacking you are in defense capabilities, and decide it’s easy to take it from you. One of them will succeed, and will steal your ship. We want to buy it before that happens.”

“I think I’m doing fine taking care of myself, I just blew one of your guys to hell.” 

“We know. Very undiplomatic of you. We are willing to believe it was a rookie with a happy trigger finger and forget about it. See? We are not the bad guys,” said the bad guy.

I took another step, pretending to think about his scam. One of the other mercenaries was instantly upon me:

“Careful, boss! Cole here loves his close quarter combat.” 

Their boss stepped back and I froze. I knew that voice.

“Thanks, cadet, but I’m sure our friend here didn’t mean it. Right, Cole?” 

“If you attack them, they’ll claim self-defense after blasting you to bits,” Rylena whispered, “and then they’ll keep the ship just the same.

I ignored this. I had my eyes locked on the mercenary cadet that had jumped in front of me.

“What are you doing here?” I asked him. Red coils of anger danced in my stomach.

“I told you joining an Alliance is the best way to rank up,” he said. His visor cleared with a gesture and I could see the mocking eyes of Lance, the first player I met back on Earth. “Did you think I’d spend the entire week hunting mutants? Posse of Iron is where the fun is.”

“Lance here has been very helpful,” explained the leader, “when we lost your trail back on the Argus, he volunteered his communicator, where he had added you as a friend not long ago.”

“So, you hacked him,” said Rylena. 

As I turned to face Lance, he threw his hands in the air and laughed without mirth. “Hey, no hard feelings, right, Cole? Rune is just a game. You said so yourself.” 

I didn’t bother to answer that. I merely memorized every line on his face. Soon enough, he stopped laughing. His leader gestured that it was enough, so he retreated back a couple of steps and raised again his laser rifle towards my chest.

“Time is running out, Cole,” the bounty hunter said, “what are you going to do? We are willing to offer you a hundred thousand databytes for the Apollo Wing. That’s a hundred thousand more than you’ll get if a pirate steals it from you. Or if you have an accident right here in this planet, and we have to commission your ship for protection.”

“A legendary frigate is worth a hundred times that price,” argued Rylena.

“What’s a newbie like him going to do with that amount of money?” spat back the Posse of Iron merc. “He’s just going to get abused by a higher-ranking player. Isn’t that what you did, Rylena? You are Diamond-ranked, right? It’s a bit weird seeing you flying with a rookie, perhaps you’re tired of earning your data-bytes the honest way? You saw him find the Apollo on accident. Then, you wanted it for yourself.”

“You think she’s pretending to be my online girlfriend?” I exclaimed. How old were these guys?

“Tell you what, I’ll throw in one of our fighter ships in the bargain,” he went on, “to sweeten the deal. You still have a ship, and you get rid of the trouble the Apollo is going to bring you.” 

Yeah, from people like you, I thought. For a second, Lance, this guy, his goons, they were all the same figure in front of me: the policeman abusing his authority. The school-teacher who grounded me for fighting after I dared defend myself from some older kids. The deadbeat father who overdosed before I was born. 

The Posse of Iron were all that I hated about the world. Egomaniacs, narcissistic, leeches. The kind of person who, in a fair universe, would get punished by karma almost instantly. The kind of person who almost always got what they wanted.

Few times in my life had I yearned so badly for a fight, even if it’d “kill” me. And yet… 

I turned to Rylena, hoping for a special solution. Wasn’t she a Battlemind? Planning was her job, and she’d had enough time to come up with one. She refused to meet my gaze. I could only see my reflection on her visor.

It was so unfair. Van had taught me a couple things about streaming. The easiest way to go pro in a game is to have a big audience right from the start. The adventures of a new pilot and his legendary ship, hanging around in Rune Universe… I knew I could make it. With that ship, I’d have a real shot at becoming pro and of breaking free from Xanz, from Lower Cañitas, from everything. 

People who think you can’t run away from your problems haven’t realized you can stuff your shoes with dollars for extra speed.

The Quantum Safeguard didn’t make you lose your items every time. It was only a possibility. I could run with that risk, fight it out. Maybe win. 

What was going to be? The way I saw it, I had to choose between two dreams. Kipp’s dream to finish his parents work, against mine. 

Sad part was, I didn’t need to think it over very much.

“I’ll take the databytes,” I said, fighting to spit the words against my clenched teeth. “Hope you have fun with the ‘game,’ Lance.”

“Oh, I will,” he said. The Posse of Iron must’ve loved their lets-pretend-we-are-military game, because they didn’t react. Rifles were still pointed at me. 

The leader walked towards me and offered me a handshake. I begrudgingly accepted, thinking all the while about jabbing my blaster into his eye. “Excellent decision, Cole Picard. Just offer us a transfer from your inventory and we’ll be on our way and you’ll be a rich newbie.”

“Like hell he will,” Rylena suddenly intervened. She walked towards us, hands raised, as I had done previously. “You got what you goddamn wanted, you may as well offer him a contract.”

“He can do that?” I asked. “I very much want one of those, actually.”

The mercenary groaned. “You doubt our word?” 

“Yes,” Rylena and I said together.

“Very well,” the player said, shaking his head in disappointment. He opened a screen and typed for a minute. “There. Happy now?”

A new screen appeared in front of me. 

 

 



	
Posse of Iron contract of acquisition:

 

I, xXxCloudBasherxXx, in representation of Posse of Iron, present the following offer to Cole Picard in exchange for the frigate ship “Apollo Wing”-

 

-The sum of 100,000 databytes, to be delivered instantly.

-The z01 Fighter “Sting”

 

Do you agree to this transaction? Y/N



 

“Let me take a look”, Rylena moved my screen towards her. I had been sure players couldn’t do something like that, yet Battleminds played with different rules. “This is ridiculous. At least have the decency to add a non-aggression clause.”

Now mister xXxCloudBasherxXx seemed actually pissed off, even through his black helmet. “Christ, woman, do you take us for some pirates? Just sign the damn thing—” 

“Dude,” I said, “you fucking won already. Just add the clause-thing, don’t throw a temper tantrum over nothing.”

Cloud Basher looked around, to his troops, and doubted for an instant. I realized these punks weren’t as bad as they wanted to appear. Perhaps this bounty hunter was fourteen or something like that. Perhaps his Mom would ground him if he played too much.

All the fear these bullies could have made me feel disappeared like smoke. They were a fangless version of The Ferals, just with better fashion sense.

I’m not scared of you, I thought, glancing at Lance. This is not the last time we meet, little prick. 

I hate bullies. 

Lance tried to held my gaze for a moment and then he looked down. I smiled and turned towards his boss, who had reached a decision.

“Fine.” 

 



	
Posse of Iron contract of acquisition:

 

I, xXxCloudBasherxXx, in representation of Posse of Iron, present the following offer to Cole Picard in exchange for the frigate ship “Apollo Wing”-

 

-The sum of 100,000 databytes, to be delivered instantly.

-The z01 Fighter “Sting”

-A non-aggression clause between all the members of Posse of Iron and Cole Picard and Rylena.

 

Do you agree to this transaction? Y/N



 

“But this clause will break if you start something, too,” he warned me.

I took a deep breath, and then pressed “Y” on my screen.

The Apollo Wing had new ownership. 

“Thank you for your business,” said Cloud Basher. “We at Posse of Iron hope you are satisfied with our transaction.”

“Fuck you.”

The mercenaries laughed. Now that there was a contract between them and us, they could relax. Their rifles were finally lowered, not that it was any use to me now. 

“I love doing quests with you, Cole,” said Lance. There was a small screen in front of him that he seemed to find really funny. Cloud got one, too. 

I realized with dismay the game had awarded them a quest completion for stealing my ship. 

Way to rub it in my face, Rune. If Kipp’s parents had programmed the quest system, then Patel’s brand of humor was a family trait.

I got to see how the Posse of Iron left with my ship. They left without looking back, leaving Rylena and me standing alone atop the hill overlooking the yellow sea and the poisonous sky. 

For a moment, we simply stood there, neither of us knowing what to say. My mouth tasted of ashes, humiliation, and defeat. I finally broke the silence:

“At least they left us a ship.”

“Yeah, no, there’s no way they didn’t leave a bomb inside.”

As if humoring her, the fighter blew up in a cloud of plasma and charred pieces of armor. I screamed something unmanly and fell on my ass when the wave passed right through me. Rylena suit’s shields blared and she held her ground, looking dejectedly to the side, like she hadn’t realized we had almost been atomized. 

“Ah, classic Posse,” she said, finally, as a rain of tiny, boiling pieces of metal fell all around us. “They probably rigged it from the beginning. You’d do us a favor if you managed to get killed by a falling piece, by the way. It would be a breach of contract.” 

We had no such luck. The Posse had calculated perfectly their payload. They had experience, after all.

I stood with difficulty. Boy, this day had been long. 

“So, then it’s true, isn’t it?” Rylena told me as I limped towards her. “Kipp’s message. I mean, I never thought he was lying… but you know. His idea of a joke was very particular.”

She trailed off, the sky and the ground stealing her attention a couple times. Then she dimmed her visor and looked at me with her cyborg eyes that somehow managed to glow a sad green light. “If this had been a sort of joke, or not as serious, I don’t think you’d have let them have the ship.”

“So you were testing me, back then,” I realized, “that’s why you didn’t intervene.” 

She nodded. 

“I guess I find it hard to believe, too,” I said. I hadn’t realized how tired I was until then. “But we still have the map, and the key. They were more important to Kipp than the ship. So, in a way, we won today.”

“You know? Posse of Iron has sold their Non-Agression Clause for more than what they gave you for the ship. We could make some serious bank by smuggling on their territories, since they won’t attack us.”

“That’s great.”

“We’re going to attack them at the first chance we get, right?”

“Oh yes.”

 

 



	
Congratulations! You have claimed a new Rival! Lance of Posse of Iron will be waiting for you, when you are ready to earn your revenge! 

 



 

 

 



	
Your skills have gone up: Close Quarters Combat (2 level) Negotiation (1 level) Trading (1 level)   



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

I'm sorry, mister bus

 

“Are you sure you’re not dead?” asked Steve for the second time in just an hour of work.

I grunted back an unintelligible answer and continued my slow examination of the 2038 Xanz project to renew their investment in three shell-laboratories in some third world country. I concluded I had no idea what I was reading. It was either the sleep deprivation or the corporation’s lawyers had gotten really good at their job. 

My new corporate friend eyed me with medical worry. Had he never seen an employee with only forty-five minutes of sleep? I asked him this, irked, when he insisted on prying further.

“I’ve been working here for a couple years now,” he explained, ignoring my irked face, “I’ve seen like three or four nervous breakdowns. Mostly new employees, but one of them was our former manager, before Manager Jimenez. They always start like this. Lack of sleep, then the hallucinations set in, then they are running around naked all over the skyscraper, trying to find the CEO to murder him or something.”

“Sounds fun,” I mumbled, “but don’t worry. I just had to do a favor for a friend yesterday. It took a while. I don’t think I’m having a nervous breakdown. Also, the pink elephant says I’m okay, so, that settles it.”

Steve then introduced me to the marvels of office coffee. It was a super strong blend, he explained, genetically engineered right here in Xanz. After that, he had to assure me the coffee wasn’t about to grow me a third arm or make me spit out my liver.

It turned out to taste very good, actually. A sip made me perk up real fast. It had hints of cinnamon and hazelnut. A slight aftertaste of lab-made ammonia, to add spiciness.

I downed an entire mug, hoping medical science was advanced enough in a decade or two to help me cure the damage I was probably doing to my organs. I was still sleepless, but now I had a small battery pack connected to my empty power reserves if you don’t mind the Rune metaphor.

Even with the coffee, I couldn’t focus very much on the Xanz’s reports. All I thought about was getting back on Rune. I had a ship to recover and a friend to avenge. The office’s clock moved slower than ever. 

“Do you think I can bring some of that coffee home?” I told Steve, as we powered through some obscure transactions Xanz had made three years ago to a local government in South America.

“You plan on bringing work home? I mean, that’s great initiative and all, but I don’t want you getting your hopes up. No one has been promoted in Manager’s Jimenez time here. You’re better off biding your time until you can get transferred to another company in the building.” 

“I just like the taste,” I lied with an innocent expression.

Steve didn’t buy it at all:

“You know that shit is highly addictive, right? It’s to normal coffee what a kick in the balls is to a kiss.”

“C’mon, have some faith in me.”

I kept going at it for the next couple hours, in a slightly manic way, trying to ignore the chest palpitations and the slightly blurred vision. I wanted the extra punch of energy so I could play without getting tired so soon into the night. Perhaps if I’d been better rested last night, I could have seen the ambush the Posse of Iron had prepared. 

Manager Jimenez found us almost drowning in an ever-growing pile of papers and sent me on errands runs for the rest of the work-day. All the companies in the skyscraper had the same policy: no digital tech for communication, not even for a memo. Not even email. Nothing that could be hacked and leaked later to the press. They called it “protecting company privacy,” and since Steve was serious when he mentioned it, employees actually believed it.

Instead of memos, they used people like me. Navigating the hundred or so offices was like being lost in the most boring maze imaginable. Eventually, as the coffee’s punch tapered off, the numbers in the elevator stopped having any meaning. I delivered hand-written notes about a dozen times. Secretaries began to look alike. The names of the different companies got mixed in my mind, along with their business: did Lightex sell high-tech lamps or low-calorie Texan food?

The only name that caught my attention was the last one on my route. Their offices were at the skyscraper’s second-to-last floor and they looked the same as all the others. But the name on the plaque right on top of the wooden doors was “Nordic.”

It was the company that made Rune Universe. The one Kipp’s parents had created. Along with the man who, according to my friend, had poisoned him and his entire family. 

“I don’t want you to seek revenge,” Kipp’s golden avatar had told me.

It’s interesting the things you notice when your state of mind changes. I had walked corridors just like this one for several days now. But now, I could see from the corner of my eye at least three sensor-detecting cameras hanging from the ceiling. Those were the obvious ones, so at least another three had to be nearby, hidden from view. 

I could also see two different drone-hatches dissimulated on the walls, behind flower pots. The frail-looking wooden doors had reinforced hinges and were covered in sensors to confirm my identity. 

This building wasn’t nearly as low-tech as it wanted the employees to believe.

I delivered the memo to the nearest Nordic secretary and made an effort to leave without looking around. 

Would I recognize Seitaro Ogawa if I saw him, here? What would happen then, was I supposed to just let him walk away?

The best way to get payback is on Rune, I thought, trying to convince myself. Going against a billionaire in the real world is only going to land you in jail.

Still, when I got back in the elevator to return to Xanz, I made a point of remembering Nordic’s floor-plan. 

Just in case.  

 

 

 

When it was time to leave, Steve stopped me. He looked around to make sure no one was around and then he handed me a small plastic bag. The guy looked agitated and pale like he was smuggling weapons to the guerrillas and was about to go through airport security.

“It’s kinda against the rules to take the blend out of the building,” he explained. “No one really enforces rules like that, but still, if someone asks you—” 

“If someone asks, I’ll tell them I don’t even know you,” I told him. He smiled with a faint, trembling expression.

Was this Steve-the-Intern’s first crime?

“Thanks,” I added, stashing the bag in my pants. “I owe you one.” 

“Don’t think about it,” he said, “we have to stick out for each other around here, right?” 

“Right.” 

When the bus to Lower Cañitas finally arrived, I was in a better mood than when I arrived at work. I planned to tell it to wake me up a minute or so before arriving at my stop, so I’d be able to get some much-needed sleep.

I stepped inside the bus, which greeted me happily, and after my phone paid the fare automatically I searched for a comfortable empty seat.

I sat near the back and began reading about Rune’s combat and Alliances. I didn’t make it far before a shadow hovered over the screen, and over me. I looked up to see a man standing in the aisle in front of my seat. He was big enough occupy all the free space around us, filling it with oversized, impractical muscles that could only be achieved by illegal steroids.

“Cole,” the man said, and I realized he was more a guy in his middle twenties, “it’s about time we had a word.”

“Oh,” I said, as my brain finally processed all the little details and decided to send a jolt of adrenaline all over my body, “hello, Darren.”

Darren didn’t smile wickedly nor knifed me right there. He looked grim and serious. He made a gesture and I moved over to the window seat. He grunted as he tried to stuff himself into the small space the bus seat offered. He more or less succeeded, like stuffing a sausage inside the neck of a bottle. 

I was trapped between him and the bus.

He looked at me with cold, dead eyes. The name of his wanna-be gang was The Ferals, but he wasn’t feral at all. He was calculating. Scheming. I had no doubt he was a person capable of murder in cold blood. 

Every muscle in my body was screaming with tension, and I was using all my willpower to appear as if I was relaxed. Darren’s hands were empty, but that hadn’t stopped him before. 

“I’m disappointed in you, Cole.”

“Darren, I didn’t do it,” I said, immediately. No point in feigning ignorance, at this point.

Had he been inside the bus the entire time? I should have seen him coming. I was supposed to be better than this. He had come alone, though. No other Feral was nearby, only a couple blue-collar workers on the front seats, and an office-rat a couple seats near us. He was trying very hard to pretend he wasn’t here, shrinking in his seat and looking out the window. He pretended the gray city was the most interesting sight he had encountered in his life. No help was coming from there.

“Interesting admission,” Darren said, his voice a dull monotone. “Thing is, Cole, the police jumped us seconds before you ran away from Gluttony.”

“I went to a funeral,” I said, looking him in the eye, trying to show him I was being honest. No avail; he carried my gaze, but there was no spark of recognition inside him. He already accepted I wasn’t a person, just a target of his revenge.

“So you say,” he went on, “but it’s an awfully convenient timing, don’t you think? You get too many Strikes, you claim you are getting clean. You agree to one last job, which we give to you in good faith. Suddenly, there are cops all over Gluttony, and Chimera ends up in jail. Last I heard, she’s going to be there a long time, Cole. Sadly for her, she refused to help the cops jail any more of her friends.”

I swallowed and tried not to shiver. I knew where he was going with this. Truth be told, I had no good way of defending myself. Not for lack of evidence, mind you. Darren’s idea of “reasonable doubt” involved punching to a pulp first.  

“You see, sometimes you get Strikes taken off your back if you cooperate with authority. But I bet you already know that, don’t you?” He shook his head in the direction of Xanz’s skyscraper, which was barely visible in the distance as the bus zipped around traffic. “Awfully nice job you got out of a sudden, by the way.”  

You learn psychology in the streets, if you pay attention. What I saw in Darren attitude, was called “dehumanizing” a person. Armies still do this today. If you think of your enemy as a dangerous, non-human entity, they were easier to kill. 

Try hard enough to pretend your enemies aren’t people and soon enough you will pretend you don’t hear the screams. The yelling and the pleading? Don’t worry, that’s just the steam coming out of the lobster’s shell. They aren’t advanced enough to feel any pain.

I knew watching Darren’s eyes that my only hope of surviving the next few seconds was to remind him I was still a person. Pleading wasn’t going to do the trick. But it would buy me some time.

“I know how it looks. But I didn’t snitch on you. You know me, Darren.” I’m a real person, dammit. One you know. Don’t pulp me yet. 

My left hand inched around my pants until I came across a small plastic tube. I’d been carrying it since I found out Chimera was in jail. It was my life insurance.

Now, I only needed to get it out of my pocket, slowly…

“I thought I knew you,” Darren drawled, and now there was a dangerous edge to his voice. A man who was readying to kill. His right hand was near his jeans, too. I could see his overgrown shoulder tremble, slowly, with each inch it moved forward. “I thought you were brave. You understood our way of life, I thought. How things work in places like Lower Cañitas. Us, surviving together against the government. I admired you, too, you know? How you managed to survive without compromising your values. You’ve never robbed someone, haven’t you? Never blackmailed a cheating husband, never scammed an old lady.” 

“Man—” I began.

“Don’t, Cole,” he interrupted, “don’t plead. Now is the time to act like a man.”

I shut up and froze. If he got a knife out, or worse, I was going to jump him and try climb over him and get away. He would stab me, of course, a lot of times. But, if I got out of the bus before bleeding out, I had a chance the police-drones would get there before Darren had a chance to finish the job. 

And doctors could put you back together after a lot of damage, even if your heart wasn’t beating. If I was lucky, they wouldn’t realize I was from Lower Cañitas until after the surgeries. 

Instead of stabbing me right there, he went on. “One year ago, I told my Ferals, ‘that Cole has a pair of principles, guys. You all would do well if you were a bit more like Cole Dorsett.’ Remember why? It was the week before high school finals.”

“Yes.” I did remember. We went to the same public school, all the kids in Lower Cañitas did: we had only one. Darren was already out of jail and the school agreed to take him back on probation. He was several years behind and he spent the time scamming old ladies, blackmailing cheating husbands, and robbing people. He robbed me, once, when I was coming home from school, before we knew each other. He took a backpack with my school e-reader, two burner Berry computers, and a bunch of Script sticks. 

Next day, I got called to the principal’s office. Turns out, a street camera had caught the robbery. Darren was there, as well as his parole officer. They were waiting for my testimony before they put him away. 

I did not snitch on him. Instead, I told them it was a joke between friends. I’d let him borrow my notes so he could study. They didn’t buy it, but they had no case. They let Darren go, end of story.

There was no nobility involved in my part. I wanted my Script sticks back, and I very much didn’t want the police seeing the interior of my backpack. 

Next time we met, Darren returned my stuff and then we worked together every now and then when I liked the job. Mostly helped when they targeted rich people, like San Mabrada’s city council or our corrupt mayor.

“A couple of my younger Ferals are very disappointed,” Darren went on, “I’ve taught them the importance of loyalty and respect. Of family, Cole. And you spit right on those values. Sad, don’t you think?” 

I could see his shoulder had stopped moving, so his hand must be clasped around his weapon now. Along with the shivering fear for my life, hot anger boiled inside my stomach. This asshole wanted to off me for something I didn’t do, and he was just at the right point between smart and idiotic to convince himself he got the right guy.

“Those are a lot of big words for a fuck who’s angry his criminal girlfriend is going to rot in jail,” I spat.

For an instant, Darren’s pupils went wide with surprise. Then it was black, murderous rage.

“I’m sorry it has come to this, Cole,” he said, as he reclined towards me. His entire body tensed, a snake coiling before striking.

“Yes,” I said, “me too.”

He was bigger, but I was faster. I brought forward the cylinder I was grasping and pressed a button on its top. It was just a cheap lighter.

Darren’s shirt caught fire like it was covered in gasoline. That’s what a cheap, plastic-threaded knock-off does when exposed to a flame. 

For an instant, the world froze. Darren looked at me, I looked at him. I realized I was trapped between a wall and a burning giant. He realized he was on fire. 

We both reacted as well as you could expect, under the circumstances. 

I lunged against the front seat, trying to climb it before the flames reached my own clothes. Darren roared in fury and pain and tore the shirt right off his torso, just like in a cartoon. I could smell the hair on his arms and chest burn as he did this, and I felt a stinging pain on my leg as I stumbled over the front seat and fell on the bus’ floor. I saw blood on the green and blue seat. Somehow, Darren had managed to stab at me while tearing his shirt off. He was much faster than I’d anticipated. 

As I limped over the aisle, trying to gain as much distance between us as I could, he stomped over the burning remains of his shirt, as coils of black smoke rose all around him. He looked like a demon, and roared like one, too:

“You set me on fire! I’m going to kill you, Cole! And I’m going to hurt you before I do!” The rest of the things he said you can pretty much guess. Lots of things involving entrails and hacksaws. 

I passed the blue-collar workers, who right now were pretending they didn’t exist, while at the same time making sure the fire didn’t spread all over the bus. It wouldn’t, Darren had done a pretty good job at extinguishing it before it caught fully over the remains of his shirt. He stomped towards me. In his right hand was a bloodied knife. Some of that blood was his: in his rampage, he had managed to cut himself on the chest. A long, bloody, superficial cut that covered him in blood. He was straight from a horror movie. 

“I’m going to get you now, Cole!” He yelled, as he charged. 

The streaks of black smoke reached the bus sensors, then. 

OH, DEAR! IT APPEARS YOU HAVE ACCIDENTALLY STARTED A FIRE, COLE! The bus exclaimed as its software analyzed the video feed. EVERYONE, SAVE YOURSELVES! DON’T WORRY ABOUT ME, I’LL STAY HERE AND TRY TO CONTAIN IT! GO, NOW, RUN!

The bus slammed the brakes and I immediately flew against the floor, rolled over myself, and hit my head against the hard plastic of a seat, hard enough to make me see stars. Hot blood trickled down my forehead and dripped into the floor. 

For a second there, I’d forgotten what real pain felt like. There’s no red screen in real life, just adrenaline and the vague notion of someone putting your brain into a blender.

I got up, stumbling. The office worker had already left the bus, running for his life with his portfolio. The two blue-collars were braver: they saw the fire was already over, but there was still a fight going on inside the bus. Darren had fallen flat on his back and the knife had slid a few feet towards me. He was too big to get up easily, so the workers stepped over him to get to the back door of the bus. 

Darren roared incoherently and for a second, I thought of rushing towards the knife and ending this ridiculous shit. Then he got his bearings and pulled himself up. 

I turned around and ran for my life. 

“You set me on fire, Cole!” Darren yelled behind me. I didn’t turn around, but my leg hurt with every step. The wound was right across my calf. If it had been slightly lower, it could’ve gotten my ankle. “You’re going to regret this!”

“I already do!” I shouted back. 

I’M GLAD YOU ARE SAFE, COLE, HAVE A GREAT REST OF THE DAY the bus shouted as I jumped out and into the street. As I quickly limped towards the safety of the alleyways nearby, I could hear it encouraging Darren. LET’S GO DARREN, YOU CAN DO THIS! GET OUT WHILE YOU STILL CAN! YEAH, GOOD JOB! —IT SEEMS YOU ARE ACCIDENTALLY TEARING APART MY UPHOLSTERY. DON’T WORRY, I’LL FORGIVE YOU—

I didn’t stay to hear the rest. I was sure Darren didn’t plan on being as forgiving as the bus, if he caught me.

 

    

 

 

I couldn’t go back to my apartment, not after setting Darren on fire. He’d have the place cased out with Ferals for sure. Instead, I called Van and told her to stay indoors for the day and tell Officer Harrison to give the neighborhood a pass a couple times. The Ferals were good enough to avoid the police, but at least they would be forced to disperse. 

Meanwhile, I limped my way to Accolade Square, a nearby district halfway to Lower Cañitas. It was a tech marketplace which surrounded a barely maintained park where middle-class families liked to hang around on the weekends. On a Saturday morning, you’d see the park’s paved roads filled with street vendors roaming among the crowd in their colorful carts, selling fruit (or fruit-like synthesis), junk food, children’s toys, and even paintings made by survive-by-the-day art graduates. If you crossed the street you’d get to the tech-market, a ragtag bunch of stores and local vendors. The explosion of bright, colorful light-beams and rowdy holograms the tech-market launched daily was a main attraction at the park. I suspected the locals tried to draw away attention from their filth-encrusted floors by using a lot of cheap neon holograms and second-hand drones.

By night, on a workweek, the more reputable stores were closed and the hologram show was mostly over. The only ones left open were my kind of store. 

I arrived at the streets by the park while looking all the way over my shoulder. The last thing I needed now was to get mugged.

Since the coast was clear, I found an alley near the closed tech stores and fumbled my way into the darkness. The alley was littered with trash and rotting synthetic meat. I went up a rusted stairway which creaked dangerously under my weight. One of these days the thing was going to fall off with me on it, I just knew it. 

The door to Roscoe’s was waiting for me on the third floor. It opened with nightfall and closed at the first signs of sunlight. The rusty hinges whined as I pushed my way in, glad to be away from the swinging stairway.

The store was badly lit by ultraviolet light and glowsticks hanging from the ceiling. Rows upon rows of gutted hardware were displayed along the walls. Nanochips and old microchips, parts of converters and solar arrays, computer parts, old radios, even signal-blockers from the army surplus. That’s the stuff I recognized, but I was sure Roscoe kept a stash of military-level gadgets in the back. 

The man himself waited for me behind the shop counter, which was littered with hardware debris. He was focused on his desktop computer, but looked up as he heard my steps. Roscoe Orville was a twenty-something young man with a face scarred by a zit-filled adolescence. Long, greasy dreadlocks were tied up in a ponytail that reached the lower back of his Anonymous t-shirt. When he saw me near, he smiled, exposing his yellow teeth. He was wearing goggles over his mouse-like face. 

“Cole, my man! So good to see you! Why are you bleeding all over my carpet?”

My blood was probably one of the least toxic substances on said carpet, but I just shrugged. “An old friend jumped me after I left work.”

“You’ve some taste in friends,” he said. “I’ve got some baby-wipes in the back, let me go get them real quick.” He walked into the back, behind a plastic curtain near the counter. He was back seconds later with a sealed baby-wipes package, which I gladly accepted.

“So, I need a place to crash,” I said, as I cleaned the crusty blood of my forehead and checked the slash on my calf. It was just a scratch, but the trousers were going to need a visit from the tailor.

I told Roscoe what’d happened and he agreed to let me crash on his futon for the night.

“You set a man on fire?” was the first thing he asked when I finished my story. “In cold blood, just like that?”

“Look, I didn’t plan to set anybody on fire,” I said. “My plan was using it to set fire to a seat or something if Darren and his friends came in, so the bus would stop and I could run away. Not my fault he ambushed me from inside the bus.”

“Then you decided to set him on fire,” Roscoe was very amused by the situation. “You know what happens to a plastic shirt if it’s on fire more than, say, three seconds, right? It melts. All over the skin.”

I shuddered. Darren had been fast enough to avoid that, but still, I could’ve easily killed him. I wasn’t thinking straight back then, only about my survival. “Still, he was the one who wanted to stab me. Have you seen a knife victim? They don’t look as clean and happy as you see in the movies. You can see the fat under the skin in a knife wound.”

Roscoe made a vague nod with his head towards his computer, which was a Frankenstein amalgamation of different parts, some of them illegal.

“I’ve seen some war videos, so yeah, I think I’d have done the same in your place,” he said.

I sighed and looked for a trashcan to dispose of the bloodied wipes. 

“I know a Shaman in a shack nearby,” Roscoe added. “He deals with evil-eyes and stuff. You want me to give him a call? Because your bad luck is really something, my man.” 

“Do you know Darren’s dealer? I was hoping you’d get him to talk to The Ferals about this for me. Explain it’s all just a misunderstanding.”

“Except the part where you set their leader on fire, you mean.” 

“Yeah.”

“I’ll see what I can do. I’ll post on the boards, see if the dealer lives nearby. I don’t promise you anything, us oldfags like our privacy. But, as your dealer, I’m contractually obligated to help you.” He said, with a hand over his underdeveloped chest.

Roscoe Orville was my Script dealer. He was a real hacker, not just a kid who bought software from one. His username made him a wanted man in four small countries and I had no idea how he managed to avoid prosecution in the States. Probably because he refused to share said username with anyone he knew in real life. 

He boasted of being the best, and although he had no evidence, his skills matched the claims. In a way, the hardware store was just a front. He’d be perfectly happy if he had zero customers buying his junk. His real money was in the Scripts, and in the small cut he took from all successful hits using them.

“I know. Still, I don’t have many options…” 

In his old-school monitor, an alarm beeped and a long streak of characters flashed down the screen. 

“What? Wait one second, Cole—” Roscoe mumbled as he jumped over the counter and pounded away at the keyboard. He cursed under his breath and looked for something under the counter until he came up with a small box with several antennae on top. He connected the device to his CPU and went back at typing. He cursed again, this time louder, and he looked to me with a scowl. He reached under the counter and threw a big, dusty, metal and wood tube on the table. 

It was a hunting rifle, probably fifty years old. 

“You sure you are not working with the government, Cole?” he told me, the rifle between me and him, an ominous implication. “Because there is a CIA drone hovering right outside my window, and it’s zoomed right in on your trace.”

“Fucking what?”

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

The Nordic Study

 

Seitaro Ogawa did not work in Nordic’s office inside the conglomerate skyscraper. He owned about seventy percent of the companies in there, including the building itself. When you have that kind of money, you have your own private office and when you want to schedule a meeting, you move everyone by helicopter.

The helicopter’s twin motors roared as his company’s pilot landed perfectly on the heliport atop his private office, located on the edge of San Mabrada’s (over the mountains, as to avoid the unsightly poverty belt that surrounded most of the city). Seitaro Ogawa heard it come as he reclined on his favorite chair. 

It was the one in the meeting room, that overlooked every other seat in there. It was custom built for him, the rich leather arch of the backrest gave his normally scrawny frame a regal edge. Also, it was designed to make him appear taller than everyone else, but in a discrete way, with a combination of psychology and magnetic fields.

The conference table floated in front of him. It was made of glass and it had no legs or cables to support it. It stood, fixated in the air, like telling the world, “behold, the man who owns me is not bound by petty laws like gravity.” It was mostly empty, except for a holographic screen right in front of Seitaro, and a small report, written on paper.

Ogawa had come a long way since his days working as a government accountant. Even his days working with the Patels seemed far away when he stood in his corporate throne. 

For all he cared, he had always been rich. He deserved both the fame and the fortune. He had fought for it, killed for it, done things few men dared to do. That’s why he succeeded when everyone else failed. 

Now, one of his vassals had flown all the way from the Financial District’s office to try and justify to him why his divine will hadn’t been followed to the letter. 

Ogawa didn’t need to see the security feed to know the path Mister Ignas Girsang, chief programmer, would follow after the helicopter landed.  

“He’s leaving the helicopter now, the drone-cart is waiting a few feet nearby,” he muttered, to himself, following Girsang’s movements in his head. For someone with so little imagination, Seitaro Ogawa was very good at this mental exercise.

“Now he’s passing the golf camp. That’s going to take a while.” Seitaro paused the appropriate number of minutes, then continued. “Now he’s by the Olympic pool. He’s passing the gardens, and the security drones must be around to scan him anytime now.” Since the alarms didn’t roar to life, Girsang’s credentials must be in order. 

Now, the doors of the office must be opening for him and the drone escorts following him. Walking through the Art Gallery would take another couple of minutes… Seitaro pushed a holographic button on the armrest of his seat and a high-tech drone brought him tea on a silver platter. 

He finished it a while before Ignas Girsang came into the conference room. The lead programmer’s face was red and covered in pearls of sweat. He was the kind of man who actively abhorred physical exercise and did his best to avoid it. 

All the better to make him walk a bit, for all Ogawa cared. He was extremely irked with Girsang.

“You called, boss?”

“Take a seat, Girsang,” Seitaro said. One of the chairs on the other side of the table pulled back without an obvious mean of propulsion. Girsang sat and exhaled loudly as his overworked legs caught a rest. Seitaro frowned with disgust. 

“You seen the news on Rune Universe, lately?” Seitaro asked, with a fake amiable smile.

“Did you?” Girsang instantly responded, unable to hide his surprise. Then his mouth hung open as he realized what he just said to his boss. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to imply—”

Seitaro Ogawa could not care less what his underling thought of him, even by accident. He dismissed it with a gesture of his hand. “Does not matter. A legendary spaceship surfaced yesterday night.”

“Yeah. They appear all the time,” Girsang said. He took his round eyeglasses and cleaned them over his lap. Ogawa knew his top employees enough to know when one was nervous. Girsang was avoiding a conversation.

“Yet, this one appeared to a new player,” Seitaro pressed on. “With only a couple of days of gameplay and not even a spacesuit in his inventory.” 

“Who knows? The quest system works in strange ways,” Girsang said. It was an old “in-office” joke that Seitaro never found funny. It implied Nordic had no control over the quest system. That was simply not true. They could always shut it down.

“I did some research on my own,” Seitaro lied. Most of the research had come from his ex-CIA contact, a man called John. “The player is one ‘Cole Picard.’ Real name, Cole Dorsett. He went to the same school as the Patels’ kid.”

“Kipp?” asked Ignas Girsang, raising his eyebrows a tad too high for a believable representation of surprise. “What a coincidence, huh?”

“Yes, it was,” said Seitaro. He typed some instructions to his in-house AI (highly illegal to anyone not rich enough to be immune to most laws) and a window appeared in the middle of the table. The definition was so high it looked like reality had split in that specific area. “That’s why I reviewed our friend’s Kipp last appearances in Rune Universe. Would you like to see what I found?”

Girsang went pale and Seitaro smiled triumphantly. 

The window showed Kipp’s avatar. He was on a planet near the borders of the galaxy. He was geared to the teeth with weapons and a spacesuit capable of resisting an anti-tank shell, but he didn’t use any violence to make contact with the animal life on the planet. The recording fast-forwarded as he hovered over the insect-like herds that roamed the volcanic planet. Eventually, a couple of in-game days later, he went down and made contact with the lifeforms. He offered them food, ran away when they charged him, escaped using an invisibility field, then went back at it. Many tries, and a couple close calls, later the herd was used to his presence. 

Once the horse-sized insects stopped attacking him on sight, he roamed on his flying bike all across the herd’s territory, that extended for hundreds of miles. He did this for a real-time week. He was clearly searching for something, and he found it in the interior of an active volcano. 

The video showed Kipp’s attempts to carve a pathway into the volcano using heavy-duty explosives. When that failed and his nanomachines had grown his legs and lungs back, he got back on his ship, flew right above the volcano, directed all energy towards his shields, and dropped like a rock straight into it. The recording, for a moment, showed nothing. Then, a small warning informed the viewers that Kipp’s ship had been destroyed. 

His personal shields flared and then burned down. 

Then the volcano spat a single, amazing blast of lava, which spread across the sky like rain. As it splatted in every direction and started a thousand tiny fires, the video focused on the gold-and-white ship that now hovered over the volcano, its shields barely dented by the trip. It was the Apollo Wing.

Seitaro Ogawa turned off the video-feed and the window disappeared.

“How did he survive the volcano?” asked Girsang. Ogawa hadn’t intended for him to be amazed at Kipp’s antics. More to it, he hadn’t bothered to actually look at what happened inside the volcano.

Ogawa was like a drug dealer. He merely provided the game to anyone who would pay. He had no interest in the product. 

“He found the ship’s location by a string of clues spread over many different quests, all over a year. No other player got the same set of clues.”

“The system likes to do stuff like that all the time,” said Girsang. 

“We own the system, Ignas. You should remember that. It’s just strings of code and software configured by the Patels and the previous design team.” 

It had been a brilliant move in Seitaro’s part to have “fired” the first design team, which in reality didn’t exist. This allowed him to claim the Rune System had been created by Nordic.

“Of course, of course, it’s just a team in-joke,” Girsang muttered. The man clearly hoped the conversation would not move further than this. Ogawa was happy to disappoint him.

“I don’t care for the game’s plot, of course, as long as people keep paying the subscription. What I do care about is this. A few days after his tragic passing, Kipp Patel was able to transfer this ship and an unknown message towards an, at the time, non-existent character. There isn’t any protocol in-game for this. There isn’t any protocol, either, to allow a player to transfer his account to another person, even if it resets his character.”

Girsang gulped. 

“Do you understand, Ignas, that if Kipp Patel had any help from someone within Nordic, we would be forced to let go of that person? It’s the company policy that every player should be treated fairly, after all. Even if he is the son of dear friends who are no longer with us.”

“Yes, I understand,” said Girsang. The man was no longer pale, but grim and determined, a man who was resigned to his fate and ready to face it with dignity. 

Seitaro Ogawa wasn’t going to allow him to keep that dignity for long. “Great. Well then, you better get to it.”

Girsang cocked his head in surprise and his round eyeglasses slid over his nose, like a confused Santa Claus. “Get to what?”

“To finding our misguided employee, of course,” said Seitaro with an innocent smile. “You are our software leader, after all. It’s your job to keep track of this kind of things. Of course, I’ll set you up to work closely with Human Resources, so you don’t have to fire the employee yourself.”

Seitaro loved being the boss. Here was his best impression of being magnanimous. He knew Girsang was the man who had transferred Kipp Patel’s permanent account. In a swift move, he had turned the brave Ignas’ last stand into a punishment of its own. Would he pick an underling and claim they were guilty? Or would he be brave —foolish— enough to claim responsibility? Seitaro found the situation hilarious.

Whatever he chose, Ignas Girsang would be fired by the end of the month. Meanwhile, Ogawa wasn’t finished with him.

“Also, I need you to terminate Cole Picard’s permanent account,” he said. 

“Ban him? But, he has broken no rules… the damage to our image would be…” stumbled Girsang.

“We are just keeping the playing field even,” said Seitaro. “He has obviously received help from another player in a way which is not allowed. Legendary items are not supposed to be transferable in this manner, and neither was Kipp’s account. I allowed such a thing in deference to the Patels, as long as he kept quiet about it. Since Cole Dorsett and his inheritance lawyers are obviously in the know, this is a breach of contract.”

He shook his head with a perfect imitation of sadness. “I feel as bad about this as you do, Ignas. But, we have a responsibility towards all our players.”

“I see.” Girsang’s face was now a mask. He played Rune, too. If he believed that Cole’s character had cheated in any way to obtain the ship, he would have begrudgingly accepted Seitaro’s orders. But he couldn’t, in good conscience, let this matter slide without a fight. “But, why does it even matter at this point? Cole lost the ship the very same day he claimed it, as it would happen with any newbie who stumbles into such an… attention-grabbing item. And, Kipp’s account was supposed to be permanent anyways—”

“It’s our policy, Ignas. Perhaps the rest of the team won’t like it, but that’s the way it is. You’re the boss so you can make the hard choices in a way the rest of them can’t. But, if you are not up to the task, someone else can do it for you.”

Years ago, when he was just Seitaro Ogawa, accountant, the only reaction he’d get if he had tried that would be some laughs and a CIA agent shoving his face on the office toilet. Now, it worked like a charm.

Oh, how the wheels turned.

“Don’t worry, Mister Ogawa. I’ll do it,” Girsang conceded in defeat. 

“Excellent. You can return now, this meeting is over.” 

After Ignas Girsang left the room, escorted again by Seitaro’s personal squad of security drones, the CEO relaxed and sat back, enjoying the feel of real leather on his back. What’s the name of the species he got the skin from? He couldn’t even remember, but it had been expensive. And endangered.

Later that night, a man named John called him on his private line. He explained a few interesting suspicions he had on seventeen-years-old Cole Dorsett.

A drone of John’s had just short circuited half an hour ago, he explained. This, according to him, was great news.

“You see, the States have a myriad laws on tech and surveillance, too many for the citizenship to follow them all,” John explained.

Seitaro’s security system pretended the conversation being recorded right now was to a legal prostitution service. It was instructed to do so. If the press got a hold of it, they would love the news so much they wouldn’t study the video for manipulation. This technique was colloquially named bury a dead cat a feet over the ground where you just buried a man.

 This was on purpose. One of those laws clearly penalized the destruction of Government’s property, including drones and software, even if they were used to spy on its own citizens. 

Technically, Cole Dorsett could be jailed right now, and the Patel’s situation would be laid to rest.

“Only problem is, your game has been Stefania Caputi’s little pet project for a while now. She’s blocking all my attempts at interfering with anything that has to do with Rune,” said the former CIA Director.

Ogawa took a deep breath. For someone who had climbed so high the upper echelons of the States’ government, John could learn a thing or two about politics. He was happy to school him:

“If you know someone will block all your attempts at a thing, that’s almost an offer to do the thing themselves,” he explained slowly. Ogawa enjoyed the annoyed silence on the other end of the line. “You still have some underground contact, don’t you? Put a kill-contract on Dorsett’s head.”

“What are you talking about? Caputi will hear about a contract like that the very instant—”

“Yes. Yes, she will. And then she’ll remove Dorsett from the equation herself —blocking, like you said, any interference with her project. She’s technically not official Government, so she can’t do something like witness protection. So…”

The conversation only lasted a couple more exchanges after that. Ogawa hung up with a deep sense of satisfaction. 

Next thing Ogawa did was send a message to Ignas Girsang to tell the developer to cancel the impending ban on Dorsett’s account. It was no longer necessary to take the heat on social media from an unjustified ban. The problem would take care of itself.

Seitaro Ogawa loved scenarios where he ended up winning no matter which way events unfolded.

Oh, how the wheels turned.

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Getting the band back together

 

“Don’t move a muscle, my man,” Roscoe told me, as he heaved the hunting rifle over his shoulder. I decided to follow the armed man’s instructions.

He passed me, as he moved like a shadow over his own store. He headed for the small, dirty window on the street-side wall, which was almost fully covered by ancient death metal bands.

For one thing, he’d decided not to kill me, seeing as the rifle’s barrel wasn’t pointed at me right now. On the other hand, it was pointed at the window. 

“Uh…” I muttered, “you do know shooting down a CIA drone is illegal, right? You could get arrested for it.” 

He dismissed my concerns like they were an annoying fly. “It may be CIA, but it’s not transmitting to their headquarters. The IP address is of a person.” 

“I’m pretty sure it’s still illegal, Roscoe.” I decided to ignore the fact he knew the IP address of the fricking CIA from memory.

He stood his ground and I started to get desperate. Could the armed and eccentric hacker remain calm if, say, I were to jump him and fight him for the gun? 

Roscoe aimed down the barrels and breathed steadily. I gritted my teeth and waited for the bang and the crash of broken glass.  

Instead, the hacker lowered the weapon, sighed, and turned around. “Yeah, I guess it’d be pretty dumb to shoot down government property, am I right?” 

I nodded vigorously. Defeated, my Script dealer went back to his place behind the counter.

“Still, I hate how they take our privacy to a trip through their dirty—” 

“I know,” I said, “but they have more guns than you do, hackerman.”

Roscoe’s fingers flew over the keyboard of his computer so fast they were a blur. “Well, I can’t shoot it down but I just sent it packing back to its owner.”

I heard the distinct sound of a bunch of expensive, heavy machinery slamming itself on a nearby fountain outside Roscoe’s window.

“Whoops,” Roscoe shrugged. “I think I used the wrong Script.”

We stared at each other as my brain processed what the hell had just happened.

“What part,” I told him slowly, “of ‘don’t shoot it down or we’ll go to jail’ did you not understand…?”

“I didn’t shoot it down,” he said, “the drone malfunctioned. I’m not insane, Cole. I know how to mask a Script, the guys who owned the drone have no evidence it wasn’t just a human error. Don’t worry about it, my man. 

“I do this all the time.” He smiled innocently.

If it wasn’t for the fact that I believed Roscoe when he said he was used to things like those, I may have gone running out the store front. 

The drone itself didn’t worry me. It was a fact of life the government was constantly watching us. Most of us usually went by without any trouble, hidden by the sheer number of people living in the States. And by our sheer boringness, too, I suppose. 

What worried me was why the drone was following me. Kipp had gone to great pains to hide his plans for his parent’s quest. But he was just a guy, same as I. We didn’t have trillions invested in surveillance mechanisms. I remembered the heavy layers of security in Nordic’s offices. The only thing protecting my apartment was an old wooden door and the nearby Lower Cañitas Police Department filled with understaffed, underpaid, overworked, and often corrupt officers. Not even including the drones.

“You can stay here, tonight,” Roscoe told me. “And, no offense man, but until we’re sure you’re not being targeted by some kind of spy bullshit, I’ll lay down with the perfectly legal software I sell you.”

“Yeah, I get it,” I said. The back store was actually Roscoe’s home. A single-roomed square more suited for a hamster than a human being, filled to the brim with fast-food cartons, beer, cheap vodka bottles, and a plastic table covered in its entirety by drug paraphernalia. Also drugs. Enough to make a dead man forget he was dead. By the rock-star level table was a futon where Roscoe liked to bring his love conquests. I pitied the brave men who agreed to lie their backs down on that surface, which looked both sticky and slick. 

Like a soldier facing the shooting squad, I steeled myself for the futon. “Do you have a blanket?” 

He did. He was using it as the table’s tablecloth. It had been brown some time ago, now it was gray. I decided I’d place my hoodie and my suit’s jacket over it anyway, as an extra layer of protection.

“Alright, then. Make yourself comfortable, and stuff. I’ll take a walk outside, see if the drone’s wreckage is still there. I’ll keep it in the store and wait to see if anyone comes look for their stolen property. You know, perfectly legal, good citizen behavior. Come hang out if you want.”

“Thanks, Roscoe.” 

After he crossed the drapes back to the store, I lay down my blanket, hoodie, and jacket over the Death Futon, then wrote Mom a message. 

 

Hey Mom. I met with a friend and it’s a bit late now, I’ll see you tomorrow after I come back from work. Love you. I’m fine. 

 

I wasn’t fine. Not really. The Ferals wanted to kill me. I had set a person on fire. My best friend had been poisoned. I suspected their killers were now watching me. 

My best bet to keep a healthy mind would be to go to sleep right now. Just, turn it off. But, I couldn’t sleep, I was terrified. 

Perhaps I bit way more than I can chew, I thought. 

A distraction. Normally, I’d log-in to Rune, but my mindjack was in my apartment. Roscoe’s paranoid, ultra-hacker attitude would just put me more on edge. I could download a movie, but I knew myself: I’d just browse torrent sites for an hour, never choose anything to watch, and would just be back to thinking about my impending doom or something. Instead… 

Kipp’s books were in my apartment, too, hidden in the box they came in. But I could torrent one of those too, right? I even remembered one title. I wasn’t the reading type, to be honest, but until recently I wasn’t the Rune type either. 

Since I had nothing to lose, I tracked down Sirens of Titan. It seemed like a short read and that sealed the deal. I began reading, slowly at first, like a kid who is fooling around with his first girlfriend. Slowly, I gained confidence. It wasn’t like a first time, after all. More like revisiting your childhood home, which was strange, but by that point, I was already hooked. I was laughing out loud by the end of the second chapter.

I kept at it until I fell asleep on the futon, forgetting all about its crusty nastiness. I kept reading as I took a bus near Accolade Square to work (after double and triple checking no murderous giant was already inside, this time). Had to stop during work, where Steve asked me if I’d spent last night on a drug-related binge. When I asked what drugs he meant, he named every one he knew.

After a well-needed cup of Xanz’s special blend, I powered through the day and was able to leave early, since Manager Jimenez liked to leave early and thus wasn’t around to check on me. It would give me more time to avoid Darren, but I couldn’t keep it going forever.

No one jumped me as I walked towards my house, which meant that Roscoe had worked fast in talking with Darren’s dealer. Or perhaps he wanted me to gain a false sense of security before striking.

Didn’t matter, at least for today. I was safe at home. My clothes went straight into the laundry basket, buried deep beneath the others to hide the smell. Then I went back to reading. I finished the book by 9 pm. I had laughed during most of it, but when I closed the reading app, I had to go hide in the living room so my family wouldn’t see me tearing up.

 

     

 

 

 

“Careful with those rags, the fumes are enough to melt your virtual lungs and I don’t want to find out if there’s a death-animation coded for that,” told me the Beard. He was right, the remains of my spacesuit were sizzling with a combination of toxins and acid, eroding the advanced threads and armor plaques.

Rylena had called an old friend of her’s to get us out of trouble, since we were stranded on the Death Planet otherwise. Beard was an… interesting fellow. 

I did as he had suggested, trying very hard not to touch the exposed side of the rags with my bare skin. My suspicions over how fast they would kill me were mostly based on the fact that the Beard had refused to let me get past his freighter’s airlock with the thing on.

Rylena, on the other side of the sealed lock, had agreed instantly. 

I was left in my gray overalls, which more or less functioned as a permanent, indestructible underwear (for obvious reasons) and tiny, blistering pieces of suit all around me in the chamber.

“Good job. Now, I’m going to sterilize the zone and you,” the Beard went on. “So you don’t die just by being in the same place as this shit.

“I guess it’s—” tubes fell from the walls all around me and sprayed everywhere like a hormonal teenager. The white compound was cold and itched and made me feel slightly traumatized. Rylena explained, over the intercom, that it was made of medical-nanomachines designed to find and neutralize acid, poisons, toxins, viruses, and so on.

“You could’ve bought me dinner beforehand,” I complained, as the remnants of the compound oozed away from my skin and the pieces of suit into a special drain.

“Your sense of humor is much younger than you,” said Rylena, as the airlock’s doors finally opened and I reunited with the two players. 

“You’re calling me immature?” I tried to think back to an immature joke of hers, but my chance at a riposte was lost when I stopped.

“Yes,” she said, moving on as quickly as she could. “Now, follow us, we need to talk business.”

“I love talking business, makes me feel so important,” said the Beard. As Rylena guided us through the Beard’s own ship, he turned his stocky body towards me and whispered. “I thought it was a funny joke, man.”

“Thanks, uh, Beard.”

The Beard wasn’t his real username, but it was the one which had stuck. Real name Gabrijel Ivanic. Rylena told me Gabrijel was a forty-year-old man who worked in a steel company in Beloretsk, Russia. He’s supposed to be six-foot-tall and something resembling a bear and a walking stereotype. At least, that’s what he had told me himself. 

In Rune, his avatar had no trace of an accent and barely reached my waist. He was the shortest person I had seen in-game. And he was almost as muscled as he was short. He looked like a walking cube in his armored spacesuit. 

Next thing you noticed about the Beard was… his beard. The copper hair fell all the way to his knees in a way that looked impractical. His helmet included a specially modified forcefield so he wouldn’t suffocate trying to gather all the material inside it. It wasn’t an optimal gear choice, but he wasn’t the kind of player who cared about having the best gear.

When I’d asked him what the deal was with his avatar, he had looked at me in surprise. “Really, man? You don’t get it? I’m a Dwarf! Like Gimli, you know? From the Lord of the Rings?” 

I had shrugged and he had shaken his head in disappointment.

What I could gather was, the Beard had found a way of avoiding Rune’s limit on “you can be any race, as long as that race is human” aspect of character creation.

Next thing I knew was, the Beard had been a friend of Kipp’s and Rylena before they went their separate ways six months ago.

“He suddenly stopped answering calls to raid and party up,” he explained in the ship’s dining room, which reminded me vaguely of the inside of a prison. “Before that, we were trading partners, more or less. He got the rare minerals and materials and I got him trading deals with merchants who otherwise wouldn’t talk to him. Stuff like that.”

I nodded. Six months ago was probably when Kipp started planning his last great heist. He stopped grouping with other people so he could focus on making preparations. 

And because he knew, if he saw his friends again it would be painful to know it was the last time they’d meet. I thought. It’s what I’d have felt, in his situation.

“When I heard of his passing, I wanted to come to the funeral,” the Beard carried on, “but you know. Russia is far from the States, and money is tight sometimes—”

“Don’t worry about it,” I said, “Kipp would have said that you didn’t miss anything interesting.” 

The Beard smiled behind his beard and I realized we were now friends. He was easier to hang out with than Rylena, at least, since I didn’t have to try not to stare at his character’s chest when we talked.

“He would have said that,” agreed Rylena. She was eating a pre-packaged space ration (looked and tasted exactly like a chocolate bar). Avatars didn’t need to eat or go to the bathroom, but some food gave you small, temporary bonus to your stats or skills. Some players went to real-life cooking universities so they would then come back to Rune and make a profit with ultra-rare crafted recipes. 

“Gabrijel, thank you for picking us up from Prima,” she added. 

“No problem is a problem for an old friend,” he said, patting her on the back. Power-Suit and everything, Rylena had to make an effort not to fall. Beard’s hands were probably real-life sized. Was there a “Brute Force” skill in Rune? “I heard about how you lost your shiny legendary ship, guys. Must feel terrible.”

“Yeah, it’s not as bad as it looks like. I have enough databytes to buy a shirt,” I said. “It would say ‘I sold my Apollo Wing to mercenaries and the only thing I got was this lousy shirt.’”

“That’d be a fantastic shirt.”

Before we’d logged on, Rylena and I had had a chat. The topic was the following: we needed reinforcements to help us tackle the “Mystery of Rune” quest. Without the Apollo Wing, we could get hounded by mercenaries just like the Posse of Iron, the moment we made a noticeable discovery. If we wanted to survive, we needed backup. 

I asked her if it was wise to bring more people into this. I told her about the drone. Could we trust the old players? Kipp had limited his quest to just the two of us, after all. 

But, on the other hand, circumstances had changed. We had lost the Apollo Wing, which would have given us a huge advantage over anything in-game if we had had a crew to man it to its full potential. And, although I didn’t share this with her, I kinda had also lost Kipp’s own Personal Assistant during my anti-tutorial rampage.

At the very least, I agreed, we should talk with the players she and Kipp had trusted the most. Some of the guys which had gone to the funeral were too young to get into real-life dangers, others were not available, or just not that good of a player. The list had quickly shrunk. 

Now, talking to Beard, I realized we should take the risk. I wasn’t naturally a trusting person, but there’s a point where you have to take the leap: if it turns out the entire world is against you, not much you can do then, right?

“Look, Gabrijel,” said Rylena as I gave her the “go-ahead” signal we had agreed beforehand, “there’s a reason we were on Sludge.”

The explanation took her a while. I had imported a copy of the temple’s screenshot into Rune and I slid it over the table at the appropriate time of her story. When she was finished, Beard was as serious and still as I had ever seen him in the hour we had known each other.

“So, you’re sure Kipp was… poisoned?” he asked, in a low voice. “Before he was even born?”

“He was sure of it,” I said. “He even had some evidence, a letter his parents managed to slip him.” 

Beard looked down to his feet and thought deeply. “And whoever the killer is, he’s still out there, very much guarding whatever Kipp wanted us to look for.” 

“Yes,” said Rylena, “we know it’s dangerous, that’s why we aren’t asking for your help straight away. Just, think it over and…”

“What? No, no,” he shook his head and his beard danced over his belly, “I’m in, of course.” His hands were made into fists.

I remembered he was supposed to be forty years old, with a family of his own. Perhaps he even had kids of Kipp’s age.

“You sure? You should be safe in Russia, but if the killer is the one Kipp believed he was…” 

We didn’t say the name out loud, we hadn’t even talked about it. I was a Script Kiddie, I knew some words are monitored over the Internet. If Ogawa was the owner of Nordic, his own name was tracked for sure in-game.

“I can take care of myself,” he said, “and so can my family.” 

Then the moment passed just like that. Beard looked at Rylena and me with bright eyes, almost bristling in excitement. “Guys… you have my axe.” 

“You don’t have an axe—”

“How long have you wanted to say that line?” asked Rylena as she rolled her eyes. But she was smiling. 

“A very long time. I wanted to save it for a worthy occasion,” as if to confirm this, the Quest Started screen appeared right in front of him. He accepted it. 

And then we were three. Our partnership grew. Next order of business in the Patel Avenging Company was the screenshot.

“I have no idea what it means,” Rylena said, “it must be a planetary map of some kind, but, I’m not an astrophysicist.”

“Neither am I,” muttered Beard, as he examined closely the screenshot like he was examining a diamond, figuring out if it was real. “But I know what planet this mural is talking about.” 

“You do?” we asked in unison. 

“About ten percent of the players in Rune do,” he explained, shrugging. “It’s not a big deal. The twin moons, the orbit, the size of the star… Yeah, this is a well-known planet. It’s Zodia 5.” 

I felt a jolt of electricity surge through my skin. “Zodia 5? Have you seen it? Can you tell us about it?” 

If it was a well-known planet, why all the secrecy surrounding it?

“I can do better than that,” Beard said, to our unbelieving ears, “I can show it to you.”

    

    

The Zodia system was far from Prima. It took us a couple jumps to find the correct angle and then several stints in hyperspace. Beard’s freighter was a merchant ship, sturdy just like him, but slow and vulnerable to the more agile fighter ships. He avoided pirates by staying away from dangerous Sectors of space. Zodia was in one of those sectors, so he left his ship ready to jump at the first sign of trouble. 

“Here it is, Zodia,” he said, pointing at a bright red giant at the center of the cabin’s screens. He didn’t need to bother, though. Even at a distance, Zodia was so colossal it took up ninety percent of the screen. The planets orbiting it weren’t even visible.

“And Zodia 5?” 

“Well,” he said, typing over his retro-keyboard, “this right here is Zodia 1. Look at the scorched surface, it’s more like a ball of molten rock at this point.” 

The screens zoomed into a red-hot planet. 

“These are, Zodia 2, 3, and 4,” he kept going, showing us each of the planets. Then the screen jumped over space for a second, “and this is Zodia 6. And 7. And 8.”

“Uhh…” I muttered.

“Where is Zodia 5?” asked Rylena.

Beard shook his head. “If you knew the answer to that, you’d be solving one of the most interesting creepypastas in the game, Rylena.” 

“Creepypastas?” I asked. “You mean, the shitty Internet horror stories?” 

Beard admonished me with a finger as big as my wrists. “They are not dumb! They are a bastion of creative expression, they represent our deep, dark, twisted fears!” 

“Alright,” I said, “so, you are into creepypasta.”

“That’s putting it mildly,” said Rylena, shaking her head.

Beard smiled in triumph. “Well, turns out some are true after all, seeing Validore —that’s Zodia 5 name— is acknowledged here by the game as a real planet.”

“I’m sorry, Gabrijel, but you need to explain what you’re talking about,” said Rylena, arching her eyebrow.

“This space right here,” said Beard as he moved the screens towards the dark point between Zodia 4 and Zodia 6, “is the place where Validore is supposed to be. Some players have argued back and forth on the forums about it, but there’s evidence that a planet once orbited here. Residual energy, drifting debris, gravitational irregularities with the leftover planets. The disappearance happened recently, too, just before Rune Universe came online. If we assume this universe existed before that, I mean.”

“The lore goes back a lot of zeroes,” she said, “some stars here are older than the real universe.”

“I know. Here’s what makes it such a good creepypasta,” said Beard. “It’s still ongoing. We have found some quests that literally can’t be completed unless there was a planet right here. That’s where the “Validore” name comes from, by the way. Some people have looked for it. Some of them have claimed to come close. They will refuse to publish their advances, of course, and the ones that do always turn out to be fakers. But, sometimes… A player will log on to a forum, make such a claim, and then will never be heard from again.” 

“Now you’re getting weird,” I told him. But a shiver came down my spine, even if I hated myself for it.

“It’s true. Some of them, I knew myself.” He crossed his heart with his finger. Then he added:

“Besides, Internet horror stories are definitely based in reality, at least part of it. You know the Window the newer versions of mindjacks use to show you the real world?” 

“I do.” In fact, now that he reminded me of it, I checked back real quick on my sofa. It was all clear.

“Well, why do you think they were added? Original versions were full-immersion, you know. There was no Window and no external feedback to interrupt the game experience. Am I telling the truth, Rylena?”

“You are. I had one such mindjack myself,” she said.

“Then this story starts making the rounds across the gaming community,” he kept on. “It’s a very short creepypasta, perhaps you have heard it before. It goes like this: ‘A player is complaining to his ingame friends about a creep who has been blowing up her phone. She’s probably going to the police, she says, as soon as she finishes the raid. So her party goes raiding and, as they are fighting the last Boss, this player just freezes. No matter what they say to her she’s just there, immobile. 

“The friends worry and they call the police on her. So the drones go to her house. Someone broke in while she played. Her wrists are slit, there’s blood everywhere. She never realized she was dying. She bled out as she played…”

While maintaining a perfect poker face, I checked back furiously at every corner of my apartment. “Damn.”

“It’s just a story,” Rylena said. “The feedback and the window were added to comply with new safety protocols. Of course,” and now she was smiling eerily, “that’s just what the official report says.”

She shook her hands at me, mocking me.

“Whatever,” I said, looking away.

“Yes, but I’m right,” he said. “For years we have been called obsessed. Well, who’s obsessed now? Wait until the forums hear about this.” He shook my screenshot around like it was made of gold. 

Rylena caught his hand. “Perhaps it would be better if we kept quiet about this, at least until we’ve found Validore.”

Beard grunted. “This is the part in the story where things get scary and the players all die horrible deaths.”

“Yeah,” she agreed, “to avoid that, we should keep quiet. Got it, Gabrijel?”

“Kid, I’ve studied Russian history. And American history, too. I know what a vast conspiracy can do to a person who won’t keep his mouth shut.”

“Understood,” said Rylena and she let go of his forearm.

“So, we go searching for this planet,” I said, to clear the tension. “We try not to get killed. Then what? No offense, man, your ship’s really cool, but it doesn’t have enough firepower.” 

This time, both Rylena and Beard nodded. “You’re right,” he said. “We are going to need a better ship. Half of the reports that got somewhere with Validore all claimed the clues brought them near either a wormhole or a black hole. My ship would get shredded in seconds before we came close to either of those.”

I made a mental note to ask them later what those did in-game. “So, we buy a ship? I have a hundred thousand databytes ready.”

“Too expensive,” Rylena said. “I’m a Diamond-ranked Battlemind, I do little to no trade. I’m not rich enough to buy a crew-fitted ship.” She turned towards Beard.

“I can sell my ship,” he said, “and pool my databytes in. Won’t be enough, though. We’re talking endgame gear here. And you,” he pointed at me, “are very far from endgame.”

“We need an endgame ship,” Rylena agreed, “that’s probably why Kipp got us the Apollo Wing. Only Alliances can afford an endgame ship bigger than a fighter, you see. Independents like us can only get one if we invested into our ships from the start.” 

My new friends looked down as if they had run into an impossible obstacle. I realized this was a case where being too deep into the Rune ambient was really clouding their judgment. In my opinion, the solution was simple. 

“So, it’s decided,” I said. “We are going to have to farm.”

“You can’t just kill a bunch of mooks in Rune and find a warp-drive inside their stomachs—” started Rylena, but I cut in.

“Yes, yes, I know that. All I’m saying is, this is still a game. There has to be a way to farm in here, even if we have to craft the parts ourselves.”

Beard was the first to support me. “I’m a Diamond-ranked Engineer. I can build us a ship if we get the right parts. We’re going to need a spaceport. A shipyard, too…” He stumbled away, deep in thought, muttering to himself. Eventually, he just took out a screen and started typing.

“Great,” said Rylena, “you broke the Beard. Now that he’s obsessed with the new project, he won’t be thinking straight until it gets done.”

“And you? You’re in?”

Rylena smiled. “To be honest, building a ship from scratch sounds cool as hell.”

Then we laughed because a screen had deployed right in front of us: 

 

 



	
Congratulations! You have started a new quest: Raising from the Ashes (Build a new ship from scratch). This quest is a part of Discover the Mystery behind Rune Universe, good job on your advancement!



 

“The game thinks we’re on a good track,” I said as I accepted the new quest.

“I think it cares more about us thinking we are on a good track,” Rylena said. She did the same with her own quest, identical to mine. Somewhere in the cabin, we heard the distinct “quest accepted!” ping from Beard, too.

“Well, I think we’d make more progress if a legendary spacesuit fell right in front of me, out of nowhere,” I said. I pretended to wait around for the spacesuit, but nothing dropped from the ceiling.

“Good try. I don’t think it works that way, though.”

“Funny, when I first started, Rune’s idea of a tutorial was to send me to the forest to kill some mutants,” I said. It was only a couple of days ago, really, but they felt like a lifetime. Before and after. “Now, the game is tailor-making quests for us.”

“My first quest ever was to solve a murder with two Terran Federation high-ranking officers,” said Rylena. “If I chose the wrong one, a part of the Federation might have splintered.”

“That’s favoritism,” I said, “you get the cool tutorial quest and I go kill rats in a cellar?”

Rylena laughed, but then she stopped to think. I could see something was bothering her. “You said you only played old MMOs before, didn’t you?” 

“Yes, my ‘computer’ used to be my phone connected to an old tv screen. I preferred simulators to the MMOs, though. The quests always made me feel like an unimportant NPC. Go to the blacksmith and deliver this package. ‘Congratulations, a hero is you! Have four copper coins.’” 

Rylena said nothing. She just scratched her chin and stared at me. 

“My eyes are up here, girl,” I said with an exaggerated sway. “You’re thinking of hiring me as errand boy? Because I have experience on that. Probably could start with a hundred skill points in package-delivering.”

“No, no,” Rylena said absent-mindedly, “I was just thinking, before coming to Rune, I loved fast-paced real-time-strategy games. The ones where you build armies and order them around? Must’ve played a dozen before Rune.”

I felt like somehow I was missing the point. “What made you change genres?”

She smiled again and shrugged. “This game always felt like home. Like… coming back to your childhood house? A place you don’t even remember, but it makes you feel all warm and fuzzy inside.”

“Even when blowing up Posse of Iron mooks?”

“Especially when blowing up mooks,” she said.

Funny. Last couple of times we’ve met Rylena was mostly an annoying know-it-all. I’d seen her in real life only once before and she was pretty. Elegant, in her own way, which wouldn’t work with many girls I knew. Then she opened her mouth and loved to remind you how smarter than you she was, which took most of the charm away.

But… the way she mixed melancholy and fierceness in the same smile…

The silence between us extended long enough to make things awkward. Before I could think of something to say, she added:

“We are not done building a crew, by the way. Bigger ships work better with a crew of four or more.”

“You have someone in mind?” I stuttered. Rune apparently simulated a dry mouth just as well as it did a mutant’s bite.

“As a matter of fact, I do,” she said. “You were talking of classic farming one minute ago, right? Well, we already have the foundation of a decent party. I’m the Controller, Beard is the Tank, you’re the Bard, probably; we need a damage-dealer.”

“What do you mean I’m the bard—”

“I’m thinking it’s time you get to meet Walpurgis.”

“No, we’re talking about this! What do you mean I’m the bard—”   

Beard flew his freighter into a space station in a Sector I’d never seen before (which wasn’t saying much, really). Unlike the Argus, this Blackbay Space Station was on the edge of what Rylena called “civilized space”. A few million miles outside of it, the reach of the Terran Federation ended, and began the territory of a couple thousand different pirate Alliances. More like roaming bands of marauders, in space, for the way my friends explained it.

Blackbay was as seedy as I imagined after hearing the name. It looked like it was built out of parts of dead ships, stolen satellites and scorched plaques of armor and metal. It had none of the streamlined edges that Argus had: it was rusty, dirty, and the hangar’s doors threw a curtain of sparks as they opened to welcome us. Even the forcefield containing the station’s atmosphere looked seedy. 

“What happen if the shield’s generators fail and we get sucked into space?” I wondered out-loud.

“If you’re wearing a spacesuit, you can survive as long as your oxygen tanks can hold on,” Rylena said over her shoulder. She brokered with the station’s officers to get the landing permits we needed to land in Blackbay. “If you’re not, the asphyxia mechanics apply, but a lot faster.”

“Lore explanation is, our bodies are genetically engineered, so they have some resistance to vacuum. So, a minute of exposure we can survive with little medical attention,” Beard added. “I think the real explanation is, no one wanted to program a virtual death by space exposure.”

“But they are perfectly fine with a virtual ‘get eaten by mutants’ program,” I said.

“Well, that’s your own fault, in that case, isn’t it?” said Beard. I was positive it wasn’t the case, but I decided to let the matter lie. After all, few people got eaten in their first tutorial quest. 

We landed on a small hangar-pod which rose to greet us as soon as Rylena finished paying a couple bribes to the officers. She mentioned the station was mostly player run as of now, but it had begun as a base for NPC’s pirates in the region.

“Where are they, now?” I asked. I had never fought against an NPC so far, I realized. Plants, other players, and genetically engineered abominations. But no pirates.

“Players wiped them out,” she said, “took us like six months. You see, they gave you better loot than most planet-side quests.”

“I thought monsters didn’t give you any loot,” I complained.

“Well, these pirates had pockets.”

As we got down of the freighter, the pod retreated into the nearby wall, like one of those Japanese motels. I wasn’t sure it would still be there when we got back, seeing the state of disrepair of the entire Blackbay.

“Don’t worry, it’s insured,” Beard said, patting me on the back. I made my best effort not to fall on the floor, stumbled, recovered, then went after my friends.

Spacers Retreat Bar was dark, tepid, and smelled vaguely like Roscoe’s futon. It was player run, just like everything else in Blackbay, but the waiters and bartenders were all NPCs. The clientele looked like something taken straight from an apocalyptic movie that had slept with a seedy science fiction movie: spacesuits covered in dried blood, reinforced with patches of steel, leather, and enough spikes to give The Ferals a jealousy fit. Everyone was carrying some kind of weapon, but none of those looked like my campy Basic Blaster. Some of those had nothing to do with Rune’s space setting. I saw a crossbow dangling from someone’s hips, and a chick with a spear was telling her party members of her latest exploit at a nearby table. The spear had a flamethrower glued by the tip, I could tell by the small flame on its tip, just waiting for the fuel —and a reason to use it.

“Cute place,” I mumbled.

“Shhh, don’t talk or you’ll get us into a fight,” Rylena told me. “They realize you’re a newbie and they’ll kill us all just for fun.”

“Charming.” 

That explained why Beard was carrying around what looked like a futuristic bazooka and a belt filled with grenades. 

Blackbay wasn’t a safe zone like Argus. In fact, Player on Player combat was something of a pastime around here. People fought, got killed, respawned in their pods, then came back for more.

Definitely not my cup of tea.

“You see her?” Beard asked Rylena. “She may be doing a stint with an Alliance, for all we know.”

“Don’t think so, there’s no interesting war going on right now,” said Rylena, “same with me. Alliances are only worth it for the war-games.”

“I can’t see why anyone would stay here for long,” he said, taking a glass of something nasty from a waitress nearby. He gulped it down in one go and ignored her indignant scowl as he placed the empty glass back on her tray. “The booze here tastes like water.”

“You don’t even drink, Gabrijel,” laughed Rylena, “stop trying to mess with Cole. He’s going to think you wrestle bears in your free time or something.”

“You don’t?” I asked Beard.

He placed a comforting hand around my shoulders. “I absolutely do, kid. I absolutely do.”

“He’s a scrawny computer science engineer,” Rylena said, “I have had a good source that says his wife had to open a pickle jar for him, once.”

“Who told you that?” he demanded.

“Your wife.”

“Goddamit, woman, stop talking to my wife!” he said. But, he refused to confirm or deny any further events regarding the pickle jar.

Soon after, Rylena pointed us towards a corner of the bar. I recognized Walpurgis without having seen her avatar in-game before. She had been at Kipp’s funeral in real life. 

She was much taller in Rune, and much older. Couldn’t have been older than thirteen out of game, yet here she was middle-aged. Her avatar had short black hair and a slender frame, suited for a gymnast. My first impression wasn’t gymnast, though. It was badass paid killer, like in the movies. The aviator sunglasses finished the look.

Her spacesuit was more professional than the “zombie apocalpyse” look most of the mercs here went for. It was matte black, scorched in a thousand places, and repaired a thousand times, too. On her chest plate she had painted two long human bones crossed in an X with white aerosol. 

She saw us coming before we reached her.

“Irene. Beard,” she nodded towards us. She didn’t mention me. “Long time no see.”

“I saw you a week ago,” Rylena told her. “Out of game?”

“It’s been more, in here.” She was standing near a wooden table filled with a mix of full and empty glasses of vodka. She turned around and downed one. Even if it wasn’t real alcohol and the effects were greatly mitigated, she was thirteen. 

But hey, I’m no one who could go around lecturing people about law-breaking.

“You bored yet of murdering players? The folks around here don’t seem to be on your level.” Beard told her. 

“Never.” Then she looked at me. “You’re new. What are you doing here?”

“I’m a friend of Kipp’s,” I said. Her avatar may look intimidating with her bones-motif, but I had seen her in real life. I wasn’t scared of a little girl. “I was there, at the funeral.”

“Yeah, Irene’s new crush. Saw you over there.”

Rylena made a very unladylike noise. “Don’t give the newbie any ideas, damnit.”

Walpurgis shrugged. “In war and love, dear.”

The Beard muttered to Rylena, “I thought she was over it?”

“I hoped so,” Rylena whispered back. 

Walpurgis scowled. “You two done? Why are you here? If you want to hire me, I’m telling you right now, the fee has gone up. I doubt you can afford it.”

“We don’t want to hire you,” said the Beard, “but we do need your help. This is bigger than your highscore, kid.” 

She knew Kipp, she had gone to his funeral, and Rylena and the Beard vouched for her. I agreed to tell her everything we knew, so far. We moved to an empty area of the bar and kept our voices quiet. It more or less telegraphed to everyone in there that we were having a secret meeting. No one bothered us, though, because they knew Walpurgis.

“And you’re sure this isn’t another joke of his?” she said when we were done. “Kipp sure as hell loved his jokes. A post-mortem one would have been a dream come true.” 

For any other person, the comment would’ve been really insensitive. But, true enough, Kipp would have loved a post-mortem joke. 

Sure, Cole, sure, evil AI’s are building an army of drones to take over the world, I thought.

“I’m positive,” I told Walpurgis instead.

She passed a hand over her short black hair and grunted. “If what you’re saying is true, this could be incredibly dangerous. And I’m not talking about my highscore here, Gabrijel.” 

“We know.”

“Fine,” she said at last, “here’s what we’ll do. Let me talk alone with Cole here for a minute, then I’ll decide what’s what.”

I raised my hands in a show of surrender. “Sure, whatever.” But I shot Rylena a confused look. 

“Be nice,” she whispered, as she nudged me ahead, “you don’t want to piss her off.”

“Because she’s really young,” I muttered, “yeah, I got it.” 

“She’s nineteen. And no. You piss her off, she kills us and probably the entire bar.” 

“You’re kidding me.” 

Rylena’s face was as expressionless as a sheet of granite. She and the Beard headed towards the bar and I noticed that, as they walked, Beard had discreetly placed a hand over his bazooka’s handle.

“Overreaction, much?” I whispered.

“Not really,” said Walpurgis, who had moved towards me while I was distracted. “This is PvP territory, compadre, we are always ready for a good showdown.” 

I pointed towards her hips, very distinctly lacking any weaponry at all.

“I like a challenge,” was all she said.

“Sure. Mind telling me what this is about?” 

“I don’t know you,” she shot back, “you’re asking me to risk my life for you. If things get tough, perhaps you’ll balk at the first sign of trouble.”

“I don’t know you either. But Kipp must’ve thought you were okay if you were a friend of his.”

What would those two have in common? This girl looked, to me, like the kind of person who makes  all his teachers worry she’s about to crack at any moment and set fire to the flag, or worse. 

“Yes.” She looked away. “We were friends. Man was insane. He would disappear for like a month to watch some random alien-butterflies in a planet out of buttfuck nowhere, not even for a quest. Then he would find me in a competition or something and ask me if I’d like to storm a pirate fortress, just the two of us.” 

“You did?” 

“We spent like three in-game days hidden in a drug crate,” she shrugged. “Then we put explosives all over the place before we started shooting. It was the most fun I’ve had in years.”

Sounded like Kipp. Now it was my turn to look away. Instead of keeping the conversation going, she stood her ground looking at me expectantly.

I was lying to myself, I realized, as the silence became uncomfortable fast. I had taken one look at this Blackbay station, at this bar, at this Walpurgis gal, and had been wrong about a lot of things. Her age, for one. Back on the funeral, I hadn’t even gotten a good look at her, nor anyone else. Kipp’s friends. We did have something in common. 

Perhaps I needed to stop making assumptions, and start to see. So I saw. She was tough. But, in Rune, you could be anyone you wanted. She was someone who wanted to look tough to others. What for? 

If people are scared of you, they’re less likely to mess with you. I thought. That was something I knew very well. 

She had just shared with me something personal, about her and the friend she had lost recently. 

I realized if I didn’t do the same, she’d be unreachable. 

It was something eerie, seeing yourself reflected in that way in a stranger’s eyes.

“Hey,” I said. For a moment, the right words failed to appear. Then it passed. I knew how Walpurgis and I could connect. “We told you we weren’t planning on searching for revenge, didn’t we? We just wanted to find Kipp’s parent’s quest and help him finish it. Right?”

“Yes.” 

“That’s not entirely true. They,” I nodded back towards Rylena and Beard, “don’t want revenge. That’s fine, I think. Revenge isn’t going to make anyone feel better, and it won’t bring Kipp back. Even then… I’m going to find out who did this to him—” 

“Then you’re going to kill them,” she said.

“Yes. I’m going to kill them,” I said back. First time I had said it aloud. It gave a sense of finality to it. I was speaking of taking a human life, a real life, not in a game. My throat felt dry and my voice trembled. But deep down myself, I was sure of it. Seitaro Ogawa was going to die by my hand.

Walpurgis lips trembled for a fraction of a second. If I hadn’t been paying any attention to her I’d have never noticed it. She spoke one single word. 

“Good.” 

  

       

 



	
Quest Completed! You have put the gang back together. They were once Kipp’s friends and they are now yours. 

This quest advances the Discover the mystery behind Rune Universe questline. Congratulations!



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Blissful Farming

 

“Run, Cole! You’re going to get killed!” 

The rabid mutant bear raced after me like a storm of fangs, fur, and exoskeleton. It was fast, so fast, fast enough to dodge a straight shot of Beard’s rocket launcher. The explosion had shaken the ground around us and tore a good chunk of rocks from a nearby mountain.

My best chance of survival was to sprint towards a tree like my friends had done.  

Regardless, as the murder-bear sprinted after me, I was chasing after a teleporting dog. The poor pup was as terrified of the monster as he was of us, and I knew that if we waited a minute until Walpurgis murdered the bear with her rifles, the surge of quantum energy that had taken hold of the dog would let him jump away to another continent. We would never catch it then.

Or now —if this ridiculously overpowered bear gutted me first.

I could take some risks. Kipp’s Key was safely stored inside a Terran Federation bank, which had become standard procedure before we raided a death-planet.

I jumped aside as I heard the heavy stomping of the monster too close to me. I ate a mouthful of green moldy swamp and felt the air zoom around me as the monster smashed against the empty space where my body had been just one second earlier. 

It wasn’t stupid, either. It turned around with death and destruction reflected in its eight, spider-like pairs of eyes. I couldn’t outrun it now, I knew. My friends were too far behind me. 

I drew my Advanced Blaster Mk 2.3 and shot a volley of badly aimed laser at him (Shooting level 11). The bear roared and charged at me when I managed to score two lucky glancing hits that left smoldering craters around the plaques of his exoskeleton. I dodged again, but my hip brushed against his paws as I rolled in the mud and the impact was enough to short my suit’s shields, breach armor, and break bone. My blaster flew uselessly and landed somewhere out of sight.

A wave of pain shot towards my brain instantly, followed by the usual surprise at not actually being in shock and agony right now. Didn’t matter that pain was muted if death-bear turned around and turned me into pulpy bits and meat.

“Beard!” I yelled as I grabbed hold of a patch of fur in the monster’s sides where its exoskeleton had cracked a long time ago. The mutant turned with the strength of a hurricane and only tenacity let me continue to hold on to it. “I need a grenade!” 

“Don’t let it murder you, kid!” came the helpful reply, frightfully far away. 

The monster roared and shook itself like a dog. I was like a flea holding on for dear life to his fur. My grip slipped and my legs didn’t respond to me. Broken spine? I didn’t care, the nanomachines could put it back together. They wouldn’t put me back together, though.

A small sphere splattered against the mud on the corner of my vision. A grenade. Great throw, Beard, but still too far away…

Like reading my intentions, the mutant bear suddenly stood on its two hind legs and jumped backwards so it fell on its back. It must’ve weighed at least a ton. 

That’s when I learned Rune could also simulate the feeling of several internal organs exploding from an impact, kind of like falling from an airplane and landing on concrete. If I had any lungs left, I’d have screamed. My vision went so red that I could barely see the shapes and shadows of the things around me. Didn’t matter, though, most of that was only murder-bear.

The jump had launched both monster and me just by the grenade. My right arm was still functional, and better yet, not currently crushed by a stunned super-predator. 

Weakly whimpering all the while, I grabbed the grenade and gripped it with my faltering strength as I activated it. Mister Bear, perhaps sensing the danger, rolled back on its feet. His snout was so close to me his breath hit me like a ton of bricks. It was the stench of death. 

“Cole!” It was Rylena’s voice. “It’s too big for the grenade to kill it, you need to bypass its exoskeleton!” As she spoke, a barrage of laser fire smashed against the monster. It shook it off distractedly, ignoring the red and black craters it left in the exposed parts of its body.

Bypass the armor, got it. I thought. Even while dying in game, my brain was perfectly safe in the real world. I could still think. I could force my broken body to fight to the last second. But, I wasn’t going to risk throwing the active grenade to the bear’s mouth, I had finally resigned to my cursed aim. 

Instead, when the bear roared in front of my face, revealing a bloody mouth with teeth big as swords and covered in yellow saliva, I shoved my fist down his throat, all up to the bicep (Hand to Hand combat level 22). 

The bear tore my arm apart and swallowed it whole like I was made of jelly. In real life, that would have been followed by a fountain of blood and instant death. Here, I was left with a bloody stump and a mocking murder-bear sitting on top of my broken body, as if mocking me. 

Then the grenade exploded right inside its stomach. Its belly extended like a caricature to almost twice its normal size, then deflated as the mutant whimpered a “rawr?” The monster’s mocking expression suddenly became close to a human’s look of disbelief. It glared at me like I had just insulted it’s mother and was about to tell me we were no longer friends. Smoke was coming out of its ears, mouth, and eyes.

Instead of dying then, it raised a deathly paw, ready to take me with it. I closed my eyes, waiting for the incoming end… 

Right then, a hovercycle’s motor roared right next to me. A series of close-range plasma blasts followed and I felt the bear fall off me. It would’ve felt amazing if I had any lungs left to breathe with.

Walpurgis had caught up to us. She didn’t stop to check if the giant was dead, she shoved her hunting railgun in its mouth and emptied the battery and the ammo until there was no head left to shoot at.

Then she turned to me without even taking a second to process the size of the thing she had just killed. “Try and not die for twenty seconds,” she told me as I lay over a bed of mud and gore. “Rylena is carrying the medkit, she is almost here. Beard is after the dog now, he’s going to catch it this time.”

I gestured Walpurgis with my bloody stump (the only extremity that I could still move) for her to come closer. I tried to tell her something, but I had no air to talk.

She knelt by my side. “Yes?”

Instead of talking, I mouthed the words with as much indignation as I could muster. “You… stole… my… kill…”      

The pile of papers on the cubicle was bigger with every passing day. This fact passed completely unnoticed to both Steve and me. 

“So, get this,” I was telling him, “she kisses him to make Han jealous, right?” 

“Neat.”

“No, not neat. Next movie, Return of the Jedi, it turns out they are twins!”

“Oh, god,” said Steve with disgust. “That’s a dick move.”

“Right? My friends didn’t tell me until the third movie, though, they just laughed every time I mentioned that Luke was going to compete with Solo for the princess and all that.” 

My days had fallen into a comfortable routine. I’d get to Xanz during the day and work the mines of paper and errands. During the night, though, I’d drink my special coffee concoction and spend several hours in Rune Universe. 

My first paycheck had come through just a couple of days before. All of it had gone into paying bills and juggling around debts, but the fictional noose around the neck of my family was now calmly hanging instead of being pulled tight. 

During my commute, I’d read the books in Kipp’s stash. I was mowing them down slowly, only one every two weeks. Right now, my favorite author was a doctor called Isaac Asimov, long dead by now, as were most of the writers in the collection. He was the first to write about the workings of a robot’s mind, or at least that’s what the book proclaimed.

Sometimes, when the constant farming came to a halt or we had to wait for an NPC payment, my friends and I would watch our favorite science fiction movies. 

I slept only a couple hours every night and my body was showing signs of it. I had dark circles around my eyes, which were constantly bloodshot. My skin was grayish and my complexion ashen. Sometimes, when walking, I’d forget where I was going and stand there like an idiot, wondering to myself.

It was the happiest I’d been in a long time.

Today was the day we’d give General Jenkins his enhanced dog back. We had done enough quests with him already to max out his disposition towards our group, but it was this last quest which would give us what we needed. Military-grade forcefield generators, one of the hardest to find endgame components of a spaceship. We planned to spend the session celebrating, probably watching the first chapters of a series called Star Trek. 

Just a month ago, the prospect of wasting my time with ancient TV would have pissed me off. I’d have seen it as escapism and trying to numb myself to my shitty day-to-day existence. 

But, turns out, my shitty day-to-day was easier to get through when there’s something out there you look forward to doing, even if it’s as simple as kicking back on a virtual couch with your friends. 

“Alright, man,” I told Steve as the clock hit 6 pm, “I’m off for the week. See you on Monday!”

“Sure, you have to tell me how the movies end,” he shot back as I left the office.

The bus that I hailed was the same one I’d almost set on fire a while ago. The algorithms inside its brain had deemed the entire thing an accident and it hadn’t been reported to the police. Darren was nowhere to be seen after our last encounter. Perhaps Roscoe’s intervention had managed to get somewhere. 

Nonetheless, I still carried a lighter in my pocket. Something like a knife would never make it past the scanners of Xanz, so it would have to do. 

Lower Cañitas was quiet and peaceful, just the way I liked it. The polluted sky and the orange tint of dawn mixed in interesting ways that could even be called beautiful. If you were into surrealism. As I stared at the long magenta trails that crisscrossed the clouds, it reminded me of an alien sky I had seen somewhere in Rune. 

It hadn’t been the prettiest sky but it was still a sight to behold. 

Distracted in this manner, I didn’t see the girl waiting in front of the apartment building’s door until I almost smashed against her.

The leather, the spikes, and the industrial amounts of gel gave her away. She was Bliss. 

“Hey, Cole,” she said, as I instinctively stepped back. “You have a minute?”

“What are you doing here?” 

I realized in an instant her body language wasn’t threatening. She had her arms crossed over her chest as if hugging herself. The black makeup on her eyes was runny and her gaze was glued to the floor.

“I’m leaving,” Bliss said, “so I wanted to say goodbye.” 

She shrugged. 

“Leaving is a good idea,” I told her honestly. I didn’t expect this. “But, why now?”

“I got a new job,” she said. She bit her lip, searching for the words. “It’s far away from here. I think that’s good. This whole city… I don’t know, Cole. It’s suffocating.”

“Feels that way sometimes, huh?” I knew exactly how she felt. And yet, I couldn’t help but be detached from the whole thing. I should be envious of her leaving. And curious. 

“I’m happy for you,” was what I told her, and it was true.

She winced like I’d just punched her in the stomach, then she recovered. I’d never seen Bliss act like this, not with The Ferals, not with me. It was fitting, somehow. She was leaving San Mabrada, what use she had of her abrasive personality? 

“Look,” she said, “you didn’t deserve Darren coming after you. The older Ferals know you, Cole. I want you to know, he’s still mad. Our personal hacker talked him out of coming here and just stomping you. He’s had time to cool down now, so… well, he still thinks he has to defend Chimera’s honor or whatever the fuck he’s telling himself. So, he’s probably going to wait until people forget about the whole thing and then he’s going to hide behind an old car and—”

“Yeah, I know his style,” I admitted. “Do you have any ideas? It’s not like I can punch him out.”

“Have you tried talking to him?”

I had not. “You see, last time we met he tried to stab me and I set him on fire.”

“He’s not that mad about that part. One-on-one fights he thinks it’s fair, it was you supposedly turning us to the police which angers him.”

Sounded very much like Darren, but I couldn’t help being distrustful of Bliss’ suggestion. I’d bet Darren would love to get me all alone if I tried talking to him. Bliss must’ve realized this because she sighed and raised her hands in surrender.

“Do what you think it’s better, man. Just, well, try and put yourself in Darren’s shoes or something. I’m no psychologist, so don’t ask me to get all deep here. I think he’s more than he lets on. I know that—” she said, and then she bridged the distance between us with a nervous jump. Before I knew what’s happening, her lips were on my lips and in the same breath she drew away, “—just like I know you are. I’m sorry, Cole.”

She left walking quickly towards the next drone stop, a couple of blocks away. She was hugging herself, as if cold. Or lost. She looked very young and very frightened and she didn’t look back even once.

The Ferals, huh? 

I touched with my fingertips the spot on my lips where Bliss had kissed me. I hadn’t realized how afraid I was then and how afraid I was now. Life tasted bittersweet, just like that kiss. The beautiful sunset streaked with magenta and orange was created thanks to pollution which would probably kill me when I was forty. 

“I’m sorry, Cole,” she had said. She was crying then, I realized. A new job, out of nowhere, far away from San Mabrada. As I turned back towards my home I had a fairly good suspicion of who had called the police on Darren and the others at Gluttony.

Goodbye, Bliss. Hope you can leave your demons behind. Bittersweet, just like life. I knew I’d never see her again. 

 And it was fine. 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Janus Station

 

“Now, don’t go looking for a fight,” Rylena admonished me, “because putting you back together last time was very expensive.” 

I threw my hands up in exasperation. Most of our fights, Walpurgis started and usually in the same breath, Walpurgis finished. I was the smooth talker of the group, believe it or not, thanks to the fact no one else had even thought of working on their NPC negotiation skill, not even the merchant of the group. Beard had specced into Luck (level 79) instead, which turns out, was used mainly to win at cards and place bets. 

Want to guess why our brave merchant was broke when he joined Rylena and me?

“I fight a giant mutant bear mano-a-mano and win and suddenly I’m a violent action hero. I mean, it’s nice you’re all impressed, but the bear took the upper hand at the end.”

My three friends groaned loudly. Walpurgis made a gun with her two fingers and pretended to shoot herself. There was no appreciation for fine arms-related comedy lately. Probably because I’d been abusing it nonstop since the fight.

“Stop calling it a murder-bear, you sound thirteen,” Rylena told me, but I could see a smile dancing on the edge of her lips. Her cybernetic eyes also shone a lighter shade of green when she was happy, a detail she had no idea about and I’d just noticed recently. 

“Also, Walpie here got the kill,” added the Beard. 

“Gabrijel, I swear to god, call me ‘Walpie’ again and I’ll fly to Russia and do something violent to you.”

The Beard wasn’t intimidated in the slightest. “You’ll do that in winter? You should ask a guy named Napoleon how that went for him.” 

“Napoleon wasn’t me,” she boasted.

“Alright, guys, act professional, we need the negotiation bonus,” I said. Better to interrupt them before the boasts became bets and bets became disasters.

We’d been in talks with vice-Admiral Zenn Beckers for a couple weeks now. Just like her counterpart in the Terran Federation, we’d already followed her quest-line extensively: captured an escaped prisoner, chased a traitor among her ranks, intervened during the trial with new damning evidence. The works. Now it was time to claim our reward.

She was the NPC appointment of a neutral mining corporation, responsible for supplying the Terran Federation with the alloy they used to armor their Battlecruisers and Carriers. It was military-grade armor, capable of taking a beating after shields fizzled out. It could be the difference between life or death. Better yet, thanks to the control of the Terran Federation on the material, very few player-driven ships had Z-alloy armor. 

Vice-Admiral Beckers waited for us in her command room inside her flagship, the ICC Exabrupt, a mining station refurbished with railgun-cannons for ship-to-ship combat. Gaining an audience with her, even after all our questing, was mostly thanks to the recommendation of General Jenkins, who was grateful after we returned the experimental dog back to him.

“Welcome back,” Beckers greeted us when she saw us come into the room, heralded by several combat drones and NPC bodyguards. “I never had the chance to thank you for your intervention in the trial.”

“Don’t worry, Vice-Admiral, your databytes were more than enough thanks,” I told her with a polite smile. 

“I’m glad to hear that. I see you got a new arm, Picard.”

I showed her my shiny, endgame cyber-arm. “I actually bought it with money I had saved up before. For a special occasion.” The implant had set me back exactly one hundred thousand databytes. 

Beckers nodded and I judged small talk was done and over with. Time to talk business. 

“Remember our talks about Z-Alloy, back when we met?”

“I do. We agreed to discuss it later. I’m afraid the answer is still no.”

Rylena, next to me, winced. It was true we had started the quest-line with the assurance of the Vice-Admiral we would never get even a kilogram of Z-Alloy as a reward for our troubles. The ICC Exabrupt paid their debts in cash and political favors, no exceptions. 

We had agreed to take the risk. I still thought we could get more than we bargained for. “I remember our talks, too. The terms we agreed to apply more to mercenary works than ‘friends of the ICC Exabrupt and the entire Zandier Mining Corporation’ as you called us last time.”

Zenn Beckers smiled coldly at me in a way that probably meant my Negotiation skill had just failed. “You’d abuse the confidence we deposited in you?”

“Her heart-rate is going up,” Rylena whispered next to me, “keep talking like that and you’ll piss her off.”

I nodded slightly and changed my tactics on the fly. Appealing to friendship hadn’t worked, how about exchanging political favors? “I understand that you’re contract bound to the Terran Federation to be exclusive to them on your Z-Alloy supply. But, after getting to know how Zandier works, I firmly believe a corporation like yours always keeps a backdoor open.”

Beard snickered loudly behind me. I instantly heard his “oomph!” after Walpurgis managed to hit him without making a noticeable move.

“Perhaps we do, Mister Picard. In that case, what makes you think we’d risk the anger of the Federation to help a mercenary ragtag team?” 

“We are no mercenaries. We have a history of partnership with the Terran Federation and with you.”

“You do… Still, you’ve only been around for a short amount of time. The amount of trust you’re presuming to have is only gained after years, not months.” 

I winced. We didn’t have years to build trust with an NPC mining company. We needed to finish our ship right now before Rylena and Beard finished deciphering the mural with the coordinates of Zodia 5. Granted, we hadn’t made much progress in that. Most of the equations seemed to be both obscure and codified. Even then, they were making progress. For example, we were now sure Zodia 5 wasn’t in our Solar System.

“Not enough political favor? Even now?” complained Rylena in a whisper. “Damn it, what now?”

“We could do without the Alloy,” suggested Beard, “but I’d hate to waste all this effort.” 

There was one approach left, though. As a spokesperson of Zandier Mining, Beckers was unmovable. What about as simply Zenn Beckers? “Zenn, if we are not going to reach an agreement, we understand. It’s your work, after all. I’m sure policy has your hands tied. There’s so much a single person can do in a gigantic corporation like Zandier. At that size, we are more cogs in a machine than humans with free will, right? So, no hard feelings.” 

I stood away, ready to leave. 

“Wait one second,” Beckers called back, “you’re right, we don’t negotiate with our Z-Alloy. You are wrong about one thing, though. I do have some degree of say in the matter.”

“You do?” I said as I tried to suppress a victorious smile. 

“As I said, our Z-Alloy is out of the table,” she opened a holographic screen and studied it. “Sometimes, shipments are lost. A warp-jump that goes wrong, a hyperspace stint that gets assaulted by pirates. I’m looking right now at something like that. About half a ton of Z-Alloy was lost five years ago when our merchant ship and its escorts had to make an emergency landing in Janus Space Station. Communications ceased shortly after and our recovery teams failed to return. Janus is an abandoned station, Mister Picard. Of course, all information on it, including its location, is classified.” 

She stood up from her chair, straightened her white uniform and walked away from the table. “So, I’m afraid negotiations are over. Janus is deemed too risky by Zandier Mining and you can’t have the location. I’m leaving now. Please, escort yourselves out when you’re ready.”

She left the room, leaving the hologram with the Janus’ coordinates standing right there on the table.

“See? Build NPC trust, not corporation trust,” I told my team, gesturing towards the image. “Now, we only have to go on a suicide mission against a killer space station.” 

“I love abandoned space stations,” whispered Beard as Rylena retrieved the data. “They’re always such a great time.”

“Actually, you’re right,” said Walpurgis with an excited smile. 

“I was being sarcastic.” 

  

  

    

Just like Beckers had said, Janus had been abandoned for a long time. It even seemed as if the space around it was blacker than normal, possessed by the kind of silence you can find in a graveyard. The Station had housed ten thousand Federation personnel before its life support system malfunctioned, according to the dossier Zandier had on it. Since it was in frontier space and it was believed the systems were still malfunctioning, the Federation had called it a total loss and moved on.

Now it drifted across space, perpetually caught in the orbit of the lifeless planet it was anchored to by gravity. 

It was a tomb, I realized, as I looked at the dark bulwark that waited for us. A tomb with still-armed missiles and faulty threat systems. 

Alarms blared all around Beard’s merchant ship.

“Hang on!” I exclaimed to no one in particular since my entire team was already hanging on for dear life. “Beginning evasive maneuvers!”

The station had launched a barrage of twenty missiles towards us. Each of those station-grade missiles were enough to vaporize us instantly if it hit our freighter.

Granted, the ship was insured, but the item, databyte, and skill loss would still set us back several weeks of farming. To us, that was a fate worse than death.

I turned the ship starboard, gritting my teeth all the while; A merchant ship didn’t have the best turn speed. The missiles had precious seconds to catch up to us and accelerate. This meant trouble, as the best timeframe to defeat a missile is right after it launches. That’s when it hasn’t had enough time to accelerate. 

What we lacked in speed, though, we made up for in accuracy.

“Manning turrets,” Walpurgis announced with ice-cold focus, as she rerouted control of the turrets towards the cabin. She fired a stream of laser fire towards the cluster of missiles before their targeting computers had a chance of dispersing them. The lasers cut through them like a knife, taking out six and then eight when one of those exploded and eliminated two more with it. After that, the missiles scattered in every direction, all the while closing distance to the ship. 

“Deploying IFS,” said Rylena as she typed into her own console. IFS was shorthand for Interference Field Systems. She was launching her own attack to the targeting computers of the missiles, trying to cut their connection towards the station. Usually, trying to use IFS against the supercomputers of a space station would be futile. In this case, the station hadn’t been maintained in years. The few computers that still were operational had out-of-date firmware and firewalls. 

Another five missiles malfunctioned when the IFS wave hit them and fried their computers.

Walpurgis shot down another one as they reached the red-threat zone of space around us. After a missile was close to a spaceship, they were much harder to shake off. 

“Flares, Beard,” I called without moving my sight away from the screen. Flares went out one second after I called for them and they did so just in time, as the missiles were now so close Walpurgis was having a hard time targeting them while the clumsy-moving freighter shook us around as I fought the controls. 

They weren’t actually flares, but little computers —not unlike my real burner Berries— trying their best to disguise themselves as the ship. It was the last line of defense in ship-on-missile combat, a last hail-Mary to save our skins: if the missiles didn’t explode against the flares, they could easily catch up to us. 

I wasn’t using them as a last resort this time, though, but as a distraction. I needed the time to turn the ship around. 

“What are you doing, Cole?!” Beard exclaimed as the cabin’s screens showed us making a u-turn and racing towards the missiles. “You are going to destroy my ship!”

All but two of the missiles had been fooled by the flares, but not one had exploded. They would get back on track in a second or two and then we would be done with. 

“Walpurgis, get those two!” 

It was an insane order. At this short distance, with the missiles maneuvering for impact, and the ship shaking against the forces of botched acceleration and momentum, to hit both of them with an old laser turret was nearly impossible. 

I had seen Walpurgis on the accuracy ranks Rylena had compiled, though. She didn’t complain or say anything, she simply switched turret-controls from starboard to bow. Two single laser beams shot right in front of us and vaporized the missiles at the last second. 

“Hold on!” 

They still exploded, though, as they were already primed for impact. I was almost torn from the controls as the ship tried to jump in every direction at once. The cabin was filled with almost every alarm complaining at the same time. Shields were gone, bow armor had been vaporized, life-support compromised, and so on. 

The motors were perfectly safe at the end of the ship, away from the explosion. We powered through it and came out an instant later, full speed ahead against the station.

“They are going to turn us into slag,” warned Walpurgis, “when their batteries realize we are in range.”

She meant Janus Space Station. I was betting everything on one lucky factor. Here’s to hoping Beard’s skill comes through for us.

The video-feed of the ship’s back showed how the surviving missiles followed behind us, clearly recovered from the flare’s ruse. They could easily catch us now that we were on a straight fly pattern. And they did. They got so close to the ship I was sure we could smell them. 

Then they drew back and blew themselves up safely in the empty space.

“Good call, Cole,” Rylena called. She was glued to her console without bothering to look at the screens. She knew we were alive because we hadn’t re-spawned yet. “Missiles won’t follow a direct collision course against their own space station.”

She was right. It wasn’t a Rune thing, but a trick implemented in most older space flight simulators. Too many players loved to skip entire plotlines by drawing fire on purpose from the Big Baddies they weren’t supposed to fight yet, then kamikaze-ing their own ships against them, which was instantly followed by a hundred or so missiles following suit and turning the ship’s shields to dust. Sometimes it was enough to take them out in one hit.

Developers got wise to it —and explained it in-game as a natural defensive implementation— and instructed missiles and torpedoes to blow themselves up if their target got too close to their own allies. 

“Great, now the Station’s turrets will blow us up!” exclaimed Beard, tugging his beard like a mother in distress. “My poor ship!”

“Missile launch is an automatic process,” Rylena told him. “The call is made by a computer as soon as a ship without appropriate credentials jumps into range. But the laser-batteries are manually triggered, by proximity.”

“We are getting pretty damn close!” 

“Yes. But those are hundred-year-old computers,” Rylena said with a triumphant smile. “And I just shut them down.” 

As to prove her words, the doors of the hangar facing us opened slowly, as if fighting their orders to the last second. 

“We own this station, now.” Rylena boasted. 

“Could’ve told me,” Beard muttered. He crossed his arms. “You almost gave me a heart attack, Cole.”

“Well, to be fair, I had no idea she was going to do that,” I laughed, “I just hoped she could.” 

“You… That’s a lie, right? Are you making a joke? I don’t always understand the States’ humor, that’s why I don’t find it funny at all…”    

The hangar was as dead as the rest of the station. Rylena told us Janus was barely running on its last dredges of energy, its reactor dried up a long time ago.

The walls were covered by a combination of rust (could rust even grow in space? I was sure it couldn’t. Yet, here it was) and grime. Life-support had gone out a long time ago, so shields were a no go. Stepping out into the hangar was stepping out into the vacuum of space. 

We sealed our spacesuits, filled our oxygen-cells to capacity, and we jumped out into zero-g, greeting the pitch-black darkness with industrial lanterns. 

The floor was littered with pieces of drones, military androids, and cargo-haul crawlers. Every single one of those was magnetized, so their remains were glued to the metal sheets like a dinosaur frozen in amber. They would probably be there for as long as the station lasted.

Some combat androids were still standing. They looked like mummified soldiers.

“Where’s the Z-Alloy?” I asked over the comms to my team’s private channel. In truth, I wanted to get as far as possible from those standing corpses. I signed in for a science fiction adventure, not a horror movie.

“According to the report, the convoy was assaulted after the station went haywire,” Rylena said, “and there’s no ship’s debris floating by the station. I think it is inside Janus.” 

“We are getting eaten by zombies,” divined Beard. “Then our game will get corrupted and we’ll start to have visions in real life—”

I rolled my eyes. The man was quoting one of his creepypasta.

“Or, pirates are using it as their base of operations,” said Walpurgis. She had skipped the whole “mystery exploring” part and already had her rifle out and pointed at every dark corner and possible ambush point. “Stay on guard. If I were a pirate hiding here, I’d wait until we got deep into the station, then I’d pick us off one by one.”

“Thanks, Walpurgis, that’s so helpful,” grunted Beard. I could see his light-beam nervously shake around every corner of the station. 

“You’re a bit old to be scared of the dark, aren’t you, Beard?” I mocked him over the comms.

“If you think that, turn out your light, Cole.” 

I shut up.

We lacked any map of the station, and exploring it could take us multiple days in-game. Instead, Rylena took out 401, the little scout drone, and ordered it to fly around and link a minimap to our visors as it advanced.

The little flying ball went out like a dart, happily delving into the darkness and the cramped walls like it was having the time of its life. 

We followed it in a single line with Walpurgis at the back, on the look-out for ambushes. Beard was on point, checking for any automated trap. His Engineering skill was not ideal for trap-finding, but it would do in a pinch.

To move around, we used short bursts of oxygen from our suits and held on to the walls, ceilings, and floors for support. The station creaked everywhere we put our hands and feet on it. Like a giant waking up.

“Since the hangar is empty and we are looking for the remains of several spaceships, I’m ordering 401 to check only areas big enough to store them. You agree?” 

“Tell it to avoid getting near the zombies and I’m good,” said Beard. 

“No getting near zombies, right. Well then, we should be good now. Thanks for the help.” 

“Sarcasm doesn’t become you, girl,” said Beard, his dignity intact.

The minimap guided us into a maze of cramped corridors and rusted tubes. Sometimes we’d meet a blown up life-support tube, still oozing its oxygen compound. We’d avoid it and the deep holes the caustic solution caused wherever it dripped. Give it enough time and the acid could carve a path into outer-space. 

“There’s an open section up ahead,” said Rylena after what felt like hours.

I was getting tired of the enveloping darkness. It had that kind of silence —one just waiting for the screaming to begin. 

“Could be where the alloy is kept?” I asked her.

“Only one way to find out.” 

We floated our way into two open industrial doors. The sudden decompression of the entire station had managed to blow them open like they were made of cardboard, a long time ago. 

“That’s why you don’t hire the cheapest engineer,” whispered the Beard.

There was something ominous about this entrance and without realizing it, it put us on high alert. I drew my Advanced Blaster and stood at the ready, careful to aim it only at angles where I wouldn’t accidentally hit my friends. Rylena did the same with her rifle.

“Alright, according to 401, the way ahead is clear.” 

The chamber was so big it could fit a flotilla of freighter ships inside. It was almost as large as the station’s hangar, but instead of ships, it was filled by roof-tall machinery and conveyor belts. 

“This is a drone factory,” said Rylena, studying the industrial machinery. Her beam sometimes hit an android’s head still attached to its base on the belts and they looked just like impaled human skulls. I suppressed a shiver and looked down. The floor was littered with magnetized drones and androids. 

Somewhere behind us, the floor’s metal sheets creaked and complained. 

“The Z-Alloy is definitely not here,” said Walpurgis, “we should go back.”

“I agree with the kid,” muttered Beard as he pointed his Gatling-laser gun at the dark corners. “I have a bad feeling about this.”

There was no low ceiling or odd corner we could use to propel ourselves back and we had slowly drifted into the middle of the facility chamber. Walpurgis was right. There was nothing here but the corpses of Janus’ robotic workforce. 

“I’m all for going back—” I said as I turned back towards Beard. Two red dots of light floated behind his back. Instinctively, I turned my beam’s power up and revealed a steel skeleton standing on the magnetized floor, raising a claw-like hand towards my friend. 

“Ow, careful with that!” exclaimed Beard, raising his hands to shield his eyes from the light.

“Look out, Gabrijel!” said Rylena, raising her rifle.

The Beard had no handle to move in zero gravity, so he went for his suit’s controls to turn on the oxygen bursts, but he was too slow. The claw of the thing scratched against the back of his spacesuit like a pneumatic hammer. His shields deployed and protected the armor, but the impact hit right when he turned on the oxygen stream. 

He lost control of his propulsion and the impact sent him spinning into the darkness, screaming like a lost soul. 

“Gabrijel!” exclaimed Rylena and went after him with her own oxygen stream.

“Careful with those, they are not unlimited,” said Walpurgis, as she and I unloaded our lasers against the skeleton. With each hit, a chunk of its body detached, leaving red-hot molten metal in its place. Without feeling any pain, the thing walked towards us, hands raised, its red eyes fixated on us. A laser beam struck him square in the chest, then, and turned him into scrap. 

“He’s an android,” I exclaimed. “Half-built.” 

I turned towards Walpurgis to figure out what the hell was going on and then she started shooting at the floor like a maniac. 

I understood it one second after her. The floor was littered with half-finished androids and drones in different states of disrepair. 

Every drone and android were an autonomous entity. But they were all connected to the same Station-wide network. The Space Station defense systems could be hacked just like Rylena had done before. But, it seemed, there were other systems in place beside the turrets… 

The darkness of the chamber was now filled with tiny red dots and the cacophony of metal hitting metal. Some of the dots floated in the darkness just like us. 

We were in a pool at night and someone had released the sharks.    

 

I joined Walpurgis in shooting every single metallic corpse around us, even if it wasn’t moving. We’d seen this movie already —it was the zombie you thought was dead the one who would grab your ankle and bite your leg off. 

Even then, they were too many. The red lights and the screeching of servos that had been paralyzed for who-knew-how-many-years were coming closer and closer. 

“We have to retreat,” I told Walpurgis as she blew up three hollowed-out drones that floated lazily toward us. My blaster took out a legless android that was crawling its way around the floor. “If there are others in the station we’ll get surrounded here.”

“Rylena! Beard! How are you guys holding up?” 

Incoherent yelling and fighting noises came from Beard’s comms.

“They got him!” Rylena shouted back. “The maintenance drones are coming from the hatches in the walls, I can’t shoot or he’ll be hit!”

“I told you there were zombies here!” Beard finally managed to yell back, grunting with effort. “They’re. Trying. To. Pull. My. Suit. Apart—”

“Hang on! Rylena, any ideas?” I called. I was now back to back with Walpurgis, as we slowly rotated over the chamber. My blaster overheated several times and the little cooling cartridges slowly built up all around me. I was running out of them, fast. Walpurgis got the bulk of the killing done, but even with her, the robots were more than we could shoot down. They were coming from the entrance, too, marching over magnetized feet and wheels or floating like a nightmare’s monsters.

“They are too many for us to fight,” called back Rylena, “Walpurgis, thin their numbers with plasma grenades, avoid hitting the corridors or we could get walled in. I’ll mark the zones in the minimap. Cole, get here and help me free Beard.” 

“Yes, Cole, help her free Beard!” exclaimed Beard. “My shields are almost drained!”

I could now see little flares of blue fire all over a shadow at the other end of the chamber. The drones were trying to carve their way into the meaty bits of my friend. 

“All right, I’m on it!” I exclaimed. I nudged my way away from Walpurgis, who was still shooting, and launched a massive amount of oxygen from my life-support backpack. I stretched my body like an Olympic diver and sliced through the air, shooting point-blank at everything that came in my way. I couldn’t miss at that distance, but the speed made it hard to aim. 

“Careful, Cole, friendly fire!” exclaimed Rylena when one of my shots went wide. 

Behind me, a green plasma explosion shook the station to the core. I saw a rain of charred drone remains fly by me one second later. Debris, tubes, and machinery detached themselves all around me. 

I reached the wall and smashed against it when I failed to counter my acceleration enough. This time, I was expecting it and I recovered quickly. I magnetized my boots and adjusted my orientation. The wall, to me, had now become the floor and Beard was lying on it while a swarm of beetle-like circular drones held him there. Rylena was over him, trying to pull the drones off before they drained his shields, but she was overwhelmed. 

“Hang on!” I ran towards them and caught two beetles on my hands. I crushed them without much effort and threw them away. 

“Have they gone insane?” Beard exclaimed. The drones were magnetizing his entire suit to held him in place. We needed to thin their numbers before it was too late. 

Then his shields went down. 

As the drones started to pound on his armor, he lowered his visor and squirmed around. Both Rylena and I grabbed as many drones as we could, throwing them away. The beetle robots tried to climb over us, too, but not in enough numbers to dent our shields. 

“They are trying to down us one by one,” said Rylena. 

An explosion shook the place down and this time, I could see the floor crumble and tear with the deafening screech of metal breaking down. 

“Too close to the foundations!” Rylena called over the comms, “next one is going to bring the place down over our heads!”

“They were overwhelming the entrance,” said Walpurgis, “we have to get out, now!”

“Leave me!” exclaimed Beard, “it’s too late for me anyways, leave me and save yourselves!” 

He seemed to really believe he was sacrificing his life there. Or perhaps he was just itching to have a “brave sacrifice” scene ingame. One could never tell with him.

“Beard! Focus now, you still have your link to your ship up?” I told him. 

“Yes! I can’t get it to fly here, too little space!” 

“Don’t, but, we still have flares left, right?” 

“Yes—” Three drones crawled over his visor and dented it with a jet of blue fire. We threw them away before they could destroy the vital electronics inside. And Beard’s face, too, of course. 

Walpurgis was right, there were too many now to fight. 

“Deploy them! Don’t ask, just do it, right now!” Then I turned to Rylena. “Can you hack into our own ship’s computer?” 

“I already have the access codes, so no problem, but why?” now she was covered in dozens of beetles, too, and actively fighting against their own magnetizing. She was focused on keeping them off Beard, though. Then, she looked up, and I could hear her vicious smile as she understood my plan. “That’s genius, Cole! Quick, Beard, do as he says.” 

“Walpurgis, meet with us!” I called over the comms as Beard linked to his freighter’s systems.

“The corridors—”

“Hell with the corridor, we need speed!” 

Beard announced the flares were deployed. Chunks of his armor were already gone from his torso and legs. The automatic sealing mechanism of his high-leveled suit filled those holes with foam that became as hard as concrete after being sprayed. But it could only do so much… 

“Alright, I’m in the computers! Hang on, everyone, go dark right now! Every energy emission, including life-support, everything off!” exclaimed Rylena, and one second later her transmission cut itself off. With her went the minimap and most of the information on my visor. 

I followed her lead, turning on the emergency protocols in my own suit. The last thing I saw before my lamplight went dark was the silhouette of Walpurgis soaring towards us in an oxygen jet. I held on to Beard when my boots lost their grip on the wall and the lack of gravity threatened to send me adrift.

I heard her slamming against the wall one second afterward, but could not hear anyone’s voice. I grabbed at her with my free arm and caught her arm as she bounced away from the wall, kicking furiously at the empty air. She grabbed back at me and pulled herself to us.  

For an instant, the only thing I heard was the constant scraping of the tiny legs of the maintenance drones on top of Beard’s suit and the clatter of the android’s steps. Their red eyes were the only light in the otherwise absolute darkness. They were too many to count, a mockery of the stars outside. 

Then, the drones went quiet. I could swear I heard the confusion in their processors. One by one at first, I heard the little metallic legs scratch the metal wall as they all forgot about us and went to the chamber’s entrance. Eventually, the eyes did the same. They disappeared as their owners turned around and slowly walked out. 

I checked Beard’s body to make sure he was still alive and felt a wave of relief when he grasped my forearm. The sealing foam was holding on. 

We waited in total silence until Rylena’s signal. I knew she was silently tracking the undead-robot army movement towards the hangar.

Finally, she powered back on her suit and her flashlight was the signal I was waiting for. I powered back on as the rest of the team did the same thing.

“What was that?” Walpurgis asked immediately, “they were winning, there was no point retreating.” 

“They aren’t alive,” said Rylena, “just the remains of an automated defense mechanism. Just like the missiles, but this time, inside the ship. Cole figured we could fool their sensors with a strong enough signal that pretended to be us.”

“Oh, you deployed the flares? Neat.”

Beard got up slowly. “Neat? I almost got eaten by zombies. God, I told you all there were zombies in here. We need to get out before they come back for us.”

“Yeah…”  I helped him up as I wondered how to break the news to him. “All those robo-zombies? They are in the hangar now. With the ship.” 

“Good news is, their sensors will be overwhelmed by the flares,” added Rylena. 

We slowly floated our way towards the exit, slowly and distrusting every shadow, like wounded dogs licking their wounds. 

“Those can last for hours,” said Beard with dismay. “We don’t have enough air to wait them out.”

“Yup. So, here’s the plan. We try to go around the station, grab the Z-Alloys before the timer runs out, then we get out,” said Rylena. 

“You want to go explore in the dark with these things out there?” asked Beard.

“Gabrijel, just because those robots look just like skeletons,” said Walpurgis, “doesn’t mean they are skeletons. They are NPC mobs, just like everything else. They die just as easy as a tutorial enemy.” 

I remembered how I was almost eaten by mutants in my own tutorial, but kept my mouth shut. 

We drifted deeper and deeper into Janus, with 401 leading the way. The little drone had been easily ignored by the station’s defenses and was chirping just as happily as it was when we started exploring. 

Us, on the other hand… a screen warned me I was causing damage to my own blaster from gripping it so hard with my strength-enhancing cyberarm.

The station wasn’t quiet now. It was filled with constant clanking and metal scratching of the undead robots everywhere in the station heading to the flares in the hangar. Their signal was thankfully strong enough to hide our own, but we still had to go dark several times when we stumbled face to face into the skull-like head of a combat android. All the while, we could hear the little drones on top of us rushing through the life-support pipes like they were a stream of water. 

Eventually, we found out where the machines had been bringing the debris from the destroyed ships. 

401, far away from us, turned on a video-feed of its discovery and showed us a stockpile by a warehouse near the heart of the station. It had been emptied out by the maintenance beetles a long time ago and filled with the corpses of several ships. I could distinguish a couple fighters from Posse of Iron, what little remained of a Zandier merchant ship, Terran Federation scouts, and even one white-and-silver scout from the Paladin Defense Force, the biggest player-led Alliance in the game.

As I was watching, I could see how the little drones marched to the PDF scout and began to quarter it with their flue-flame jets. They got tiny pieces of the ship and they carried it back towards the entrails of the station. Like ants butchering a lizard. Even the scout had enough material to feed their anthill for a long time.

“Oh god, they wanted to do the same to me…” whispered the Beard.

“Wouldn’t have been of much use,” said Walpurgis, “they are using the metal as raw materials to rebuild their losses.” 

I imagined an android built partially with the remains of Beard’s avatar. Their heads already looked like human skulls, using an actual one was just a step removed. I forced the image out of my mind as goosebumps went down my body.

“Is the flare’s signal strong enough to catch the drones’ attention?” I asked. 

“No, we are too far down the station. The walls interfere with the signal, it’s already pretty scrambled.”

“So, there’s nothing stopping them from eating us alive?” asked Beard. Then, he added, “screw that. Walpurgis, pass me those grenades.”

Three minutes later a series of explosions rocked the warehouse, shaking it and us like we’d been thrown into a blender. Beard and Walpurgis had followed Rylena’s instructions and chucked a couple of plasma ‘nades under the main life-support pipes of the place and also over the main concentration of drones. A cloud of dust and shards of metal rose instantly all over the warehouse, but we were ready with our heat-visor’s modality. The drones appeared like tiny specks of heat thanks to their batteries. The explosions had melted a good chunk out of them and they were scattered and confused, moving back and forth between the severed pipes and the ship’s corpses, like ants whose anthill has just been crushed.  

Then, before the beetle-like things even realized they were under attack, Beard stepped in with his rocket-launcher. After that plasma explosion, there weren’t many beetles around. No any Posse of Iron ships either. 

“Now you know how it feels,” Beard told them. 

After our brave ambush against the unsuspecting maintenance workers, Walpurgis and Rylena took out the remaining drones with careful laser fire. Around us, the station groaned as if it was a giant warning us not to try something like that again.

“The warehouse has stronger beams than the factory,” Rylena told me, catching my worried glance at the ceiling. “It’s easily able to withstand a couple of explosions.”

“I agree,” said Beard, who was an engineer after all, “but don’t get cocky. Janus seems to love treachery.”

We were in luck, though. The freighter remains, as big as a dilapidated house, had been only partially eaten, leaving the valuable insides. 

We found the crates of Z-Alloy on that freighter’s own cargo room. They floated all over the place like treasure chests waiting to be claimed by brave adventurers.

“Excellent,” I proclaimed, “just like we planned.” 

“Don’t taunt the game like that, please,” muttered Walpurgis.

“You superstitious, too?”

“Creepypastas are not superstitions, man,” said Beard, absent-mindedly, as he tied a nanite cable to each crate. Rylena helped him while her scout drone flew in circles all over the freighter like a guardian dog, searching for any danger.

“No. I’m just saying, Rune can have a messed up sense of humor. You said it was programmed by Kipp’s parents, right?”

That was a compelling argument. I decided then to refrain from saying this like, “you’ll never stop me now!”  

We all helped Beard set up the Z-Alloys. Moving heavy objects in space was a matter of fighting inertia and keeping them moving. We were already prepared for that, thanks to him. Merchants worked with heavy cargo by attaching them tiny rockets, the size of a beer can, in key points. The rockets had a nuclear battery and very low power output. They worked by applying a small force constantly until the cargo had the desired speed and the merchant turned them off until needed again. After that, the only problem left was steering. 

You could handle steering with more rockets and turning them off selectively, but Beard didn’t have enough in his pack for all the cargo we intended to transport. 

And we all knew we only had one trip left. The one back towards the hangar where we probably would have to fight about every single drone and android in the station.

At least Beard’s bazooka still had some ammo left.

The Z-Alloy crates weighed a couple tons each, according to Rylena’s mechanical eyes. We handled their steering mostly by smashing them against the walls like improvised siege weapons, pushing them with our oxygen jets and max power, in short, controlled bursts, and by praying we didn’t get sandwiched between two of them. 

Like herding very dumb, super heavy, really clumsy sheep across the jagged edge of a mountain. 

The noise we were making by the time we managed to get the Alloy to the corridors of the station was enough to qualify as a rave party on its own. If the noise of the game could be heard outside in the real world, every single person in my apartment complex would be up by now, banging on my door.

That’s probably why none of us realized 401 had shut down and gone silent until it was too late and we were standing in front of the man who carried the poor spheric drone. 

He stared at us in silence from a cracked black visor, cutting off our way forward. Walpurgis, who was in front of us pulling the ropes to her for better steering, was the first one to see him.

“What the—” 

She had her rifle instantly trained on him and after hearing her, a second later so did we.

“Who are you?” I asked him. He was a player, I realized instantly, thanks to the same mysterious difference between NPCs and real persons that made it impossible to mistake them. “You with the Posse of Iron?”

He was tall, almost tall enough to reach the ceiling on his own. His spacesuit was old and heavily damaged. You could see the mechanisms beneath the layer of armor, whirring uneasily on his torso. The cracked visor of his helmet was black and it spat vapor from two exhaust fumes by his jaw. 

It wasn’t the uniform of a mercenary, but rather the outfit of a person who had been away from any civilized space for a long time. 

“Boy, that’s an interesting quest you have there,” he said, finally, nudging his head towards me.

“What are you talking about?” players couldn’t see the quests of one another unless they chose to share them. They were out-of-game information, and as such, couldn’t be hacked like communicators could.

“Shoot him,” Rylena told Walpurgis, suddenly, her voice dripping with cold terror. I turned towards her in surprise and then Walpurgis shot a barrage of laser fire at the man until her rifle overheated.

Every shot hit him square in the chest or the head. After the last, the man and his suit stood unharmed right in the middle of us. I hadn’t seen him move. He had displaced himself several meters without moving his legs. And his shields hadn’t even flared with Walpurgis fire.

“Mind telling me where you found out about the planet Validore?” 

 

      

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Shade

 

The man gave no signs of realizing —or caring— that he had just been shot. 

“What the hell was that?” I whispered at Rylena over the privacy of our comms line. She didn’t turn to look at me, she was transfixed on the tall player in front of us. He, in turn, was staring at me with grim intensity.

“Where,” he repeated, “did you find out about planet Validore?”

Beard raised his own blaster and Rylena did the same with her rifle. I made a snap decision and stood in their line of fires, raising a hand to gain their attention.

“Stop! He hasn’t attacked us yet, what are you doing?” I demanded. 

“He’s obviously an enemy,” said Beard, “he has out-of-player knowledge, right? He has to be a government agent passing as a player, something like that. You told us someone was watching you, remember? With a drone in the real world?” 

Rylena said nothing. The green light of her eyes cast a shadow beneath her visor, making her look like an apparition. 

“I have no love for the States’ government,” said the man and I realized he was using our same secure channel. How long had it taken him to hack it? “Your secrets are safe with me.”

“We don’t have any reason to believe that,” said Walpurgis. She calmly changed her rifle’s coolant cartridge. 

“Of course you don’t,” he said, “but it doesn’t matter either way. You’re not going to find Validore.”

“That’s very much our business,” I told him, “if that’s all you have to say, please, get out of our way.”

He shook his head. Walpurgis sidestepped me and shot him again, point blank, jamming her finger in the trigger until the rifle’s muzzle was red-hot and the rifle’s internal system melted. 

It was like shooting wet paper balls at a tank.

“What’s wrong with you?” she growled at him. She got a knife out of her combat belt, along with her backup blaster.

“I could ask you the same thing,” he said, as calm as if we were taking a stroll through the park. “You come into my home and attack my minions. And when I try to talk to you, you shoot me. Rune’s system has you classified as good guys in the karma system. Well, not you, Walpurgis, you’re as gray as they come. But, as a group, I mean.”

“Man, if you want us to talk to you at least tell us how you’re just standing there after taking enough laser shots to blow a fighter out of orbit,” Beard told him.

“I’m obviously a hacker,” he said, “I’m not playing by Rune’s rules.” 

“Hackers can’t pass the security checks,” said Beard. “It’s too advanced.”

“There’s no such a thing as a perfect defense,” said the man, “if you’re good enough. My name is David Terrance. Pleased to meet you.”

“David, I’m Cole and these are my friends, which you already seem to know. What do you want with us?” 

He turned to me. Walpurgis took the chance to try and stab him, with as much success as before. “Rune isn’t supposed to be handing Validore quests anymore. Yet you three have it on your quest log.”

“It isn’t?” 

“No. Fun fact. If you were to check the System’s databases, you’d see all the Validore tags are a late part of Rune’s main quest.”

“There’s no Rune main quest,” said Beard. Rylena was still as silent as a statue. 

“Not anymore. It never went live. Before launch, though, it was very much there. Rune built it. It wanted a main quest. It was to be randomly generated on the go, but with some very important fixed points.”

There was something very wrong with David Terrance, hacker. He wasn’t like Roscoe, even if that wasn’t a great measuring metric. There was a stiffness to his movements, a falsehood implied in the way he stood.

And why was he telling us all this? We had never met the guy. I nervously glanced behind my back to make sure there was no ambush incoming while he distracted us. Then I remembered an invulnerable player didn’t need any ambush. 

“So… The Quest Generator System tried to make a main quest. Big deal, that’s why it’s there for,” I said. I was lying through my teeth. I knew perfectly well people had died for this quest. 

David Terrance let out a long sigh. Steam came out of his helmet’s exhaust vents like small geysers. “Perhaps I’m trying to warn you. Perhaps I’d like to see myself what’s hidden in planet Validore. Who cares? Planet Validore has been moved.”

“That’s why we’re trying to find it,” said Beard. 

“There’s no map to Validore. The game never tried to hide it, the quest tried to get as many players as possible towards the Zodia System. Now, there’s nothing there. It has been artificially moved somewhere else.” 

“You mean by the developers,” I said. “Well, you’re not making any sense, then. They could’ve just deleted the planet if what’s inside is so dangerous. It’s their game, after all.”

The black hacker shrugged. “I’ve seen the game files. After the players reached Validore, they found nothing there. The game just ends, I think. If there’s anyone that knows for sure, those must be Rune’s creators.”

Those were Kipp’s parents. Who had been dead for almost two decades. 

“The map you carry in your mindjack’s archives is useless,” David said. “It’s the Keygen that’s invaluable. Guard it well. Or give it to me, if you don’t want it.” 

“We very much want it, thank you,” said Walpurgis. I nodded. “Are you going to let us go, or are you just going to stand there until the drones return?” 

“I can give you safe passage through the drones. They are just NPCs. Believe it or not, I’m on your side.”

“Why? You don’t know us at all,” I said.

“I have searched for something like Validore before,” he said. “My failure cost me something dear. But, you have something I did not. It stands to reason you may have better chances. I just want this whole business laid to rest.”

To my surprise, he stood to one side of the corridor, freeing the way. “I’ve told you all I know. If you want to find the planet, find the people who moved it. And be careful about it, because those people are not afraid to kill. See, they think they’re doing the right thing.”

“We can take care of ourselves,” said Walpurgis. I could hear the anger in her voice.

“I bet. But having a 120 skill level in shooting won’t help you when the real firefight starts.”

“It’s 121.” 

David Terrance laughed. It was a coarse, raspy laugh, like a hyena’s. “You have ten minutes to reach your ship. During that time, nothing will attack you. Goodbye, guys. I wish you the best of luck.”

Then he slowly floated down the floor like a hologram. That’s the noclip command Script, I realized, as he went. His visor was the last to disappear under the metallic latches. He never stopped watching us, as if memorizing our faces.

“What a creep,” grunted Walpurgis when there was no trace of David.

“He sounded like he was trying to help,” I said. I agreed with her, though. I didn’t like that black visor at all. Most players activated transparency to talk to other players, so they could see their faces. We hadn’t seen his at all.

“We have to leave. Now.” Rylena suddenly started moving, like the devil himself chased after her. I had never seen her afraid before.

“Hey.” I ran after her, using my magnetized boots to ignore the lack of gravity. “What’s wrong? You’re acting very weird.”

“He paralyzed me,” she said, without turning back. “One second after I shot at him. He paralyzed me and shut down my comms so I wouldn’t tell you guys what I saw.”

“You saw something?” Behind us, Walpurgis and Beard were struggling to get the Z-Alloys moving again. “What are you talking about?”

She finally turned back. Her visor was transparent and I could see she was white as a sheet. “I’m a Battlemind. I can see everyone’s stats and vital signs. Every player, every NPC. I’m seeing yours right now.”

“And?” Her tone of voice made the hair on my arms raise.

“He had none. No stats. No class, no username, no nothing. As far as the game was concerned, nothing was in front of us this whole time. That’s when I started shooting.”

“He’s a hacker, right? He could fool the game,” I said. It was more an attempt at calming her down than at arguing. She was having none of it, though.

“I already looked for David Terrance in my mindjack’s search engine,” she said. Somehow, I knew what she was going to say next and it made me feel a cold terror that chilled me to the bone all the way back in the sofa of my apartment. “David Terrance has been dead for three years. He died in a government raid when the SWAT drones went haywire.”

“Oh…”

“Cole? He was using a mindjack when he died. One of those dangerous older models.”

We stood there like frozen statues. We left Janus station very quickly after that. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINETEEN

Shipyard

 

We decided quickly after that to not talk about Terrance or we would probably end up in an asylum. It was easy to imagine what had really happened. Another famous hacker had found us and for some reason or another had decided to mess up with our heads a little, make the encounter more memorable.

If we were to look inside Terrance’s avatar dark visor, we would see just another normal human face, perhaps mocking us for being so scared of him. 

That’s definitely what we would see. Yes. Sure.

At least, Terrance made good on his promise to keep the crazed robots of the Janus Space Station away from us long enough to store the Alloy inside the merchant freighter. We flew away from the hangar just as they started to come back to their usual murdering senses.

As we flew away I turned a screen to see a wall of androids behind us staring at us with their little red eyes. It was almost like they were sad to see us go and had prepared a little goodbye party. There were no signs of the station only true inhabitant, either. I suspected we’d never see David Terrance again.

I was very wrong, of course… But that’s another story.

“We should turn around and empty our own missiles on the station,” muttered Beard as I piloted his ship deep into space and began the jump preparations. 

“I think we should let sleeping dogs lie,” Walpurgis told him. “If my rifle didn’t kill him, I would assume nothing will.”

“Damn trickster kids, trying to mess with our heads like that,” said Beard. I realized he was smiling just a tiny bit over the corner of his lips. The man was probably happy he finally proved to us creepypastas were real.

“The new ship is almost finished,” said Rylena, before Walpurgis and Beard could continue their argument about ghosts. “Only the weapon systems are left. But Terrance is right about something. Kipp’s screenshot isn’t getting us anywhere fast. At this rate, we will have a new ship and nowhere to travel to.”

I set course for the Federation’s Shipyard. We had saved the weapons for last since we intended to pool our remaining databytes into them (and the best insurance money could buy). Perhaps even sell Beard’s freighter for that. 

“I have an idea for finding Validore,” I said after we had jumped away from Janus and were in preparations for hyperspace, “but it may be dangerous. Give me a couple of days to sleep on it, then I’ll come back to you.”

“Are you being intentionally vague?” asked Rylena. She smiled for the first time since the station. “Is that just to add mystery? If you call me at 3am telling me you have something important to say, but it’s too dangerous to speak over the phone, I will just assume you are about to be murdered as soon as we hang up. So please, send me your investigation over email before calling.”

“Thanks for the concern, Rylena. Don’t worry, nothing will be able to kill me when my plan is complete. I’ll be a god! More than a god! I’ll be invincible!” Even if I dripped sarcasm as I talked, Beard and Walpurgis still looked at me with wide eyes like they expected a surge of thunder to infuse me right there. Rylena and I turned to each other, then to our friends, and we all laughed.

I was glad I didn’t have to explain my idea because I was sure they would refuse and perhaps think I was a little crazy. 

David Terrance had said that Validore had been moved from the Zodia System. As far as I knew, only Rune’s developers had the capability to do something like that. Well, I knew where the Nordic corporation was.

Right on top of Xanz’s offices.

Maybe the only thing we had to do was get up there, avoid the security drones, and ask nicely.

 

 

 

 

The Federation’s Shipyard was a gigantic cradle. It dwarfed every other station in space and was one of the most heavily defended locations in the entire Federation territory (and therefore, the entire game). It was a small moon made of metal alloys, plastic, and one giant robot that each day built the backbone of the Federation’s navy. 

With an output of a dozen new spaceships per day, the Shipyard was a marvel of technology we could only dream of back in the real world. 

And for a hefty fee and enough “good boys” points, a player and his friends could convince the Shipyard to build a ship for them. We had even gotten a discount because we had our own engineer. 

Our soon to be new spaceship, a corvette-class cruiser, hung from a crane like a fruit about to ripen. Under it was an abyss of several miles of metal where an army of construction drones flew around, transporting materials and working on internal repairs.

We watched as Beard directed the coating of the new Z-Alloy armor sheets as he flew around on his personal construction exosuit, directing the drones all around the ship’s surface.

From the distance, he looked like a fly zipping around an interesting piece of food. 

“It’s going to be beautiful,” Rylena said.

“We did a fine job at it, I believe,” I told her.

“Yeah, we?” started Beard over the comms, “what do you mean we? I did most of the work myself.”

“We got you the awesome materials,” I told him, suppressing a laugh.

Walpurgis cut in. “You should focus on flying your constructo-bot —or whatever you call the thing—, I don’t want you denting our ship before it’s done.”

“With the new Z-Alloy armor, we can smash an asteroid against it and it’ll be fine! Sort of. Please don’t actually try that, Cole.”

We were inside the wall at the other side of the Shipyard, an elongated chamber that extended several hundred meters along the curved wall. It was kind of a waiting room for pilots, both players and NPCs, where they could come and see the progress on their ships, talk shop with engineers and merchants, and also get a good lawyer to check that the ship was built according to regulations. Oh yes, there are lawyers in Rune. Most of them are NPC robots with advanced AI, but players can have it as a class, too, to draft contracts between Alliances or banks. 

I’d sooner be drawn and quartered than having to work both in and out of game in something like that. There were players who enjoyed it, though. And they made enough databytes to field a fleet of ships like ours. Not that they had the time, of course.

Walpurgis, Rylena, and I turned back to let our engineer work. We still needed to get the ship’s weapon systems and give it the finishing touches. It was by far the most complex project I had been involved in any game. Perhaps in the real world, too. 

It felt like a part of myself was out there in the Shipyard, waiting to be born. 

“So, what’re we going to name it?” Rylena asked Walpurgis. They were sitting at a table in a not-as-crowded part of the room. I joined the conversation after ordering some cheap drinks (bonus to charisma-related skills, but it starts to go downhill after the first glasses). 

“Something that brings terror to the heart of our enemies,” proposed Walpurgis, “like Soul-Render or The Apocalypse.”

“Soul-Render? Sounds like Surrender to me,” Rylena said. “Hope our enemies think we are talking about them surrendering, not us.”

“Well, whatever. I like The Apocalypse.”

“I think it’s a bit try-hard, Walps,” I said. An NPC waiter brought us a tray with drinks as I spoke, so I had to lay back to let him serve the table. “No offense. But, calling something Gut Carver or the like usually makes people think you’re overcompensating.”

“We can make those people change their minds by blowing them up,” she said, “and don’t call me Walps or I’ll make you eat a grenade.”

“You can’t do that, that’s my signature move.”

“What do you think, Cole?” asked Rylena.

“Uuuuh, what do you think, Cole? Yeah, let’s see if you can do better.” Walpurgis crossed her arms and scoffed. 

“Well, I’m thinking we go the other way around. Reverse Psychology, right?” I was reading a series right now where all the ships names followed a pattern like that. It was called The Culture, written by one Ian M. Banks. His universe made me wish I’d been born a couple thousand years later. Probably a bad idea. Earth would most likely be a smoldering rock by then. Still… 

“What, like, The Big Hugs Machine? People will laugh at us.” 

Rylena scratched her chin, as she often did when she was thinking. “Perhaps something not as obvious. Something neutral like… The Diplomat. No, let’s go with Diplomatic Immunity. How does that sound?”

It sounded like something straight from The Culture. I loved it. It sounded friendly at first sight and vaguely menacing afterward.  

“I’m not sure,” said Walpurgis. Rylena turned to her and whispered something in her ear. When she returned to her seat, Walpurgis was suppressing a laugh. “Alright, I’m all for it.”

“Great! Let’s ask the Beard and see what he thinks.” 

Beard was all for it, too, since he was the one who introduced me to The Culture’s books. Like that, The Diplomatic Immunity was born.

It was until much later, after the name was engraved on the ship’s sides, that Beard and I realized Diplomatic Immunity could be shortened into T-D-I.

The girls had managed to name our badass spaceship “Teddy.”

 

After the team said goodbye and I logged out of the game for the day, I walked to the kitchen for a glass of water. I was surprised to find both Mom and Van awake, whispering to each other angrily. Both of them were in their pajamas and shared the same disheveled hair and sleepy face. They looked more like arguing sisters than mother and daughter. 

When she saw me come out of my “room,” Mom stopped arguing and asked me, in her normal voice:

“Hey son, did we wake you?”

“No, not really. Just wanted some water.” 

Van said nothing and stood up to the kitchen’s sink. She handed me a glass of water, grunted when I thanked her, and went back to sulking. 

“What’re you talking about?”

My sister sighed in a dramatic fashion that would have made a soap-opera actress proud, then shook her head.

“College applications,” said Mom. She pretended to miss Van’s martyr impersonation and continued with an amenable smile that was a tad too forced. “It’s nearing the end of the academic-year and Van has to start looking for a school.”

I glanced at my sis as I realized she hadn’t told Mom about her plans of becoming a pro-gamer. “I see.”

“We don’t have enough to pay for most colleges,” Van finally said, raising her voice dangerously close to an angry shrill. “We can barely keep away the loan sharks, and that’s only thanks to Cole’s work.”

“Community college is cheap and there are some near Lower Cañitas,” Mom told her.

“We should be focusing on getting out of debt first,” said Van. She was probably readying herself to mention her project to Mom, but Mom cut her off.

“Debt is going to be around for a while, even with Cole and I working to stave it off.” 

“So, you found a job, then?” I asked her.

She smiled. “I’m working on it. I got an interview tomorrow with a law firm. They got hacked a month ago and are trying to go back to paper. So they need a human secretary. There will be a couple health exams and the like, but I can pass those.” 

Mom was proud of herself. She should be. If she was confident she could pass the exams, it meant she had really been clean for a while now. But that didn’t help Van’s argument, either. With the three of us working, our little family could do much better.

On the other hand, taking sides in this two-pronged war could make me be its only loser.

“I have a couple projects set up for the summer,” said Van. I did my best not to laugh as that would’ve embarrassed her. “Projects set up for summer” in Lower Cañitas meant, nine out of ten times, you intended to rob an armored truck filled with cash.

It was one of the few things worth robbing nowadays if you listened to The Ferals complain. There weren’t many physical stores left anymore, everything was handled over the Internet and transported by drones over certain areas of San Mabrada. The only stores you could find walking around Lower Cañitas were illegal and made for criminals without a bank account. Or museum pieces with low income that lived mostly on the pity of tourists. Like Roscoe’s Script shop, for example, which managed to be both at the same time.

“Do you?” asked her Mom, squinting her eyes in suspicion. “You’re not one for projects.”

“It’s an Internet project, Mom,” Van explained, “I’m going to play some tournaments, see if I can win a prize or two.”

“So, your project is hoping you’ll win some prize?” Mom asked her, “You realize that’s like buying a lottery ticket and calling it your day job? My uncle Rudy, he bankrupted himself from betting too much, perhaps it’s genetic—”

“I’m not betting, Mom!” Van exclaimed. I wondered if I could go back to bed before any of them noticed it. Probably would get me killed faster than going to Darren’s lair to kick him in the shin. “This is about skill, not luck. You can get sponsored if you do well enough, too.”

She didn’t mention she had some sponsors already lined up. Most of the store-owners in Lower Cañitas would sponsor her if she got enough views and attention over the Internet since that’s where their business were located at. Perhaps she wanted to save that revelation for when she told Mom she didn’t really plan to go to college at all.

But Mom was getting angry, now. “You should be jumping at the chance to go to college. Cole would have loved to do it, but we weren’t in any position to do that. Now that you can, you want to waste time playing videogames?” 

“We weren’t in any position to do that because of you,” Van pointed out, her voice cold. Then she went pale when she realized what she had said. 

An uncomfortable silence took hold of the kitchen. Mom went as pale as Van and stared at some point in the distance where she didn’t have to look at her daughter. Her knuckles were white as she gripped the table with both hands, pretending she was relaxed.

It was a fine time to intervene. “How about this,” I said, pretending they weren’t about to jump at each other’s throats any second now. “Van sends some college applications over the summer, checks out the community colleges around here to see if any class interests her. She can go to tournaments the rest of the time, if she wants to, see how she does. This way, both of you win. What do you think? Van?” 

Van nodded carefully, without looking at me. “Sure. I can do that, I guess.”

“Great. That’s great. Don’t you think that’s great, Mom?”

Instead of agreeing with me, Mom stood up. “You still live under my roof, young lady. If I think your future is going to go down the drain for some videogames, then I’ll confiscate that computer of yours.” 

She left in a huff. One second later Van and I heard the door of her room slam shut and we both cringed. 

“That went well,” I told Sis.

“I shouldn’t have gone there,” she shrugged in a way that made it clear she didn’t care either way. “It’s just tiresome when she decides to act like a mother when half a year ago she was the one who couldn’t take care of herself.”

I winced. That was exactly how I’d felt about Mom for a long time. I wasn’t mad at her nowadays. I was too busy with Rune, seeing the universe, blowing up murder-bears. It looked like in my absence from the family drama, Van decided to carry the Dorsett package of resentment. It felt wrong, somehow. I was supposed to be the bitter one, not her.

“Hey,” I patted her shoulder awkwardly, “you both have a temper, we already know that. In the morning you’ll feel much better.”

“Yeah, I guess.” 

“You still should go check the community college out, like a peace offering. I don’t think she’s going to take your computer away, but—”

“Of course she isn’t, I bolted it to the desk and the desk to the floor.”

“You did?” I was too surprised to keep up the big brother speech.

“Yup. I bought it with my own money, remember? And we live in a high-crime area, so I took steps to protect my property. Bolting it is only one of those.” Van said this matter-of-factly like it was just obvious.

Your poor boyfriend, I thought. I had seen a horror movie with Rylena a week ago, not sure if I should make a pass at her even then —turns out, a VR’S horror movie isn’t the most romantic of places. The movie was called Misery and it was about a woman who was uncomfortably possessive with things —and people— she thought were her property.

“Alright, just don’t go around kidnapping writers, Sis,” I told my sister.

“What?”

“I’m going to sleep now, I have work tomorrow. If you want to talk later, I’m all ears. But don’t go around provoking Mom anymore, it won’t get us anywhere.”

“Funny you say so,” Van said, raising an eyebrow, “seeing as you’re the one who normally fights Mom. Are you—are you doing okay, Cole? You’ve been acting weird lately. You even look different, I think. You finally find a girlfriend?”

“What—”

“If you’re bringing her over, remember the couch move, it’s infallible—”

“Fuck off,” I groaned, “I’m going to sleep.”

I heard Van snicker to herself for an entire minute before she finally got up and went to sleep. 

Was I the most mature person in this family? Just thinking about it gave me shivers, worse than any horror movie.

   

 

 

     

The morning was cold and I felt like a fly does when it has only one day of life left and it spends it hungover. 

Groaning like a B-movie zombie, I stumbled off my sofa onto the hard floor, still covered by blankets. My brain hadn’t fully loaded the “awake” partition, so I walked to the kitchen like a gunshot victim to a hospital.

There, hidden discretely under the sink, was my stash of Xanz’s coffee strain. It was now only one-quarter full and I’d have to ask Steve for more soon enough. By now I was probably severely addicted to the stuff. The constant lack of sleep didn’t help my state of mind when mixed with caffeine dependency. Truth was, the steaming hot cup of coffee tasted like eternal life when I drank it. Better than love. My body shivered with pleasure as the chemicals inside warmed me up and dissipated the stunned clouds around my head, filling me with feel-good sensations and energy.

Alright world, let’s do this. I’m ready for you. 

After a hot shower and getting dressed, I grabbed a bite of stale bread and went out of the apartment, into the freezing morning of San Mabrada’s autumn. 

The only sound in the neighborhood was the birds, a flying drone passing high over the sky, and the running motor of a car behind me. 

I turned around like a confused puppy, not suspecting any evil could befall me on such a morning, and found myself on the wrong end of a gun.

The gun was held by an arm in a black suit, perfectly tailored. The arm belonged to a man I’d never seen before. He was bald, tanned, and his veiny face was covered by dark sunglasses.

“Cole Dorsett?” 

In response to his voice, I spat my bread on the floor like a dumbass and tensed my entire body, ready to either try and dodge his shot or at least tackle him and limp away. If I was lucky and the ambulances got here quickly (they never seemed to in Lower Cañitas), I could survive this. If he didn’t shoot me in the head, in which case it’d be pretty much over and off I’d go to the great Cañitas in the sky. 

Instead of opening fire, the man nodded towards the limousine behind him. “Please, Cole Dorsett. Come inside. There’s someone who wants to talk to you.”

“You’re not going to shoot me?” 

“No. I can see you’re tensing your body right now. If you try and make a move for my gun, then I’m going to shoot you. I’m going to shoot you a lot and you’re not going to like it,” he said calmly. I exhaled and forgot about that idea. 

“My friends know I’m out,” I said as I walked towards the limo, slowly and with my hands raised, “they are expecting me at work.”

“No, they don’t. Xanz Corporation thinks you’re sick. Our operatives introduced this sick day to their systems and it won’t count towards your salary. Consider it a gift.”

Wow, thanks, random gun-trotting nutjob, such a nice way of kidnapping me, I thought. 

The interior of the limo was as luxurious as the outside. As the door opened to let me in, I noticed that the windows and fuselage were bulletproofed.

Black leather seats, red velvet lining, and expensive-looking wood as furnishing. A tray with ice and a brown liquor was near me, like saying “hey, we may be kidnapping you, but this limo costs more than your ass will ever see in its life. So play nice.” The front seats were separated from the back by a red velvet wall. 

On the back seat, to my left, a blond woman waited.

“Don’t be scared, Mister Dorsett,” she told me with a deep, melodious voice as the door closed behind me and the limo started moving. “We’re just going to have a little chat.” 

She was in her forties or so, hard to say with the couple anti-aging operations she had obviously been through. No natural skin had that kind of shine unless your mother fucked some photoshop software. She was wearing a business suit at least as expensive as the limo and purple-tinted sunglasses on her beautifully-crafted face. Congratulations to the surgeon, lady.

Strangely enough, she seemed vaguely familiar.  

“I’m not frightened,” I lied, “you just kidnapped me at gunpoint. Must be Friday, am I right?” 

I noticed the suited man —a bodyguard, I’d bet— hadn’t gotten in with us. Either this woman was very dumb or she was very dangerous. Both of those were accompanied with a heavy dose of arrogance. And it showed. She moved and talked like a Queen probably did half a millennium ago.

“It isn’t Friday and you aren’t kidnapped,” two statements, only one was true. It wasn’t Friday. Yet, put her in front of a jury and you’d never realize she was telling you a lie until you already pardoned her and bought her the Eiffel Tower with cash.

“Then, what are we doing here?”

“Just wanted to talk. You’ve gained the interest of a dangerous man, who is thinking he can use you to further his agenda. My line of work involves keeping dangerous men in check.”

She reached out to me and lazily extended her hand towards me, like the Pope waiting for a vassal to kiss his ring. Instead, I shook her hand —covered in a white silk glove— and stared at her awkwardly. “My name is Stefania Caputi. I’m pleased to finally make your acquaintance.”

I’d never met someone like her before. This woman was powerful in a way money could merely imitate. An aristocrat in the neon-age. How did I know this? 

She had just shaken my hand and told me she was pleased to meet me. I was a street rat and I knew it. I’d seen people change sidewalks when they saw me approaching behind them. Stefania Caputi’s eyes hadn’t left mine as she said it, her smile hadn’t wavered one bit. I’d checked. 

Money couldn’t teach you to lie like that. The President lied like that.

My throat was suddenly dry. “I wish I can say the same, lady—ehm, miss…” 

Sweet god I just started stuttering in front of my kidnapper.    

“Stefania is fine, Cole.” I had the sensation no one in her life felt like calling her Stefania was something they could just do. 

“Stefania. Alright. What do you want from me?”

“Recently, Cole, you received a package from a late friend of yours —I’m truly sorry for your loss, dear, by the way— in a game called Rune Universe. I’m aware you’re familiar with this game, now,” she said, using her melodious voice. I suspected even her vocal chords had been specifically enhanced to be as enthralling as possible. “And that you’ve been trying to discover a dangerous secret. A secret locked by a Key which, until now, was hidden.”

“No idea what you’re talking about.”

“The organization I represent would be very happy if you’d voluntarily hand us over said Key, Cole. I assure you, it’s of no use to you, since the secret it opens has been moved and is out of reach of any normal player. Instead, we’re willing to reward you handsomely for your service.”

I inhaled deeply and tried to steady my hands, which had begun to sweat. I placed them on my legs and steeled myself. “And what’s this organization you speak of?”

“The Government of the United States,” she said with the same tone you’d tell someone you work in an Apple Store. “You can trust me, Cole, you’re talking with the good guys.”

Yeah, like I haven’t heard that before, I thought as my heart rate skyrocketed.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY

Captured

 

The limo had been moving for only five minutes or so, but I was wildly aware of two things. First, I didn’t know where we were going. Second, the door behind me was locked. I was trapped in here with Stefania Caputi and I had no idea if she was who she said she was.

“Why should I believe you?” I asked. When in doubt, stall for time to think.

“Because I’m asking nicely,” she offered with a hearty laugh. Then she produced an ID card from her diminutive purse and showed it to me. The ID was several years old and called Stefania a Customs Officer or somesuch. Half a look at her and I doubted very much she worked in customs. 

Still, the ID looked legit. Not that I’d be able to tell the difference anyway.

“As I was telling you, Cole, we would be grateful if you cooperated with us in this endeavor. Give over the Key willingly and we will help you out.”

“Help me out?”

She produced a holographic dossier with my face on one side. “We know the Dorsett household is struggling. Your sister is heading off to college, you’re working full time while your Mom interviews. Your dad is deceased. It’s a tough spot to be for a seventeen-year-old with full Strikes. Let’s us help you. Your sister can get a full scholarship to the best colleges, your Mom can get a cozy, high-paying job in some bureaucratic office. You can get a full bank account, your Strikes waived. Whatever you want, Cole, if you cooperate with us.”

If she had smacked me with a sledgehammer I’d have been less stunned than I was after hearing her offer. She was talking seriously about life-changing stuff. I could be out of Lower Cañitas in no time. By tomorrow. Pay all our debts. All over a piece of code of a videogame?

“Just for an item of a videogame?” I whispered, not even able to look Stefania in the eyes. “What’s so important about the thing?”

After all Kipp’s suspicions, I knew nothing of the Key. Nothing about what it opened. Only that it was good enough to kill for.

“Believe me, Cole,” said Stefania Caputi as she slowed her voice to add gravitas to it, “the Government wants that key because it’s very dangerous. It could do a lot of damage in the hands of civilians. More so if it fell into the wrong hands. Those wrong hands are willing to kill for the Key and they know you have it.”

“You know this? And you say you’re with the government? Just take them out yourself.” 

She smiled coldly. “It’s a bit more complicated than that. So far, those people have done nothing wrong. To the powers that be, they and I are working on the same side.”

So, government infighting. And I was in the middle of the crossfire. 

The smart decision would be to just hand over the Key and call it quits. I was just a kid, not a special agent ready to kill my way out of a conspiracy.

“We can sign a contract if that would make you feel better,” suggested Stefania, “we discuss the terms, you sign it, we pay you handsomely. Then you’re on your way back home. Rich.”

The last time someone made me sign a contract, it was because I was fucked either way. After all, even if I didn’t sign, Stefania could just walk over to my apartment with a warrant and seize my account and my mindjack. 

She was a bully just like the Posse of Iron. This bully dressed better and talked smoother. She would say anything, do anything, to get what she wanted. My hands closed into fists and I had to take a deep breath to control myself. 

“So, let me get this straight. You let my family and all the families in my district rot beneath the cracks of your little system. You forget all about us. Leave us right there in misery. And now that you want something from me, you tell me the only thing you have to do to make all go away is just snap your fingers?” My voice raised higher and higher as I spoke, stopping barely away from full-on screaming. 

The woman didn’t even pretend to be fazed. “Life sucks. What, are you new? We’re giving you a chance to make it better, you’d be crazy not to take it. If you ask for a million dollars, we can add that to the contract.”

“I guess I’m crazy.”

For a second, Stefania Caputi looked like she was about to start laughing. Instead, she smiled pleasantly at me. “We can just take the Key, you know.”

“I don’t have it with me, I’m not that stupid.” The Key was still safely stored by a player-run bank. As far as Kipp had told me, the thing wasn’t even an in-game item —it was, as far as I knew, a special string of code, hidden from everyone else. Nordic couldn’t just teleport it out of my account or that’s exactly what they’d have done already. 

Granted, the States could probably find it and take it out of that bank with zero trouble. But it would take them some time. Stefania Caputi seemed willing to pay millions of dollars to avoid that hassle. Which meant they were in a hurry.

“That’s debatable,” she said dryly, the first time in our friendly chat she had been rude. Great to finally see your true colors, Miss Caputi.

Then she composed herself and went back to her dossier of me. “This is a psychological evaluation of you. Compiled by experts all over the country. It was made one month ago, along with all of Kipp Patel’s known associates. A dozen of the best psychologists assured me you’d instantly accept the offer I just made you. Yet, here we are.”

“You need to get better psychologists, Stefania.”

“Do I? As far as I’m concerned, they did an excellent job. I think it’s only the time-frame they got wrong. A month. Perhaps people can change radically in just one month, Cole.”

She wasn’t wrong. One month ago, I’d have taken that offer for sure. I’d have signed anything she gave me, sold anything she wanted. Now…

“What changed with you, Cole? You started playing Rune. Those very psychologists you derided have found this game has strange effects on the people that play it for any extended length of time. Most of the time, for the better. Other times, not so much.” She paused as she drilled me with a gaze I could feel even behind her sunglasses. “Is that what changed with you?”

A series of memories flashed in my brain as fast as a spark. The nights watching virtual movies and hanging out with my friends. Rylena and I standing side by side as we watched the impossible star of the Prima sector. The golden avatar of my friend telling me he hoped we could meet again.

“Yes. I guess it was the game,” I lied through my teeth. The game helped, sure. In the end, it was still a game. The people that played it, though… Those were real.

This answer satisfied Stefania Caputi. It was the one she expected, after all. She put away the dossier with a gesture. “Very well. I knew this would happen, you know. I’m familiar with the effects Rune has. Then, there’s no contract, Cole. We’ll get the Key by our own means.” 

The limo stopped and the doors behind me opened. I turned back, ready to run away, but I found the bulk of Caputi’s bodyguard guarding my way out. His gun was holstered this time, but his right hand never left its side.

“What’s this?” I recognized the building behind him, as I’d spent a good chunk of my summers coming and going form the place. It was Lower Cañitas Police Department.

“This is for your own safety, Cole,” Stefania said. “You may not believe it, but I’m saving your life right now. You may do some time in prison, but at the end of it, you’ll be alive. And this all will be long over.”

I turned to her and jumped with a scream of rage, only to be caught from the ankle by her bodyguard and dragged out of the limousine like a rabbit caught by a fox outside his rabbit-hole.

Last I saw of Stefania Caputi, she was smiling amicably. 

   

   

 

“Cole, what have you done?” The disappointment in Officer Harrison’s voice cut deeper now that I hadn’t actually done anything. 

The police had brought me to a cell as soon as Caputi’s bodyguard brought me to the sergeant. The charge? Same as the other —real— ones, actually. Trying to hack a government employee who worked in Customs. 

This time, there was no virtual judge. It was straight to jail until I waited for a real trial and then off for a real prison. 

The cell was dark and dusty and smelled of humidity. The door closed automatically behind me when its mechanism registered an inmate —me— had just stepped inside. Not counting me, it was empty. It looked like I felt: empty, dusty, stunned. I never had a chance. 

Kipp had gone for me for help and I had accepted, knowing full well the risks. But this was another thing entirely. Stefania Caputi had thrown me away without the slightest hesitation. 

After all this coming and going in Rune feeling like I was making a difference, this cell was the cold reminder I was still very much a pawn in a chess match with billions just like me. 

What were you thinking, Kipp? What was I thinking? We never had a chance.

I sat on the floor while trying hard not to think of anything, without much success. I thought of a lot of things. Like, how right now, the Government must be inside my apartment, searching for my stuff and easily finding it. My mindjack, gone. Same with my Rune account. I hoped Mom and Van would be fine… 

Oh god, I thought, they’ll think I did this. 

To make matters worse, Harrison had come to see me half an hour after I arrived. He was as pale as a sheet, like a man who can’t believe his own eyes.

“What have you done, Cole?” he asked again, bringing me back to the present. 

I couldn’t say anything to him. He would never believe me. Oh, I’m innocent, Officer Harrison. I have been set-up by a woman who wanted to steal my videogame item. Yes, she works for the government, too. 

What I did was shrug and look away. My throat was dry and I was sure no sound could come out if I tried.

“You were doing so well…” he said. He shook his head, sadly. “When your mother hears about this, it’s going to destroy her.”

Yeah. It would. Worst part of it was, I knew how it all was going to end. Police wouldn’t help me. The judge wouldn’t help me. No one would believe me and anyone who did would get paid off or swallowed by a legal vacuum. I would spend the next couple of decades in jail, alone. Perhaps Mom would visit. Van too, after her anger slowed down. I’d get to see the disappointment in their eyes. They would hate me, perhaps. My father had gone down a similar path, hadn’t he? Before he overdosed in jail.

My brain wasn’t an empty cell anymore. It had an inmate: cold, hard rage. 

“I need my phone call,” I whispered to Harrison without turning to him.

“I suppose you do,” he said matching my own volume. He handed me his own smartphone and waited patiently as I keyed the number from memory. “I suppose you do.”

The phone rang five times before someone picked up. “Hello, Mom? It’s Cole. Yeah, listen, something happened. I’m in jail right now. Yes, out of Strikes. They say it was from Scripting, it’s registered in the archives. Yeah, well, I’m sorry. I really need to see you right now. Please, Mom. Hurry.”

I hang up and passed Officer Harrison’s phone back to him. “Thanks.”

“That’s all you’re going to say?” 

“Does it matter? You’re not going to believe anything else,” I told him.

“You’re going to say you’re innocent?” he asked, not even able to hide his disbelief. 

I sighed. “No. Of course not. Please, Officer, I want to be alone.”

“Suit yourself, Cole.” He left the cell rooms with a disappointed walk. What the hell was his deal? He was a police officer, he wasn’t my dad. 

It was a slow day in the Police Department. I was all alone in the holding cells and that suited me just fine. I leaned against the wall and slid all the way down to the floor. 

Hours started to pass. I didn’t feel like moving. There was a little window on the top of the cell (it wasn’t really a window, just a screen that imitated sunlight) and it slowly went from bright light into yellow, then orange, then purple. Harrison didn’t return. By now, my family was probably on their way. 

I realized I’d been shivering for the last couple hours. My legs and butt were sore from sitting on the floor and even if it wasn’t cold in the cell, I sure as hell felt freezing.

Strangely, I missed Rylena and the guys just as much as I did my family. Probably I would see neither again.

What the hell. It was already too late to go back. And I didn’t want to, either. For a long time, I’d been fucked over by people like Stefania Caputi. Kipp had given me a chance to fight back, even if it was over something as small as a videogame. 

Well then. The “window” had finally turned off. It was nighttime outside and, more importantly, it was shift change for the Lower Cañitas Police Department. I would never have a better chance. A bit more and someone would pack me into a police drone and send me to real jail to await trial.

I stood up and shook my legs around until feeling returned to my body. I took a deep breath as I calmed down my nerves and made sure I was still alone in the holding cells.

Funny thing about modern Police Departments. Their drone cars are connected into the city’s own network. They are also connected to the Police Station, which is, in a way, any drone’s main brain. Yes, it was an extremely secure network. It was inaccessible to the common citizen —and delinquent.

For an expert hacker, that meant a chance to show off. 

I walked to the cell’s doors, grabbed the bars and pushed sideways. At first, they didn’t budge, but when I applied more force, they screeched sideways with less and less resistance. The way out was right in front of me. 

I glanced nervously over the cameras at every corner of the room. The unlocked cell doors wouldn’t do me any favors if three seconds from now a dozen police officers rushed me. No point in staying still waiting to see if I heard them, though. I went to the door to the Department and out of the holding room.  

Let’s see how good you truly are, Roscoe.  

  

The police’s shift change was just underway. The last shift had already checked out and the last of them shuffled their way out, exhausted. The new shift was just getting into “work-mode,” checking their systems, last-minute calls, the like. The Department buzzed with nervous, confused activity. 

I was well familiar with the feeling. I never felt more dumb than during the first minutes at the office. 

Tonight, that feeling could set me free. Without making any eye contact and trying to act calm even though I was terrified, I walked the few meters towards the Department exit. Police officers passed all around me filled with paperwork, focused in their jobs, deep inside their minds. Only one of them had to look at me and go, “huh, I thought we had a prisoner that looked just like him registered in the computers,” and I’d be done for.

They had no reason, though. See, inmates are supposed to be inside their cells, not just walking around like the other half-dozen civilians around the station. They had no reason to suspect me. I knew that. It was still the most terrifying experience I had had.

“Hey, you, stay right there!” came from behind me. Every instinct I had shouted at me to run for it and it took every ounce of willpower to keep walking like everything was fine.

A policeman passed right by me and shoved me aside without realizing it. I stumbled and caught my footing all the same. He turned back. “Sorry, kid,” and then he went straight to his patrol partner.

“Hey man,” he told him, “where were you last night? We had a hell of a time at the bar.”

I realized I was holding my breath and exhaled loudly. No one stopped me when I reached the exit and no one stopped me after I crossed it. 

Lower Cañitas’ night was placid and quiet, like a girlfriend who pretends everything is alright two hours after you two just had the biggest fight of your relationship. A police officer chatting outside even nodded at me when I went down the steps of the Department. I realized he thought he knew me from somewhere and just had forgotten from where. I nodded back and crossed the street.

Behind a streetlamp, my dealer Roscoe was waiting for me. 

“I was starting to wonder when you’d come out,” he told me as I approached. He was wearing all-black, like a ninja. A hoodie that covered his face, combat boots, camo pants. He was the most suspicious-looking person in the entire district and that was saying something. 

“I waited until shift change,” I told him. We shook hands and I briefly hugged him. “Thanks, man, you saved my ass.”

“Literally,” he said.” You’re lucky this Department has older security protocols than anywhere else in the city. A slightly stronger firewall and you’d be stuck inside your cell.” 

“Thank God for underpaid civil servants,” I said, meaning it.

My call to “Mom” was actually made to Roscoe. The guy had boasted many times before of his spats with the Government, so he had jumped at the chance to prove himself again. 

“What now?” he asked me, as we walked away from the Department and into the protection of the darkness. “I had fun getting you out of there, but man, instead of spending ten years in jail you’re going to do… I don’t even know how many years. A lot. If they catch you, I mean.”

“Don’t worry about that,” I told him. Then I lied to the man who just saved my skin. “I have a plan to leave the city.”

“More like the country, right?” 

“Sure.”

“Alright. Well, send me a postcard sometime. No offense, man, but I’m going to run away. I don’t want my face in any street camera where people can see me talking to a fugitive. And if they catch you—”

“I’ll tell them I don’t know you.”

“Thanks.”

“Hey, Roscoe. There’s one last favor I need,” I told him, “it’s very important. Like, life or death kind of deal.”

He swatted a pearl of sweat from his forehead and I realized how nervous he actually was. “Life or death? Cole, you’ve just escaped police custody.”

“I was framed,” I told him before he could talk himself into running away. I needed his help. Actually, it was crucial. Perhaps I was stretching our relationship to the limit, but it wouldn’t matter in a couple of hours. “By powerful people. I think I have a shot at proving my innocence, but I need your help to do it. Proof is behind some high security, so… You still have that spy drone?”

He thought this over. “It’s still not flying straight, but I could try and repair it in a hurry. You’re thinking…” 

I told him my plan as clearly as I could. Roscoe didn’t like it one bit, mostly because I’d end up owing him several grand. In the end, he agreed, as the risk for himself was very low. I had to promise him that if I succeeded, I’d credit the hack to his username. 

I had no idea what was his username, but I was 100% on board with his demands. He headed towards his house, shuffling awkwardly in the night, the perfect stereotype of a kid who just did something illegal and is trying to act normal.

He’s going to get mugged before he leaves Lower Cañitas, I thought in despair. Truth was, Roscoe was my last hope. He had just risked his neck to break me out of jail, in a way. I’d never considered that good a friend, but he hadn’t even hesitated. 

Lying to him made me feel terrible. I didn’t intend to clear my name with his help. I was going to get some revenge while I still could.

Stefania Caputi wanted to keep the Key for whoever she worked for (I wasn’t sure she was with the Government). Mister Ogawa, Nordic’s director, wanted it for himself. 

Well then, I was going to leak it worldwide, and fuck the consequences.

As I looked around, planning my attack path, two pairs of car lamps turned on a hundred meters away from me. Instantly, adrenaline and terror surged through my veins. I’d been found. But, by whom? 

I turned around to run into the same alleyways Roscoe had used to disappear from the main street less than a minute ago. Behind me, I could hear the car speed and its motor roar. I started to run.

“Cole, wait!” screamed a familiar voice. A girl’s voice that I knew very well. 

I turned to the car, almost stumbling with myself, as it reached the sidewalk and almost ran me over. My sister was in the copilot’s seat, halfway out the window, gesturing furiously at me. “What are you doing? Get inside!”

Stunned, I walked like an idiot to the car and bent over the driver’s window like a prostitute discussing prices.

“Van? What are you doing here?”

“We were on our way to try and break you out,” the girl in the driver seat told me. Another familiar face. I was used to her taller, slightly older version. But I’d recognize that face anywhere, even if it had real human eyes and not her cybernetic ones. “I think you did a better job, so far. Hop in.”

“Rylena? What are you doing here?” Even as I spoke, I fumbled with the back door and went in. It was an older car, driven by a human pilot, not software. They were supposed to be illegal, yet here we were. 

There was another man in the backseat next to me, big enough to occupy more than half the space. He turned to me with an uncertain face. 

“Hey, Cole,” Darren told me, “don’t freak out, alright? I come in peace. No need to set me on fire again.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Nordic

 

Rylena drove like a maniac who isn’t really sure what’s the difference between the sidewalk and the road. Darren and I swayed in our seats every time she took a curve while bumping against each other. That didn’t help me keep my cool at all.

“What are you doing here?” I exclaimed. I had one hand behind my back, clasping the lock, ready to jump out of the car if he charged me. 

“I invited him. What do you mean you set him on fire?” Van demanded. She turned to face us from the copilot’s seat, like a trick-rider on a motorcycle. 

“He tried to kill me with a knife!” I yelled back. 

“You tried to kill him with a knife?! What the fuck, man—” This time she faced Darren, who had the common sense to try and move back from the reach of her fingernails. Smart move, at that, because I didn’t doubt for one second she wouldn’t go for his eyes. 

“Hey, we both were angry that day,” he mumbled, raising his hands in surrender.

Rylena took a sharp turn left and I flew against Darren’s side and bounced back to the door. “Careful, jeez!” 

“Careful? We’re being pursued, you nitwit!” she shouted back.

“I don’t see any police drones behind us,” I told her as I looked back.

“They don’t know where you are, they are extending a search network. Isn’t it obvious? Calculate the maximum speed you can move, assume you’re in a vehicle, use drones to comb the area where you could be hiding while cutting all exits at the same time.”

“And you’re outrunning them?” 

“No, I’m outwitting them. The police uses drones, right? They have to use pre-programmed search patterns. I just need to figure out those patterns and drive to places where they already looked. Chances are they’ll go back to check, but they can’t check everywhere at once.”

“You’re doing all of this as we go?” I asked. I knew Rylena was good, but this was ridiculous.

“Of course not,” she said, barely paying attention to me. She pointed at her slim phone next to the driver’s seat. “I’m using a GPS, too.”

“Fine,” I told her, “you know the financial district? Drop me off there.” 

Then I returned to the other conversation. I faced Darren and my sister. “What’s going on here?” 

“I found him outside the apartment,” Van explained, irritatingly calm, given the circumstances, “he was waiting for you. He said he wanted to help you out and I was already going to meet Irene here, so I told him to tag along.”

“You wanted to help me?” I asked Darren. “Are you sure you’re not about to stab me?”

Darren showed me his open palms. “I’m sorry. I should have believed you. Bliss left the city a couple of days ago, didn’t even say goodbye. My dealer lent me a tracking Script to follow her credit score, she’s now in a well-paying job somewhere on the east coast. I may not be the brightest of the bunch, but I know how that looks like.” 

“Yeah,” I sighed, “like someone paid off a favor.” 

“The mayor has been running this clean-up of the city,” Darren said, “offering special deals with people that helped jail any… undesirable around. I thought it was you who betrayed me. Sorry, man.”

“I barely think about you when you’re not trying to fucking murder me,” I drawled. I could hear my blood pounding in my head. “And you think I give enough of a shit to go to the police about you?”

To be fair to Darren, he actually looked contrite. “I know I’m not a good person. My temper makes me do things I later regret. I know it’s no excuse. So, here I am. One of The Ferals heard you were in the Department with your last Strike. So I went to see if I could help out.” 

I shook my head at him, not sure if I wanted to yell at him or punch him. Instead, I did neither. “And you?” I told my sister. “What do you mean ‘break me out of jail?’ Are you insane?” 

“—Oh, don’t you worry about me, I knew the risks. I fucking love being a fugitive and all that,” Rylena interjected sarcastically, her eyes glued to the road ahead.

“We’ll talk in a second,” I told her. Then, “Van?”

“You walked out of the Department and are trying to lecture me on obeying the law?”

“What are they going to do to me, send me to jail again?” I ignored the two “yeahs” from Darren and Rylena. Van shrugged and said:

“Officer Harrison found out about the Strike ten seconds after it was registered on the computer. You weren’t even in the Department yet. He gave Mom a call and I heard her from my room. She was yelling so hard I didn’t miss a word. The police were on their way to find evidence. So, you know—”

“No, I don’t know.”

“I fucking thought you may have incriminating evidence or something, so I went through your stuff. I thought I’d find Script’s nanosticks, but instead, I found a box full of books and a Visage mindjack,” she nodded to a pink sports bag underneath my feet, “it’s there, by the way.”

I ruffled through the bag. Underneath some old clothes waited my mindjack. Seeing it was like meeting again with an old friend. “Thanks, Van. But, how did you go from ‘oh, look, my brother is playing videogames’ to ‘let’s break him out of prison?’”

“Well, something fishy was going on. I know you, you act different —more distant— after you do something illegal. You’ve been acting tired and stuff, but not distant. I wanted to find out more, so I put on the mindjack.”

“You can’t use it to play, it’s account locked.”

“She didn’t play Rune,” intervened Rylena, “she just ruffled through your contact list. She found me online, waiting for you like a goddamn housewife. We talked. I explained what was going on. She believed me.”

“You believed her?” I asked Van. “What, are you insane?”

“She was telling the truth!”

“It still sounds crazy!”

“Fuck if it sounds crazy,” Van exclaimed, “you’re my brother, you ass, you’re not going to get framed for a crime you didn’t commit while I sit in my room playing videogames.”

I realized in horror that I and my sister had more in common than I cared to admit.

“We can’t both go to prison,” I said, “it would kill Mom.” 

Then I turned to Rylena before Van could keep arguing. “So, you heard I was in jail and you decided to come pick my sister up. What was the plan after?”

“We were going to wait until you got transferred to jail,” Rylena spoke calmly, but I knew her well enough to notice her knuckles were white as she held onto the steering wheel. “Then, your friend Darren here was going to hack the drone and get you out.”

“I was calling my dealer when we saw you walking out of there like you owned the place,” Darren added.

“It was pretty cool,” admitted Van. “You even nodded to a cop outside. Ballsy.”

“Don’t encourage him, guys,” muttered Rylena. 

All things considered, their plan wasn’t bad. It was more or less what I’d thought of, but less risky. It may have worked, even, except for one thing. Police drones have a stronger firewall than a cell door, that’s why Roscoe had to physically walk to the Department. We may have ended all in jail if their plan actually happened. 

“Your plan was solid, too,” I said. Hey, it was the thought that counts.

“So, you think Nordic is involved in this?” Rylena asked. She swerved again and Darren smacked the side of his head against the glass. He cursed something nasty. Serves you right, brute.

“Yes, it has to be them,” I lied, “they know we were getting too close, so they tried to take us out of the picture.”

“Beard was right, huh? With all the ‘people who search for Validore get disappeared?’ He’s going to love it.”

“What then?” asked Darren as he patted his head. “We get in, make them confess?” 

“I get in, I make them confess,” I said.

“You think you’re going in alone? I didn’t steal my dad’s car just to drive you around, pal,” said Rylena, “we are in this together, remember?”

I shook my head. “Rylena, this isn’t Rune. This is dangerous. If we die in the real world, we die for real.”

“Don’t quote Matrix to me, I know what I’m getting into. Kipp asked us both to see this through. I’m in. Also, I’m driving, so you have no choice in the matter.”

She had a point, but I wasn’t willing to let this go so easily. Rylena wasn’t a criminal and I wouldn’t let her become one. “Kipp asked me first because he knew something like this could happen,” I said, almost in a whisper. “He knew I may have to go against the police or do some illegal shit sooner or later. I was already a criminal and we both knew it. I can go further than you can, Ryl. You don’t have to follow me on this, really. He wouldn’t have wanted it.”

The car came to a sudden stop and I smacked against her seat before I realized it. Everyone else had a seatbelt on, which was smart. 

“You think that’s why he came to you for help?” Rylena asked. She had turned around in her seat and was facing me, mere centimeters away from my face. Her perfume was different than in the game. Lavender. “Because you were a criminal?”

“I mean—”

“He went to you because you were his best friend,” she cut me off. “He never mentioned your record. He spoke about his childhood all the time, how you were the only one he knew who regularly stood up to bullies. I didn’t even know you had your share of Strikes until tonight.”

“He—”

“He trusted you, Cole. Like he trusted me. That’s all.”

She turned back to the steering wheel and the car moved again while a heavy silence took hold. I had been so sure Kipp wanted my help to break the law. Never crossed my mind he simply thought of me first because we were friends. 

He trusted you, Cole…

Darren whispered. “Seriously, none of my business, but, you’re not that good of a criminal.”

I stared daggers at him.

“He’s right, you get caught a lot,” said Van happily, looking at us from the car’s mirror.

“I didn’t ask for feedback, alright?” I still had to suppress a laugh. “Alright, fine. Ryl, I can’t ask you to stay out of this. You still need to drop Van off before we get there.” 

“Excuse me?” it was now Van’s turn to raise her voice. “You can’t just go around deciding for me—”

“Oh yes I can,” I said with a tired sigh, “you said so yourself, Sis. Mom would be devastated if we both end up in jail. She would have nothing left. How do you think that would fare for her sobriety? She needs you, Van.”

This seemed to reach her. She did a face like she had just been stabbed, but she recovered quickly. “I want to help,” she said stubbornly.

Rylena smacked Van’s shoulder lightly to get her attention. “You still can. The police are closing in faster than we can get away. If I drop you off and you go find them, you can send them off in the wrong direction.”

“They’ll put her in jail if they realize she helped us,” I said.

“I can tell them you found me and I had to pretend to be on your side so you let me go,” Van said, “it’s classic misdirection. My team does it all the time to play shooters. One player is the bait, the others set the ambush.”

“It’s safer than her coming with us,” Rylena told me before I’d a chance to object. “I’m sure she can handle some questioning.”

“You sure, Van?” 

She nodded. “It won’t be a problem. I’m usually on the ambushing side, but bait gets all the glory.”

Three minutes later, Rylena had pulled over again, this time nicely. We were in the parking lot of a local hospital. It was empty except for a lone ambulance at the other end and a guard checking us out suspiciously from his booth.

“We needed to make a stop here anyway. Tell that guard to call the police as soon as we get off. Make a scene and all,” Rylena told Van. 

“Yeah, I know. I’ll cry and stuff.” As she stepped out of the car, another figure approached us, walking out of a shadowy spot near the corner of the lot. 

“Uh, guys…” Darren pointed at her, “friend of yours?” 

Rylena nodded. “It’s alright. We needed reinforcements.”

The figure reached the light of the streetlamps and I realized I had seen her before, at Kipp’s funeral. She looked nothing like her avatar. She was short and frail-looking, but her eyes were as ferocious as ever. She had piercings in her eyebrows, lips, and nose. 

“Hey, guys,” said Walpurgis, “long time no see.” 

She reached for the copilot’s door as Van stared at her with caution. Walpurgis looked her over and greeted her with a nod of her head. “Hey, cutie.”

She stepped inside the car and Van walked to the back window. “You’ll be careful, right, bro?” 

“Yeah, you can bet on it,” I said. If I survived this, I promised myself I would never lie again. I was tired of it. “Go with Mom, Van, take care of her. We’ll meet again.”

“Of course we will,” she said. Then she told Rylena, “take good care of him for me, alright?” 

“I’ll do my best.” 

Van took a deep breath, like she was steeling herself. She blinked over and over again as her face went flush with red. Her eyes were misty. She smiled at us. “I’m going to make such a scene.”

She ran to the guard and Rylena floored it so suddenly I almost smacked again against the seat.

“She’ll be fine,” Rylena assured me as the car zipped across tight streets and alleys.

“Of course, I taught her all I know,” I said. Then I turned to Walpurgis. “Did you just make a pass at my sister?”  

Catching Walpurgis up took Rylena and I until we reached the Financial District. Walpie was on board with it even after all my warnings about this mission. She even gave me a knowing look when I explained Nordic had an office right here in San Mabrada, with all their servers stored behind an army of security drones. Rylena stopped the car one block before we reached the massive office building. 

“What are we waiting for?” Walpurgis asked. She scanned the streets in every direction, looking for any signals of the police. 

“I’m waiting for a package,” I explained. I got out of the car, walked to the corner where I’d instructed Roscoe to send the drone, and waited.

I didn’t have to wait for long. As soon as he saw me over his camera, a little drone turned on his motor and flew down off the rooftop where it had been perched. It was carrying a small package in a brown paper bag. The drone dropped it in my extended hands, flew up and down in front of me to wish me luck, then rose up to the sky like a bat, searching for the cover of darkness. 

Thanks, Roscoe. Hope I can pay you back someday.

“What’s that?” Rylena asked me when I returned to the car.

“It’s a burner Berry,” said Darren before I had a chance to ask.

“Not any burner Berry,” I said. I picked up a nanostick taped underneath the package and examined it. “It comes with one hell of a Script. Military grade, I think. The best in my dealer’s stash.”

“That’s how we’re getting past security?” Walpurgis asked. She sounded disappointed.

“You were hoping we had to shoot our way through?” Rylena asked her.

“Would’ve been cool.” 

Darren stared at me like I had grown horns. “Where did you find these girls?” 

“They helped me kill a giant bear,” I told him with a cryptic smile.

“Helped him? Bullshit, I killed that bear…”

We reached Xanz’s skyscraper soon enough. At night, the fountain by the entrance was turned off and gave the colossal block of steel, concrete, and glass a creepy vibe, like it was the corpse of a giant monster that died on its feet.

We left the car on a sidestreet and jogged to the entrance.

“I work here,” I explained while I walked with fake confidence to the slab of glass that passed as doors. “I should have access to the lobby at the very least. After that, we are going to need the Berry.”

“Won’t the police know you’re here when the system checks you?” asked Walpurgis.

“Doesn’t matter,” said Rylena as I stood in front of the building’s scanner and waited for the go ahead. “The police will find us using the street cameras, our phone signals, flying delivery drones feeds, all that. We are running against the clock.”

A green light turned on beneath the scanner and the doors opened with a whisper of machinery. 

“After you, ladies,” I told them, pointing at the darkness inside. I made sure to wait a beat to let Darren know I was including him there. 

We stepped into the lobby with the doubtful sway of someone who knows they’re trespassing. It was cold in there, and dark. The empty secretary booth gave the whole place a post-apocalyptic feel. I had forgotten how creepy the place was after coming here for almost two months.

“You sure security won’t mind we’re here?” asked Darren as I guided them towards the elevators.

“Not at first, the lobby is shared by several companies under the same conglomerate. They have no idea if someone is pulling an all-nighter or the like, so they only ramp up security at the offices” I explained. Steve, the intern, had stayed here a couple nights in a row in his latest attempt at getting a promotion. I’d helped him out the first time. 

“We should hurry,” said Walpurgis. She was constantly turning back towards the exit, like she knew a monster lurked in the darkness and was trying to find us unaware. “Police will be here any moment.” 

The elevator’s lights were on and bathed us in their yellowish tint when the doors came apart with a happy ding. We glanced nervously at each other, each one of us wondering if we were doing the right thing. 

I stepped inside, followed by Rylena, Walpurgis, and Darren. Nordic’s office was near the top so we had a couple of minutes before we arrived. 

My hands trembled as I grabbed the burner Berry and prepped it. I turned it on as my friends (and Darren) stood in silence around me, like medical interns watching as their teacher performs a rare surgery. I loaded my personalized OS, waited until the system rebooted, and then inserted the Script. It was loaded halfway when the elevator’s doors opened again when we reached Nordic’s floor.

“Hold them open, don’t step outside yet,” I told Rylena, “I don’t have permission to be on this floor, so the alarms could jump if they sense us here.”

My Berry showed on its little screen at least three other connections on the building, not counting the security bots inside or the network. Normally, that would have meant we had to abort the job —people were watching. In this case, we couldn’t afford to play it safe and I was packing military-grade software nonetheless. 

It was the equivalent of trying to open a door with a bazooka and hoping the guards next door won’t hear the explosion. But don’t worry, the bazooka has a silencer built in. 

I held my breath as I ran the Script and it instantly jumped against the conglomerate’s firewall. The hacking program ran a thousand different tests in one second, searching for a weakness in the firewall’s structure. When it found none, it asked me if I wanted to risk a brute-force approach. 

Roscoe, if this works, I’ll name my first-born after you. I thought. Then I hit the “proceed” button.

The Script ran head-first into the firewall’s defenses and charged forward like an angry pitbull to a steak. Several layers of security were torn apart in seconds and when the firewall tried to reprogram them to resist the intrusion, the Script reprogrammed them and made the entire thing believe it was part of the system’s defense efforts.

“What’s going on?” asked Walpurgis, “it’s just numbers and random words going around the screen.”

“That Script is a beast,” said Darren, who had almost as much experience Scripting as I did, “Cole is using it to maul his way inside the place’s firewall. Normally you try to find a back-door but…” 

“Yeah, there’s going to be none when you can pay a million for the protection,” Rylena said from her place between the elevator’s doors. “How long until it’s done?”

“At least a minute,” I said, not bothering to look at her. An instance of the firewall had separated itself from the whole and was auditing every process in the system, searching for an impostor. My Script was bombarding me with suggestions to abort. Oh no, my friend, no. We are fighting until the bitter end. I instructed it to punch through deeper into the system, instead of trying to hide from the instance in the same place. It was risky, but if the Script was powerful enough it could potentially outrun the auditor. 

“You think we could hurry?” asked Rylena. Her voice trembled slightly.

“Uh, Cole—” started Darren.

“Not if we want to remain undetected,” I grunted. I finally looked up, annoyed at the interruption. “Oh, fuck.”

Three security drones were walking briskly towards the elevator. They looked like sleek Dobermans with silver skin and huge bodies. Unlike the robots we had fought back in Janus Station, security drones in the real world didn’t have any eyes. They didn’t need them. 

“I think security already found us,” said Darren.

My Berry was starting to burn in my hands from the punishment the Script was putting on the processor. It was so far outrunning the auditor, but it was getting close and my Berry was slowing as it overheated. It needed more time… 

“Everyone stand behind me,” said Walpurgis. She pushed Darren back into the elevator and tried to do the same with Rylena. It was a bizarre sight since she barely reached the Feral’s hips in height. 

Security drones were supposed to apply non-lethal force to any intruder, subdue them, and then hand them over to the police. 

Key word being “supposed.” Accidents did happen and did so frequently. After all, dead men can’t sue you for damages, you have to deal with the State instead. And the State, sometimes, can be bought for less than a full medical bill. That’s one of the reasons I always Scripted as far away as I could from my target, better not to risk it.

Now, I realized, if we could see the security drones advancing on us, it meant it was already too late. We had no chance of fighting metal with meat and coming up on top. And yet, the drones seemed content with staring at us two meters away from the elevator where we were trapped like mouses in a barrel. 

“Don’t move a muscle,” whispered Rylena. She nudged Walpurgis back before she could jump out of the elevator. “They haven’t jumped us yet.”

“Close the doors,” I said suddenly. “The system isn’t sure we are intruders yet. They are scanning us…” 

Probably making calculations. Were four medical bills high enough to justify jumping first and ask questions later? I suspected the answer and Rylena probably knew it down to the decimal because she smacked the “close door” button in an instant. 

When the doors started closing —far too slowly— the drones made up their minds. Like silent ghosts, they jumped through the air straight at us. Three bullet-like hounds about to smash against us and only one had to reach the elevator to tear us to shreds… 

Darren jumped in front of Walpurgis and punched the first drone in its face. I heard the distinct sound of bone splitting open and the Feral screamed in agony. He sent the drone pummeling back to the floor and it smacked against the other two behind it, tripping them and slowing them for a second. They were back up on their feet in an instant, but by then it was already too late. I saw how they jumped again just as the doors closed completely. The metal bodies smacked hard against the doors on the outside, three times, then went quiet.

“You could have just pushed them!” exclaimed Walpurgis, turning to face Darren. His hand was bloody and I could see red muscle turned to a pulp around broken fingers and fractured bone protruding out of the skin, like stakes out of the Earth. 

He whimpered, holding his ruined hand, and slumped against the walls, breathing heavily. “I didn’t think, just reacted…”

Rylena examined the mess, holding his wrist. “You need to go to a hospital.”

Darren clenched his teeth. “I’ve been through worse. Hurry up, Cole, will you?”

“It’s almost done,” I told him. Seeing The Feral’s leader in such pain didn’t cause me the pleasure I thought it would. Probably because he had just saved all our lives.

The Script punched through the last layers of resistance with the auditor one second away from it. I watched with triumph as a long list of permissions ran through the Berry’s screen. Then the small processor inside the plastic case made a scratching noise and the screen went dark.

“What happened?” asked Walpurgis.

“It overheated,” I told her, “the Berry is ruined, but I think the Script finished adding us to the system’s exceptions.”

“You think?” asked Rylena as she bandaged Darren’s hand with a strip she had torn from his over-sized t-shirt. “So, if we open the doors, we don’t know if we are going to get torn to shreds by security?”

“Just fucking open them and find out,” spat Darren, “no point talking about it.” 

“Actually, I agree with the meatshield,” said Walpurgis, “get ready guys, I’m opening them in three. One…”

She opened them in one. 

The hallway was empty. I caught the shiny metal glimpse of a drone’s ass as it scrambled into the vents, it’s job being marked as “done” by the cybernetic process that was its boss. 

“You need to hook me up with your dealer, Cole,” mumbled Darren as we examined the hallway for any signs of danger.

“Sorry, man, I have exclusivity,” I lied. I tossed the useless Berry to the side and went into the hallway, followed by my friends. 

The office’s interior was like a dark catacomb. Air circulation was turned off, so the deep darkness was accompanied by heavy, dank air that made me feel like transversing an underground crypt. We turned on our phone’s lights when we were sure security wasn’t going to jump us, and we did so just in time.

Someone behind me screamed in pain and a bunch of boxes fell to the floor. Walpurgis, Rylena, and I jumped backward only to find Darren holding his mauled hand with a pained expression. 

“Hospital,” mouthed Rylena as he gestured us to keep going.

“The steroids numb the pain,” I heard Darren whisper as we returned to our exploration.

Nordic’s offices were almost a faithful representation of Xanz’s downstairs. They were still a maze of cubicles and private offices almost impossible to navigate using the faint lanterns from our phones. 

“What are we looking for?” asked Darren as I opened a door to find another useless closet.

“Server’s room,” I told him without turning back. “The Government woman, Caputi, said they had pulled Validore out of public access. If we want to find it, we need to start at the server’s room.”

“That’s a lot of trouble for a game, why not just delete it and be done with it?”

“I don’t think they actually can,” I said. Rylena and I exchanged a glance. “I don’t think Nordic has much control over Rune.”

“Why? They made it.”

I recalled a chat I’d had with the golden avatar of Kipp.

“Perhaps they only found it,” I whispered.

Before Darren could keep the questions coming my way, I stumbled into a room that held a beautiful sight. “Check this out, guys.”

It was about as big as Xanz snack’s room, but instead of having a table at its center filled with greasy and cheap fast food, it was filled with three rows of computers resting underneath long wooden beams. Leather-bound chairs (the leather was synthetic upon closer examination) waited in front of each CPU and each of them had a mindjack waiting at the center.

“Sweet,” said Rylena as she examined one of the nearest mindjacks, “this must be the play-testers’ room.”

“Didn’t know Nordic bothered play-testing anything, their PvP balance sucks,” muttered Walpurgis. “Not that I mind. It gives me the advantage.”

“The computers have to be connected to the servers,” I said, “look for cables.”

Cables were faster than WiFi, after all, and still more secure. I knew from personal experience that if the conglomerate that owned both Nordic and Xanz could keep the entire Internet in A4 sheets of paper, they’d throw a party. Cables were the next best thing.

We didn’t need to search for long. Each computer was connected to a sturdy cable that went into the wall behind the wooden beams.

“Hey, big guy,” called Walpurgis, pulling one of the cables, “help me here.”

Darren used his good hand to pull the cable and rip it out of the wall with a slight explosion of cardboard and wall-filling. 

“Let’s see where it leads.”

We added “destruction of property” to the ever-growing list of charges we were going to face when the police finally caught up with us, but it saved us a lot of painful wandering half-blind in the dark. 

The server’s room was at the end of the office building, behind several security points that now lay shut down thanks to Roscoe’s Script. The door was next to a panel that demanded a twenty-digit passcode to open, as well as a fingerprint, a DNA sample, and a voice-recognition phrase.

It was also wide open. 

If Nordic’s office was a catacomb, the server’s room was the place where the corpses were kept to wait for a proper burial: row upon row of black metallic monoliths, bigger than Darren, extended for hundreds of meters in every direction. 

The air inside was cooled by an industrial-sized air-circulation unit, independent from the rest of the office. Each server still radiated waves of burning heat, almost unbearable if you got too close —which in the cramped space between rows was what ended up happening. The final effect was currents of shivering cold passing through my body like the whispers of a ghost while my arms and legs roasted slowly with every step I took. 

“Look for a computer,” I heard Rylena say behind me as we delved into the indistinct maze of metal slabs, “anything with a screen that could be used to introduce changes to the system.” 

“We could spend days here, Irene,” muttered Walpurgis, “and we don’t have days.”

I could feel the gazes of my friends (and Darren) drilling my back. I clenched my jaw shut and balled my fists as frustration and anger burned in my chest. They were right and I knew it.

If I lead them into a dead end to be caught with me, doing nothing… 

The face of Stefania Caputi appeared in my mind. She hadn’t even hesitated before discarding me into the Police Department. The message had been crystal clear: you’re not a player in this game, Cole Dorsett, you’re just another pawn. Now step aside and let the adults handle things.

When the police came for us, I decided then, I’d tell them I’d forced Rylena and Walpurgis to come with me. I’d tell them I had lost it when I realized I was out of Strikes, and tried to find something in the building to blackmail them into using corporate lawyers to help me. I worked here, after all, I knew what to look for. 

Perhaps the police would believe me. As far as I knew, my friends had no record on their files. Nothing I could do for Darren, though.

I was so focused on my own despair that I didn’t hear the steps until they were almost in front of me. 

“Well well, I was hoping we would meet sometime,” said the shadowed figure as he stepped out of the server’s row where he was hiding. “I didn’t know it would be so soon.”

I had never seen that man before in my life. He was in his mid-thirties or so he appeared to be. His frame was thin like a stick in a very expensive suit. He was Japanese, but his accent was from the States. 

It could only be one man. Seitaro Ogawa.

“Aren’t you supposed to be in prison?” he asked with the gall of a man hosting a party and greeting his guests at the door. “Doesn’t matter. I called the police as soon as I heard intruders were in my building. They will be here to meet with you all soon. In the meanwhile…”

He was holding a pistol in his left hand, pointed straight at my chest.

 

     

 

   

 

I stepped back instinctively, trying to get as much distance from the man as I could. I knew he was a murderer, even if there was no evidence left to prove it. I almost tripped when I smashed against Rylena and Walpurgis, but I held onto the burning surface of a server.

“Uh, uh, careful with those things. They are a couple million a piece, you don’t want to ruin your credit score with the payments,” Seitaro Ogawa said.

“Hey man, we aren’t looking for any trouble,” Darren told him. He raised his hands and tried to take a step forward.

Ogawa instantly waved his gun at him and fired one single shot. The deafening bang drowned our surprised screams. In the cramped room, the sound smacked against my ears with the efficiency of a flashbang and every sound disappeared, but a constant flat screeching. The bullet had hit just a foot in front of Darren and so close to Walpurgis’ feet that she dove for cover out of view, quick as a leopard. 

The others and me froze, including Darren. A bullet will kill you just as dead as anyone no matter how much muscle you’re packing. And in the little hallways created by the server rows, Darren was a target impossible to miss.

“Next step you take, the bullet goes straight into your brain,” said Seitaro. His voice came far away and muted, but I could see every syllable form in his lips. Words fell out of his mouth like slime out of San Mabrada’s water treatment plant.

“Fine, man, calm down,” Darren said. He raised his hands again and stepped back, glancing nervously across the room. 

“You plan on killing us?” I spat at Seitaro. “Like you did to Kipp and his parents?”

He shrugged. “Kipp? Never heard of him. If you mean the Patel’s kid, he wasn’t in my sights. A mere casualty of war. Wrong place, wrong time.”

“You call his mother’s womb ‘the wrong place?’” Rylena whispered behind me. I couldn’t see her, but I knew she was trembling with rage.

“Oh, so he knew more than he let on. Wonder how that happened.”

I had to think fast. That man was the last person I wanted to find at the wrong end of a firearm. But he had us down his sights in a straight line. Impossible to miss.

I hadn’t been in a firefight ever, yet I knew these things instinctively. My whole body screamed at me “move a muscle and die” and still…

“Cole,” Rylena whispered behind me, “he wants to kill us.”

Without moving my head very much, I nodded. I knew this. You don’t call the police and then go at an intruder waving a gun and firing “warning shots”. You just shoot them, miss around a bit to make it look less like an execution and more like self-defense, then claim exactly that.

The shot at Darren’s feet was an intentional misfire, not a warning.

Seitaro Ogawa looked at his sides, trying to keep a clear line of sight in case Walpurgis jumped at him out of the shadows. 

“Your friend better come out right now or I’ll start shooting,” he said. 

“She’s allergic to bullets,” I spat back. I stood in the middle of the way, trying to cover Rylena with my body (yeah, sorry Darren, no way I can do that for you). I wasn’t being heroic at all, it was cold, hard logic. The kind she used all the time in-game every time we went into combat, actually. 

I was in the front, so I was taking a bullet if Seitaro shot, no matter what I did. I may as well help the other guys have a better chance at running for cover.

“I planned on visiting you in jail as soon as I heard the news,” Seitaro told me. His gun pointed toward me and at this distance, I could see the darkness in the barrel even with only the faint light of my phone pointed at my feet. “I set an alert with your name on every search engine, heard about it instantly. I knew I had to make sure whatever your friend told you stayed buried, like him. When he sent you that message he condemned you, you know? That you took the time to come all the way here without speaking with anybody just makes it easier.”

“Then why not kill him in his home, far away from here, when people wouldn’t have the chance of suspecting foul play?” asked Rylena. 

I turned around briefly, with a “seriously?” look on my face. With friends like these… Still, she was right. Seitaro Ogawa had the resources and the will to take me out without dirtying his suit. He had chosen to wait until the last possible second. Why?

Seitaro smiled. “It was a favor that an acquaintance paid a lot to get. See, by sending Stefania Caputi to you, he was hoping he wouldn’t have to kill you later. Some people are sentimental like that. Most are, actually. That’s why I outwit them all.

“She was supposed to take you out of the game and leave him and myself to handle her… Of course, I planned on having you killed in jail as soon as that was taken care of —you see how much trouble loose ends can give. Nothing personal.” 

Even at gunpoint, I felt a cold rush of hate wash down my fear. I could see how Seitaro Ogawa thought. How he saw people. He must’ve said something very similar to himself while he poisoned Kipp’s parents.

“You’re scum,” I told him.

“Whatever makes you feel better, kid. Sorry, this chat is over. I’ve seen what happens when the guy with the gun starts explaining his plan. I’m not giving you that chance,” he said. He barely bothered to look in my direction, instead glancing at his sides to make sure no one was about to flank him while he wasn’t looking.

I raised my hands as I fought down panic. “Wait just one second. You are forgetting one thing and it’s very important.” 

“I think not,” said Seitaro Ogawa and he started to pull the trigger. 

What he was forgetting was this: even if it was “safe” territory when he moved through it, it didn’t mean it would stay that way during a confrontation. I had learned about it firsthand when the Posse of Iron ambushed Rylena and me in the Prima sector. That mistake had cost us the Apollo Wing. 

To Seitaro Ogawa, the cost was one hell of a misfire when Walpurgis rushed at him from the servers behind him. The girl hit him square in the middle of his back, sent his gun flying wildly through the air and catapulted him to the floor with a heavy thud. 

Ogawa was a businessman whose only forays into exercise were probably golf and tea time. He may have given Walpurgis alone a fair fight since he was bigger and heavier. Key word being may. It was clear, judging from the very painful headlock she instantly caught him in, that Walpurgis was trained in something more than videogame PvP. 

Then Darren joined the fray while Ogawa flailed around like a tuna out of the water.

Walpurgis pressed Ogawa’s head against the burning surface of a nearby server. It wasn’t hot enough to burn him but, judging by the way he screamed, Ogawa didn’t know this about his own property. 

“He should have just shot you instead of gloating,” Rylena told me to my ear while we calmly observed our two friends go to town. “I mean, he even said so himself.”   

“Yeah. He almost got me, though,” I said.

I pointed my phone’s light around for a bit. A few feet from me I found the gun that Seitaro had dropped seconds ago and I grabbed it. My heart-rate was steady. The heavy weight of the thing surprised me. Blasters in Rune were more light even if they were bulkier. It gave the pistol a real-like quality. 

“I better stop them before he’s too mauled to talk,” I told Rylena. 

“You sure that’s all you want?” she asked me as she examined my face. Her eyes were real human eyes out of Rune, but they had an eerie shine that reminded me she always saw more than she let on.

“I have more skill points in Negotiation,” I reminded her. I was calm, but my mouth felt sandy and dry.

I expected her to laugh, but instead she shook her head. “This isn’t a game, Cole.”

“Yeah. I know that.” I studied the gun in my hand. 

Then I turned to Walpurgis and Darren, who were in the process of turning Ogawa into ground meat. The man whimpered softly in the ground, one side of his head red and blistered. 

“Stop,” I said as I walked towards them, “we need him to answer some questions.”

I towered over the man who had murdered my friend and shoved the gun under his chin. He whimpered and tried to crawl away, but Walpurgis held him by the shoulders. “After that,” I continued, “we’ll see what we do with you, Mister Ogawa.”

 

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Siege

 

The murderer complained like a sad puppy, but I could see his eyes still held on to a sliver of scorpion-like rationality. I decided to watch his hands at all times and at the same time, I took a step back. 

“Search him, Darren,” I told The Feral’s leader.

He did so and the expression in Ogawa’s face told me all I needed to know. It was the crazed look of a man who has finally been defeated.

“The hell is this?” muttered Darren when he searched Ogawa’s jacket. He took out a small vial of a green liquid mounted on an automatic syringe. 

“Just medicine,” whispered Seitaro.

“Then you won’t mind if we stick you with it, right?” I spat at him. He winced.

“Kipp’s parents died by poison, didn’t they?” said Walpurgis. She grabbed the injector from Darren’s hands and stared at it in disgust. 

“I—” started Seitaro Ogawa, but the sight of the barrel of his own gun staring at his right eye shut him up instantly.

“I’m not interested in hearing excuses. If you want to survive the next few minutes, you’re going to answer all our questions, you understand?” I told him, anger seeping into my voice. I took my finger off of the trigger: there was no way I wouldn’t shoot him if I left it there.

Just to make sure he understood, Walpurgis kicked him again in the ribs.

“Rune,” I spat at him with my voice trembling with raw hatred, “you killed three good people over it. Why?”

Seitaro tried to look defiant but the cold barrel of the gun being shoved in front of his nose changed his mind really quick. “The Patel’s were going to get us all killed anyway,” he said hoarsely, “they refused to cooperate after Antarctica.”

“What happened at Antarctica?” 

“We were a team,” he said. “Contractors for the States. They called us over a signal their satellites had discovered, it was transmitting directly to the Southern Magnetic Pole, we had to reach it on a boat.” 

“Keep talking.”

“At first, we thought it was random noise,” Seitaro’s eyes were unfocused, like he was reliving the events that had led him to where we were today. “Eleanore Patel decoded it. It wasn’t random noise, but raw data. Complex. Layer after layer of mathematical systems interacting with each other, changing, modifying themselves in real time. Some of those systems were physical laws, we could identify those. Others, we couldn’t reach, they were codified.”

“You mean something transmitted this signal straight to Earth?” Rylena asked him. “From where?”

“No, you’re not getting it,” Seitaro said, still looking far away, “the signal is everywhere. Its presence in Antarctica has more to do with Earth’s magnetic field than anything intentional. You can find the same signal in Jupiter. Or in Alpha Centauri. It comes from a place farther away than the Milky Way, farther than we can see with our modern telescopes. As far as we know, it permeates the entire known universe.” 

“You’re telling the truth?” Rylena went on. “How hasn’t anyone else realized this?” 

“It’s very well hidden. Beneath the radiation noise… It isn’t—it isn’t like a radio signal, you can’t just tune in to it accidentally. Look, if you let me go now, I’ll tell the police to go easy on you—”

“Trial will go easier if we just kill you,” I told him. “So make it worth our while and change our minds. You found this signal. Then what?”

“We thought it had to be some sort of message. We spent years trying to decipher it and then Eleanore Patel came up with her own theory. The signal wasn’t a message, it was a simulation. All the raw data it included was enough to simulate a complex system. A huge one. In a galactic scale.” 

I almost lowered my gun. I’d heard all the discussions about our own universe being a simulation, I’d never expected Seitaro Ogawa to tell me, all this time, we had a simulation hidden in our own universe. Then the next realization came like a sack of bricks.

He’s talking about Rune. He’s saying Rune is the simulation. And also, that Rune wasn’t from this Earth.

“We could find out what the simulation did if we built a compiling language around it,” Seitaro went on, “and the States paid us to do so. We subcontracted the staff of a game’s company that had recently went out of business. We pretended to create a new Virtual Reality System, the most complex ever made. In reality, we just wanted to see what the darn thing would do. We connected all this,” he made a gesture that included the entire room, “to the Antarctic signal. We transformed it into our ‘game’s’ engine. Over it we added classes, items, a fighting system, skills. Even quests… We didn’t need to track those, the software generates them automatically. It’s like it hand-crafts the buggers. We built Rune —the game— around the signal, but it is layered over it, we can’t mess with the Core build.” 

Rylena was so distracted by the tale that she reclined against a server’s and didn’t notice until her jeans started to smoke. “And what did you find?—After Rune went online…”

The man had the gall to shrug. “We found dick. It was mostly empty space. A representation of our galaxy, Earth included —barren, at first, just a rock no different than Mars— and not a very good one at that. Planets were wrong, the scale was all wrong. Physics worked, but not always. It makes for a great game, not so much a good anything else.”

“The hidden layers,” said Rylena after Seitaro shut up for a second. “You said there were hidden layers you couldn’t reach.”

He nodded. “We believed the true purpose of the signal was hidden there. But we couldn’t access them. Just by studying the encryption it uses, we advanced Earth’s computer science by a decade. Modern hacking and security come from there and you can thank our studies for the mindjack technology, too.”

“How nice of you,” Walpurgis whispered.

“Doesn’t matter. We were never able to decode it. We have been running the simulation under the guise of a game ever since, hoping one of the players runs into a clue. Or for the system to do something interesting. Anything, really.”

I raised the gun again and pressed it against his temple. “I told you not to lie. You killed the Patel’s over this. We’re not forgetting that, Ogawa.” 

What he was going to say next, I knew before he said it aloud.

“Please, be careful with that thing —agh!— fine! Fine! Eleanore kept working at the encryption long after I had given up on it. She believed we were missing an important detail and she was right. For all our efforts to break the code, she believed the signal would decode itself with the right string of instructions. Those instructions had to change each time the signal changed, though. She wanted to build a piece of software that was ‘in tune’ with the changes.” 

Like the PIN sequencer that some old-guard banks still relied on for every transaction. A Keygen. 

A Key disguised as an in-game item that Kipp’s mother, Eleanore, had left him as his legacy. A legacy that he had gifted me and now was hidden in a bank inside a videogame that wasn’t really a game after all.

“She succeeded,” Rylena whispered. 

“You killed her over this,” added Walpurgis, tightening her grip around his neck.

“I had no choice!” he gasped. “The States asked for it. She thought no single government should make a decision that involved the human race. She—she was going to get us de-funded! Killed, perhaps! I did what I had to do, I didn’t kill them for pleasure!” 

Perhaps the Negotiation skill wasn’t real, but I was getting very good at recognizing a liar. Seitaro Ogawa had killed them for the money. “No, you killed them for business, right? To protect your grant.” 

“She hid the Keygen. We monitored her son’s account and all his messages and communications and he still managed to slip it past us,” he went on. “That is going to cost me, sooner or later, unless I can get my hands on that Keygen myself and turn it over.” 

“You’re not going to sell it, of course,” Rylena said with sarcasm dripping from each word. “You’re a worm, Ogawa.”

“I’ve heard enough,” I told them. “Walpurgis, Darren, step back. You too, Rylena.” I took a deep breath and steadied my hand, training the gun’s sights on Seitaro’s chest.

“I can share the money with you!” he pleaded. Tears were streaming down his face now.

“Not interested.”

“Cole…” Rylena whispered as she tried to reach me. I added pressure to the trigger, but not enough to fire the gun and looked at her with a crystal clear message: don’t try to stop me.

“He’s scum,” I told her, “and if I don’t do this, he’s going to get away with it.” 

“Please, I’ll give you anything,” pleaded Seitaro. “I’ve told you everything I know, I fulfilled my part of the deal, please. Don’t you have any honor? You promised…” 

“You’ll give me anything?” I exclaimed. My hand trembled and he raised his hands in a sad attempt to shield himself. “How about this? Restore Kipp Patel back to life and I won’t shoot you. That’s what I want. Right now. Go.”

His face was covered in a mixture of tears and snot and he looked so pathetic I wanted to shoot him just so I wouldn’t have to look at him anymore. “Please! Oh, please!”

“Cole, Kipp never thought you were a criminal.” Rylena went on. “Definitely not a murderer. I want Ogawa dead, too… But it won’t bring him back. Do you really think Kipp would want you to kill in his name?”

“He killed Kipp’s parents,” I said through clenched teeth. “He got away with it. He will get away with all of it if we let him live.”

“I’ll tell the police everything!” Seitaro exclaimed. “I’ll confess to anything you want, please…”

“Shut up!” Walpurgis screamed, suddenly. She kicked him in the chin and sent him sprawling to the floor. “Whatever you’re going to do, do it fast, Cole.”

I’d promised Kipp I would avenge him. This man was guilty of every bit of pain my friend had experienced in his life. I had him right in front of me and the chance would never present itself again… 

You didn’t promise him revenge, a timid part of my mind whispered at me. Remember? You did that after his avatar had disappeared. You only promised him to finish what his parents started.

What his parents started was currently hidden from public access. Only one man could help me get there. 

And I had been so close to killing him… 

I screamed in frustration and lowered the gun. I had two choices. Either get revenge and kill a person who very much deserved to die, or finish the promise I had made my dead friend. 

“Oh God, thank you, thank you…”

“Shut up! You’re a sad, pathetic excuse of a man. You don’t deserve to live, but you’re not even worth killing,” I yelled at him. “Validore. The planet you made unreachable. Make it public right the fuck now, no excuses. Not one word, Ogawa. Not a single one. If you say you can’t, I swear I’ll kill you right now.” This time I meant it and he knew it. 

He stood up trembling. “There’s a console here… I have the password. Please, don’t…”

“Not a word, Ogawa,” I reminded him. After the rage and frustration had passed through me, all that was left was a cold determination. “Validore. Public. Now.”

“C’mon, asshole, move,” Walpurgis told him as she pushed him around. “Don’t try anything or you’ll regret it.”

We followed him towards the end of the room where the console waited for us, a small glass screen and a keyboard under it, both protruding from a server rack slightly bigger than the rest.

“I only need a moment…” Seitaro mumbled. 

As his hands flew over the keyboard, Darren turned to me. “So, this is what you’ve been doing? I suspected you’re in some deep shit, man, but this is insane… A videogame made by aliens? You realize that’s what the asshole is talking about, right?” 

I nodded, calmly. Darren looked about to go into a nervous breakdown and I knew my frie— my acquaintance—, was tough. He had broken his hand punching a metal dog and was barely complaining. And yet, after hearing Seitaro’s confession, he was pale and sweaty. 

Perhaps I should be freaking out, too. All this time I’d been prancing around the simulated wet dream of some alien civilization I couldn’t even imagine. 

There were no aliens in Rune Universe. The empty vastness of the game now seemed creepy and dangerous, like the lurking creatures hidden under the acid sea of Prima’s Death World.

The news still didn’t shake me much. Walpurgis was as calm as I was, and Rylena was quiet and thoughtful, but not scared. 

We were too calm. Darren’s reaction was appropriate if you discovered not only that aliens were real, but that they had filled the universe with a simulation of secret layers with no known purpose. And that you were about to run head-first into said secret layers.

This wasn’t a movie nor a game. But Rune was really close to my brain. It didn’t have access to my neurons or anything like that… But it knew me, on a psychological level. It knew who I was.

In the tutorial, when I was trying to find reasons not to like the game and was trying to compare it to old MMOs, it had given me exactly what I wanted: things to kill and discharge my frustration on. 

After that, it had given me different quests when my interests changed. Hell, a teleporting dog? That was a character in Sirens of Titan, the first book in Kipp’s collection I’d read. 

Had my tastes changed and the game kept tabs on me, or had it changed me to accommodate its own interests?

I mean, it was awfully convenient it was so focused on helping out the player with the Keygen needed to release its last security layers… 

Still, I wasn’t scared one bit, even if I suspected it wasn’t entirely my own emotional state.

“It’s done,” said Seitaro. His voice yanked me out of my own mind and I realized he was staring at me. “Validore is public again. The police is well under way, so if you want to negotiate a deal, this is your last chance.”

“You gave the Patel’s chance for a deal before you poisoned them?” I asked him. 

His eyebrows rose ever so slightly and his mouth curled in a snarl of hate. 

Walpurgis took a look at the expression on my face right then and grabbed Rylena by the shoulder and pushed her away from the line of fire.

I raised Seitaro’s own gun and pointed it at an empty spot a couple feet away from his head and then pulled the trigger just as he realized I was about to fire.

Recoil was stronger than I’d come to expect from Rune. The shot rang like an explosion right by my ear and deafened it while shaking my entire skull. The gun made my hand jump and it smacked against my shoulder hard, but I barely noticed the pain. Even before I’d heard the sound of the shot, Ogawa’s right knee had exploded in a shower of red gore. 

The man crumpled to the floor, his expensive trousers covered in blood, fragments of bone, and torn muscle. His mouth contorted in a mask of pure agony and I knew he was screaming, even if I couldn’t hear him.

“Fuck,” I mouthed. I was as stunned as everyone else. I glanced at the smoking gun in my hand like the thing had possessed me to do so.

My hearing came back slowly in my other ear and I could distinguish the voice of Darren, faint as a whisper, telling me:

“Jeez, man, you straight up shot him. That’s stone cold, even for me.”

I turned to him, shaking my head frantically. “It was an accident,” I mouthed, “I wanted to scare him, not really shoot him… I wasn’t even pointing at him…” 

Ogawa’s screams were also coming clearer now and I realized I’d be having nightmares about those even if we made it through the day.

“Okay, Cole, give me that right now…” I heard Walpurgis whisper to me. She slowly walked to me. She made sure to use careful movements, like I was a crazed animal, and extended her arm towards the gun. “C’mon, buddy, let me have a look at that.” 

I let her grab it and she stashed it in her back pocket. “Okay. It’s fine. It’s all going to be fine.”

“I’m not in shock,” I told her, loud enough for even me to hear. “It was an accident, okay?”

“Sure buddy,” said Darren, “of course it was.” He winked at me.

“It’s not like he didn’t deserve it,” said Rylena. She was looking at Ogawa’s whimpering silhouette with a mixture of disgust and pity. “He’s going to live by the looks of it, but he’s going to need a tourniquet.”

“Aren’t tourniquets dangerous?” I asked her. It was something I had learned in Rune. I felt guilty over shooting him, even if he deserved it. “He could lose the leg.”

Rylena shrugged. “He’ll have to buy a new one, then.”

Walpurgis tore another strip of cloth from Darren’s shirt. The Feral now looked like a Zombie from a B-list movie. “I got it. You guys go ahead. I’ll tie him up for you.”

“Ahead where?” asked Darren.

I smiled. “Well, it may be our last shot at finishing a Quest we have, you see. And there is a badass room full with mindjacks waiting for us, so we may as well…”

I was carrying my own mindjack in the backpack Van had given me, but I was a member of a team. We had started this together and we were going to finish it together. 

Darren was staring at me like I’d gone crazy. “You’re going to log into that alien game in the middle of a police stand-off?” 

“Police stand-off?” I asked, confused. “What are you talking about?”

I realized that, as my hearing slowly came back to my mauled ears, I could hear the faint roar of police sirens in the distance. And something else, too, the screaming of an engine… A spaceship? Of course not.

Oh, it’s helicopters. I deduced. Lots of helicopters.

 

    

  

“We need to get out of here before the SWAT drones start pouring in,” said Darren as Rylena, he, and I sprinted towards the beta testing room.

“It’s too late,” Rylena told him, “when you can hear them, it means the building is already surrounded.”

“They haven’t stormed in yet,” I pointed out. I could still hear Ogawa’s screams, even with my messed-up hearing.

The screams stopped after we reached the beta testing room and closed the door behind us. Rylena went straight to the two nearest mindjacks and started configuring them with practiced hands. 

I took out my own mindjack from Van’s sack and plugged an Ethernet cable to it while trying not to think of what would happen to us when the police swarmed the building. 

“Cole, check this out,” Darren told me as he handed me his phone. 

It was a live stream of the outside of the skyscraper. Police were surrounding it even now with more and more drones and officers. The media was here and a reporter occupied half the screen while she frantically narrated:

“—We’re outside the Ogawa Conglomerate’s headquarters in the financial district, where a violent event is currently unfolding. Sources claim that fugitive of the law, Cole Dorsett, is currently holed up atop the building and may have taken hostage none other than billionaire Seitaro Ogawa, the founder of Ogawa Conglomerate and the famous game company, Nordic.

“Less than an hour ago the police detected an advanced digital intrusion on their servers and traced it back to their holding cells, where Dorsett was being held. They found said cells empty and declared a city-wide pursuit. The next development came when they received a frantic report by Dorsett’s sister, who claimed he had captured her minutes after his escapade. The girl managed to escape and is currently under interrogation by the Investigations Bureau. The police have tracked Dorsett’s location to his former employer, Xanz Corporation, and is currently determining the possibility of an immediate breach and capture. We have with us Capitan Del Rio of San Mabrada’s finest, ready to give a statement—”

I put down the phone and turned to Rylena. “They’re going to breach the building, but they think we have a hostage…”

The door opened with a bang and Walpurgis came in. “There are helicopters outside. We don’t have enough time to connect to Rune.” If SWAT was involved it meant those helicopters were stealth ones, analyzing the interior of the building with scanners and looking for any trap or ambush. I had seen the videos over the Internet. Soon after the helicopter’s scan came the squads of SWAT drones. Cold, efficient, deadly. 

Rylena took out her own phone and dialed a short string of numbers. “Let’s make some time, then.” 

“Hello, 911? I’m Irene Monferrer. I’m inside the Ogawa Conglomerate, next to Cole Dorsett. Tell your scanners to confirm it, I’m the one waving right now. You got it? Good. Listen carefully. We’ve captured Seitaro Ogawa and have him hidden along with half of his staff in a secure location. We’ll kill them all if you try to enter. We’re carrying deadman switches with us. We have a list of demands and want to talk to someone capable of taking decisions. You’ve five minutes to call me back or we’ll start killing hostages.”

She ended the call. “What?” she muttered, noticing our stunned stares. “That’s at least half an hour we just gained.”

“And two thousand years in jail for each of us,” I guessed. 

“Then, let’s make it worth our time,” said Walpurgis. She held the mindjack Rylena handed to her and put it on her head. “You guys ready?”

“I hope whatever is inside Validore is a real secret and not something like ‘the secret was inside you all along,’” I whispered, putting on my own mindjack. The device’s weight had become comfortably familiar. 

“I’m voting for ‘the real secret is the power of frienship’” said Walpurgis without turning towards me. Instead, she reclined in her seat and searched for a comfortable position. I did the same after a moment.

Darren looked nervously around the room, like trying to guess where the SWAT drones swarm us first. “So, what do I do? Just wait around until someone shoots me?”

Rylena handed him the phone. “When they call back, you’re going to tell them we’re demanding the release of the following Syrian rebels from Egypt’s political prison. Here are their names, try and pronounce them right—” she told him the names of about eight men and woman that I had never heard of before in my life.

While Darren looked at us like a deer in the middle of the road that’s seconds away from being run over by a fire-covered train, Rylena sat in a chair next to us and donned the last mindjack. 

“Alright, let’s go,” I said. I tried to give my voice a resolute strength, but couldn’t stop it from trembling a bit. “One last rodeo, gals.”

Begin Deep Dive Immersion?

Oh yes.

I ran through my virtual desktop to Rune’s green icon.

Welcome to Rune Universe. Connecting to the game servers…

After hundreds of jumps like this one, my brain handled the transition from the white landscape of my mindjack to the ultra-realistic graphics of Rune Universe like a pro. It was like stepping out of your comfortable pajamas and straight into a badass suit. 

My body appeared, all geared up and ready for action, inside Beard’s merchant freighter, just where we had logged off the last time we were here. I wasn’t Cole Dorsett anymore, but Cole Picard. This universe was my playground and all its secrets belonged to me.

My spacesuit’s readings readily informed me that my playground was currently without an artificial atmosphere around me and that I was using my suit’s oxygen reserves. A look-around the ship was enough to conclude the reason why. 

Beard’s ship was a broken derelict of plasma fire and burned metal. A hole in the hull had torn apart the cargo bay and I could see through the cracked screens of the cabin how Beard merchant’s supplies floated out of the ship and into space. They resembled a string of guts flowing out of the belly of a dead animal. 

And it was, in a way, a dead animal. I knew even without Rylena’s system analysis: Beard’s ship was dead. 

“What the hell happened here?” Walpurgis muttered when she appeared just a few steps away from me. Her rifle appeared in her hands as she took it out of her inventory and she looked around, searching for any attackers.

Rylena appeared next. Her confusion was short-lived. She turned to me. “They boarded the ship?”

“I don’t think so,” I told her. “The cargo is out there, they took nothing.” 

“Let’s assume the worst, alright? They were looking for the Keygen and ambushed Beard while he was doing a routine supply run. We’re in a secure system, so it couldn’t have been pirates. It had to be a big Alliance to go against the Terran Federation…”

“Posse of Iron did this?” I asked her. I gripped my blaster with trembling rage. “They couldn’t have taken the Keygen, right? It’s safeguarded.”

“Guys?” said Walpurgis, “I don’t think it was Posse of Iron.”

“Why?” Rylena and I turned to her and saw she was pointing outside to the flowing debris. I followed the direction of her finger and realized some of the boxes were bouncing against each other just when they neared a part of space that the string of debris and junk seemed to avoid, even if it was partially in its way. Space didn’t work that way… 

“Cloaked!” exclaimed Rylena, beating me for a second. “Quick, log out!” 

It was too late, though. As if sensing they were discovered, the cloaking devices fell and we were suddenly in the targeting systems of six silver fighters and one mean-looking light carrier as big as Beard’s freighter.

Since we were in their sights, Rune registered us as inside a combat instance. If we logged out, our avatar’s bodies would be left to the mercy of our attacker’s. They had us trapped. And they knew it. Instead of opening fire and blowing us to all space-hell, the fighters slowly drifted toward us, careful to never let us out of their sights. The light carrier stood guard, like the queen ant placidly watching her workers get their hands dirty.

The fighters were near enough that we could see the blazons on their hulls. Those weren’t the Posse of Iron’s black and red colors. I had seen one of those fighters in Janus Station, broken and half-eaten, but I recognized the basic design here. It was the Paladin Defense Force.

I reacted with the cold-blood the situation demanded. 

“What in the fuck?” 

   

     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

Paladin Defense Force

 

One fighter for each of us and another one to escort them. The PDF was efficient and moved with a precision that left Posse of Iron looking like amateurs. They were at the top of Rune’s food chain and were big enough to rival the Terran Federation in military prowess. 

They liked to dwell near the frontier of the Galaxy in their own quadrant of space, which they patrolled with iron-will while their mining ships sucked planet after planet dry to feed their own spaceyards and forges. 

And now I was inside one of their fighters as it entered the small hangar of the light carrier. I couldn’t even reach the pilot to try and take control of the ship, since the cabin was separated from the cramped cell where I was held. It had been custom-built, I realized. 

This hadn’t been an attack of opportunity. It had been well thought-out beforehand. 

Out in the real world, I could hear the faint voice of Darren as he struggled with the list of names Rylena had instructed him to say. 

We don’t have time for this shit, I thought. I hit my virtual forehead against the wall of the cell, hard enough to trigger my helmet’s shields (it went down a mere 1% and that was quickly regenerated). 

I wasn’t left with enough time to dwell in my misery, though, because the holding cell opened without ceremony and my feet were suddenly missing the support of the floor. I was flushed out of the fighter like the cargo of a smuggler ship that needed the extra speed. 

The fall lasted less than a second and the hit barely dented my shields. I looked up to several pairs of legs and boots standing in front of me. 

I made an effort not to groan as I stood up. Several Paladin Defense Force officers clad in end-game gear stepped forward. A few meters to my left and right the scene was repeated with Walpurgis and Rylena. Walpurgis, I noted with a twinge of jealousy, had almost twice as many soldiers surrounding her than Rylena or I did.

“What the hell is wrong with you guys?” I blared over every open channel near my comm’s reach. “You just blew up our ship! I thought you didn’t engage in PvP unless provoked!”

It was the best I could come up with given the circumstances: feign confusion and indignation—we’re just friendly players, we have nothing to do with any Keygen, no sir…

“We’re in more important business than respecting the rules of a videogame, Cole Dorsett,” the officer told me, with a neutral voice that reminded me of the police drones in Lower Cañitas. By that I mean, this man was much colder. “Come with me. You’re in deep trouble, but you can still get out of this if you cooperate.”

“That’s what she said,” I joked over the comms, long enough for all to hear. I only got back groans from Walpurgis and Rylena’s channels and silence from everyone else. 

Hey, if you can’t fake ignorance, at least fake being an idiot as your last resource. You’ll be either right or wrong soon anyway, so you have nothing to lose.

We reached the carrier’s cabin surrounded by all our escorts and I caught a glimpse of a blond woman sitting in the captain’s chair. She was smirking at me without any malice, like a predator that caught her prey with no trouble at all, but still respects the bunny for trying.

That was quick, I thought, when I realized my plan to act like an idiot backfired in the obvious way.

“Cole Dorsett. I must say, I didn’t expect to meet with you again after our last encounter. You were very helpful, I’ll grant you that. Let’s talk business, shall we?”

“Caputi,” I grunted. “I didn’t know our taxes were spent so you could get in here and play videogames.”

At the same time I spoke Caputi’s name, Rylena was saying:

“Admiral Crestienne. We meet again—”

Then we turned to each other at the same time. “What did you call her?”

“She’s Crestienne, leader of the Paladin Defense Force,” Rylena explained, “I almost joined them as their dedicated Battlemind last year, but they went with Roy—”

“Hey there!” said a smug guy with a shaved head. Roy, I presume.

“She’s Stefania Caputi, the woman who set me up and sent me to jail. She caused all this mess,” I explained in a rush.

Stefania raised her hands demanding silence, but she kept her own smug smile. “I’m both, actually. As you already know by now, Rune Universe is more than a videogame. Why are you so surprised the States are interested in keeping an eye on it? After all, their investment has paid off right now, with your presence on this ship.”

Walpurgis walked a few steps away from us and our escorts and ignored the dozens of rifles pointed in her direction. “So, everyone here is a soldier, right? A real one, I mean, not like my class. That explains why you do so well in every war.”

“Most of the Alliance is military, yes,” said Stefania —Crestienne—,” except for myself and Roy. Roy is a civilian just like you.”

“Ain’t it cool?” said Roy. He quickly shut up when he realized no one was paying him any mind.

“Listen, Stefania, we don’t have time for this. What do you want?” I said, a tad louder than I’d liked. 

“The Keygen, Cole, we want the Keygen,” she said, “that must be obvious by now. But also, I want you to hang on to something, we are about to go into hyperspace.”

Then we went into hyperspace and I barely managed to stay vertical, mostly thanks to the magnetic boots of my spacesuit. The soldiers around me somehow remained perfectly still, even if they couldn’t grasp onto anything either. When the dizzying feeling of entering hyperspace subsided, Stefania began talking again:

“You made a hot mess back in the real world, you know, Cole? I’m watching the news right now in my visor, and let me tell you, it’s looking very grim for you. Go on, take a look. Your mother is on TV.”

I was reluctant to do anything that woman told me to do, but the mention of Mom was enough to make me open a window with my Internet browser and a local news stream. Stefania was right, my Mom was in front of the building, surrounded by cops and reporters. She looked distraught and had the lost gaze of someone stuck in a nightmare wondering when she could wake up. 

The same reporter from before was interrogating her:

“Grace Dorsett, the mother of the presumed terrorist leader Cole Dorsett, is here at the scene and has agreed to make a statement regarding her son. Grace, according to the report you gave to Capitan Del Rio, you were long suspicious of your son’s criminal background, but were unable to act thanks to the neglect and abuse you suffered at his hands in your household. Is there anything you’d like to add?”

I could see how the police officer next to her, Capitan Del Rio, was holding her shoulder in a compassionate gesture that didn’t fool me for a second. My heart broke into a million pieces. Mom was terrified. They were coercing her into saying I was a terrorist. What would Van be going through?

“Oh boy,” said Caputi merrily, “must be a nasty shock to find out your mother thinks you’re a terrorist ringleader.”

“Don’t listen to her,” said Rylena over our comm’s private channel, “she’s going to tell you she can make all the charges go away if you give her the Keygen.”

“I know,” I told her without taking my eyes off the screen. Mom appeared too scared to talk. Her face was all sweaty like it had been a couple times before, during rehab. “You think she’s telling the truth?”

“No idea,” said Rylena, “she’s an excellent liar. She never even bothers to hide her vitals with a jammer or something… I guess this explains why. She has training—”

“Whatever we’re going to do,” Walpurgis said, entering the private channel, “we better do it fast, while they’re distracted. I can take the ten on the right, but I need you two to handle the thirty on your left…”

Then Mom began talking. 

“I… I want to say… My son—a terrorist…” then her eyes turned to look directly to the camera and I realized she wasn’t terrified. She was getting ready for a fight. I’d seen the exact same look in Van. “That’s absolute bullshit. This asshole-of-a-cop threatened to send my daughter and me to jail if we didn’t cooperate, so I told him what he wanted to hear. It’s all bullshit, you hear?” Capitan Del Rio and two other officers tried to drag her away from the reporter, but she fought back like a maddened animal. “It’s all bullshit! Cole is a good kid, I know that! He would never do anything you’re accusing him off, you monsters! Whoever is watching this, your kids could be next! Your kids could be next! Don’t let them take him away, don’t let—”

Her voice came muffled as the officers slowly dragged her away and into the nearest police drone. The reporter had managed to avoid the attention of the police and at the same time caught everything on camera. She turned towards her audience:

“As we can see, Grace Dorsett just suffered a nervous breakdown after the shock of these events took a toll on her. As we all know, Cole Dorsett and his associates recently made a phone call threatening to kill hostages if the Egyptian government didn’t release a group of presumed rebels from their prisons—”

“What a brave woman,” conceded Stefania. She earned a blistering gaze from me that she proceeded to ignore. “I’m sorry she’s going to go to jail for aiding a terrorist group.” 

I told her she could go do something nasty to her mother.

“I do wonder,” she went on, “where you got the names of those rebels? They’re not in our databases.”

“Eh,” shrugged Rylena, “I just made them up. Hoped it would get us a minute or two until your guys figured it out.”

“It probably did,” Stefania conceded. “Perhaps we still have a place for you in the Paladin Defense Force. But first, we have a more important offer to make you three.”

Rylena and I exchanged an “is this woman for real?” look.

“Give us the Keygen and work with us —I mean with the States— to enter Validore. We’ll make all charges against you go away. Your names may need to be changed, like in witness protection, but I’m sure that’s better than a lifetime in jail. Your mother certainly needs some help, Cole, as does your sister.”

“Last time, you also offered to make me rich,” I pointed out. I wasn’t paying much attention to Stefania’s offer, as I already knew the answer. I was studying the control panel next to her Captain chair, trying to find something that could save our asses.

“Last time, you weren’t a presumed terrorist,” Caputi said dryly, “so our terms have changed. Pray we don’t change them further.”

“That’s not how the quote goes,” Rylena pointed out.

This time I caught Stefania rolling her eyes for an instant before she caught herself. “You may want to strap on again,” she said, “we’re leaving hyperspace.”

Once again, she left us no time to react before the normal laws of physics —for Rune, that is— reestablished themselves in a single second. The stars appeared all around the screens as I fought to remain standing and the unmistakable sound of hyperspace-traveling was replaced by the silence of real space.

“Welcome to the Zodia System,” Caputi announced, “as you can see, we’re all ready for the party. You guys are the only detail missing.”

Out there, the Zodia System waited for us, just like Caputi had said. I recognized Zodia 3 and 4 like two bright blue and red dots in the distance, among the stars. But close to us, in the portion of space that had been empty the last time I’d visited the System… 

Validore was a golden planet, one that managed to shine brightly with its own light, like a hand-crafted version of the Sun. It was smaller than Earth, but it had oceans. They were the color of molten gold and I thought I could see their currents move like a single entity even at this distance. 

It was peppered with black dots all across its surface. They seemed out of place and made the planet look old and spent.

But they are moving, I realized. Those aren’t smudges in the planet, those are spaceships.

I’d recognize those black and red designs anywhere. 

“What’s Posse of Iron doing here?” I asked.

 

       

   

“You missed the party, didn’t you?” Stefania Caputi appeared anxious to have this conversation done and over, but I recognized she was also good enough to not pressure her prey before she was ready to sink her fangs into them. “Thirty minutes can be a long time in Rune if the entire community discovers that the legendary Validore has suddenly reappeared. The forums crashed from the activity, you know? Everyone thinks this is some sort of endgame quest. All the Alliances are either here or trying to get to the Zodia System, and every lone player out there is working to bypass the blockades of the PDF.” 

“You set a blockade in only thirty minutes?” asked Rylena. 

“You three didn’t make things easy. But we are professionals, Irene, we can manage a crisis or two. Posse of Iron still managed to reach Validore’s orbit, since they didn’t bother setting up a blockade. So far, they are more interested in trying to make us pay them for the privilege of making landfall first.”

I realized the Posse of Iron’s presence in the System didn’t change a thing. We were still in Caputi’s hands and she would begin to squeeze soon. We needed a way out, even if we risked the Keygen doing so.

I knew Rylena had it hidden somewhere in her inventory or her suit, we had taken it out of the bank when the Diplomatic Immunity was almost finished. If we gave her enough time, Stefania Caputi would find it.

“My offer has a limited expiration date,” she went on. “This is not a game, guys. You’re not negotiating with the end-boss of some quest, you’re about to go to jail. If you don’t cooperate, I can have you hung for treason. Yes, hung, Walpurgis. We still do that, for traitors to the country. I need an answer now. Are you really what the newsfeeds are saying you are, or you are just kids caught in something more dangerous than you thought?”

Just give her the damn Keygen and be done with it, said a part of my mind that I’d heard less and less in the past month. The part of me that had its ass kicked by life one too many times and knew how little I mattered in the whole scheme of things. 

I was absolutely terrified. I could hear Darren’s nervous pacing all over the room in the real world as he checked the doors and the windows. It was like time slowed down for me, a mixture of adrenaline and… Hell, for all I knew, it was Rune itself doing it. Wasn’t that why Caputi wanted to handle the secret layers of Rune’s signal herself? Because they could be dangerous? For all I knew, I was a puppet no matter how I thought of it.

Either a puppet of the woman in front of me or of a mysterious alien entity. The choice was obvious, wasn’t it?

For all I cared, they could both go fuck themselves.

“We have the Keygen,” I said aloud. I walked towards Stefania Caputi with my hands extended. Her eyes shone with triumph.

I may have been a puppet my entire life. But in this single, brief instant of time, I was the most important person in Stefania Caputi’s life. I was the one with the Key.

Would you shoot the most important person in your life?

Instead of materializing the Keygen like she was expecting, I waited until I was close enough to her and then closed my hand around her upper arm. Before she could even process what was about to happen, I turned my waist hard to the left, grabbed her with my free arm by the belly, and fucking judo-threw her into the screaming mass of angry soldier and blasters.

Hand to Hand combat skill level 50, bitch. It may not be half as high as Walpurgis’ shooting, but it was enough. No one bothers with Hand to Hand in Rune, because skill points are hard to get and there are better options. But, since I can’t shoot in a straight line to save my life… 

“I HAVE THE KEYGEN, CAPUTI!” I screamed at the top of my lungs, as a series of blaster shots struck my shields over and over.

“Don’t shoot, you idiots! DON’T SHOOT!”

After all, shoot and you might lose your precious Keygen. Even if it’s not really in my inventory. 

Let’s hope you don’t have enough time to figure that out, Caputi, I thought as I doubled over the command console. 

“You’re killing yourself, Cole!” Stefania sounded neither calm nor collected now. She was shrieking at the top of her lungs. “You just killed yourself and your friends!”

“Yeah, well, fuck you lady,” spat Walpurgis, who had managed to use the confusion to kill the avatars of seven PDF soldiers.

I echoed the sentiment. My fingers danced briefly over the command console for exactly three seconds. Every coordinate input I randomized, except for the three that mattered:

First, turn off the ship’s shields.

Second, lower the hangar’s doors and flush everyone into outer space. 

Third, jump into god-knows-where in exactly ten seconds. 

I materialized my blaster and pressed it against my helmet as I turned off the shields of my own suit. “Touch me and I blow your Keygen to smithereens, Stefania.”

“What are you doing?” She realized what had just happened when the computer announced a Jump was imminent, but by that time I was already out of the cabin, unharmed. Rylena ran at full speed behind me and soon passed me. 

“You are going to space us?” 

“Sorry, it’s the best I could think off, given the circumstances,” I told her.

“I can work with that. Walpurgis? Hurry!”

Walpurgis came out of the cabin three seconds after Rylena and I. As she ran out, she threw her entire pack of plasma grenades into the room without turning back.

We didn’t see the explosion, but we sure as hell felt it, as did the entire ship.

The light carrier hangar wasn’t far off from the cabin. Even then, we reached it at the last second before the Jump went by and the ship’s engines roared with mighty effort as they came to life. 

I could see space filled with fighters and spaced soldiers floating around stunned, trying to figure out what the hell had happened as their oxygen reserves slowly depleted. Some of them were already using their suit’s jets to float back to the ship. They weren’t going to make it. 

The carrier trembled all around us as we were half-way through the hangar. Our magnetized boots made running feel like wading through water, but it was quicker than floating around aimlessly. Unless…  

“Jump!” Rylena exclaimed and the three of us did at the same time. I turned my own oxygen jets on at full power and flew out of the hangar like a superhero, arms fully extended in front of me. One second later, space all around the ship tore itself apart and engulfed the carrier, leaving behind only the floating remains of the cabin. The ship jumped to its death, I knew, since doing so with its cabin blown to seven hells would tear it apart just as well as warping to the core of a star.

I floated through empty space, turning my jets off before I ran out of oxygen. Running them at full power left me with only seconds of breathable air, but it was worth it just to imagine the face of Stefania Caputi as we gave her a figurative middle finger. 

The inertia sent me spinning without any control and I caught glimpses of the spaced PDF soldiers flying towards empty space where their carrier had been. I saw Rylena and Walpurgis spinning around not far away from me. It would have been a hilarious sight if it wasn’t so grim.

The PDF navy was already sending a stream of fighter ships towards us to capture us again. Even if the warp had killed Caputi’s avatar, she had re-spawned almost immediately and was directing her fleet from afar. Perhaps she was even on her way again.

“We ain’t giving them the Keygen,” I said with a calmness that surprised me, “only reason they have to want it so badly is if there’s a weapon on the other side of Validore, right?”

Before the fighters caught up with us, I was going to take off my helmet and let the void do its thing, I decided. It wouldn’t be a bad way to go. With the golden planet in my field of vision and the stars all around us, and the fleets of the PDF and the Posse colliding as explosions rocketed through their ranks. 

I realized their negotiations must’ve failed. Even better, Rune was providing me with a personal show all around me, in every direction, a consolation prize for trying and losing. 

In the distance, a Posse of Iron dreadnought that looked dangerously like a lawsuit from Star Wars, exploded when the heavier PDF equivalent caught its side undefended and emptied their macro-cannons on the Posse vessel’s exposed belly. In the silence of space, it was like watching a silent movie with one hell of a director.

Yeah, show those assholes who’s boss.

As the battle raged on and my vision began to tint red when my oxygen reserves finally died, a tear appeared in space not a hundred meters away from me and a ship poured into physical reality. 

That’s one way to save time, PDF, I thought bitterly as I reached for the locks of my helmet. 

Something familiar about that ship stopped me. It was bigger than a fighter. In fact, it was big enough to carry one in its miniature-hangar. I hadn’t seen those hull colors before in either of the two Alliances. Blue and ivory white, with the starfighter’s name painted in white letters over a black line that ran across the middle of its streamlined armor. 

Its name was Te-di 01.     

        

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Dogfight

 

“Buckle up, kids, reinforcements are here!” blared a man’s voice inside my helmet.

“Beard?” I asked.

“You bet!”

The Diplomatic Immunity got as near us as it could without ramming us over and Walpurgis used the last dredges of oxygen on her suit to carry us to the open cargo bay underneath the ship. She did so just in time, too, because my screen was so red I couldn’t see my surroundings anymore.

I took out my helmet as soon as the bay was closed and artificial atmosphere was restored one second later. Rylena and Walpurgis did the same. In the real world, we would probably be facing brain damage from oxygen deprivation. In Rune, I got to watch with relief how my vision returned slowly to normal.

We ran towards the cabin as soon as we could stand. “What happened?” I asked when we arrived. Beard was waiting for us in the Captain’s chair with a triumphant smile. “I thought you were blown with your ship.”

“Yeah,” granted Beard, “but I got better, you know? I respawned and I had no idea what’d just happened until I heard the commotion all over the game. Validore restored? I figured you guys may have been involved, so I caught a ride to the shipyard and picked up this beauty. I was on my way here when Rylena sent me your coordinates as you three drifted through space like cloth dolls. I used them to jump straight into the system and skip the blockade.”

“Took your sweet time, Gabrijel,” said Rylena, “five more seconds and we were goners.”

“You just saved our necks, man,” I told him as I patted him on the back. He grunted happily and turned back to the controls. 

Several PDF fighters and other heavy bombers approached us with their targeting systems yearning to get a lock on the Teddy.

“Mind taking charge of the ship, Cole? I’m not that good a pilot myself.”

The controls looked the same as the ones in the Apollo Wing, without the wooden furnishing (after all, we were on a budget). It was the first time I piloted the Teddy, but it felt true, in my hands. Not quite like meeting with an old friend. More like meeting a girl at a bar and instantly falling in love. Or so I guessed. Since I wasn’t old enough for bars. Technically.

“Man your battle-stations!” exclaimed Rylena. She went straight for the co-pilot seat, where her Battlemind class would give the ship a bonus in all her systems. 

“Damn, I wanted to say that,” Beard rushed over the topside Turret while Walpurgis silently took control of the frontal and side turrets. 

“Alright, let’s do this!” 

Instead of running away from the battle, I turned the ship’s nose towards the golden surface of Validore and pressed the accelerator to full. It wasn’t an escape route and the PDF fighters instantly closed the distance to us. Laser fire peppered our shields, but at this distance, it was sporadic enough to let the damage regenerate itself over time.

“You’re flying straight at the middle of the battle,” Rylena warned me. She was simultaneously suggesting alternative flight routes on the screens and fending off a jamming attempt from a far-away scout ship.

“I know,” I told her. I could see the Posse of Iron dreadnoughts and battleships clashing with the PDF armada all around us. The Posse lacked military training, end-game gear, organization, and the sheer methodical execution of the PDF, but they gained on them with ferocity. For them, this was a game. A game they were losing.

As we approached them, a squadron of fighters and starships caught us on their radar and separated themselves from the main fray to intercept us.

So far, no ship had managed to break the kill-wall of the Posse, mostly because they rammed three fighters into each single ship that made it through. That was great. We were going to be the first.

“Rylena, open a channel to PDF command,” I told her as the Posse of Iron ships flew in direct collision course with us, with the PDF fighters hot on our tails.

“Let the AI handle communications!” came the strained advice from Beard. His turret was blaring right now, trying to fend off a cocky scout that was trying to outmaneuver us.

“We have an AI?” Rylena asked, “we never bought one for the Teddy.”

“It was a gift,” Beard said, “I installed it right before coming here. Give it a try.”

Rylena punched a brief command in her copilot console and a chirpy electronic voice blared through the ship’s speakers:

“IT’S ME! I’M ALIVE AGAIN! HOW CAN I HELP YOU GUYS?” 

“Sounds familiar, Cole?” asked Beard.

“Not at all, why?”

“IT’S OKAY, MASTER COLE, I HAVE NO HARD FEELINGS. YOU MUST’VE HAD YOUR REASONS FOR LETTING ME SUFFER A HORRIBLE DEMISE. I BRING BACK MYSTICAL KNOWLEDGE FROM THE LAND OF THE DEAD!”

“What…?” 

Oh… 

“Are you Kipp’s Personal Assistant?” I asked. The distraction was big enough that the scout managed to close the distance with us and burn a quarter of the ship’s shields with a laser run. I sent us spinning in his direction and Walpurgis caught it with a plasma missile before it could dodge us.

“I HAVE BEEN REFURBISHED AS THE DIPLOMATIC IMMUNITY ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE. THANK YOU FOR THE NEW CHANCE AT LIFE, MASTERS. BEING DEAD WAS A DREADFUL EXPERIENCE. BUT DON’T WORRY, I HOLD NO HARD FEELINGS. NO HARD FEELINGS AT ALL.”

“Oh god,” Rylena muttered, “this is going to bite us in the ass later, isn’t it? Alright, AI, we need you to open a comm channel with the PDF chain of command straight to Crestienne, player name: Stefania Caputi.”

“COMING THROUGH! AND PLEASE, CALL ME FRANCIS!”

“Is this normal behavior for a PA?” I asked.

“Not at all,” said Beard, “I think its bugged. You should check the message it came with. I’ll forward it to you.”

The message was very short. It said:

 

I found this with your ID on it in the system’s cache last time we meet. Perhaps now you’ll find a use for it. Good luck with your quest. -DT-

 

I had enough time to realize what the “DT” meant before the connection with Stefania Caputi came through. I filed the message in a dusty part of my brain where it wouldn’t creep me out for a while.

“Cole Dorsett. You know you just killed yourself and your friends, don’t you?” Caputi said with a furious glare in her eyes. She was already in another ship like Rylena had predicted. Perhaps the PDF had a Quantum Safeguard in their Dreadnoughts. “The SWAT drones have already been authorized. You’re done, kid.”

“SWAT drones?” whispered Beard. I heard Rylena whispering at him somewhere behind me.

“Sure, sure,” I waved my hands dismissively, trying to pretend I wasn’t terrified for my life, “I guess they are. In the meanwhile, you realized your ships are shooting at mine, right?”

“That’s what happens when you become a traitor against the entire States, Dorsett.” If looks could kill, I’d be respawning right after the one Caputi gave me.

“Whatever. I just wanted to let you know we still have the Keygen. It’s right here in the ship with us. Just wanted to say that. By the way, we are driving straight into a dozen Posse of Iron fighters.”

Caputi opened her mouth as if to say something nasty to me, then her eyes opened with the sudden realization. Rylena laughed softly. 

Then, to everyone’s surprise, Caputi started laughing. “Well played, Dorsett. You may have had a future in politics after all.” And she cut the communications, leaving us alone to charge in a mad suicide run towards the Posse mercenaries.

“What just happened?” Beard exclaimed. “And why the hell are you guys actual real-life-terrorists, now?”

“Cole pointed out to our friend Crestienne,” Rylena said, “that she may still get a hold of the Keygen if the drones get us fast enough. She just needs to get our mindjacks and search for it. But if we get killed by the Posse of Iron, that chance may go down in flames…”

Just as she finished her last sentence, the laser fire from behind us stopped. Instead, the PDF fighters spread like a flock of birds of prey behind us. 

“MASTER COLE, YOU HAVE ABOUT A THOUSAND PARTY REQUEST FROM THE PALADIN DEFENSE FORCE. YOU ARE SO GOOD AT MAKING FRIENDS! YOU MUST HAVE LIKE A THOUSAND POINTS IN DIPLOMACY.”

“Accept them all, Francis.”

Just like that, we had gained several new wingmen and an entire Alliance gladly willing to eat plasma missiles in our stead.

Politicked.

When they saw the change in the wind, the Posse of Iron squad tried to go into defensive maneuvers, but it was too late. I pulled the controls and sent Teddy into an open half-turn that gave Walpurgis a beautiful line of fire right at the center of their formation. This time, she sent a volley of artillery missiles perfectly lined up for maximum damage. The missiles themselves caught no ship, but the thousands of plasma-charged fragments that exploded when their cores detonated did a number on the fighter’s shields.

My own wingmen capitalized instantly over the opportunity, flying in a suicidal straight-line against the mercenaries and emptying the PDF’s laser and plasma reserves. Three of them got caught by the Posse retaliatory fire, but by then it was too late. The two surviving enemy ships disengaged as the remains of their friends peppered their hulls, and flew back towards the bulk of the Posse forces.

“Great shooting, Walps,” Beard told her as he took potshots at the retreating fighters. Walpurgis didn’t even bother correcting him.

“I’m reaching Shooting 130 after this, I’m calling it.”

To prove her point, she fired a single laser shot and hit one of the ships straight in the middle, making it explode in a shower of silent flames.

All around us, the battle had shifted gears. The PDF was trying to take the heat of the battle away from us: even with our end-game ship, a cannon blast from a dreadnaught would blow us up instantly. To do so, the PDF was making deliberate mistakes, enticing the Posse to punish them and dive deep into their ranks. Several PDF battleships blew up over the next few seconds. 

For all onlookers, it must’ve seemed as if the PDF command had suddenly gone insane. 

Rylena’s new fly-paths took advantage of the PDF sacrifice. She had actualized them before PDF changed tactics, which meant I still had much to learn from her.

We set course towards Validore. The golden planet appeared to shine brighter as we approached, like it was eager to have its secrets finally breached. Wherever Rylena had hidden the Keygen, it was for sure acknowledging its quest was at an end.

“WE HAVE ANOTHER ONCOMING TRANSMISSION,” announced Francis, “SHIP’S ID: APOLLO WING.”

Rylena and I exchanged looks of panic. The last thing we needed was a legendary ship… oh, there it was. Coming at us from down the planet’s atmosphere, followed by two starships as big as Teddy.

Of course, the Posse had kept the Apollo in reserve, in case anyone managed to bypass the main battle in any way. Only a starship or a fighter could outmaneuver the fray… so they had waited for them with a legendary ship capable of outperforming any starship. 

Even Teddy.  

“Patch them through,” I said. My hands clutched the flight stick so hard I could feel my real hands tensing out there in the real world.

The Apollo Wing’s pilot wasn’t wearing a helmet. He wanted to make sure I recognized his face.

“Hey, Cole,” said my old rival, Lance, “fancy meeting you here. What’s a noob like you doing in the endgame quest?” He was piloting my ship. The ship he had stolen from me.

Silently, Rylena showed me on the screen a flight-path that could take us away from the Apollo and into the planet… if we were lucky, and our PDF wingmen sacrificed themselves to buy us time. 

We had to make a choice. It was the best pattern we were going to get, but we would risk having the Apollo, with it’s legendary-level weaponry, blasting our backs all the way into Validore. The other option was dogfighting it out with those very same legendary weapons… 

Rylena looked at me with those fierce cybernetic eyes and raised an eyebrow. I looked back briefly. Walpurgis gave me a thumbs up and Beard made a gesture with his arms like swinging an axe.

“I’m here,” I told Lance, “to give you a flight lesson, asshole.”

“Oh, that sounds terrifying!” he laughed. I could hear the other crewman laughing as well. “You do realize this is a legendary ship, right? I’m seeing your stats on screen right now and we’ve shot down NPCs stronger than you guys.”

He shook his head sadly. “Not like you can come here so we can blast you to bits anyway. We have a Non-Aggression Pact, remember? If you get close enough to the planet, that’s going to count as a hostile attack on my Alliance. The Terran Federation will be here to bust your ass faster than you can say ‘boy, I really should learn this games’s rules before I go around playing at being a ship’s captain.’”

“That’s a lot of words for that metaphor,” Beard pointed out. Lance’s eyes flickered briefly in his direction.

“Whatever. Get out of my sight, scrubs. The grown-ups are playing. Lance, off.” He cut the communication.

The crew and I exchanged looks.

“He’s right,” said Rylena, “we do have a non-Aggression pact with the Posse of Iron. Getting in their fly-space would break it.”

“No chance we can out-run the Terran Federation?” I asked. I wasn’t shooting for long term survival anymore, not in-game or out of game. If we could reach Validore before their arrival, breaking the Pact wouldn’t matter.

Rylena shrugged. “Who knows? Maybe we could. Or perhaps they’ll warp straight behind us after the contract sends our coordinates to them. That’s a battle we can’t win.”

I had to make a choice. We could either risk it, or try to outwit the Posse of Iron somehow. They weren’t about to part ways for us to reach Validore, I realized, even if they didn’t know the real reason behind the “end-game quest.”

Perhaps the Terran Federation would go easy on us. We had helped them a couple times while building Teddy up.

Then again, perhaps they wouldn’t.

“MASTER, LET ME GIVE YOU A HAND,” called Francis, as happy as ever, “I TOOK THE LIBERTY OF CHECKING THE GAME’S DATA OF THE TIME YOU MADE THAT PACT—”

“Assistants can’t do that,” muttered Rylena with dismay. I gestured at her to shut up. Don’t mess with our psychotic digital-Frankenstein, please.

“—AND I FOUND A LOOPHOLE. THE CONTRACT GAVE MASTER RYLENA AND YOU A FIGHTER SHIP FOR YOUR PERSONAL USE, BUT THAT SHIP BLEW UP .001 SECONDS BEFORE TRANSFERRING OWNERSHIP TO YOU.”

“That’s classic Posse of Iron,” Walpurgis said.

“And it’s legal, they’ve done it many times. The bomb with the timer is set on the ship before the contract is made. If they don’t need it, they just disarm it with a codeword. The explosion happens before the ship becomes our property, so—”

“YEAH, YEAH, BUT NO ONE HAD HAD ME TO HELP THEM BEFORE, RIGHT? LET ME INTRODUCE YOU TO AN OLD-TIMER’S VERB CALLED LAG. LAG IS THE DELAY BETWEEN YOUR MINDJACK’S ACTIONS AND THE MOMENT THE GAME REGISTERS IT—”

“We know what lag means,” said Walpurgis. 

“WELL, YOU’LL BE HAPPY TO KNOW THE PLAYER WHO SIGNED THAT CONTRACT IS LOCATED IN SINGAPORE. THAT’S LAG OF SEVERAL MICROSECONDS.”

“But the contract runs on server time,” said Rylena, who apparently was hellbent on antagonizing our wonderful lawyer-AI. She’s a bit of a rules-lawyer, I knew, but this was stretching it.

“WELL, DON’T YOU TELL THAT TO THE TERRAN FEDERATION ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCES, MASTER RYLENA!” Francis voice was triumphant. “I JUST… EH, PERSUADED THEM… THE CONTRACT HAPPENED TAKING THE LAG INTO ACCOUNT, SO THEY THINK THE EXPLOSION HAPPENED WHEN YOU OWNED THE SHIP. 

“IT WAS THE HARDEST THING I’VE EVER DONE. TOOK ME HALF A SECOND. THE CONTRACT IS NULL AND VOID!”

There were several stunned seconds of silence before Rylena had the presence of mind to check with the Terran Federation. She nodded towards me to confirm what Francis just said. “I hope you don’t think that’s a normal behavior for an AI to have, Cole. Because it really, really, really isn’t.”

“I’M NOT A NORMAL AI! I’M YOUR FRIEND, FRANCIS!” 

“Good enough for me,” I declared. It was only fitting, a part of me thought. This was Kipp’s Personal Assistant, after all. 

He had said to me, last time I saw him, that his PA would give us a hand in reaching Validore. Well, he was right. 

Contract was null and the Posse of Iron was just realizing it. I smiled fiercely. Good. Let them know what’s going to happen to them.  

I set course straight towards Lance and the Apollo Wing while Rylena uploaded a battle plan for our wingmen of the PDF. Cockily, the Posse of Iron spread themselves into a battle formation with the Apollo at its center. They were right to be cocky. After all, they had superior gear thanks to Kipp’s ship. 

The Teddy may not have been a legendary ship like the Apollo, but it was ours. This time, we were a full crew, not two players fooling around. I wasn’t playing around.

Flying against the Apollo felt right, somehow. Like I was doing something I should’ve done a long time ago. It wasn’t for Kipp’s quest. It was for me. 

Rune agreed with me, apparently, because a screen appeared in front of me with a cheerful ping! I pushed it aside without bothering to read it: I needed my full attention for the upcoming dogfight. And I already knew what it said. It was only fitting, after all. This account had already had a class, before Kipp reset it. 

 

 



	
Congratulations! You have unlocked the Captain class. You have completed the following secret requisites: 

You earned a loyal crew.

You built a ship that’s yours.

You confronted old enemies.

You acquired enough skill points.

Your character development is very pleasing.



 

 



	
As a Captain your crew skills are improved when fighting as a team. This bonus improves as your ranking does. NPCs will react differently to your reputation and you’ll earn extra skill points in Negotiation, Survival, and self-defense related skills.

Your rank is currently Bronze.



 

We clashed against the Apollo squadron with a fury of lasers and plasma.

 

     

  

When two ships are flying in opposite directions against each other and neither of the pilots is feeling suicidal, they have two options: first, do a flyby to the side somewhere before a collision route and try to pepper the other ship with their side-turrets. Second, they may do a circle flow. 

A flyby would expose our sides to the powerful turrets of the Apollo. And with our wingmen covering us with their flares and a rain of laser fire, the frontal lasers of the legendary ship had managed to take out a third of our shields. Even with the extraordinary accuracy of Walpurgis and the constant barrage of electronic interference that Rylena was unleashing over their targeting, we couldn’t survive a fair fight. 

So I wasn’t going to fly fair. Instead, I pulled my flight-stick as I reduced our acceleration slightly, just as the Apollo got in close range with us. Just in time, too, because Lance launched two missiles a second later. Their computers weren’t as powerful as the ones the Janus Station had used against us, and they hadn’t time to lock on to the Teddy as we traced a semicircle perpendicular to our former direction. 

Lance reacted quickly and did the same, downward from us. It was the right move. If he had kept going, when Teddy finished tracing the circle, we would have had a perfect line of fire for a missile barrage against the Apollo’s top hull.

“Damn, Cole, tell me when you’re going to put us upside down!” complained Beard. The Apollo was just beneath us and he took potshots at it from our top-turret, without much success. Their shields were just under 80% capacity. Somewhere nearby, one of our wingmen had exploded when the Posse fighters outmaneuvered him.   

We met again with the Apollo as we both finished our circle flow. I spiraled us to the right before the ship’s crew had time to lock onto us with their laser fire. 

I pressed on forward, in the direction of the planet. Our shields were trying to regenerate the damage, but they wouldn’t be fast enough. 

Lance thought I was making a break for the planet and turned around to chase us, which was just what I hoped. See, battles in space don’t work like they do in a normal earth-like dogfight. There’s no air resistance to break apart your ship if you try something like my signature Dorsett Gambit.

I turned off our engines, which in space only meant we no longer had any acceleration, but our speed remained constant. Thanks to Rylena’s interference, the Apollo had no idea what’d just happened and continued their pursuit as it tried to regain the acceleration it had lost. I had a small window of opportunity and I took it: there’s a similar system in every ship, similar to our spacesuit oxygen jets, designed for small course corrections that would be impossible on a normal flight. You could use these to move your ship up (relative to itself, of course, there’s no up in space) or down without changing your forward course, for example. 

That’s what the jets were intended for. Instead, I pushed a lever all the way in a single instant and sent a powerful oxygen jet out of the right side of the Teddy’s nose. The ship turned instantly towards the left like an invisible giant had spun it around. Before it could keep going (and make us turn in circles all the way into the atmosphere of the planet, where we would blow up) I hit the stream in the opposite direction, the exact same amount of time and strength.

“Holy s—!” I heard Beard exclaim. Even Walpurgis cursed in surprise at the sudden change in direction and nasty braking an instant later. Rylena held on to her copilot controls and if I’d had time to enjoy it, I’d have celebrated the fact she hadn’t actualized our flight patterns to the new direction. Yes, girl, I can surprise you yet.

“Walpurgis! Missiles!” I exclaimed. “And everyone, hang on!” 

All in all, it had taken us a single second and now the Teddy had made a perfect 180° turn. We were facing the Apollo Wing as we moved away from it. Our forward momentum hadn’t changed, see, we were effectively moving in reverse at fuck-you speeds.

The next part sucked. I turned the engines back on and pressed slightly on the acceleration. 

I instantly felt my virtual organs press against my spine and my back try to fuse with the seat behind me. I heard my crew gasp as air exited our lungs. All around the cabin, warning lights flashed red and an alarm blared as several windows appeared on-screen. Half the ship’s systems didn’t know Teddy was built out of Z-Alloy, so they were trying to inform us the ship had broken apart.

Instead, Teddy held as everywhere around us the ship’s joints tensed and complained. 

Hang in there, Ted, you can do this… 

Even our shields drained as the inertia-dampener sucked energy from all systems, trying as fast as it could to avoid the opposite forces from folding the ship’s hull like an accordion.

But our hull was reinforced with our Z-Alloy armor, and Teddy could withstand forces that would disintegrate lesser ships. 

Before Lance and the Apollo crew even processed what had just happened, they weren’t pursuing a far away enemy. We were right in front of them and our gunner didn’t need to wait for a targeting lock. Walpurgis, stunned and all, would never miss a shot like that and she didn’t. Four plasma missiles shot forward into the Apollo Wing and an instant later, I spiraled us away from the collision. Even then, the explosion of the plasma against the shields was so close to us that it dented Teddy’s shields.

“That got them! Good job, Cole!” exclaimed Beard.

“We haven’t won yet, Gabrijel,” said Rylena. She plotted a new course, this time against the nearest Posse of Iron fighter, who was pursuing one PDF wingman with no shields. “Look at the screen feed.”

She was right. 

“I’LL LOCK ONTO THAT NASTY SHIP FOR YOU GUYS,” said Francis and a corner of the cabin’s screens showed the Apollo Wing retreating back from us. The ship’s shields were still a quarter full and we had emptied our plasma on them.

“Bullshit!” exclaimed Beard, “they ate enough firepower to take out a freighter.”

“Don’t let them get away!” roared Walpurgis, “they will regenerate their shields and then we’re fucked.”

Instead of turning back, I targeted the fighter engaging with our PDF ship and Walpurgis instantly shot it down just as a solitary missile crashed against the PDF fighter and took it out.

“We can’t,” Rylena said, “our shields are at 33%, that turn plastered them. We need to regenerate too.”

Only one surviving Iron fighter was left and it retreated when the Apollo Wing demanded its help. His pursuing PDF fighter was destroyed when it tried to do a suicide run on the Apollo. 

The last PDF fighter joined with us and opened a communications channel. She was a woman covered head-to-toe in middle-level gear. “Make a run for the planet, I can buy you enough time.”

“No, you can’t,” I told her, “they are faster than us.” 

My teeth were clenched so hard against each other it hurt. If I didn’t think of something soon, we’d lose the fight and our quest would end there. 

“Walpurgis, how are we on armament?” 

“We’re out of plasma, only one artillery missile left, full flares. We are packing no EMP torpedoes or mines of any kind,” came the answer.

“I didn’t have time to buy enough ammo for a war,” Beard said, “sorry.”

“You can do this, Cole,” Rylena said. Francis’ screen-feed showed the Apollo and its wingman closing the distance from us. Their shields were already at 33%, same as us, and growing slowly. “You are a better pilot than him.”

“I sure am, but I can’t win this by flying at him… and we don’t have enough firepower to outlast them in a laser fight.”

“Then find some way to win by flying at him. Hurry up, they are about to launch missiles…”

It was like every dogfight I ever had in space simulators flashed in front of my eyes. There was no combat maneuver that would give us enough advantage… 

Even the best chess player in the world won’t win a match against a middle-schooler if he’s going against a full board with only a rook. And Lance wasn’t a newbie, he obviously had played simulators himself. Of course he would’ve, with the way he loved to pretend he was a real soldier… 

Just like that, I had a plan.

Also, three missiles coming hot on our tails. I turned the Teddy to face the planet and accelerated at full.

“Flares?” came Rylena’s suggestion.

“No, hold them. Francis, patch me to our wingman.” 

The AI did so instantly.

There was no time to sugar coat this. “I need you to intercept those missiles.”

Praise for those who deserve praise. The PDF woman didn’t even flinch. “Acknowledged. Good flying, Captain.”

She broke formation with us and positioned herself behind us as she deployed her own flares. Then she killed her engines. The missiles were too close for the flares to make a difference at this point. They all hit the fighter. The explosion was silent and bright enough to rival the golden shine of Validore.

“She called you captain?” Beard asked to himself.

“New class,” I explained. Somehow, that unknown lady’s sacrifice had given me a knot in the throat.

Better make it count.

“Hold on tight, we’re making planet-fall,” I said as the Teddy broke into Validore’s atmosphere.

At the speed we were going, a red flame instantly surrounded the shields of the ship as they drained themselves.

“Turn shields off,” I told Rylena as I pointed Teddy’s nose into a dive. There was no point in keeping them on with the atmosphere’s re-entry drain. 

“The Apollo is hot behind us,” she replied. “If it nails us with a missile we’ll burn on reentry.”

“They won’t have a solid hit,” I predicted. This was our last chance.

“What’s your plan?” she asked as she turned our ship’s shields off. Lance and his crew saw it clearly on their screens this time because they reacted instantly and dove towards us like a dropbear attack, firing from their front turrets constantly. Their wingman was farther behind them: fighters aren’t built for aggressive re-entry.

I turned right without slowing down and dodged the deadly laser barrage. We needed tight, close turns for my maneuver to work. 

“I’m going to win by flying at them,” I answered Rylena.

At the speed we were dropping, the ship was in a constant fight against gravity. We were falling with the grace of a rock towards the ground. The extra speed from the freefall gave me enough velocity to dodge the furious volley of laser fire from the Apollo, which followed us with fury. 

The Apollo Wing’s shields were still up, which meant that Lance remembered the asskicking we gave him a few minutes ago. The constant burn of the atmosphere drained them, but at a slower rate than it would’ve done ours. That’s a legendary engine for you. He shouldn’t have bothered: there was no possible way to use a stream of oxygen to pull a 180 on a ship now that gravity was involved. Most we could manage would be to tear the ship in two. 

As I dodged the Apollo’s attack, I slowly corrected our freefall towards an ample curve perpendicular to the ground. We kept most of our speed, but forced the Apollo to either follow our trail or try and cut us and risk an overshoot. Lance wasn’t letting his prey go that easily: he turned contrary to my maneuver and slowly circled down trying to lock on to Teddy. It was the right move, all things considered: since he was flying slower and had the advantage on me, he could react to any change in direction I tried. 

Underneath us, a golden desert that sprawled all over the horizon grew closer and closer on the ship’s screens.

“I need him to come closer!” I warned my crew. This was crucial. If he kept his distance, he would either get a lucky shot or lock on when I’d be forced to correct course or crash against the golden sand. 

Teddy shook violently all of a sudden with such a strength that I was almost torn out of my seat, seatbelt and all. 

“WE HAVE SUFFERED STRUCTURAL DAMAGE,” warned Francis. “Assessing…”

“Yeah, I can see it!” 

Our broadside wing had a scorched patch right where a laser shot had managed to reach us. A hit that solid would’ve torn apart any other ship, especially by tearing our wing.

“ASSESSMENT FINISHED. WE’RE RIDING IN A DAMN TANK, GUYS!”  

As Teddy flew in circles closer and closer to the ground, the Apollo followed close behind. Its shields, as they burned against the atmosphere, left a trail of ozone behind them. If you looked at the sky from Validore’s surface, you’d see a quickly approaching DNA spiral of smoke rapidly nearing the ground. And right behind that spiral came the last Posse of Iron fighter, shooting at us from the flank. 

“You need to slow down, Cole,” said Rylena with the surprising calm of someone who had assisted several daredevil pilots along her career.

“I forged that armor myself!” exclaimed Beard, “trust my ship, kid! It can shake off more than this!”

Rylena’s suggested path would lift us into a defensive barrel roll that could force Lance to sacrifice accuracy in order to keep chasing our tail. It would also keep the battle going. 

And that, we couldn’t afford. 

Instead, I pointed Teddy’s nose almost straight down and pressed the accelerator at full power. “Shields on when I say so! Francis, communications with the Apollo Wing in two seconds, Rylena, throw everything you have at them right after shields!” 

“Got it,” she said. 

“Hell yes,” agreed Beard. Walpurgis confirmed with a much more vulgar combination of words. 

Communications opened. I saw Lance’s face contorted with fury, fighting to keep up after me. He was red and his eyes were unfocused, like a maddened beast.

“I’m going to get you, you son-of-a—”

Teddy was going to vaporize itself against the desert in thirty seconds. 

“Hey, Lance!” I exclaimed. He hadn’t even realized the channel was open. He jerked his head back up, locking eyes with me. “You’ve been shooting at us this whole time and the planet’s atmosphere has damaged our shields more than your legendary ship. Perhaps that pilot should be piloting the Apollo, don’t you think? Perhaps I tell your Alliance after this.”

“Keep talking, ass, I’m getting a lock on you!” 

“That’s so scary, big boy! What did you tell me that one time, Lance? ‘Sorry man, but I don’t party up with noobs.’ Here, let me give you a chance.”

Twelve seconds before we made land-fall in the most inelegant of ways, I did something suicidal: I flew in a straight line, sacrificing all maneuverability and putting Teddy right in Lance’s sights.

“THE APOLLO WING HAS A LOCK ON US, MASTER. OH MY, I CAN’T DIE AGAIN. I DIDN’T LIKE BEING DEAD THE FIRST TIME.”

“Cole…!”

“Shields, up! Walpurgis, fire everything!”

Missiles left the Apollo and flew towards us, two apocalypse riders bringing doom. At the very same time, our shields flared up and a hundred flares flew straight back to the Apollo, followed by our last artillery missile. 

Several things happened at the same time. The flares blared bright against the screens of the Apollo, overloading their camera feeds. Rylena unloaded on their radar and flight-computer, hammering down with the full might of her Diamond-ranked battlemind ability. The artillery missile exploded and the fragments detonated the plasma missile midway from the two ships.

Three seconds. 

The explosion blared against our shields, which were at 55% thanks to its regeneration, and was absorbed by them.

I pulled the flight-stick all the way up and our inertia-dampeners burnt themselves out instantly as they fought with gravity and our brutal acceleration. For a terrible instant, nothing happened. The desert was almost upon us as the g-forces smashed so hard against my body that my personal shields flared up.

Then, the golden sand was replaced by blue sky and golden horizon… 

I had just enough time to watch as the Apollo, blind and stunned, tried to do the same thing we just did, a second too late. Lance’s feed was still open and I got to watch in first row how he unloaded his down-side jet streams at full strength, trying to earn the extra altitude.

Nice attempt, but he clearly never played a normal flight simulator, only space ones.

The Apollo Wing broke into four pieces before our eyes and I got to see the wooden-furnished cabin disintegrate all around Lance as he screamed in rage and terror and looked straight at me… 

Then my former ship’s pieces hit the ground and the feed went blank. 

The last Posse fighter barely evaded the ensuing explosion and managed to stay in the air instead of smashing into Validore like Lance. In doing so, it exposed itself to Beard’s turret and my friend didn’t miss the half-second window.

We had won.

 

    

 

   

  

   

 

 

 



	
Congratulations! You defeated your rival and advanced your character arc! You’re a Legendary-ship Buster! You’re now a platinum-ranked Pilot. Your skills have gone up: Piloting (48th level)



 

We didn’t jump in the air to celebrate nor did we exchange high-fives. I felt exhausted, like I’d finished a marathon without running a single day of my life beforehand. A column of smoke rose on the screens where Francis pinpointed the crash site. The flames and the engine fuel-cells reacted with the golden sand of Validore and the smoke that rose was purple and pink. A fitting end for Lance and his ilk. 

Rylena slumped briefly over her console and exhaled deeply. “Next time you do something like that, warn us.”

“I thought you were fine, none of you screamed or anything.”

“I was too terrified to scream,” said Beard. 

“Well, that should teach you to have more faith in me,” I told them with a tired smile.

Rylena shook her head. “The Apollo was trying to jam your controls the whole time, man. If they had succeeded only for a second…” Then she smiled, too. “But they didn’t.”

“So, you’re okay with destroying Kipp’s legendary ship?” Walpurgis asked from the back.

Posse of Iron may have insured the Apollo, but the insurance company couldn’t fart out another legendary starship in response to the lost one. They would receive an end-game ship, top of the line, with bleeding edge systems and technology. It wouldn’t be the Apollo, though. The Apollo would never rise from the crater where it had disintegrated into a paste. 

I should have felt destroyed by what I’d done to Kipp’s last gift. Guilty, like I’d just tarnished his memorial. Instead, I felt satisfied. “You know, guys? I think I’m surrounded by Kipp’s legacy right now. Right here, in this ship.”

The ensuing silence was a mixture of pride and awkwardness. Beard scratched his eyelids as if searching for an inexistent something-in-his-eye and Walpurgis coughed to hide a tiny smile.

Rylena didn’t do either of those things, but instead stared at me with her inscrutable poker face, the one that I could never decipher. She was so immobile with her bright green eyes that she seemed to me like the statue of some long forgotten goddess. 

I was wondering what she would be a goddess of when a pair of soft lips kissed mine. I felt a jolt of electricity and endorphins travel down my spine and chest —my real ones— and I opened a window to the real world to find Rylena —the real one, with warm, human eyes— staring at me with a smile. She covered her lips with a finger and went “shhh!” before I could begin to stutter like an idiot.

It was then when the doors of the beta testing room exploded inward and Rylena, Walpurgis, and I were showered by wooden slivers and glass. A cloud of smoke came into the room and a solitary silhouette of a man walked out of it. 

Rylena coughed and threw herself away from an imaginary line of fire. Walpurgis was only beginning to react: even with her reflexes, she hadn’t looked into the real world just yet.

I did the only thing I could think of. I tore my mindjack off and tried my best to shake the brutal feeling of disorientation. 

The man’s silhouette was becoming clearer as the smoke dissipated. He was screaming something while waving a long stick in his hand… No, it was a rifle. I clenched my teeth and breathed deep puffs of air mixed with sawdust and concrete. I began coughing and my stomach tried to puke —but it was empty. 

But I stood up and fought the sudden log-out symptoms as best as I could. My vision slowly became focused again and my hearing came back.

“—don’t make a move!” the man was yelling, “move away from those mindjacks right the hell now! You have three seconds—”

He was dragging something behind him, while pointing his rifle with a single arm. It was something big and bulky that he slid forward on the ground with a grunt of effort. It came out of the smoke like a gigantic grenade and fell in the middle of the room.

It was Darren. He was pale and unmoving and his shirt was covered in blood. I could see the exit wounds of several bullets in his lower back.

      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

Rune Universe

 

Rylena, Walpurgis, and I stood side-by-side with our hands raised as a single red laser line slid methodically back and forth between each of our chests. The man stepped out of the smoke, finally revealing his identity.

I had never seen him before in my life.

“Who the hell are you?” I said, unable to control my surprise. He couldn’t be with the police. The SWAT drones never came with real human beings (what would be the point of risking lives?)

“I’m the man with the gun, Cole Dorsett. I’m also the man you’re going to hand that mindjack of yours right the fuck now if you want to live.” 

To emphasize his point, he trained the rifle right on my chest. A red dot appeared on top of the spot where my heart was.

“You killed Darren—” I began, ignoring his order.

“He tried to buy you some time,” the man said, “but he failed. He’s only unconscious, so if you play your cards right and do as I say, he and you will live to see another day.”

“You shot him in the stomach,” pointed Walpurgis with ice-cold calmness. I knew my friend was only thinking one single thing: how do I breach the distance to him? “Three times.”

The man didn’t even bother to blink. “Medicine can heal a lot these days, even if someone bleeds to death. But if you try to do to me what you did to Seitaro Ogawa, I’ll shoot you in the head. God himself won’t be able to bring you back, then.”

“What do you mean what we did to Seitaro Ogawa?” asked Rylena. “Cole shot him in the knee. He wasn’t bleeding out when we left him with… Oh.”

The man took out a plastic device out of his suit’s pockets and threw it on the floor between us. It landed a few meters by the bloody body of Darren. I recognized it then: it was the syringe injector that Ogawa had carried with him. It carried the same poison that he’d used in Kipp’s parents and indirectly on my friend, too. 

The syringe was empty.

Rylena and I turned to Walpurgis. The girl’s eyes were cold and withstood our gaze without blinking. “You may let some things go, Cole. Not me.”

I could only open my mouth and say nothing. I could think of nothing to say. 

“We had no idea,” Rylena told the man, recovering quickly. “But he did plan on use that thing on us.”

“Seitaro Ogawa was a shit of a person,” he said, “but he was still a billionaire with hundreds of connections. You are all going to jail after I turn the SWAT drones back on. Jail or the grave. Your call, Dorsett. The mindjack, now.”

It felt like winning the lottery, only to have your ticket burn in a fire. It felt like being utterly defeated. 

Perhaps I can charge him… I thought. But it was a stupid idea. A modern rifle had much more stopping power than a mere pistol. I would not make it two steps in before he shredded me.

“I hope whatever is inside this is worth it,” I told him as I grabbed the mindjack with one hand, “you guys have more blood on your hands than we do.”

“A small price to pay for saving the world,” he said. He extended his hand for the mindjack and I walked slowly towards him. I had to step over Darren (I didn’t dare to think of him as a corpse) and when I was close enough, he gestured for me to slide it over the floor. 

“That’s what you’re doing?” I told him, ignoring his orders for a risky moment. “Or is that what you tell yourself you’re doing so you can sleep at night? People like you and Caputi act like you’re the good guys, while you murder and blackmail and crush everyone in your path. You really think you’re saving the world? Because Seitaro Ogawa thought this was a business opportunity. Isn’t it more accurate to say you’re saving the Government’s interests?”

The man furrowed his brow. “I don’t care what you think I’m doing, Dorsett. I have a duty to my country. I’ll kill to fulfill that responsibility if I have to. You’re acting in your own self-interest, too. Risking the safety of the entire human race at the request of your dead, delirious friend? The poison reached his brain, Dorsett, I read the files. There’s no possible way he was sane at the end. You have no right to decide in the name of humanity. What’s on your mindjack belongs to the government. Hand it over, now.”

I decided right then that I would jump him when he knelt to grab my mindjack. I didn’t even care about surviving anymore. I was tired of suited men and women talking at me like they knew me, right before trying to ruin my life. 

“Wait,” Rylena said, “wait one second. Cole’s mindjack is empty. He gave the Keygen to me.”

“Irene!” exclaimed Walpurgis, turning to her. So, murder didn’t phase her, but this did? “Don’t!”

“Rylena—” I began. The man turned to her, his rifle now trained on her chest. 

“Is that true?”

Rylena nodded. She had her mindjack in her hands. “In case someone —like you, actually— stole his account or his mindjack. We kept it in a bank for some time, but after that, I hid it in my virtual drone. It has a small inventory, you should be able to get it no problem if I give you my account’s password.”

“If you’re lying,” he said, “I’m executing him first.”

Rylena winced, but she didn’t lower her eyes, which she had trained in the man’s. I realized I knew that look. “I’m not lying. It’s in my drone’s inventory. Got that?” 

She tossed him the mindjack before he realized she wasn’t even speaking to him. She was speaking to me. 

Her mindjack flew in the air like it was swimming in an Olympic pool. For one brief second, the man’s eyes and full attention were in the mindjack and away from us. I knew what was going to happen next, but it happened so fast that I didn’t have enough time to open my mouth and scream.

The mindjack was midway through the air, tracing an arc, when Walpurgis drew Ogawa’s pistol out of her backpocket with a lightning-fast blur of her hand. The man opened his eyes in surprise and instantly moved his rifle towards her. He pressed the trigger… And a single pistol shot smashed his rifle, turning it into slag and tearing it out of his hands. All between heart-beats. 

The man collapsed to the floor without making a single noise, the remains of his weapon next to him. A dark circle of blood coalesced on his chest: Walpurgis’ shot had managed to hit him after taking his rifle away.

Rylena’s mindjack fell to the floor with a clank right next to him and time resumed its normal flow.

“Holy fucking shit—” I began. 

Walpurgis pointed the gun at our fallen assailant.

He raised his hands weakly. They were covered in blood. “Wait, wait… The drones are coming… They react to gunfire… Don’t shoot…”

“Everyone is a badass until you shoot them in the chest,” Walpurgis whispered. But she lowered her gun. 

Perhaps she’d had her fill of violence for the day. 

The man was right. I could hear the heavy steps of the drones as they rushed through stairs and floor barely able to hold their weight.  

I turned to Rylena.

“They are less than twenty seconds away,” she said, “we can try to escape, but…”

Yeah. I nodded. Escape wasn’t fucking likely. 

And I was tired. One way or the other, this was going to end now. I had my mindjack in my hand. “Run away, girls, at least try. I’m staying here and having a last go at Validore.”

“You’re insane,” the man coughed. A glob of blood bubbled out of his mouth and drowned his words.

“No way I’m leaving you,” Rylena said, “neither of you.”

Funny how you can know someone for just a couple of months and still get them in such a fundamental way (even if you knew jack about them in everything else) that you can know nothing you can say will convince them to put a foot away from a room.

Instead of saying all that, we smiled. Tired smiles, waiting for the end. At least we’d go quickly.

Walpurgis exhaled loudly and started walking out of the room. “You two are going to give me diabetes. Stay here if you want, I’m doing what he,” she pointed at Darren, “was trying to do.”

“What?”

Walpurgis stepped over Darren and then over the suited Gov-man and turned around right at the edge of the door. She was holding Ogawa’s gun in front of her, like a sword. “I’ll buy you two minutes. Probably less. Don’t waste them.”

Then she looked at Rylena and smiled fiercely. “We could’ve been great together, cutie. See you both later.”

And she left the room. Before I could even process what just happened, the first shot rang. More followed.

“Quick, Cole, the mindjack!” Rylena took me out of my stunned daze. We couldn’t let Walpurgis’ sacrifice go to waste.

“She’s… killing herself…” gasped the man in the floor as he lay in a pool of his own blood. “The drones will be… merciless…”

Rylena smiled a ferocious smile. “You think? Something interesting about that girl. Turns out there is an entire Alliance of real-world soldiers in Rune. You knew that? Well, even with them around, the name on the number one position for Shooting skills is Walpurgis.” 

I’d dropped my mindjack with all the shooting going on, so I knelt to retrieve it and held it over my head. Before I’d time to put it on, I saw the suited man reach into his waist with a trembling hand that dripped blood.

Of course he had a fucking sidearm, I had time to think before, for the third time this day, I’d the wrong end of a gun staring at me.

“Don’t do it…” he gasped, “throw the ‘jack. Right now.”

“Cole…” Rylena was too far away from both of us to try anything. I knew it. She knew it.

I tried to think like her for a second. The man was bleeding out. I could throw the mindjack and wait, but then we’d run out of time. 

I don’t even know your name, I thought. Funny what details we choose to focus on when we realize we’re about to get shot.

I had heard the story of a man who had managed to endure after dying, surviving as a shade over the Internet. Perhaps I’d even met him. 

Who knows? Maybe I could do the same, even for only a couple minutes. That’s all I needed.

Rylena, like she always did, knew what I was going to do before I finished deciding it. “Don’t you fucking do it!”

The man was dying but he managed to kneel anyways. He was running on pure willpower. It’d be an amazing sight if he wasn’t about to kill me. “You’re condemning us all, kid. I’ll shoot. I swear. I’ll kill a child if it means saving mankind…”

I looked him straight in the eyes. It was like staring directly at the sun. He was burning with duty, desperation, rage… Like a knight of old. I kept contact as I raised the mindjack to my head. “Well, fuck you too,” I told him.

The mindjack covered my vision. Rylena screamed somewhere far away. Someone else roared, probably myself. Three gunshots blared in the cramped room and a terrible force threw me to the floor like a rag-doll.

My chest burned and breath had left my lungs. I gasped for air like a fish out of water and air barely came at all. Not enough. Not enough.

With my mindjack on, I was surrounded by darkness. 

Then… 

Resume Deep Dive immersion?

Yes.

Welcome back to Rune Universe.

 

 

 

      

 

 

The Diplomatic Immunity had landed. Beard had moved me out of my pilot chair and was nowhere to be seen. Rylena and Walpurgis’ avatars where right where they had left them, unmoving, unblinking, like statues.

If I focused only on my surroundings, on the virtual escape that Rune offered, even pain felt like something far away. I could see my chest and it was intact underneath my spacesuit. Yeah, I could barely breathe. But I may as well focus on the good parts, right?

Here’s another good part. Here, in Validore, I was going to have one hell of a dying hallucination. 

I ran to Rylena’s avatar and rummaged through the backpack and tool-belt she had installed in her spacesuit. 

“There you are, 401,” I whispered as I found a pocket that released the happy spherical drone. It flew around me like a puppy greeting its master’s friend. “Cmon, buddy, we have a last job to do.”

There was only one reason Beard would’ve parked the ship. At least I hoped so, because I didn’t have time anymore to search the whole planet.

Don’t do this any harder, Rune, just let me reach the damn door. Or whatever. 

Perhaps it was the state of my mental condition, but I was now praying to a damn videogame.

To the videogame’s fairness, it answered back.

“HAS THE TIME ARRIVED, MASTER?”

Francis’ robotic voice had a twinge of hope around its edges. I remembered that every NPC in the game, including drones like 401 or Personal Assistants like Francis, were built on top of the same alien system that became Rune’s engine. 

Was Francis the voice of Rune? A bugged AI that someone —quite possibly a ghost— had to dig out of the trash.

“Yeah, Francis, the time has arrived,” I told my friendly undead AI as I stumbled to Validore’s surface.

“FINALLY,” Francis chirped. “GOOD LUCK, MASTER.”

“Sorry for killing you before, man.”

“NO HARD FEELINGS, MASTER. IT HAPPENS TO EVERYONE.”

Teddy’s hatches were open and the staircase deployed. I stumbled out, trying to control my breathing, while trying to ignore the fact I could feel myself bleeding to death in the real world. 

Yes, please, let’s ignore that fact.

Validore’s surface was so hot my boots seemed to sizzle when I first stepped into the fine golden sands. While it was technically a deserted planet, Validore felt more like a never-ending beach. It extended all over the horizon, as far as the eye could see, with golden swirls of sands being carried away by the wind, like spirits.

Except if you looked up. Then the planet’s heaven-like peace was shattered with the massive sky-battle that raged on in the firmament. Entire patches of beatific blue were burning. Pieces of molten metal fell to the earth covered in plasma fire, like meteorites. 

I had never read the Bible, but I wouldn’t have been surprised if I found out I was walking into an apocalyptic passage.

Beard, like a prophet in the desert, waited for me atop a far-away dune. Walking was hard and even with my life-support system cooling the temperature, every painful breath I took was hot and heavy. More than once I stumbled over my own feet and it took all my force of will to not fall flat on my face. 

Perhaps I wouldn’t be able to stand up again if I fell. The trick was to keep moving. Keep moving no matter what.

Validore was infinite and no matter how much I walked, the dune always was as far away from me as ever. 

The trick was to keep moving.

“You guys alright?” Beard’s voice was muted, but when I looked up from my trembling legs, I saw him standing in front of me. I looked back to the ship. A line of footprints in the sand followed me and began at the Diplomatic Immunity. A hundred meters at the most. I stared back at Beard with my mouth hanging open, but without strength left to even be confused.

He didn’t appear to think anything was amiss. “You three suddenly stopped moving. What happened? You OK?”

I thought it over and nodded, faking a carefree smile. “False alarm,” I whispered. Then, after I deep breath, I managed to add: “What did you find?”

“See it for yourself, man,” he smiled as he moved to the side. I climbed the last few meters to the dune’s top with a supreme effort of will. Beneath the dune waited a cave. It was perfectly circular and huge, big enough to fit Teddy with room to spare for a squad of light carriers. The wind sang as it passed through the brown and gold edges. A third of the entrance was already submerged in sand, but the fact it had managed to stay unburied for god-knew how much time was a miracle.

Rune wanted us to find it, I reminded myself. Rules didn’t apply here.

The edges, pointed inward, were covered in teeth.

I was staring at the fossilized corpse of a giant worm.

“It’s the only place on the entire planet with an energy emission,” Beard explained, “beautiful, isn’t it?”

In a terrifying way.

I had seen a giant worm just like that one before. In the only place in Rune you could find them, before Validore. In the death world of the Prime System, where I’d fallen deep into the ground to meet for the last time with Kipp. 

“This is the place,” I said. My voice was low and raspy, barely a whisper. I could feel my legs tremble over my weight. Soon, they wouldn’t be able to support it.

“You sure you’re okay, kiddo?” Beard asked again.

I didn’t bother to nod. Instead, I walked down the slope of the dune, trying as hard as I could not to fall. “Let’s go, man.”

Circling around me 401 sang, impatient and energetic, hauling me onward as it flew around me, like a tiny herd-dog.

We’re almost there, little buddy.

The entrance —the mouth— was in front of us sooner than I’d have thought. Perhaps Rune realized we didn’t have much time left. Perhaps I was simply hallucinating. Maybe I was a ghost already.

The interior of the dead worm was dry and dark. With the passage of time, the sand had fused with the corpse and had morphed it into a golden and brown monument. The sand at our feet was hard as a rock, compact, and littered with the bones of small critters. Small shadows saw us approaching and ran at the edge of my vision, never letting themselves be seen.

We were the first human beings that stepped foot onto this planet. I knew this.

As we walked, the corpse-cave dragged deeper and deeper into the ground. The walls around me lost their golden edge and became brown walls of bone. They’d never seen any kind of light either, until my suit’s lantern came along. 

Was I supposed to walk until I reached the end of the corpse? Because then I’d never make it. I was already on borrowed time. 

“You’ll have to finish the mission, Gabrijel,” I told him, resting my back against the bones of the ancient monster and sliding to the cold floor. “I can’t go on anymore. Take 401 with you. Tell my family I love them, too. That I’m sorry for everything.”

I should have stayed away, I thought, without really meaning it. Rune had cost me everything I had and it still demanded more. It was a hungry god. 

Well, I have nothing else to give. As I waited for the peaceful darkness, 401 —Rylena’s drone— sat in my hand, chirping sadly, trying to nudge me forward. Sorry, little buddy. Go over to Beard. I can’t help you anymore. 

But Beard made no sound and no attempt at helping me up, or at least carrying me all the way to the end, as it would’ve been dramatically appropriate. 

I looked around and realized that I was alone. 

  

   

 

 

401 —did it even count as company? It was an NPC…— tugged my hand with all its tiny might, trying to get me to stand up and follow it. Around us, the corpse of the giant worm had shifted without a single warning. 

We’re not in Kansas anymore, I thought. It was a quote from somewhere, but right now, I could barely remember my own name.

The walls had expanded and the tunnel-like bones had become a great chamber. The floor was solid blocks of rock and it was all centered at the middle. There stood a closed gate built out of granite and giant bones. At the gate’s center, I could see a tiny triangular protrusion surrounded by concentric circles carved around it.

I had seen those circles before… In a Quest Item that a golden avatar had gifted me. 

The effort of getting up was so huge that tears streamed down my virtual eyes. 401 tried to help me, but it was too small. Instead, it flew into my back and nudged me forward, towards to the gate.

“Alright, buddy, alright. I’m getting there.”

I was running on fumes now. But also on something else. Just good old damn curiosity.

Curiosity killed the cat, right? 

Well, this cat is pretty tired. Let’s get this over with.

The door wasn’t much taller than a normal one. Behind it, there was nothing. A door that led to nowhere.

That would be hilarious. Perhaps I’ll open it and there’ll just be a note. “The secret was inside you all along,” or something. I chuckled out loud and then cupped 401 in my hands. 

“It’s time, buddy, let’s find out what’s on the other side of the rainbow.”

401’s inventory was tiny, with only three slots. Rylena used it to hide emergency items: a blaster, several thousand credits, and a Keygen. 

I hadn’t seen the lead sphere in a while. It was heavier than I remembered. And hot. Even through my spacesuit’s gloves, I could feel it radiating warmth. By its middle, the Keygen had a triangular hole. 

I put it right by the middle of the door. It was a perfect fit. I didn’t expect it to be a literal Key, but the sphere turned around my hands just like a real key, and the door’s circles shifted with it like they were gears in a lock’s mechanism.

Something clicked. Then, the door and the world around me dissolved.

 

  

I wasn’t in a cave anymore. Blackness extended in all directions around me and 401, which kept close to my chest as I walked down an ever shifting landscape. An eerie, grim light bathed the ever-changing metallic blocks all around us. It was as if I was surrounded by natural formations in the shape of skyscrapers. As far as the eye could see. Never ending.

But they moved. Some of them grew taller, others became smaller. Some of them caved, like calculated landslides that threw geometric debris into the air. Instead of falling down and following the laws of gravity, the blocks gathered together and flew in the air like they were propelled by invisible air currents. They would swirl and dance and flutter in every direction until, ordered by some invisible directive, they would gently pose themselves around another skyscraper and become a part of it. 

As I walked forward, a path in front of me opened. Buildings swam to the sides, blocks ran to the darkness by my feet (I was hesitant to call it a vacuum. A vacuum wasn’t emptier than this darkness) and became the floor I walked on. Sometimes, one of the black and green skyscrapers would leave a wound in the metal surface of its former neighbors and a torrent of green light-water would fall to the darkness like a waterfall. Or the open vein of a giant that bled light.

When the path had outrun me into the distance, I could see the Core. A green star, floating in the middle of nowhere, impossibly huge. It was its light that bathed everything around me. Even my hands and feet looked eerie and mystical as I approached it. 

Swathes of energy flickered constantly in its interior as if it was made of transparent glass. Currents of blocks flew straight towards it. Then they were reduced to bits —or were they pixels?— before my own eyes. New ones would fly out of the Core as soon as the last of the old ones were consumed. 

It was a voracious killer and a loving mother, all at the same time. 

I didn’t have a background in computer science. I suspected that no one from Earth could ever describe exactly what was that place. But I knew its name. I knew where I was.

The Source. Rune’s Source. The entity you’d have left if you stripped the fancy graphics away. The NPCs. The ships and the weapons. The planets and moons. The stars. Even the void. This was the signal Rune had been built around, by the genius minds of the Patel family. 

“You’re the Quest system, are you not? At least, part of you is,” I whispered to the Core, reverently, like a believer who was meeting their god in the flesh for the first time. “Ogawa said they never programmed you.”

It didn’t answer. Perhaps it was unable. Or uncaring.

401 nudged me forward, eager to get me closer to the Core. As I walked the last meters —as always, distance seemed meaningless in that place—, my suit started to disperse in the same way the swathes of blocks did. Would my digital body follow suit?

As I drew closer to the Core, I realized energy wasn’t the only thing filling its interior. In fact, it sizzled mostly just beneath its surface, like water flowing underneath a sheet of ice. Behind the water, I could see life. 

Tiny flickers of green light shone in its interior. Too many to count. They were stars in a miniature universe and some of them where connected by frail lines of glass that constructed a web in the interior of the Core.

My spacesuit was gone now, and my skin was following. It left my body in flakes, leaving behind darkness and data. No muscles or blood. Those weren’t part of the original Rune’s source, after all. 

I realized what I was looking at. Those were Cores, too.

They thought it was a weapon, I recalled. Stefania Caputi, Seitaro Ogawa… And why not? That’s how they saw the world. The strong had tools to enforce their strength. If you gained —or stole— those tools, you’re as strong as them, too. Right?

The beings who created Rune’s signal had no use for strength. 

It reaches all over the universe, doesn’t it? Rune had taught me something about space. It was vast, huge, impossibly big. The human race could easily spend our entire existence alone, in the dark, thinking we were the only ones in the entire cosmos.

Those Cores were too many to count.

I raised my hand —a hand made of data and structure-lines— and pressed it to the Core’s surface. It was burning hot but, at the same time, it didn’t harm me. The surface was soft, brittle, and I knew it would easily give in if I pushed. 

I let my hand fall limply to my side. I couldn’t shake in terror anymore, I didn’t have enough air left. 

What’s out there? Those Cores were too many to count.

Anything could live out there. “You’ll doom us all,” had said the man that shot me. Perhaps I would, after all. 

What would gaze back from the abyss as we gazed in? 

Rune’s purpose was to be a meeting place. That much I could tell. The beings that created the signal had found a way to make information skirt over the laws of the universe in a way matter could not. A way to edge out the limitations imposed by the speed of light. 

It was a way to let civilizations meet one another without having to become gods first.

Some spiders made it easy for they prey to reach their lair, too. They built sand-traps beneath the ground and waited for the insects to step in. Compared to their prey, they were huge, monstrous, unstoppable. And lazy.

The risk was too big. The responsibility too high. How could I put the entire human race in danger? I was not the one to make that call. 

The only reason I was here was because Kipp’s had left me a piece of code that opened a door and he had told me, “here man, get to the bottom of this.”

Whatever would come out of those Cores would be unknowable to us. How would we ever be certain of their true intentions? They could look however they wanted, say whatever they wanted. 

Some predators pretended to be ants, so they’d gain access to the colony. Then they would feast.

By my side, 401 beeped sadly. It didn’t nudge my hand, but if the tiny thing had eyes, they would be fixed on mine. Pleading? Reassuring?

“That’s you?” I asked it, pointing at the Core. “You’re every NPC in the game? You’ve been following me from the beginning.” 

401 didn’t respond. For an AI to be able to do what I thought the Core did… The beings that created it must be so far beyond our understanding that we may as well build them a church and be done with it.

And with all their superiority, I knew that if I didn’t push the Core’s surface right now, the chance would be lost. 

I had a choice. 

Why would a spider bother giving their snacks a choice? Stefania Caputi didn’t give me a choice, not a real one, either way. Kipp had given me one. I was never forced to follow this Quest, no one forced me to run out of jail, no one forced me to come this far, sacrificing so much in the process.

I had gained things, too. Things that I’d learned about myself. About my friends. About Kipp. Even about people like Lance. Rune had given me all those things.

Oh…

“So I have a choice?” I asked 401, “well, here’s my choice. Let’s choose to believe we can know people… at least enough to trust them.” Even if they wouldn’t look like we expected, or speak our language, or share our customs. Let’s choose to believe that someday, two very different beings could stand side by side in the bridge of a spaceship and marvel together at the sight of a blue star.

I placed my hand on the Core’s surface and pressed.

Around me, the world exploded in a storm of light. It passed through me and engulfed me. The Core beat like a heart as its surface —its prison— shattered in a shower of glass. 

For a brief instant, I felt the connections being made. The change in the signal that was echoed all across the real Universe, a singular announcement to everyone willing to listen. 

Hey, guys. We’re alive. We exist. Let’s have a chat. See if we can find something in common.

A choice it had offered to everyone who would be able to listen in the universe. Every civilization advanced enough to find the signal and access it. Every civilization willing to take the risk and access the ability that Rune’s true creators extended.

My mindjack’s connection was breaking. Perhaps my mind was finally dying, its purpose fulfilled. My avatar was dissolving into light as Rune’s Source shifted. Completed itself. I looked up to the darkness and discovered it wasn’t empty space anymore. Atop the Source and underneath it and at its sides, everywhere as far as my eyes could reach, green Core stars shone in constellations never seen before by a human mind.

Then it was only whiteness.

  

    

   

I coughed painfully. Every part of my body ached. My lungs were barely functional. Every breath was a fight against a weight that constrained me and suffocated me. Even after I blinked over and over, I could only see darkness.

This all led to one inevitable conclusion.

I was still alive.

My right arm responded to my will and moved painfully across a debris-ridden floor towards my head. I felt my way around my mindjack and pulled it off, dragging it across the floor.

If I wasn’t so tired, I’d then have had a flashback to a fight my friends and I had in Rune a long time ago, against a giant murder-bear that ended up on top of me.

This time, it wasn’t a murder bear, but someone just as big. That’s why I couldn’t breath. I was slowly suffocating under a giant. 

Darren had jumped in front of the bullet meant for me. His body had served as a shield for mine and now he was looking at me with blind, unseeing eyes. 

Somehow, he felt my gaze. He smiled weakly. His teeth were covered in blood and a crimson trail went down his chin and dripped into my shirt. 

“Darren? How—” I gasped. It came as barely a whisper.

“You’re going to have… such a guilt trip… when you think about this… later, huh?” he rasped. Then he laughed in silence and winced in pain. A splatter of blood hit my face. “I’m not… a total asshole, man… We’re at peace.”

With his last breath, Darren rolled away from me. My body instantly filled with air. With life. Just as soon as I could breathe again, Darren took his last breaths. 

He had tried to kill me for some bullshit not two months ago. Now he had died for me, the fucking asshole. 

He didn’t even know why his death was worthwhile. He wasn’t inside Rune. He simply acted.

That was Darren’s style.

“Yeah, we’re at peace, man,” I whispered, as tears streamed down my face.

I pushed my upper body up, trying to gather enough strength to stand up. My chest ached with pain beyond anything I’d ever felt and I fell to the floor as my mind danced inside my skull.

Some of the blood on my chest was mine. The bullet had gone all the way through Darren. I knew this because I could feel the bloody thing lodged in my ribs. It felt like someone punching me constantly in the same place, using a meat-grinder.

“Cole? Are you okay?” Rylena ran towards me from somewhere outside my field of vision. She was carrying the man’s sidearm in her hand. She seemed fine. 

“I’ll live,” I gasped, “Darren saved my ass.”

“He jumped at you at the last moment,” she said. She knelt over our fallen comrade. “I think he was faking being unconscious the whole time… Oh shit, Cole, he’s dead…”

I nodded weakly, too tired to even clean the tears out of my face. It wouldn’t matter, since Rylena was crying too. She was only human, after all.

“I told him he was a waste of life…” Yeah. That would probably eat me alive if I lived long enough to go to sleep and have a nightmare.

“People can surprise you, if you give them the chance,” she said, looking away. 

“Yeah. They do that a lot.”

“We’ve to make it worth it,” she said, “I’m going to get my mindjack and then we can get to Validore together.” 

What? 

“I already… I already did, Ryl,” I whispered, “I was gone for a long time.”

“What?” 

“Validore. The Keygen… I did it.” 

“Cole… you had that mindjack on for less than thirty seconds.”

What?

“What?”

“You put it on. Darren jumped. I ran to fight off the man. He was dead before I reached him. I ran back here.”

But I’d been in the ship. I’d talked to Beard. I’d…

I’ll be damned.

“I think the game… the Signal… helped. It has always been watching over us. Lending a hand in more ways than we may know.”

Rylena was pale. “Because it wanted us to reach Validore?”

“I… I think…” I hoped, “it wanted us to make a choice.”

“And you made it?”

Even smiling was too painful, but I did it anyway. “Girl, I’m about to blow your mind.”

“Bold talk,” she said, “everyone says the same.” 

“Well, I just announced to every intelligent civilization out there that the Earth is single and looking—”

She smiled. Then, she paused to scan my face for a fraction of a second. I could imagine how her brain tried to decide if I was joking or somehow telling the truth. 

“You mean…”

The windows in the nearby rooms exploded as a helicopter drone got right next to the skyscraper walls. It was looking straight at us, if a helicopter could somehow look anywhere. Its minigun was aimed straight for us, too.

A military-grade lantern bathed us in light and turned the night into day. I covered my eyes with my hands and squinted hard. A heavy-duty migraine was fermenting inside my skull, while my brain was trying to convince the rest of my body that falling over unconscious would feel fantastic right about now. 

“COLE DORSETT AND ASSOCIATES. YOU’RE UNDER ARREST FOR TERRORIST TAMPERING OF CLASSIFIED MATERIAL. YOU AND ALL YOUR ASSOCIATES MUST EXIT WITH YOUR HANDS UP OR WE’LL OPEN FIRE. 

“ALSO, WHAT YOU DID TO THOSE POOR SWAT DRONES WAS UNCALLED FOR. S-002 WAS CLOSE TO RETIREMENT.”

Rylena and I exchanged a blank look.

“We’ll have to talk later, Ryl,” I told her, “perhaps when we’re out of jail.”

She helped me stand up while I tried to keep my arms held up high. “I don’t think we’re getting out, Cole. Do you think it was worth it? Rune, I mean.”

This time, human police officers were rappelling down the helicopter and into the building. They were carrying enough weaponry to level a small country. I paid them no mind. Bathed by the white light, Rylena’s face looked angelic.

“Worth it,” I whispered. We drew closer together like pulled by a magnetic field.

When the police surrounded us, with their rifles and grenade-launchers pointed at us in a perfect semi-circle, Rylena and I were still kissing, arms up above our heads. 

It felt like magic. 

The blood-loss probably had something to do with that, though.

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

Script Kiddie

 

Hospital’s rooms have a way to give the color white a polished aspect that make it perfectly clear any visitor isn’t welcome for long (not with their germs and their dust), but this one had other colors to change the feeling of the place. 

For example, dark red for the flowers around the head of the bed. Pink and yellow for the chocolate boxes. Brown for the giant teddy bears sitting near the table, like a family waiting for tea time. Cherry and pink for the short hair of the girl sitting by the bed’s head, feeding her boyfriend the hospital’s vitamin-jelly. 

The feeling of this room was warm and cheery. Slightly too cheery. Almost manic. But we needed cheery. We needed warm. Perhaps we even needed manic. It helped us get our heads away from the world. It was hard to do when that world is very keen on not letting you turn your head away. 

“You started this, you better give us some explanations,” was the world’s recent spiel. 

The brief peace and quiet of this hospital room felt like a breath of fresh air for everyone here. 

Everyone except the guy laying in the bed.

“God, guys, please, someone at least turn around those damned teddy bears,” Darren pleaded with us for the fourth time. “They are always staring. I don’t know what they want anymore.”

“Sorry, puddin’,” sang Chimera (Real name Magda Libermann), “those are gifts from your fans. You want to appear grateful for your fans on the photographs.”

Darren cringed at the “puddin’” name, more so when he saw my smile. “Then unplug me, woman, being dead wasn’t so bad after all.”

Darren had been dead for fourteen-and-a-half-minutes after the man in the suit had shot him. But his brain was intact. To the best doctors in the State, that kind of death was a temporary condition at most.

Still, the list of damage on his body read like a horror short story for doctors all by itself. Here’s how the surgeons had received the former Feral’s leader a month ago, while Rylena, Walpurgis, and I were sent via helicopter straight to max-security jail: 

His heart had been obliterated by the last bullet. Every rib was broken. Both lungs collapsed. Intestines disintegrated. Pancreas was out of the picture. Pelvis broken. Legs broken too, somehow. Spine severed in two. One kidney turned to mush.

That’s page one of three. Darren had been in and out of surgery for as long as we’d been in jail. A month. When the surgeons were finished with him, one of them famously said —yeah, famously, the quote was in every news station— “We had to replace so much of his body, I’d say it’s fair to call myself his second mother. A bit more damage and I’d be trying to get custody.”

“They won’t let you die after all the taxes they spent on you,” I told him. 

“Yeah, well, that’s if they don’t change their minds again,” he grunted. 

He had spent so much time in bed that his skin sagged like a suit that fit too big. His face was thin and bony and his eyes were covered in giant bruises. He was a mess. 

Chimera hadn’t left his side since she was released —for “the country’s gratitude for our service to humanity.” Oh yes. More on that, in a bit.

What can I say? People will always surprise me.

Rylena —Irene, I’d begun to call her— walked to the window and looked down. I felt a twinge of apprehension as she did so. Lately I’d grown paranoid of windows. And of open spaces. I thought I’d a very good reason. Walpurgis avoided them, too.

This one was bulletproof, though.

“Those guys may be willing to do the job,” she meant the protesters out by the hospital’s entrance. It was a blob of people big enough to cover several blocks. Only a line of police drones and real human officers prevented them from spilling over into the hospital. If they did so, we’d be boned.

“I don’t think they’d try with her nearby.” Darren nodded in Walpurgis direction. She was sitting in a corner of the room, away from the window and opposite to the door, so she could watch the only point of entry.

The official story was that we’d managed to blow the SWAT drones away with explosives.

What really had happened, though, is that five tactical SWAT tank-drones had been hunted and taken out of commission by one girl, in under three minutes. The police had found her sitting atop a smoking drone, surrounded by the destroyed remains of Nordic’s office. She was cleaning her nails while they surrounded her and the drone’s corpse. Her eyes glowed red like the pits of hell, looking straight at them, daring them… 

At least that’s how the damn legend went. I had no idea what had really happened down there between Walpurgis and those drones. Not the slightest idea. She’d told us nothing. The police had told us nothing. 

Officer Harrison told me, the one time we’d met afterward, that there was a tape from the building’s security footage. 

He had refused to let me see it. 

“If you saw it,” he had told me, “you’d think it was faked anyway.”

Walpurgis sat on her chair with the beatific air of a monk. She caught my gaze and winked.

“They just won’t quit…” Chimera complained. “They barely understand what happened and they still want to see blood on the floor.”

The image of blood —all the blood I had seen— on the floor of Nordic, made my stomach churn. The nightmares had been brutal and they had no end in sight. Still, here, in the light of day, with Irene and my friends around me, they felt far away, mirages with no power. We’d meet later, my nightmares and me, when night arrived. Meanwhile…

“They are scared,” I told Chimera —Magda—, “and from their point of view, they have a right to be. Uncertainty can be a bitch.”

After we were captured by the police and jailed, they threw Mom and Van in jail for good measure, too. And Rylena’s dad, who I’d never met before. 

The Government had tried to call us terrorists. There were rumors of execution for betraying the country.

During that first night, the players of Rune Universe were extremely surprised by the out-of-nowhere game’s Expansion that had fallen right out of the sky. The game’s map had grown in size. It was millions of times bigger. It was now an entire universe. Already the most intrepid of players were reporting strange transmissions and unexplainable acts all around the Outer Edges, as the new unexplored space was being called. So far, no one had any idea what they meant. Those transmissions were simply too alien.

No one thought of connecting the events of the game with what’d happened in Nordic’s offices until later that week. When CETI announced they had intercepted a real-world transmission from outer-space, too complex to be a random phenomenon. 

When the news dropped, the world was excited and exhilarated. We’d collectively, as a species, been waiting for this for a long time.

When news of the second transmission dropped, followed closely by a third and fourth, that exhilaration was quickly transformed into panic.

Had we signed a declaration of war with an intergalactic empire without realizing it? Was there a quickly-approaching space-armada about to purge us from the surface of our planet? 

Who was hiding in the dark between the stars?

People were angry, and angry people usually need a target for their anger. They had the perfect scapegoat in the three kids that had assaulted the Nordic’s offices, destroyed a SWAT drone squad, killed Seitaro Ogawa, and a former CIA director named John Derry. The situation looked increasingly grim for us. I heard the guards talk about an expedited trial straight into an execution. They didn’t sound like they were trying to scare me, but they managed it all the same.

Then someone went and leaked a dozen records between Derry and Ogawa. The ex-director had been extremely careful with his own conversations and no proof of those could be found anywhere. Ogawa hadn’t been as paranoid. The leaks had come from inside the organization, by an Ogawa’s employee named Ignas Girsang, lead developer of the Rune Project. The man had dropped the emails straight to the servers of all the major news stations and then had quietly retreated back to his country in eastern Europe. His last sighting was him walking out of Nordic’s office and flipping the camera off.

The conversations showed to the world a very different face of beloved programmer and game designer Seitaro Ogawa. They proved how he had murdered the Patels and their child. They talked about collusion with an unhinged ex-CIA operative that had bitterly refused to admit his country didn’t need him anymore. 

Worse of all, they talked about the Rune’s Signal as a weapon. Something that could be leveraged for great power to any country that owned it. Like a nuclear bomb whose use wasn’t for using against an enemy, but just to show them it was there. Because of the implication.

I had done the international equivalent of detonating that bomb in the middle of nowhere. Now every country could share the effects of the metaphorical radiation, together.

“Hey, States,” had asked the World’s countries, “fun talk about a super-nuclear deterrent, ain’t it? Are you sure you didn’t have anything to do with this? Because it would be a huge dick move if you had chased this Signal without telling anyone.”

“That Signal? Oh boy, no, not at all,” had responded the States, “see, John Derry and Seitaro Ogawa acted on their own. We had no idea. Of course we would never do something like that! We’re all very lucky they never managed to get a hold on that signal, no country should have that kind of leverage over another!”

“Great, great. That’s great. But, by the way, didn’t those kids you’re putting on trial for terrorism stop Derry and Ogawa? They kinda sound like heroes to us. They stopped the real terrorists, didn’t they?”

“…Oh. Shit… They sure sound like they did, don’t they?”

“Yup.”

And that’s why we were in this hospital, officially paraded as heroes, while we needed an escort of police to leave our homes. 

Government —and by Government, I’d recently grown accustomed to mean Stefania Caputi— couldn’t admit we’d screwed them over without proving to the world they did have something to do with Derry’s plans. That didn’t stop half the population from trying to lynch us for dooming mankind to an alien invasion. 

Heroes in name only, all of us. But we were free. And not everyone hated our guts. Some of them believed, like we did, that we had a chance at getting along with whoever waited for us out there. Rune would help. No one could die in-game, so the stakes were lower. It would act as a buffer between civilizations. It would give us time to figure our neighbors out. To learn from them. To know them. 

When I’d left my jail cell to receive a formal apology from the judge, I’d found a packet waiting for me in the limousine drone that had picked me up. Surprisingly, it wasn’t a mail-bomb, but my mindjack. It had been confiscated the night of the Nordic assault. Along with it came a small note, written in paper. 

 

Good game, Cole. Well played. We should have a rematch someday. —Crestienne

 

It was a rematch I had no intentions to play. 

My mind had drifted away, as it used to do nowadays. My gaze had floated over to Rylena’s back without me realizing it, and when she turned, she caught me looking. She smiled. “Earth to Cole. You’re still here with us, aren’t you?”

I jumped a bit at my daydreaming interruption, then smiled back. I walked towards her and put an arm around her shoulders. Lavender was my favorite perfume lately.

We didn’t have much visiting time left. When it ended, my friends and I would go our separate ways. My family waited for me at a protected location, far away from San Mabrada. Rylena and her dad were hiding, just as us, in some town away from the cities. I only knew there were mountains nearby, and a lake. The police wouldn’t allow me to visit. 

Walpurgis would go do… whatever she did when she wasn’t Walpurging. Darren and his girlfriend hadn’t made any plans yet, but they knew they couldn’t stay here. Too many prying eyes and we all knew our State-sanctioned allies were circumstantial, at best. 

I didn’t know what the future had in store for us. Perhaps we would never meet again in the flesh. 

But we would always have Rune Universe.

“Yes, Irene, I’m right here,” I told her, at last. Outside, in San Mabrada’s sky, the sun was setting. The crowd didn’t seem so big from up here, and the stars were appearing over the cloud’s curtains.

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

The Antarctic Report

 

The laboratory had been built in Antarctica’s underground, beneath several thousand tons of snow, ice, and rock. Hidden from the world by a mixture of the best in counter-espionage technology, the lab had been quietly working in absolute secret since its construction. Built the year after the Signal pinpointed in the Antarctic Report was discovered by the Patels.

The discoveries its scientists had made while backwards-engineering the mathematical principles contained within the signal would make humanity jump several decades in its development, after they were fully understood.

The laboratory had already given mankind the mindjack-technology, and now it was nearing the most amazing human discovery since fire. 

Before, you see, they had been working with an incomplete Signal. Recently, thanks to the intervention of one Cole Dorsett, that Signal was incomplete no more.

 

The Woman watched as the construction machines and the engineers slaved over the huge vault where the prototype was being constructed. 

The machine would be as big as a small building when it was finished, but right now, it had the moderate size of a store.

Stefania Caputi studied it with a frown on her perfect face. She calculated (she was a Grandmaster-ranked Battlemind) the workforce could be outputting 4% higher than they were right then.

That 4% could be the difference between life and death, for people like her. History only favors the victors, after all. And this was a race. A very important one, since the country that won it would enter history as the new Superpower of the century. Her job was to ensure the right country won the race.

Last time civilization raced like this, the race had ended with one name. The Manhattan Project. If she was good, the next name would be Project Antarctica. And she knew there were few people in the world as good as she was.

“I hope this machine of yours is worth it,” said John Derry, who was standing at her side, two steps back. “You may have signed our death sentence for it, you know?”

If there was something John was, Stefania thought, it was consistent. Not even dying had changed the man’s thoughts over humanity’s grim future. 

He was, technically, her guest. The laboratory had done for him what San Mabrada’s doctors had done for Darren. He had been dead for longer than the street-rat, though. He would never walk straight again, nor would regain motion in his right side of his face. It would serve as a reminder of what happened to the people that went against her.

John wasn’t her prisoner, either. He was her trophy. What was the point of changing an entire country’s fate if there was no one to gloat to? She had learned that bit from studying Alexander the Great.

“I did nothing of the sort,” she smiled, “it was Cole Dorsett who activated the Signal. Do I need to remind you I was the one who put him in jail in the first place? Wasn’t that just what you wanted in the first place?”

“And it was the constant vigilance you put his home under that stopped me from taking him out before the situation went out of control,” John said. “Don’t think you can patronize me, Madam. I was a CIA director. I know what an ‘I win no matter what you do’ situation looks like. You never cared who activated the signal. You only cared that someone did.”

Ah, that’s why I keep you around, dear John, thought Stefania. You’re smart enough to figure out enough of my plans to flatter me, but never to get far enough you’re actually dangerous.

The costs of his surgery would’ve been worth it just for that. But she didn’t keep him only to mock him. If, among the social and political chaos that was sparked after the Signal went public, someone, somehow, managed to point an accusing finger at her… Well, she only had to prop John Derry up and say very loud: “Hey! Everyone! Look this way! I captured the man who got us into this mess!”

An “I win no matter what” situation indeed.

“You’ll come to thank me after we’re done here,” she told her trophy. “It’s time mankind enters the big leagues, John. This will be our first step forward.”

“We may be stepping straight into the abyss,” he told her, grimly. “But you already know that. You don’t care at all, do you?”

Caputi’s smile faltered for an instant so brief, only the most trained observants would’ve noticed. John Derry was one of those trained observants. “I care very much, dear John. Don’t you see? There’s no turning back now. The eggs are out of the basket. We can float or drown, but I assure you, if we don’t build this machine first, then some other country will. The States still have enemies, remember? More than people realize.”

John Derry did not answer. He knew she was right. Whatever paths they could’ve taken before, it was too late now. 

The race had begun anew, after being dormant for a century. The Cold War, once again.

Stefania Caputi and John Derry turned in silence to the machine as it was slowly built by the construction robots.

Out there, all over the world, hidden in deserts, in mountains, in lakes… everywhere with enough resources to buy a ticket for the race, machines like this one were slowly put together. The winner would win the world.

And out there, after distances unimaginable, submerged in a darkness permeated by a single, unifying Signal, waited the players of a game with a thousand names. They waited in perfect silence, hoping Earth would heed the warnings before it was too late.

 

 

Cole Dorsett’s story will continue in…

Cold War Rune

 

Do you want to know how this story unfolds?

 

[image:  ]

Read on to Cold War Rune
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About the Author

 

It was the night after Christmas. My extended family used to get together to celebrate until late at night in a reunion that usually filled my uncle’s house to the brim.

I was ten and had spent most of the night sulking in a corner while my cousins played with their Christmas’ toys. I don’t remember what gift I wanted —perhaps it was a Gameboy? I honestly can’t remember— but I hadn’t got it. While everyone played with their shiny new Gameboys, my parents had given me a brick of a book. The cover had green edges and a kid fighting a snake.

The book’s name was Harry Potter and The Chamber of Secrets, part two (I didn’t read the first one until later) of a series that was recently being translated into my mother tongue. I hadn’t deigned to open the thing in the entire night because my ten-year-old’s dignity was hurt. It wasn’t fair I was stuck with a book (and to my ten-year-old self it was a doorstopper. I’d never read something as big), while my cousins could enjoy their Gameboys.

Yeah, I was being a little douche. That book was what we could afford back then. Sadly, It would take me many years to realize it.

While my cousins played and the adults were adulting inside the house, I wandered alone to the park nearby and tried to convince myself of throwing the book into a puddle. To me, the idea was the ultimate act of self-defiance, of rebelling against the injustice of the world —or something like that.

So, I stared into the puddle and thought of bleak ten-year-old things.

If life is made of moments that define us, I think next moment may have changed my life. I would be a totally different person if I’d thrown my book away. Probably, someone I would hate, now.

Instead of throwing it away, I thought: “What the hell, I don’t have anything else to do. I may as well check it out before getting rid of it.”

Even then, I wasn’t much of a crowds’ guy. So, I went to a corner of the house and cracked open my book. I started reading.

And I’ve never stopped.

 

 
cover.jpeg
A VIRTUAL REALITY

NOVEL

HUGO HUESCA





images/00002.jpeg
RUNE

UNIVERSE





images/00001.jpeg
NOVEL

HUGO HUESCA





images/00004.jpeg
COLD WAR RUR

Rune Universe Series: Book 2

HUGO HUESCA






images/00003.jpeg





