
        
            
                
            
        

    

  Table of Contents


  

    	Chapter 1


    	Chapter 2


    	Chapter 3


    	Chapter 4


    	Chapter 5


    	Chapter 6


    	Chapter 7


    	Chapter 8


    	Chapter 9


    	Chapter 10


    	Chapter 11


    	Chapter 12


    	Chapter 13


    	Chapter 14


    	Chapter 15


    	Chapter 16


    	Chapter 17


    	Chapter 18


    	Chapter 19


    	Chapter 20


    	Chapter 21


    	Chapter 22


    	Epilogue


  



	 

	 

	Dark Infinity Online

	 

	Book I: Hunter’s Bounty

	by Takeshi Mori

	 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	Dark Infinity Online

	Copyright © 2017 Takeshi Mori

	 

	Cover art by Chris Bentulan

	All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means without written permission from the author.



	
Chapter 1

	A bottle of whiskey was a short-term solution to a long-term problem. 

	“What about the one to the left?” Warley asked the counter bot while scratching his fingers over his scruffy chin. The bot looked as about annoyed as a robot possibly could, her metal arms folded and hands pressed to her silver waist.

	“That one is twelve,” the bot said, her tone further conveying her growing frustration.

	His face further twisted in disgust. “Look, these are half-priced if I bring my own bottle, right?”

	“That is the half price!” The bot raised her voice as the door beeped, sliding open to admit two boys who were pushing each other. They were grinning ear to ear. 

	“Look,” Warley shook her head, his shaggy, dark hair falling around his face. “What’s the cheapest I can get?”

	The bot pointed to a tap all the way on the left, making Warley’s open hand fall onto the metal counter top, slapping it hard and startling the two younger boys. “Fine…. Give me that.” The Salver whiskey was little better than drinking human piss, but he was growing desperate. So he pushed his fifth up onto the counter. The bot took it, moving toward the taps behind her. Her legs extended, pushing her up to the row of whiskey near the ceiling. Then, she held his bottle up to the tap, pressing the button and sending the light golden liquid cascading into the glass. 

	When the bottle was full, the bot returned to the ground, sealing his bottle with wax, and then pushed it toward him. Warley nodded, grabbing the bottle before turning to leave.

	“Sir! Your payment….”

	Warley faltered, mumbling under his breath as his hand fumbled around in his leather jacket pocket. The cold plastic filled his hand, feeling light as he tossed it behind him over the counter. Then, without turning back, he shoved past the two young kids, who scrambled to try and move out of his way in vain. 

	The door buzzed as it opened for him, admitting him to the shiny streets of New York City, the air bringing with it a false sense of fresh. His head turned toward his right, where a giant air purifier emitted the new air which was supposed to make the city so revolutionary. Who needed to worry about greenhouse gases when you could just remove it altogether? The city was just so full of its great technological solutions. 

	A scowl crossed his face as he saw one of the unarmed robot cops roam by, patrolling the streets. Perhaps the city’s most efficient product of all. And the worst for his business. The cop turned its bullet-shaped head toward Warley, who turned his face down as he walked off to the right. Headed nowhere, just needing to go somewhere away from there. 

	His feet carried him toward an escalator, hand gripping the moving railing for dear life. The whiskey of that morning hadn’t quite lost its hold over his balance. His legs swayed as the escalator carried him downwards to the next level of the city. A step down in society, and more his scene. His kind of people. This section of the city allowed for no air purifiers, no cleanly shining streets. Grime and other… unpleasant things coated the walls of the buildings. The shop entrances had flickering lit-up signs. What little light entered from the sun made the place look even more like a prison. But it was as much his home as the world above. Especially when he had a good bottle in his hand.

	His feet carried him along a familiar path, which was good, because his mind had no idea where he was going. The feet with the large combat boots marched on, carrying him down the main road, seeing only a few people packing the side alleyways. Nobody bothered to turn their head at the sad, wandering drunk. Only did his feet stop wandering about a hundred feet down the road. Then, they turned off to the right, in a shadowy alleyway. The only light was from the giant flickering sign reading, ‘Good Ole Boyz’. A smile crossed his face as he made his way toward it, his mind blowing off the troubles of the upstairs world. 

	The door was just a giant sheet of metal, no handle or anything. Only those who knew how to get in got in. And Warley knew the trick. His left hand dove into the pocket of his leather jacket, closing around a metal object. He pulled out what simply looked like a long piece of scrap metal. Then, standing up on his tip toes, he shoved the piece of metal into a rusty spot in the upper right corner. The door growled, its old technology gears turning before the door spat the metal back out, allowing Warley to return to his normal height. Then, the door moved inward two inches before sliding into the wall. 

	With a stupid grin on his face, the short man stepped up into the threshold. The bar, at one time rowdy and full of dangerous fights, was now quiet, almost like a bar of mourning. At the tables sat faces he recognized, heck, ones he had even hunted down. But somehow, they weren’t the same. The faces had once been full of life, attitude, and rebelliousness. Now, the drooping eyes looked up at his entrance, all life sucked out of them. Hairy Hegger, his hair falling out of his head as he started to go bald. Digging Dengus, famous for his large shoulders he used to dig under so many buildings to perform his heists. 

	Upon noting who it was, the patrons of Good Ole Boyz turned away, some with a nod his way. But most were soon absorbed in their drinks again. 

	“Warley,” a deep, scruffy female voice summoned him from the bar. He let the door close behind him as he walked over to the counter, taking up residence on a stool with two empty ones around it. The woman smiled, her wrinkled, leathery skin on her face a welcoming sight to him. Despite her worn look, her grey eyes were full of warmth. She wiped her hands on her overly-large red shirt before leaning on the bar. “So what will it be, hun?”

	He placed his hands up on the bar, crossing his fingers as he replied, “Glass of something to freeze my mind.”

	The woman smiled, her stained teeth enough to make most men flinch, but he wasn’t most men. “Long day?” She grabbed a glass from under the counter and turned around, typing something into the bar master.

	“Long week. Long month. Long year.” His eyes stared blankly ahead, not seeing anything. Maybe even getting a little blurry. 

	The bartender returned with a foggy-looking whiskey glass in hand, full to the brim. She set it carefully down on the tabletop without letting go. “Ya know we’ve all fallen on hard times, Warley. But how you gonna pay for this?”

	“Pfft,” Warley waved her off as he reached for the drink, halting when her hand remained firm. “I have money, Pat.”

	Pat shook her head, scraggly hair barely moving an inch. “No, I hear folks talk. You’re the brokest of all of us. Now you know I’d do anything for you, but if I let you by once it will become a pattern.”

	Panic filled his chest, making him drop the confident facade. “Come on, Pat! I’m desperate here. Just once, I’ll owe you.”

	Her lips pursed, but she shook her head, letting go of the drink with a sigh. Warley reached for it, his greedy fingers closing around the glass faster than he meant. “You have a problem, kid.”

	“I got a lot of problems, and whiskey ain’t one of them,” he replied as he raised his glass toward the bartender. She just waved her hand before beginning to run her cleaning rag along the machinery behind her. 

	Taking a deep sip, Warley swished the liquid around in his mouth for a moment, savoring the burning, comforting taste of the liquor. Then, he swallowed, letting the warmth refill his body, spreading outwards toward his fingers and toes alike. Once he regained his drunk sense of awareness, his ears opened up, more out of old habits than any actual interest in what people were talking about.

	One conversation down the bar did hold his interest. Three younger men were huddled together, their tones growing louder as their drink took over. “… and bam! Easiest One-K I made in my career.”

	Another one shook his shaven head, revealing the tattoo of a sickle on his neck. “No way. They wouldn’t give out that kind of money for a five minute job.”

	The third man snorted, running his hand through his pretty ginger locks. “If they’re desperate enough. Who would wanna get rid of Kegs that bad?”

	“Her loss, my gain,” the first man said, winking at the other two.

	Warley couldn’t take it anymore. His ears were growing hungrier for more info. With his hand still clasped around his glass, the drunk man half-fell and half-slid off his barstool before sliding onto the stool next to the gossiping group. “So…” he started, his voice drawling a little. “What’s this work you’re talking about?”

	The red head peered around his friend at Warley, a smirk on his face. “Not your cup of tea, Warley. You’re the one who catches the criminals like us.”

	His brow came down low over his eyes as he glared at the kid. “Listen punk, tell me where you get your dough.”

	Baldie and ginger stood up, but the first guy stayed seated, his eyes looking amused as he looked Warley over. “Hang on there,” he put a hand up, stopping his friends. “We have a vet here. Let’s get him in on the goods, eh? So, Warley… ever heard of Dark Infinity?”

	His mouth began to dry up as the thought crossed his mind these guys were screwing with him. Rather than answer, he tilted his head back and threw the rest of his whiskey into his mouth. Then, he began swinging his lower jaw back and forth, rubbing his teeth together before answering, “If you idiots think you can sit here and make me a joke, let me tell you ya got another thing comin….”

	The kid held up his hands in peace. “Not at all. This is a place where we can all take jobs out of reach of the coppers. No consequences, and no law. Just real money.”

	“You ever heard the phrase, ‘if it sounds too good to be true, it probably is’?” Warley was shaking his head, wondering what these kids were trying to get at.

	“He’s telling the truth,” the ginger guy spoke as he sat back on his stool. “I mean, it’s not easy. Not just anyone can do it. But if you make it, you can make even more money than whatever business you did before the coppers.”

	Letting out a deep sigh, Warley clinked his glass down onto the bar, marveling at how fast it emptied. Then he asked without looking up “And where exactly are you getting this business, as you say?”

	“Dark Infinity. It’s a VRMMO…. A video game,” the guy added, thinking correctly the lingo was foreign to Warley. 

	Nonetheless, he was glad he had put his glass down or he would have dropped it. “A game? You have got to be kidding me.” His eyes flickered back and forth between the faces of the other three men, but they didn’t make a move. Then, a wave of laughter overcame Warley. It started in his stomach, moving up to his chest and bursting out of his throat. His head flew back as he started laughing uncontrollably, banging his large hand on the counter and turning heads his way. When finally he ran out of breath, he cut the laughing off, bending over huffing. “That’s a great joke. I can’t believe I actually thought you morons found work.”

	Warley pushed up off the stool, making his way toward the door in the dim lit room. He turned to wink at Pat on his way out, “Thanks, Pat. I owe you.”

	“And I own you!” She called, making Warley smile as he hit the button to release the door and admit him to the alleyway once more.

	***

	The walk home was longer than he remembered. And he had only been there two nights ago. But being intoxicated had a strange way of altering time. The street grew longer, his strides shorter. The buildings grew wider. 

	Warley was passing Fourth Street, a block from his apartment building when he heard a scream ahead. Even in his drunken haze, his instincts kicked in. His legs started pumping faster, in what should have been a walk, but was more like a stumbling power walk. Before he could reach the alleyway where the yell had come from, a man burst out of it. His hand was full of shining jewels, glistening in the dulled light of the road. Warley took a breath in to call out for him to halt when three coppers appeared to cover all sides of the road. The thief looked left, then right. Seeing no escape, he dropped the gems and put his hands up.

	“Citizen,” Warley turned as the mechanic voice of a copper sounded behind him. “We have the situation under control. Please, move along.”

	Waving his hand, Warley shook his head before stumbling forward around the scene of arrest. For just a moment there, he had felt the flair of old adrenaline. A little spark of life. He had a purpose. And now, he was back to remembering the world no longer needed him. Deciding he couldn’t wait, he broke the seal on his whiskey bottle and chugged a mouthful.

	 


Chapter 2

	The following day, Warley found himself staring at a giant job board downtown. The board stretched as high as a building, and smaller screens lined the bottom of it so people could search the board at their leisure. The electronic display changed every second, updating as new jobs became available or filled.

	Warley’s mini job display flashed in front of him, asking him questions to help find jobs. What were his job skills? Tracking, interrogating, extracting, outsmarting. Where did he work before? He was self-employed. What did he want to do with his life? End the reign of the coppers. Really, it was a joke to him. But he had to man up and find something. He needed the money. In the end, he ended up having the job board send an inquiry for an office job, and it sent him back information with an address and a one o’ clock interview.

	Feeling like he should be a little happier, Warley returned to his apartment to get decent for the interview. He had a whole three hours. His wardrobe was severely lacking.

	“Closet, do we have anything besides jeans and a leather jacket?” He asked, growing frustrated at the closet denying him acceptable clothing.

	“No. No clothes fit category, ‘not leather jacket or jeans.’” The closet replied, its unemotional voice further frustrating Warley.

	He made a fist, unclenching it and forcing himself to relax. “Okay, give me some dark jeans, no holes. And a dark shirt and a dark jacket. That can work for an interview, right?”

	The closet started spinning as it searched for items to fit his specifications. Then, it pulled out the outfit, holding the top up over the bottom before saying, “Dashing, don’t you think?”

	“It will do, at that,” Warley said as he took the garments and began changing from his clothes the night before.

	When everything was in place, Warley looked at himself in the mirror, rubbing his hand along his scruffy chin. “I think it adds character, what do you think?” he asked of nobody in particular.

	“Brilliant choice, sir,” the closet said, its outdated programming having limited adjective choices. But it was good enough for Warley. He nodded, a smile on his wrinkle-ridden face.

	“Well, better early than late, right?” Not waiting for an answer, Warley grabbed his wallet and left the apartment. 

	***

	The office had several filled levitating chairs around the room. Warley played with the hologram remote on the arm. The chairs could lean back, prop your feet up, and turn. Everyone else simply sat patiently in theirs. But he had a thirty-minute wait still. He had to have fun. The fancy buildings were still foreign to him, having lived in the middle level most of his life. Not that he hadn’t had the money to move. He just preferred the company in the middle to the stuck up beings up top.

	Five other people filled chairs around him. Two men and three women. All were dressed to perfection, hair done all fancy, dress pants and suit jackets. The disdain on their faces had been apparent when they had looked at him. Even now, sitting in the same room, they all averted their gazes. The room was evidently more interesting, with its neutral grey and white walls, decorative vases, and projected nature scenes on the walls. 

	Warley’s thumbs started fidgeting. Were these the kind of people he would have to work with? Would any of his co-workers even be able to bear looking at him? 

	A door opened to the left, and a tall, skinny woman in a pencil skirt walked out, hair pulled into a tight bun. A giant fake smile lit up her face as she searched the room, “Macy?”

	The girl across from Warley stood up, her makeup-ridden cheeks pulled into an equally fake smile. “Come on back,” the first lady said as the other fake lady followed.

	That would be his life… putting up with people like that all day. Pretending, being fake. The image of his face plastered with a fake smile came to mind. Immediately, he stopped playing with the chair’s controls and stood up. Even still, the others remaining didn’t look at him. Raising an eyebrow, he said “You know, you people are pathetic how you care so much what other people think of you. You’re all just a bunch of stuck-ups with poles shoved too far up your rear ends. What do you think about that? See ya, wouldn’t wanna be ya.” Then, he walked back through the waiting room and out the doors into the street. 

	***

	The projected screen lit up the wall in front of him. His search engine sat there, cursor blinking in the search bar. 

	“I can’t believe I’m doing this,” he mumbled as he turned on his keyboard, projecting onto his desk. He typed in ‘Dark Infinity’. Then, he hit ‘Enter’. 

	A whole list of pages came up. The Wiki page, the game’s website, articles about the game, forum posts, videos, reviews, game guides, and everything else anyone could ask for. The one word kept coming up: money. People were making thousands of dollars playing this game. Some even played as a full time job. But was it viable for just anybody to play it?

	He clicked on the game’s official website. The banner across the top of the page was cool; it was like being in space, and ships were moving across it.

	The description read: Dark infinity is a space survival (VR)MMORPG which pits players against the real hardships of living in space. Build and pilot your own spacecraft, become the best cargo runner in the galaxy. Or train to become a fighter to defend your fleet. The choice is yours!

	“Pfft, space. I’ll stay right here in my room with my feet on the ground, thanks.”

	Warley’s eyes stared at the screen for the longest time, until his cursor wandered up to the player forums tab. The section of the site was filled with praise for the game, people bragging about how much cash they made. Others bragging about how they pay the highest prices. It was all about money, money, money. And Warley could fit right in.

	But it was just some kind of game, wasn’t it? There was no way he could spend the rest of his life doing this, right? Still, he had no other options at the moment. 

	In the upper corner, he saw two buttons. The first one read ‘Order your full VR package now – same day delivery’ while the other stated ‘Or buy and download the basic version’. Basic sounded just fine. He clicked on the second icon and forced a laugh when the price popped up. Thirty credits. In other words, as much money as he had in his account.

	“Hah! Thought you could get me? No way,” he said as he stood up and went to start changing out of his nice outfit. Not a minute passed before his legs brought him back and he hit the button. 

	The website had him enter his credit card information. Each key he hit to type it in, he pounded with his pointer finger. It was painful, giving up that last of his dough, but through the drunken haze it all made sense. It was his last chance. So when he hit the ‘Confirm’ button, no guilt rose to meet him. Just a straggling hope that this could be the solution to his problems.

	And then… a window popped up asking if he was sure he wanted to download the file Dark Infinity. Yes. It kept asking him all kinds of questions, to which he kept hitting ‘yes’ or ‘next’ or ‘accept’. Then, finally, it began to download.

	“Hey! There we go.” Warley looked over his shoulder to where his painted turtle was slowly making its way across the room. “You ready for this, Max?” The turtle didn’t respond, instead continuing its long journey across the living room’s carpet.

	Warley turned back to his screen, watching the progress of the download. “Any minute now….” He moved his mouse to hover over the download, almost falling over when he saw the time. “Five hours?! What kind of crap is this thing putting on here? I’m sure it’s infecting my computer with a virus or something.” He crossed his arms, taking a swig of his whiskey as he stared at the screen. Time started passing by, but it wasn’t more than thirty minutes before he passed into unconsciousness.

	 


Chapter 3

	Warley jerked awake, flailing his arms as his desk chair tilted and started falling sideways. And him with it. He hit the ground with an ‘umph’, laying still rather than push himself back up right away. His eyes blinked once or twice, clearing the sleep from them. His head was pounding from more than just the fall. His apartment looked much larger from the angle of being on the floor. Why had he fallen asleep there?

	The game….

	Sitting up, he pulled his head up over his desk to see his screen. Download complete. Ready to initiate Dark Infinity. His eyes went down to the clock. 7:16. 

	“No time like the present, eh Max?” The turtle was nowhere in sight. Possibly finding cover after watching its master collapse from a chair. 

	Warley pulled himself and his chair back upright, plopping down onto the seat. He moved his mouse over the ‘Start’ button before clicking. The screen went dark. His mouse disappeared. At first nothing happened. Then, a screen appeared reading’ Dark Infinity’ in flashy, purple lettering. Under it was a list. The list appeared to be some kind of names, but they were all weird names. One was called ‘The Guardians’. Another read ‘Perdoga’s Revenge’. Then, there were some that were just a bunch of letters and numbers. Not sure what he was supposed to do, he clicked one that read, ‘Infinite Mortality’. As soon as he clicked it, it went into a load screen.

	“What am I doing?” He asked himself, not expecting an answer but hoping for one.

	The next screen he loaded to was titled ‘Character Selection’. And there was a wide selection. Male, female, head size, torso size, legs size. Then even tiny details like eyes, cheekbones, hair style. It was like he was creating a child in his image. It was like he was a god. He started messing with the controls, laughing at how ridiculous someone could make a character look. In the end, he ended up making one resembling him. Though, it was a little taller. Now he needed a leather jacket.

	After he finished making his likeness, he hit a button near the bottom saying ‘create’. Instead of sucking him somewhere else as expected, the screen stayed put. Red text appeared above an empty box labeled ‘name’. The red letters read: ‘You must make a name for your character’. Well, what would he name it? His first instinct was to name it after himself, but he found that unnecessarily risky. Instead, he opened his browser and typed in, ‘what to name my video game character’. 

	The internet pulled up several name generator engines. Warley had no idea people devoted whole sites to helping others make names for an avatar in a game. He clicked the first one, which took him to a page where he could choose what gender, and how many names to generate. He selected ‘male’ and had it generate fifty names before searching. A loading wheel appeared briefly before a whole list of bizarre names appeared. Contegon, Arouxic, Xelexen, and others like them. But the one that caught his eye was short. Four letters. Exxu. 

	“Hmm, pretty memorable, isn’t it Max?” Warley muttered as he flipped back to the game. He typed the four letters into the name box and hit ‘create’. This time, the screen changed, going black for several moments. Had he broken it?

	Then, a large space ship came into sight. It was shaped kind of like a sharp, or torpedo. A rounded point, fleshing out and curving into the body of the beat before ending with a ‘tail’, where its propulsion system appeared to be located. It was moving toward a behemoth ship in the distance. Though this other ship was stationary, more round and long like a cylinder. Little ships came and went from its sides.

	The screen switched to a man, tall, a little rugged, but wearing a uniform and with military stature. He spoke, “We’ll have to drop you off at the space station. I don’t have enough extra supplies for an extra mouth to feed. You should be able to find work and get back on your feet. Just be more careful next time when exploring out there. I won’t be around to save you next time.”

	Warley’s character creation stood off a bench, gazing out the window at the space station as he replied in a gruff voice, “Understood sir. Your hospitality has been appreciated. But I think it’s time I get back to work as well.”

	The man, whom Warley assumed was the captain, nodded, his hands folded behind his back as he walked across what might have been the command center. Consoles littered the area, chairs sitting behind shining monitors. And up front a set of four seats sat at what could have been the flight controls. Now only one man sat there, leisurely watching and steering the ship as necessary. 

	As they grew closer to the station, Warley was awestruck. Its silvery-gold parts glowed in the light of the nearby star. Lights shone around its edges, appearing to be directing traffic in and out. From far away, the station had looked much larger than the ship they were traversing in. But close up, it completely dwarfed the large ship. The station had to be almost twenty times as long as the ship, and that was on its shorter width. Its length exceeded even that. While Warley was star-eyed at the beast, his character didn’t bat an eye, which he was grateful for. One of them had to keep their cool.

	The ship’s communications system filled with chatter, one voice coming in clear, “Arbiter, you are free to port in bay twelve. What is your cargo?”

	The captain moved up to the front of the ship, picking up a headset before responding, “Our cargo is meant for another destination. We are just dropping off a space stray we picked up on our travels. Will be a short stop.”

	The voice over the system sounded again, “Permission to dock, granted.”

	The ship turned to the left, angling downwards where a sign flashed saying ‘B12’. As they approached, the bay doors opened. Two giant doors separated, sliding into the walls as it admitted the ship. They only went halfway into the bay before anchors shot out of the station, holding the ship up and in place. Then, to the side, a tunnel started stretching out towards what had to be the airlock.

	“Time to go,” the captain said as he started walking out of the command center. Warley’s avatar followed, taking a left down the hall after the captain. The tall man turned into a room, and Warley followed. Then, a door opened, revealing a metal walkway covered in a dark plastic cloth substance, making it a tunnel. At the other end was light from the station. “When you get over there, hit the button to close the airlock tunnel so we can be off.” The captain held out a hand. “Good to have met you.”

	Warley’s character shook the man’s hand, “Likewise.” Then, he walked forward down the tunnel. His worn boots not making much noise on the metal flooring. It was mere seconds before he reached the other side. Then, he turned and hit a green button on a console, closing a door. The airlock disengaged from the ship, and it started moving back out again.

	The scene ended, leaving Warley standing there, looking at his character’s back. Above his character floated the name ‘Exxu’. He waited to see if there was some kind of directions to follow, but nothing happened. Not sure what to do, he hit the forward key, expecting his avatar to move forward. Nothing. “Oh come on!” he said bringing his hand down on his keyboard in frustration. And then, his character started running forward. The action was so unexpected, he immediately snatched his hand up. He stopped.

	What had he just done? He looked up at his screen. His character was facing down a well-lit hallway, leading around the dock. Somewhere there had to be a way to get to something useful. Deciding to be methodical, he started like a book. He pressed first the ‘Q’, nothing happened. But when he pressed the ‘W’, Exxu ran forwards. It was such a moment of triumph, he actually stood up, “Yes! Haha! Not so hard.”

	Sitting back down, he kept pressing the ‘W’ key until he came to the end of the hallway. Then, he could go either left or right. “How do I turn this thing?” He muttered to himself. He tried pressing ‘E’ to no avail. Then, he went around in the alphabet. The keyboard alphabet, at least. When he arrived down to ‘A’, Exxu turned left. Pride filled his chest as he hit the ‘W’ key once more. Only for his avatar to turn back and run into the wall.

	“Come on! Why wouldn’t you run the way you’re facing!” His face grew hot. His fingers began drumming on the desk, his frustration not helped along by not having had whiskey in five hours.

	 Heaving a sigh, he shoved his mouse away. His screen moved, now facing down a hallway while his character was facing the wall. “Hmmm… what ….” Sitting up straight again, he focused, now caught onto the scent. Daintily, he placed his two index fingers on the mouse and moved it. His view on the screen changed again, moving as he moved the mouse. Holding the house steady, he hit the ‘W’, and Exxu turned and began running down the hallway. 

	“Yes! Now where to?” The lights were growing dimmer the further he ran. There were all kinds of icons around on his screen he had no idea what they meant. A door appeared up on the left, slightly cracked open with cobwebs hanging over it. Intrigued, Warley practiced his turning skills one more time, walking towards the door. To his surprise, Exxu put his hands out and pushed the door the rest of the way inwards, admitting him into the room. It was completely dark, hard to see anything. But it had to have been abandoned if there were cobwebs all over. He took some steps forward, his feet clinking softly against the metal floor.

	“Hmmm, why is this room here?” Nobody answered, but he heard something that sounded like a humming. “What’s that?” There was no more time for questions as his screen flashed red, making him leap in his chair. “What is that?” Red flash again, several of his icons began dropping. Including one bar he quickly figured out was his health. He hit the ‘W’ and started blindly running, but whatever was killing him could run just as fast. His health kept dropping whenever red flashed around the edges of his screen. Until his health dropped to zero, Exxu made a choking noise, and words appeared across the screen: You have been killed by Colossal Swarm Drone.

	“Well, that would have been nice to know there were things here that would kill me.” He sighed as the load screen asked him if he wanted to respawn at Bay twelve. He hit ‘yes’. 

	Exxu reappeared at the airlock of Bay Twelve. The ship was gone, but he ran forward, this time turning left at the end of the hall instead of right. This way looked more promising. The lights didn’t fade out, instead remaining strong. And there were exits off to other hallways. It was like a maze, and Warley just kept going straight. He passed another person, a blonde woman with the name ‘Psychosis’ above her head. “How unimaginative,” he muttered. Nonetheless, he stopped, staring at her, not sure what to do. Should he say hi? How? But before he could think of how to communicate, she ran off down a side hallway.

	Carrying on, he kept running, deciding to turn down a hall on the left. As he did, he almost body-checked a purple person with antennae on her head. “Hey, watch it, man!” the purple woman said, completely taking Warley off guard. He stopped, fascinated by the color of her skin. Her name read, ‘Hilomena’. Did she just talk? Apparently bored of his ogling her, she kept walking down the hallway. 

	Returning to his exploration task, Exxu kept running, his arms pumping in his stupid little spacey jacket, the collar too high, and the length a little too short. As he ran, he started to get slower. The hallway grew a little longer, and his avatar began breathing heavily. “Oh, what now?” Warley muttered. His eyes darted over to his health icon. It was almost full. It was just missing a little bit of red at the top. There were other icons too, some flashing at him, but he had no idea what they meant. 

	Warley kept moving, hoping his character would get better. Perhaps just the aftereffects of the previous death. It didn’t. It worsened and he had no idea what to do. Was this what the whole gaming experience was? Just constantly facing dying? He understood now why the men in the pub had thought it was so difficult to achieve. Was all this worth it? The questions started burning in his head, and he tried to run faster, tried to find something to help him. But pretty soon, the red was flashing constantly, closing in around his vision as his health dropped to zero once more. Exxu fell over, choking as the words popped up over his dead body: You have been killed by hunger.

	“You have to be kidding me! I have to not only scavenge food out here, but also in some game too?” Warley threw his mouse down, crossing his arms and turning in his chair to face his turtle who was sitting in the middle of the floor. “Soon, they’ll be asking me to eat you too.”

	And then, as his character respawned, he heard something that made his blood run cold: laughter. Merry, twisted, and uncontrollable laughter. 

	 


Chapter 4

	Warley didn’t move a muscle. His avatar seemed to be getting tired of dying, and Warley was content to let it stand there. Who had laughed? Why? How could he hear it? The confusion was written on his face, making him glad he was really hidden behind a computer screen.

	The laughter died down. “Hey there, noob. You need to eat. Or you die.” The male voice was very sarcastic, amused by his own obvious advice.

	Not knowing how to respond, Warley remained silent, simply turning his avatar to see where the voice was coming from.

	“Cat got your tongue? Oh no, wait… it was those drones!” Laughter again.

	How did he know about the drones? Was this guy following him?

	“Oh, and you can talk, if you want. Hit the ‘F2’ key.”

	His gaze fell to his keyboard. Hesitating, he put his finger against the projected key. Then, he said, “Hello?”

	“Hey! There we go. You do have a voice. How ya liking Dark Infinity? They treating you well? Serving you the right food?”

	Now he knew he could respond, Warley spoke his mind. “Look, I don’t know who you are, or where you are, but you need to back off. I just started this twenty minutes ago.”

	“Where am I? Why, I’m right here.” Then, a shadow peeled away from the wall, moving out to stand in front of Exxu’s way. Its yellow yes glowed in its black skin, shiny as the light hit it. The outline of his body was undefinable, the shadows licking at the outside of his form.

	“What are you?” Warley asked, a little tinge of fear surging in him. Even though that thing was inside the game, he felt like it could somehow see into his soul.

	“I’m a player, just like you. Just a different species. I’m of the Hai’jaak race. It means ‘demon’ in this race’s native tongue. My name is Galaid.”

	Warley told himself to calm down. This was just some kid on the other side of a computer screen trying to scare him. “So, what do you want, Galaid?”

	“I want to help,” he said, sounding a little hurt.

	“You were laughing. Sounds very helpful.”

	“Yea, well… you shouldn’t go into the abandoned parts yet. Wait until you have a weapon and light so you can kill space pests.”

	“Space pests? Really?”

	“Yes,” Galaid sounded like he was trying hard to be patient. “And I can show you how to get food. At first, you have to steal it.”

	“That sounds safe,” Warley snorted, having a bad feeling about this guy.

	“Suit yourself then. Best of luck to you,” the demon said as he started walking away down the hall. His dark form was now illuminated by the bright overhead lights. 

	“Wait!” The word escaped Warley’s mouth before he knew what he was doing. He clamped his jaw shut immediately. 

	Galaid didn’t turn, “Yes?”

	His throat went dry. He didn’t need some stuck up teenager teaching him how to play a game. But he did need to make money, and that would go faster if someone helped him learn the ropes.

	“I would appreciate some tips….”

	“Good. First thing’s first, let’s show you how to get food. Come.” The shadowy form moved forward, taking the left turn around the docking bay. Warley followed at a sprint to catch up. “Rule Number two, don’t run everywhere. It uses more energy and burns things like food and water faster. That’s why you died so fast. And it was really funny.”

	“How do I not sprint?” Warley asked. 

	“Hit the ‘shift’ key once. It’s weird, because the default is walk. Not sure how you got stuck in sprint.”

	Warley hit the shift key, knowing it was like that from when he had smashed his fist into the desk. Not that he would admit it to this guy. “Must have slipped my finger.”

	The two kept walking, silence falling in between them. Though Warley could hardly tell if the demon figure was walking or floating. Its dark cape covered its legs, the smoke making it look as though it floated over the ground. Other players passed by, some human, and others odd shapes and colors of human-like species. They all hugged the wall away from Galaid and Warley. Had they been real people, he knew their expressions would have held fear behind them. 

	“So, where are we going?” Warley asked, feeling awkward walking in silence.

	“We are going to the trade center. I will teach you how to get food until you can buy it.”

	“Oh, okay.” They took another right, leading to a hall with doors leading off every few feet. Now there were more and more people milling around. Nobody seemed to pay them much heed. He even saw another demon person strolling around. The end of the hall was near. At the end, there was a bright area where people were moving back and forth. When they arrived to the end, Warley could only gaze around in awe. It was like something from a movie. “There are this many people who play this?”

	“No,” Galaid said. “Just this many on at this point in time and are here. There are two other space stations. And many will be out in their ships at this time.” 

	Galaid walked through the crowd, shouldering his way past the purple people, demon people, humans, bug-like people with giant eyes and skin changing color, some with four arms and horns. It was like a giant melting pot. And the people were all clustered around tables of merchants. The merchants animatedly sold their products, making elaborate gestures and smiling. All the while their roaming eyes watched the sea of people for the next buyer. 

	“How exactly do you steal something in a video game?” 

	“Shh! Not so loud. Others around can hear you,” Galaid chastised him. He continued walking without answering, stopping near a table where many ogled the goods. But few bought. “Just walk up to the table and click on an item. It will give you info about the item, but then you can select to buy or steal it. Wait until the vendor turns to another customer before stealing it. Then high tail it away from the table. Easy.”

	Warley looked over the people at the table, seeing weird shaped things on it. None of it looked like food, however. “Which thing do I steal? It doesn’t look like food.”

	Galaid turned his demon-yellow eyes toward Warley, making him flinch behind the screen. “You steal one of these and sell it, you can buy enough food for a week. Now, when you get it, head for that door.” He pointed behind Warley to where a door led to the maze in the rest of the ship. 

	“Fine. Seems pretty easy. Why doesn’t everyone just steal instead of buying?” 

	“Because everyone has money. They don’t all have the guts to do it. Which makes it easier for people like you. Now get to it. Don’t have all night. And you certainly don’t if you don’t get food.” The demon-man moved off toward the exit he had instructed his pupil to take. Warley, left alone, turned to the task at hand.

	Pushing his way forward, he gently shouldered past people, hearing their voices chatting….

	“Haha, I would never buy that. Waste of money. Leave that for those elitists,” a male voice said.

	“This stuff is invaluable in space warfare. You wouldn’t know, Jorman, you’re just a miner,” a female voice scolded the male.

	Practiced in the art of listening and blending in, Warley moved forward. His ears were alert for anyone who noted his presence. Nobody said anything he flagged as suspicious, so he pushed onwards. When he got up to the table, the human vendor looked at him, a smile on the man’s face. “Hello, good fortune to you sir. May I interest you in my wares?”

	Unsure if the computer-controlled vendor needed a response, he replied, “Looking for now.”

	The man bowed his head before turning away. Warley was free to browse for an object to ‘purchase’. The first item which caught his eye was a large, twisted piece of what looked like some rare gem. But it had been shaped into a cylinder, as though to use for something. Opening the item info, he looked closer, seeing it was called the ‘Dri-Cor Infinitus’. It was priced at over two-thousand credits. Sounded like a good amount of food to Warley. He clicked on the item again, making sure the vendor was turned away, then he hit ‘steal’. 

	Half expecting something to happen, he looked around. The vendor was still busy. People were still talking. Not hesitating, he turned and pushed past other avatars, not sure where he was hiding the object, but positive it was somewhere on his person. The crowd grew thinner. And he was home free. The hallway was ahead, Galaid hiding in the shadows somewhere. He made it to the hall entrance without any conflict. Then, as soon as his feet stepped out into the hallway, an alarm started going off. Warley turned around, certain he was the cause of the commotion. He was correct. People were running toward him dressed in uniforms. Angry expressions scrunched their faces as they charged Warley, batons and other weapons drawn. 

	Not wanting to get caught, he started running down the hallway, his eyes searching for his new friend. But Galaid was nowhere to be found. Either he was hiding or had run at the sound of the alarm going off. Warley was in this by himself. He turned to look over his shoulder, but his angry pursuers were still hard on his tail. One of them was twirling something over his head, fascinating Warley. As he watched, the pursuer threw the object at Warley. It was a cross between a net and a whip, wrapping around Warley’s ankles and spreading up his legs, pulling him to the ground. And then the others were on him, hitting him with objects from all sides. It made Warley cringe as he watched the red start flashing around his screen. Frantically, he hit keys to make his character do something. But he couldn’t move. He could only watch as the red started to close in. His health dropped and the words of death flashed across his screen, making him pound his fists on the desk. 

	As soon as his avatar died, the attackers walked away. Warley just sat there, arms crossed as he looked at his body, chalking up three deaths in that one night. As he watched, a dark figure materialized from the wall, looking down at the dead form. Then, the figure bent over his body as though examining it. 

	“Galaid! What are you doing?” He said, not sure if his words could be heard after dying.

	“Taking what’s free for the taking.” Galaid stood up before continuing. “Don’t be so naïve, kid. Go back to your browser MMOs.”

	“Wait… what?! What just happened? What did you take?” Warley called as Galaid moved away.

	“Think about it. Not that hard for a super smart guy like you.” His voice faded away, leaving Warley furious. Had he just swindled Warley into stealing something Galaid knew would lead to Warley’s death? Why? What had he done to the demon-man? Muttering under his breath about untrustworthy people, Warley shut the game down. Was this how this new ‘job’ experience would be? It was a game within a game, like any other. People play all kinds of power and politics games at work, but nobody killed each other after manipulating them into stealing something.

	What he needed was a hot shower to clear his head. His eyes scanned his tiny, rundown apartment, in contrast to the crisp, clean metal hallways he had just been strolling down. His gaze turned to where the stone-like shell of Max rested, asleep for the night. “A hot shower is all I need. Get my wits back.”

	Pushing back his desk chair, he walked into his bedroom and to the right, into the bathroom. “Bathroom, start up a shower for me. Same as I like it.” The bathroom was quiet, the lights flickering a little, but no sound of the shower starting up. “Bathroom?” He called, echoing on the tiled walls.

	“I’m sorry sir,” an emotionless female voice answered him. “It appears I am unable to access the water line. We have been cut off.”

	“What! Cut off?” Warley’s mind began reeling. He just wanted a shower. It had been a long, fruitless day. All he wanted was a hot shower. “Why?”

	“That is not in my programming to answer,” the bathroom responded.

	“Useless,” he muttered as he hit a dialing pad mounted on the wall. Finding the number he wanted, he hit ‘call’. 

	It rang only once before being answered. A perky young woman greeted him, “Thank you for calling New York’s Clean Water Solution. How may I be of assistance?”

	“Yea, my shower said we are cut off from the water line.”

	“Okay, your number says you are in the apartments on Fifth Street?”

	“Yes, ma’am.”

	A moment of silence before she answered. “And your name?”

	“Warley Harvin.”

	“Okay, Mister Harvin. It looks like you have missed payment on your water bill.”

	Warley began to think, trying to remember what month it was. “No, that’s not possible. You guys are going to really cut me off for being a day over?”

	“Sir, you have missed the last three payments.”

	The realization rang in his ears like never before. Three payments…. How long had he been out of work for? It hadn’t been that long. 

	“We didn’t suspend your account originally because you have always been on top of your payments, but the company could not afford to let it continue. If you pay your bill, we will turn the water back on immediately.”

	“Th-thanks,” he stammered, still in mild shock he hadn’t paid his bill in so long. Who was he turning into? His life was slipping away and he was losing control.

	“Have a good night, sir,” the woman responded, obviously prompting him to leave her to the next call. He hung up the phone before dropping out of his day clothes. Pulling on his red-plaid pajama pants, Warley threw his files off his bed before flopping down, yanking a corner of the covers over his body before giving up and surrendering to unconsciousness.

	 


Chapter 5

	The next day, Warley found himself engrossed in studying at the library. Research was a comfortable area. An area he had experience in, and which made him feel secure. Except instead of studying people, he was studying a game. It couldn’t be that different. But nothing ever came easy to Warley anymore. Before the turn of the century, libraries had all been outdated wastes of time. But now, they had all digitalized, sharing the information with all other libraries across the nation. Just by going to the local library, Warley could access everything. Even the Library of Congress. But Warley didn’t need information from the great library. His needs were simpler.

	A hundred consoles filled the library where people could sit and look for information. Around twenty were taken. Warley veered off to the left side of the library, taking a seat at a console on the less crowded side of the room. Sitting down, he typed in the words ‘Dark Infinity’ and chose non-periodical. The search brought up all kinds of player and information guides. Scrolling through them, he found out people spent forty plus hours a week on the game. There were all kinds of guides. From the different races, to the different ships and brands of ships, information about best spots to mine, maps of the space stations, maps of the galaxy you can explore. How to fix this or that on a ship. Why this ship is bad and the other one is better. Crafting guides. Even basic beginner guides complete down to controls. And Warley spent the entire day in there without eating, his tablet out as he typed notes down from what he was reading. 

	***

	It was evening when he returned home, the sun setting behind the tall city landscape. His apartment was dark and stuffy when he arrived home, shutting and locking the door behind him. The clock read seven in the evening. Warley flipped on a light, revealing Max running a turtle’s run toward the kitchen.

	“You hungry, boy?” Warley asked as he set down his tablet and followed his companion. He opened the refrigerator, finding only a couple of freeze dried salads left. “Well boy, looks like we split it.” He took out one of the packages and open the hydrater, placed the package inside, and hit selected the button for salad. The timer lit up, and the glass went foggy as he waited. The hydrater made no sound, being the only thing in the apartment of newer quality. While he waited, he grabbed a plate for himself, and one for Max. “Here, boy.” He uncapped his water bottle he had filled up with a public fountain and poured some into a bowl for the turtle. The stripes along the animal’s head seemed to grow brighter as it bent over the bowl and drank. It was as though a drought had struck their apartment.

	When the hydrator beeped at him, he opened the door and took out the now-inflated bag. Pulling it open, he poured over half of its contents onto his own plate. Green and purple leaves, shredded carrots, radishes, and cucumbers colored his white eating surface. The remainder he poured onto a plate for Max, placing his friend’s on the ground before moving to his own. He opened a cupboard and found some oil and vinegar, drizzling them over the top of his leafy pile. Then, he stood at the counter and ate, watching Max slowly eat his own dinner. The water was drunk sparingly, Warley not having anything else to last until the next day. And his work day was just getting started.

	When he finished, Warley wiped the dish off the best he could and placed it on the counter. No water for washing. Then, he took his water bottle and sat down in front of his computer. “Alright, round two. Let’s see what you got today Dark Infinity.”

	The screen projected onto the allotted wall in front of him. He activated his keyboard and waited while the computer recognized him before logging in. Then, he opened the game. The giant purple letters ‘Dark Infinity’ jumped across the screen. Warley could feel his pulse pick up a little bit. His cheeks grew hotter as the previous night came to mind. “Don’t let it get to you,” he mumbled under his breath. “Focus on the end game. The kill.” But if he got the chance to kill that little bastard Galaid, he would take it.

	The screen began loading, finally opening on him standing in the hallway by Bay twelve. It was almost like he was reliving the same thing over and over again. And at the end of every day he was doomed to die horribly. But this time, he had a plan. A rock-solid, foolproof plan. As he walked forward, his eyes were now open. A different colored piece of metal was hanging loose from the wall. He walked up and grabbed it. The item disappeared into his inventory.

	Onward he walked, collecting anything he could pick up along the way. His route carried him to the trading center. Along the way, he managed to collect over twenty items. Many being metal, and valuable if he was to make a ship. Making your ship was the key to advancing in the game, he now knew. Any ship would do for him, he wasn’t picky. The problem lied in finding enough material to build the parts and then put them together for a ship. But that was second on his list. First was food.

	Rather than go off to the right as Galaid had taken him, Warley wandered to the left and deeper into the rows of vendors. Not in a hurry, he walked slowly, his steps almost in slow motion as his eyes scanned the table for something he might be able to snag without a fight. He spotted it on a table in the middle. What looked like a giant bowl of rice. Now, how he would practically walk off with a giant bowl of food as large as his head without anyone noticing was beyond him. But the game accepted it as a premise, so Warley went along with it. Walking to the table casually, he scanned the table, aware the vendor was helping someone else. He opened the info about the object and clicked the ‘steal’ button. The item disappeared from the table and Warley moved off at a casual pace. 

	When he had moved two tables of rows behind the booth, Warley opened up his inventory. There it was. The bowl of rice, though it was called Choobiey. It was really rice. And all of the metal he had collected clogged the rest of his inventory. He elected to eat the Choobiey, watching as it disappeared from his inventory and Exxu made an eating motion. Then, his hunger bar filled, indicating he wouldn’t need to eat for some time. Which was good because Warley had work to do.

	Now he had eaten the Choobiey, there was no evidence to be found. Only things taken out of the trade center set off alarms. If you do something with it inside the walls of the trading place, you were safe. You could trade it, consume it, turn it into something else, but you couldn’t walk out with the product you stole. So, not having to worry, Warley walked his way through the rest of the market to the back, taking an exit into a narrower hallway. He knew what he was looking for, just not where to get it. Everywhere he went, he dodged across the hall. Left, right, bending down, jumping up. All to collect metal and other crafting materials he managed to stumble across. There was no telling how much or exactly what he would need, but he was certain he would need a lot.

	Down the hallway, he took a left, his eyes searching into darkened rooms, but not daring to enter. He needed a weapon. Just like the crafting materials, he could pick up weapons lying around. One of the maps he had saved had some likely spawn points for weapons. Including pipes, utility knives, wrenches, and mostly other utility-oriented pieces. The map took him down to the end of the hallway and into a darkened room. Warley could feel his heart beat faster as he struggled to find his way forward, constantly clicking around to try and pick something up. And that was when the red started appearing around the edges of his screen. Tiny screeching sounds filled his speakers as the creatures swarmed him, the attacks becoming more vigorous as others joined in.

	“Come on!” Warley yelled as he searched around, hope still present in his chest as his health bar dropped to half. And then, he heard a scraping of metal on metal as his character picked up a pipe. “YES!” Then, he turned around and began swinging the pipe, sweeping it in an arc at the beasts. Experience points began to fly in the air as he killed the creatures. One…. Two…. Six…. Ten…. Twelve fell, leaving Warley at just over a quarter health. 

	He had been so busy killing the little beasties, he hadn’t noticed the text appear on his screen:

	Congratulations on reaching Level 2!
      The accomplishment was small, but filled Warley’s step with a new kind of swag. And now, more importantly, he had his weapon. Now it was time to find an old friend and say hello. Walking out of the room, Warley made his way back toward the trading center, unsure how else to get back to Bay Twelve. The trading center was even more crowded the second time he passed through. But he didn’t have to encounter the crowd, instead moving around the edges of the room. On the way, he passed a group of zangas, their bright hair on their near-human bodies standing out against all the other heads in the room. As he moved by, he caught a few sentences of chatter….

	“…and nobody is dumb enough to stand against their fleet except her. Stupid.”

	“Stupid?” A male voice answered the first. “Are you kidding? It’s brilliant. Somebody has to put a stop to them.”

	Warley wanted to stop and ask what they were referring to, but his feet carried on. Server politics would have to wait until he had a better handle on the game. For now, his focus had to be on getting to a place where he could start making money. And that place had to come sooner rather than later. At the familiar hallway, he took a left, turning to weave around other people as he went. One purple person called a greeting to him, but he kept walking by, ignoring her. His boots rang out on the metal as he walked, purposeful and precise. 

	Another left took him to an all too familiar hallway. As he walked, he grabbed more scraps of metal along the way. His purpose though was set on one objective: Galaid. Nobody double-crossed Warley and got away with it. So as he made his way back to the one place where he had first encountered the demon, his mind was clear. There was one thing and one thing only which would make him feel better: killing Galaid. 

	The glass surrounding bay twelve revealed the empty space, the airlock visible through the glass around the corner. And then, he turned the corner down the hallway. His senses were on hyper alert. His heart began pounding in his chest. Ba-boom. Ba-boom. Ba-boom. Ba-boom. His pipe was hidden at that second, but Warley was ready at an instance’s notice to draw.

	He came to a stop halfway down the hallway. Then, he pressed down on the broadcast button as he spoke, “Galaid! You worthless bastard! I want to talk to you!”

	Nothing happened. He panned his camera around, waiting to see a shadow sneak up behind him. To his left. To his right. Nothing happened. The hallway remained still. It was a minute before he heard a cackle, making Warley whip around. Nobody was there. “Come on!”

	“What do you want?” The disdain in the man’s voice was obvious. But then why answer Warley’s summons?”

	“Face me! I deserve answers,” Warley lied through his teeth. Lying, he discovered, was much easier over a voice chat than in person. 

	Again the cackle, but then a shadow materialized from the floor, the glowing eyes staring at Warley. “Answers? I owe you nothing. Now, how about we….”

	Galaid was cut short as Warley charged him, the pipe ready to strike. The demon didn’t move, not expecting the attack. Warley swung the pipe wildly, but then the demon melted back into the ground. He turned around, searching. Nothing to be found. Had he somehow killed Galaid? Or was the demon afraid of him? If he hadn’t been, he should now.

	“Come back, coward! Fight me!” Warley yelled, his heart beating hard as adrenaline pumped through his body.

	“You really think you’re worth my time?” The voice echoed around the metal corridor. But then, dark filled his vision and Warley was thrown back against the wall. Galaid was in front of him, some weapon looking like a long, glowing whip in hand. The whip was the same demon yellow as the man’s eyes. The whip went back and snapped toward Warley, hitting him and knocking his health down by a third. The red closed in around the edges of his screen, warning him he was in danger. But clearly, he was already aware as Galaid drew the whip back again, bringing it forward. This time, Warley let out an audible yelp as his health dropped almost to zero. Everything he could see was tinted red. 

	Galaid stepped back, and Warley fell to his knees. His character collapsed onto the ground, the red pulsing away. The demon just stared. “You are level two. You are nothing here. Do not seek to assault me again. You are nobody. Now Exxu, go back to your sad life and leave this game alone. You don’t have what it takes.”

	If Warley had the ability, he would have stood back up then and there and demanded Galaid to finish what he started. Just to spite the man. But, as it turned out, his character could not move. Instead, he shouted at the demon’s retreating back, “You don’t know anything about me! You better watch your back.”

	Apparently he warranted no response, because Galaid kept walking and disappeared around the corner of the bay twelve hallway.

	 


Chapter 6

	Warley lay there until his health began to recover. The choobiey was still at work in his body, feeding his metabolism and helping him heal enough to stand up. But he needed more food if he was going to keep going and get anything done that night. He felt a little like the weak little kid who had just gotten beat up in an alleyway after trying to stand up to the bullies. Then it started raining. It was the kind of feeling, and not something Warley was used to. He hated the powerlessness which came with his situation. No money and no means of getting money. His only hope was some game full of kids who wanted to stuff him in the nearest locker.

	Stealing was even easier the second time around. Now he knew what to look for, he saw several other people pull the same strategies he used. The thieves became apparent immediately. At the end of ten minutes, Warley had taken several items of food, consumed them, and stole an item of minimal value, trading it for credits. He received fifty credits. 

	Taking his money and renewed health, Warley left the trade center, not liking the feeling of being squished in. In the hallway, he took a right instead of a left, heading in a direction he had yet to go before. The lifts were that way, resulting in a high traffic hallway. Demon-people, purple people, the elf-like people with bright hair, and others walked by him. Some humans too. Each was having their own conversations with their traveling companions. He continued on, jumping onto a waiting lift right before the gate closed and it began dropping. He had no idea how it worked so he just waited. It stopped three times. Each time, several occupants emptied out. And then the fourth time, it arrived at the lowest level of the space station. 

	The lighting here was sparse, the lights being spaced twice as far from one another as they were in the hallways of the world above. The metal down here was less shiny, even having splashes of areas where the metal had been ripped off the walls. It was like a feast for Warley, who ran from spot to spot collecting the scrapped metal. Curiously, one room to the right was lit up, while all of the others were completely dark. He moved around the corner, not sure what he expected to find, but his eyes grew larger as he saw some metal-encased object sitting on a lab table, its contents glowing brightly. 

	“Whoa,” Warley said as he walked forward, each step careful and measured. When he clicked on it, its description simply said, ‘High-fission fuel cell’. Deciding it was worth the gamble, he snatched it into his inventory, the light instantly disappearing from the room. Warley exited, walking back outside toward the permanent light before returning to the lift.

	Whatever this object was, it had to hold some kind of value. If he could sell it, he’d be that much closer to getting his ship and getting off the rock he was stuck on. 

	The trade center was buzzing, but when Warley took out the fuel cell, eyes turned towards him as he shouted, “What should I do with this?”

	A hahdren named Keelio stepped forward, his giant chameleon-like eyes bulging in his head as he replied, “Give it to me. I’ll take care of it.”

	A few around the area began laughing. Obviously they took him for as much of a joke as Galaid had. He tried a different tactic. “I am willing to sell this. Who will pay the most for it?”

	A human female with brown hair stepped forward. “Five hundred credits.”

	But by then, a small crowd had started to gather. Word was spreading about this apparently rare find by some new guy. The thought of that much money was tempting. Warley opened his mouth to agree when another voice stepped in. “Fifteen hundred!”

	Silence fell over the little area. Nobody was whispering to their neighbor. Heck, nobody even dared to move. A short little vruun stepped forward, his four hands eagerly clasped together in front of him. Nobody stepped up to challenge him, so Warley said, “It is yours, sir.”

	A trade window opened up with a thousand and five-hundred credits. Warley agreed to trade the fuel cell, and it completed. His breath was lost on him as he looked at the amount of money he had.

	“Thanks,” Warley said to the little man.

	The man’s silver-horned head turned his way. “Don’t thank me. I’m just happy I got to it before those nasty shadow fleet idiots. Galaid will be very mad when I hand this over to his enemies.”

	The name grabbed Warley’s attention. “You know Galaid?”

	The vruun snorted, “Everyone knows Galaid. Or has been threatened by him at one time. It’s why I am so happy I get to get ahead of him on this one.”

	The information got Warley’s mind working, and he simply replied, “Good. Best of luck.”

	Warley knew exactly what he wanted to do with his trade money. “Hey, anybody know a good cargo ship crafter for cheap?”

	A female voice responded, “If you pay cheap, you get cheap.”

	“That’s okay. I just need to get the heck out of there, ya know?”

	A man laughed, “Yea, I know the feeling. These bitter females in the trade center can get old.” A female toon turned and walked away, Warley assumed that had been the woman talking. “Now, I’m your man. What you need?”

	“Well, I just need something basic. The best value for the lowest price. I’m not planning on being the best or anything. I just need to get off my feet.”

	“Hmmm,” the man named Regainly contemplated. “Okay. Well, the specialized cargo company Lixton is probably the best value. But even the Nova and Hailer aren’t too bad. How fast you want?”

	In his minimalist education on the ships in the game, Warley hadn’t researched much about the speed. For a cargo ship, he imagined it would have to be a decent speed though. “Um, maybe like medium fast? How much for the Lixton?”

	“Eight-hundred for a Lixton ‘T’ forty.”

	“What does the forty mean?” Warley asked.

	“That’s the number of JPU’s the ship has,” the crafter patiently explained.

	At the risk of sounding like as much of a noob as he was, he persisted, “Which means?”

	“Jet Propulsion Units. The more you have, the faster and better the ship.”

	Thinking about it, Warley nodded to himself. “Sure. Makes sense. I would really prefer a faster one, but that’s a decent price.” He really had no idea if it was a good or terrible price. But it was less than the amount he had, so it was good with him.

	“Alright, should I pay you now or when you get it done?”

	“I probably have one sitting around somewhere. Let me go and check my fleet’s ship.” With that, he turned and walked away through the crowd. 

	Warley patiently waited, willing Regainly to have a ship already made and ready to purchase. The idea of giving up half of his money beforehand didn’t settle well with Warley. Not after having already been swindled once in the game. But it had been a lesson well-learned if it kept anyone else from taking advantage of him.

	Ten minutes later, the silver-horned head of Regainly appeared through the crowd. He came to a stop in front of Warley. “Alright, Exxu. I have your ship. Shall I take you to it so you can inspect it?”

	The suggestion took Warley off guard. But of course, it was like buying a vehicle in the offline world. Make sure you aren’t being sold a lemon. “Yes, of course.”

	Warley followed Regainly out of the trade center and to the right. The shorter man led him to the lifts, all five of them crowded with various shapes and sizes of avatars. Regainly didn’t hesitate to shove his way into one, and Warley followed, still not yet comfortable being so close to so many people, even on a game. 

	The lift went down several levels before stopping. A few people filed out before it went down again, stopping faster this time. “Come on, Exxu,” Regainly said as he walked off the lift. Warley followed, aware they were the only two to get off on that level. 

	“Why is nobody else on this level?” he asked, suspecting more foul play in the making.

	“This level is where some of the most expensive warships lay dock. It costs a lot to dock a warship. But for people like me who make ships, it’s necessary. Noobs like you cannot leave the space station until you get a ship, so I have to come to you.”

	Overlooking the fact this man had just referred to him as a ‘noob’, Warley asked, “How do you learn to craft all that stuff?”

	“Well, not everyone does,” he stopped at a sealed door and appeared to be punching in an access code. “I mean everyone can access basic schematics as they level. But the basic stuff doesn’t get you anywhere.” The passcode apparently worked, the door rising to admit the two of them to an airlock. Regainly walked forward with Warley on his tail. “The real stuff worthwhile you have to hunt for. Either find them hidden somewhere, or buy them from someone else who found them.”

	“Sounds like a lot of work,” Warley pointed out as the airlock shut behind them. Ahead, another door slid open, admitting them to the inside of Regainly’s warship. He was eager to see what the inside of such a ship looked like, but he didn’t walk ahead of his host, being courteous. 

	Regainly chuckled as they climbed into the ship, shutting the door behind them. “It is a lot of work. But it keeps the economy going. Everyone has their job, their specialty. Find your place in this universe or get washed out.”

	Snorting, Warley replied, “I’m not so sure I have a place here.” They took a right through the large hallway, big enough for ten men abreast to walk through. The lighting was spaced out on the ceiling, dim enough so as not to reflect off the metal interior. Ahead, the hallway opened up to a giant space. It was just a large cluster of smaller ships inside the belly of the behemoth warship. All kinds and sizes. Some smooth and sleek, like a sports car. Others were bulkier, rough-looking but meant to be durable. Blue, purple, red, white, black. All different colors. “Wow,” Warley said, stopping as he took in the sight before him.

	“Yea, something, isn’t it?” Regainly walked ahead. “Come on, Exxu. Let me take you to your beauty. Well, ‘beauty’ if you like ‘em big and curvy.”

	Warley followed the craftsman as he replied, “Big and curvy works so long as it gets the job done.”

	“It works for you. You’re a level two. Small time jobs is all you’ll be taking on. This should hold you over until you get to your next milestone. Then, if you want, you can trade it in for a mining ship and pay the difference.”

	“Will keep that in mind,” he replied as they skirted around a skinny ship. It had engines embedded on the bottom and tops, Silver with blue painted on the front and streaking down the sides. It was shinier than anything Warley had ever seen, and he loved it. “What is that?” He called to his host.

	Regainly turned. “You have good taste! That’s a Gelty F-300. A fighter ship. Little out of your league right now.”

	Warley couldn’t have agreed more, but his eyes lingered on it as he walked after Regainly. Not yet. But someday. Someday he would have that little ship. And he would be the king.

	“Here it is,” Regainly pointed at a boxy looking ship. The Lixton T-40. It was nice looking, but Warley’s jaw just about dropped off his face.

	“It’s pink!” Warley yelled, his eyes just about bulging out of his head.

	“Well… yea,” Regainly said, sounding sincere. “But that’s why it’s so cheap. No one wants a pink ship. Hah!”

	“Can’t you paint it?” Warley asked. 

	“Not me. You have to buy paint for it.”

	Sighing, Warley gave in, “Fine. How does this work?”

	“Simple. I trade the deed over to you and then I can drop it in one of the bays nearby.”

	“Sounds like a plan, but I can fly it out of here.”

	Regainly shook his head, “No, it’s better if I do it. It’s tricky getting it out of here. I have them all set up in a way that lets me get them out without harming anything.”

	A little uneasy by the stipulation, Warley nodded his consent. “Okay.” They opened up trade with one another. Regainly offered the deed while Warley placed the eight-hundred credits in his trading slot. Then, the trade commenced. His monetary amount went down, making him a little sad in side, but now he had a ship. “Where do I go to find my ship?”

	“I’ll put it one above us, in bay six. Should be… easy to spot.”

	“Yea, I’ll say. Do I just go back the way we came?”

	“Yea, the doors will open automatically from the inside. Happy transporting and come again!

	Without replying, Warley walked back the way he had come. The blue Gelty again held his attention. How did this guy drive around with all these and not have people attacking him to steal them? Either people knew they needed him, or his stash was a secret. Of course, if he brought all his clients in to see the merchandise, someone would have blabbed by now. He had to have some seriously scary people protecting him. 

	The airlock opened as he walked past, which was good because he would have kept walking on past it, ogling at the insides of the large beast. Instead, he took one last look around before turning left, and entering the little bridge connecting the ship to the space station. Behind him, the door sizzled shut as the one ahead opened to admit him back to the world of metal. 

	Everything was backwards now, leaving him blundering through hallways and backtracking to try and find his way to the lift. Unlike the halls above, there was nobody here to ask for help or directions. Nobody to follow. It was up to Warley to find his way out. And he eventually did. It just took five minutes rather than one. 

	Hopping onto the lift, he pressed the button for the next floor up. It was just barely a second before it stopped again to let him out. Then, it shot off up the station again. Unlike in the real world, this strange place had no tourist map saying ‘you are here’. Warley had to find his own way. He walked forwards, hoping Bay six would be easy to find. And even easier to find his ship. Walking down the long hallway, he found another larger hall veering off to the left. Several people were walking in and out of it. 

	“Excuse me, is Bay six down here?” He asked a human as she walked by.

	“Sure, boss,” she said. “Keep going and that’ll getcha there.”

	“Thanks,” he said as he walked onwards, noting his hunger was now only three-fourths full form all the walking and physical exertion. But he maintained his course, wanting nothing less than to sit in that pilot’s chair and take off to start earning him some money. 

	Ahead, the metal wall on his left changed. It turned to hundreds of doors. Each had a window in it and led to a ship. Warley peaked through the first window, whistling to himself as he spotted a shiny ship looking like a fighter. But not his. The ship was surrounded on all sides by a green, shimmering wall. A kind of force field airlock. But it allowed him to look around and see the other ships docked in the area. His eyes searched for one in particular: a hard-to-miss, large, bright pink cargo ship. And none caught his eye. He scanned around several times, but to no avail. 

	Curse words floated to his lips, but none quite escaped as he saw a ship entering the bay. It was large, in shadow at first. Warley strained to get a better look at it. Then, as it flew into the light, he recognized it as his ship. Regainly flew it to the right side to park in an empty spot. Warley wasted no time in taking off to the left, turning a right down the hallway which had the other airlock entrances. He came to a stop midway down the hall, wondering which one contained his ship. Then, the third door down slid open, revealing Regainly. “She’s all yours.”

	“Thanks so much!” Warley said as he forced a careful walk toward the airlock.

	“The passcode is zero-seven-one-two-four-four-nine. Careful out there.”

	But Warley was already entering the door to the tiny air locked space. The monster of a ship stretched to the ceiling. Warley found himself wishing he was actually there so he could reach out and actually touch the ship. Instead, he walked over to the door on the side and typed in the passcode Regainly had given him.

	“Welcome, Exxu,” a robotic female voice spoke as the door lifted outwards, almost hitting Warley’s avatar in the process. 

	“Oh cool, it knows my name,” he said as he entered the ship. Inside, there were little storage bins built into the walls around the entrance area. Two entryways were on either side of him. Moving forward, he peeked into the left side, seeing a large, open space for hauling cargo. Hooks on the walls and floors for holding stuff in place. To the right was the cockpit. One main seat sat in the direct middle, and two other seats sat slightly behind it and off to the sides. Against the wall on either side, two more small seats sat for additional passengers. 

	“Wow,” Warley walked up to the controls, his eyes taking in all of the shiny, pulsing lights. Did they all mean something? Did he have to know what they all meant? Only one way to find out. Sitting down in the pilot’s seat, he just stared at everything. Where to begin? “Hey, ship?” He chanced at asking.

	“Yes, Exxu?” The female voice replied. His heart leapt. This might not be as bad as he thought. 

	“Ummmm, how do I get this to go?”

	“It is not part of my programming to know how to fly the ship. There is, however, a manual in the interface on the console. Inquire it for more information.”

	“Thanks,” he said, to which the ship said nothing. “Okay, time to get good.”

	 


Chapter 7

	It took Warley close to an hour, but he eventually was ready to take off. The cargo ship was fully ready and had a course set, but he had no destination. So, rather than take off, he calmed his excitement and shut the ship down in favor of going to find someone who would sell him paint for his ship. It was back to the old trade center for Warley.

	When he entered, he stopped next to a group of talking people, all different species. “Excuse me, anyone know where I can get paint for a ship?”

	A few snickers answered him, but a female stepped forward, her teeth pointy and her hair purple. “What color ya looking for, sugar?”

	Ignoring the name, he replied, “Black, preferably. Matte black.”

	“How boring,” another female voice replied. Not that Warley cared about their opinions.

	“Can you help, or not?” He persisted.

	The zanga female stared at him before replying, “I can’t. But I can point you in the right direction. The back vendors sell items people trade to them. Go look there.”

	“Thanks, then.” 

	“Yea, get outta here,” she said before returning to her conversation with the circle of player avatars.

	Warley shouldered his way through the crowd, his path dead set on the back of the trade center. A gai’renna jumped in front of him, making him look down at the man’s purple, bouncing antennae. “Out of the way,” he told the slim, purple man.

	“Not until you see my wares! Here… check it out!” He tried to open trade with Warley, but Warley refused.

	“Get away. I have things to do.” He took a step to the left, and the gai’renna moved with him.

	“No! Look, cheapest on the market! A rich gentleman such as yourself can appreciate saving money, I’m sure.”

	Warley shook his head, “No that’s….” He paused. “How did you know how much money I have?”

	The purple man froze, his tail whipping to the left as he considered the question. “It was an educated guess based on your great appearance….”

	“No.” Warley shut the lie down. “Where did you hear I had money?”

	The man didn’t answer, but the salesman demeanor slipped away. Abruptly, the purple man turned and sprinted away into the crowd. Warley took a step forward, his instincts telling him to follow. But he remained where he stood, knowing it wouldn’t do any good. Someone had taken an interest in him for whatever reason. Perhaps word of the public trade from earlier had already spread around the space station. 

	But for now, he focused on the task at hand. There was nothing wrong with the color pink, but it wasn’t part of what he wanted to be known for in the game. At the back of the trade center, the crowd was thinner. Bored-looking vendors stared at their hands or adjusted their items. Warley walked up to the first one, and the zanga vendor turned to him, a smile on his face. “Welcome! Anything in particular I can help you with?”

	“Yes,” Warley said, unsure if it could understand his request. “I am looking for matte black paint for my cargo ship. Any ideas where I can get one?”

	The vendor smiled, though his mind seemed to be reeling to come up with a suitable answer. “A rare find, for sure. Not because it is popular, but because so few desire that outcome. Check to your left. Leinarj sells rare items.”

	“Good to know,” Warley muttered as he moved to the next table. The vendor Leinarj greeted Warley accordingly. “How may I assist you?”

	Warley told the man what he was after, to which the Vruun nodded, his four hands clasping together in front. “I see. And I do indeed have what you seek. But the real question is, are you willing to pay top dollar?”

	“Yes, yes. How much?” Warley asked impatiently. 

	“Two-thirty-one.” The man had a smug look on his face, his golden horns almost sparkling brighter at the thought of getting that kind of money. 

	“That seems very excessive,” he replied, unsure if it really was an outrageous or fair price. All he knew was that the price for painting a ship shouldn’t amount to a fourth of what the entire painted ship costed.

	The merchant spread his four hands wide, “Take it or leave it. I can guarantee you, you will not find this anywhere else in the galaxy. By those standards, it is indeed fair.”

	Not wanting to argue with a computer-generated alias, Warley said, “Fine.” Then, the NPC showed him the product, which also contained instructions on how to apply it. Warley hit ‘buy’ and the two-hundred credits were sent to the vendor. And Warley walked away with his prize. 

	He opened up the paint in his inventory, reading the instructions carefully. It was all pretty simple. All Warley had to do was walk to his ship in the bay and insert it into some compartment. The compartment then would spread the color over the rest of the ship on its own. How convenient. He couldn’t wait until the ship wasn’t that bright pink again. All would be well soon. 

	The lift took him back down and he walked to bay six. Warley entered the small air locked space, wondering what would happen if the force fields were knocked offline. Probably nothing good. Of course it was a game, not real life. Such incidents probably weren’t possible. Nonetheless, Warley felt a sense of nervousness as he began scaling up the ship’s side. The compartment, unfortunately, was well blended in with others like it. Warley had to tab out and look up diagrams on the internet for reference. If he put it in the wrong spot, it wouldn’t work and he would have lost the investment.

	The diagrams pointed to a compartment located toward the edge of the ship’s roof on the right-hand side. His Lixton had two compartments there, he assumed for two different paint colors. Warley selected the compartment toward the front. It opened and allowed him to place an object inside. He went into his inventory and grabbed the paint before dropping it in and shutting the compartment.

	The ship’s alien female voice could be heard, “Warning, painting commencing. Please remove yourself from the ship’s surface. Repeat, leave the surface of the ship.”

	Not needing to be told twice, Warley climbed back down off the ship and left the airlock, just to be safe. Once he closed the doorway behind him, he watched through the window as the black paint began to spread across the ship’s surface, eating away at the ugly pink. It was a slow process, and after a few minutes Warley gave up and decided to find something more useful to occupy himself. Like finding his first job.

	Online, he had read the servers had a kind of job board. They had different ones for transporting, mining, killing someone, etc. But Warley had to complete a job tonight. He needed the money. The thought of his bank account with a big zero on it ate at his mind every second. If this game was all he had been promised, it could be the answer to his problems. 

	The job boards were located on the main floor, where the trading center was. They were located in an outside room surrounded with glass where people liked to hang out for the view and as well as to hand recruit people who come in looking for a job. Warley knew his luck in being recruited by another player was slim to none, so he would have to search through the posted jobs to find one he could accomplish. 

	When he arrived at the room, each corner was allotted to different kinds of jobs. And a different crowd clustered each corner. His eyes landed to the upper left hand corner, where the fighter pilots were located. They were a raucous bunch, looking a little rough and crazy around the edges. He kept the picture in mind, knowing one day he too would be standing over there with them. Whatever it took, he would be the one everyone approached asking him to take their job. 

	But for now, his destination lay to the bottom right, where the cargo ship pilots gathered. There were fewer than fighter pilots, but Warley still had to shoulder his way forward to look at the panel. It was a large rectangular screen facing up at them and angled slightly. There were hundreds of jobs, but one at the top caught his eye. It was flashing red and titled ‘Urgent delivery of supplies to warship’. Warley looked at the monetary value, his jaw almost dropping when it stated the job was worth three-thousand credits. Why had nobody else taken it? He scrolled through the list, seeing most jobs worth around fifty credits. Some worth a few hundred. But three-thousand?! Why was nobody jumping at that?

	Without hesitating, Warley accepted the job. It disappeared from the job board and the players around him gasped as they saw it go away.

	“Who took it?” A female voice asked, surprise heavy on her lips.

	“Stupid, crazy person,” a skeptical male voice answered.

	Unsure what he just committed to, Warley walked away before he could hear any other comments. The contract was in his inventory. As he walked, he began to read it. The contract said he was to pick up the supplies already paid for from one of the back vendors of the trade center. Then, he would make his way to the coordinates give in the contract and delivery the supplies to the warship. Sounded simple enough until Warley got down to the notes at the bottom, which read:

	Warning: warship Infinity is undergoing siege from various parties. Be warned there is danger of being killed when delivering supplies. But whoever succeeds will be fairly compensated.

	So, always read the fine print. That was what Warley was learning that day. Siege? He wasn’t ready to run a siege yet. He hadn’t even driven his stupid ship, and it was about to get blown to pieces! What would happen if he just didn’t do the contract? Dropped it and never thought about it again? But he knew what would happen. It had happened all the time in his real-life line of work. You failed an employer, somebody would blacklist you. Never get another job again. That’s what would await him if he ditched this contract now. He had to at least try it. 

	Wondering how he had become so crazy, Warley went back to the trade center, approaching the vendor named Irioss to gather the supplies for the Infinity. When he asked the vendor for the supplies, she looked at him with a smile. “So, you’re the crazy one roped into delivering this stuff huh? Well, good luck.”

	For computer-generated aliases, these vendors were awful smart-mouthed. “Yea, I already know about the siege.”

	Irioss laughed, her blonde hair tumbling around her shoulders. “Oh, it’s not just the siege. Everyone knows what they ordered. And pirates will be on the lookout for whoever takes the contract. But you seem confident. You’ll do great.” With that, she placed several boxes up on her table, which Warley took into his inventory. 

	“Thanks,” he said as he began to walk back to his ship. If she replied, he had no knowledge of it. He kept walking, asking himself what he was really doing. This job should be left to the best of the best pilots. One who had a top of the line ship with a ton of JPU’s. But none of the top pilots had wanted this job. That should tell Warley something. Or should have. It didn’t matter now because he had to do the job.

	When he arrived back at bay six, his ship was fully painted. It looked like a whole new ship, the matte black finish blending into the shadows of the bay. He pinned in the code to enter the air locked area before entering the one to get into the ship. “Welcome, Exxu,” the ship greeted him again.

	“Thanks,” he replied politely. Then, he unloaded the cargo from his inventory into the cargo area of his ship, interacting with the hooks to secure the boxes down. Who knew what kind of crazy flying was ahead. 

	Once everything was secured to Warley’s satisfaction, he returned to the cockpit, sitting in the pilot’s chair. In front of him was a map of the explorable space. He opened up his contract and entered the coordinates he was given. Then, the map lit up with a path he should take. Kind of like a GPS for a spaceship in space in a video game. But that was the easy part. The harder part would be actually flying there. But he knew the basics of flying, he thought. The manual had provided helpful insight. Hopefully, he knew enough to make it through the flight and come out alive.

	“Okay,” Warley took a deep breath as he hit the radio on his control interface. “Cell thirty-two in bay six ready to take off. Request to drop force field.”

	The response came promptly, “You are good to go cell thirty-two. Dropping force field. Safe travels.”

	To Warley’s surprise, the green screen in front of him fell, allowing him to fly free. But he would have to start flying first. He looked down at the controls, intimidated even after reading the manual. First, he would have to fire up the thrusters to push him off the ground. He hit the blue button. Then he had to open up the flaps over the propulsors. He hit that switch as well. The sound of the JPU’s filled the small space. And then it was time to move forwards…. He grabbed the steering device in front of him, which looked like a steering wheel with no top and bottom. Taking a deep breath, he tilted it forwards. And the ship began to move out of the small space at a snail’s pace. 

	Relaxing his shoulders slightly, Warley turned the wheel to the left, hearing a scraping sound which jarred the ship. Evidently he hadn’t yet cleared the small landing space. 

	“Everything alright, cell thirty-two?” A voice asked over the radio.

	“Yep!” Warley answered fast. “All good here. Just a little… rusty.” He veered away from saying he was new. The radio didn’t say anything else, and he relaxed a little bit. Could they take away his ability to fly if he was terrible at it? He couldn’t be the only new person to struggle with driving at first. And he, hopefully, wouldn’t be the last. Otherwise they would always remember him as being the clumsy driver who couldn’t clear a parking spot. 

	He maneuvered the ship a little further out into the open before fully turning it to the left, toward the exit. Then, once he cleared the space station, he turned on his rear-view monitor. And he looked at the view of the space station for the first time since he had started the game just the day before. 

	Then, looking back forward, he pushed the steering wheel forward, pushing the ship to jump to faster and faster speeds until he was speeding past other vehicles meandering about the space. All the while, he kept checking his GPS. His eyes never left it. He adjusted course accordingly to get to his destination. If he wandered, who knew where he would end up. 

	“How long will this take?” He asked of nobody in particular.

	“Fifteen minutes, approximately,” the robotic female voice of the ship answered. 

	“Oh,” Warley said, having not expected any kind of a response. “Thanks.” It would be a long fifteen minutes, but at least he would get experience in flying. “Just stay on course,” he muttered under his breath. “Maybe I’ll get there and they will all be gone. Poof.”

	The thought was short-lived as a small explosion sounded and the ship trembled. An alarm started sounding. “What is that?!” Warley yelled.

	“Exxu, it appears we are under attack,” the ship informed him. As she spoke, a small fighter streaked across his front view, making him swerve to the right to avoid it.

	“And they are trying to kill me?” Warley said, yanking the steering wheel to the right to dodge. 

	“If they were trying to destroy you, you would have been dead already. My estimate is they are after your cargo,” the ship announced in a matter-of-fact voice. It didn’t make him feel better, as both scenarios probably ended with him dying… again.

	His only option was to outrun the thing on his tail. Or run it into the blockade around the warship he was delivering supplies to. The ships would most definitely fire on the fighter, believing it to be the escort for his cargo. And then he would have to find some way to not be blown apart himself. That was the flaw in his plan. But one step at a time. 

	Warley went from watching his GPS to watching the fighter ship through the monitors on all sides of the ship. When the opposing ship began to shoot, he jerked the ship around. It shot at him from the right side; he yanked the steering wheel upwards. Then when it followed him, he looped around until he was on the other side of it. His eyes strayed back to his coordinate tracker. He was straying off course. Pulling the steering wheel back, he refocused it on its correct destination. 

	“If I get through this, I will never ever do something this stupid again,” he mumbled as the ship shook again. 

	Then as he turned his ship to a slight left, he saw another ship speeding straight toward him. With a sigh, he pushed the wheel forward, dropping down a little as the blue fighter drew nearer. 

	Warley jumped in his own chair as a voice came over the radio, “I see ya there, Lixton. Just keep going. I’ll take care of your friend there.”

	The ability to speak became lost on Warley for a moment before he remembered his manners, “Ummmm… yes, thanks!”

	“Not doing it for you. This one has a bounty on him. Keep going and I’ll take him out.”

	A bounty…. Warley remembered the days when he was on the other side of those confrontations. He wanted to be that guy again. Making the big money. Hunting down people who prey on lesser people. So as he watched the fighter streak over him and begin chasing his assailant around in circles, he knew he was meant to do that. Not this delivery boy stuff. 

	But Warley didn’t need to be told a second time. For now, he had his eye on the prize. And that prize was the money he would get from delivering these items. If the bounty hunter knew what he was really carrying, would he still pass him by? He wouldn’t wait around to find out. Pushing forward on the wheel, the Lixton began taking off at a fast pace once more, gaining distance on her destination. 

	He watched in the rear monitor as the bounty hunter took out the attempted thief. An explosion erupted in the wing, and the ship tilted, spiraling down before falling to pieces. Warley knew there was no way the pilot would recover from that. So he moved on, relaxing a little bit as he felt a little safer. Not much, but a little bit. 

	It wasn’t long before he no longer needed the guidance system to tell him where to go. The siege was visible from really far away. A sphere of giant warships and their support ships. And in the center, a behemoth of a warship, larger than all of the others. Yet, the giant seemed at a standstill. Not moving, nor firing. None of the ships were doing anything, except a few patrolling fighters. What was the giant warship doing? It was like it was dead in the water. As he drew closer, he saw several of the fighter ships break off and turn their attention his way. They didn’t charge, rather waited as he slowly cruised up. What had he been thinking? Money. That was what he had been thinking. And now he would lose his time and money invested in the ship and character.

	He floated closer, trying to think about what to say. His heart was beating faster as though he were actually in that ship and facing a life or death situation. Then, he was out of time as his radio erupted in sound, a female’s voice hailing him, “Lixton transport, this is Yesmeni of the Eclipse Fleet. Keeper of the alliance of the sovereign fleets. What is your business here?”

	“Ummm I am just W… Exxu,” he corrected himself, remembering his name was different. “I have to be honest, I am not sure what that all meant. I was just trying to escape someone attacking me.”

	There was silence for a few moments, and Warley pulled back on the wheel, slowing the vehicle further until it was almost stopped completely in space. The fighters stood their ground, waiting for a command. Then, the woman’s voice echoed in over the radio once more. “Pilot Exxu, it has been noted you are just a noob and present no threat to us. Please, fly around our ships and continue on your way.”

	For a moment, Warley couldn’t move. His muscles locked. He couldn’t believe it. They were just going to let him go? Rather than risk replying, he pushed forward on his steering wheel, moving forward before tilting the ship downwards, to go around the bottom of the blockade. Where he was the most inconspicuous. As he dove under the fighters, they turned around and moved back into their patrolling positions. They weren’t even going to escort him! Never would Warley consider being inexperienced as being an advantage, but this time it had worked for him. 

	Not daring to believe his luck, he kept flying down and around the blockade, weighing his options. He could still keep going and nobody would be any the wiser. He would make it through the day alive. But he would be blacklisted. There would never be a better time than now to run the blockade. The bottom was more sparsely populated with fighter ships than the rest. It didn’t really up his chance of success, just downed his chances of getting shot right off the bat. As soon as he rushed the blockade they would figure out what was going on, and it would be the end of the line.

	Cursing himself silently, Warley jerked the ship upwards and throttled forwards between two of the fighter ships. The ships turned to fire, but they were too slow. Warley made it through and they looped around to give chase. But the behemoth warship was ahead, its size growing the closer he got to it. He opened his radio, “Infinity, this is Exxu in the Lixton headed your way. I have your supplies. Where should I land?”

	Silence greeted him before a man’s voice came over the radio, “Exxu, good to know there are still good pilots out there. We’re opening the bay on the underside of the ship. Enter fast. We have no weapons online to give assistance.”

	Of course they didn’t. “Roger that,” he said through gritted teeth as other fighters ranks to fire at him.

	He saw a green force field appear under the ship as a door opened up. Angling away, Warley made it look like he was going to go up. Half of the fighters broke off and went to cut him off. Then, he jerked the wheel back hard, flipping up and over his pursuers as he angled right for the open hangar. The force field went down as he was just a hundred feet away from it…. Closer. Closer. Closer…. The opening rapidly approached until his ship flew right through the opening and into the bay. 

	Immediately, he yanked back on the wheel, trying to bring the ship to slow enough to land. Behind him, the force field closed in an instant, three of the incoming fighters crashing into it in an attempt to pursue Warley and take him out. The Lixton was large, so it took a little bit, but he was able to pull it to a standstill before it crashed into the wall. Then, he turned the thrusters down so he came to rest on the desk of the ship. 

	For a moment, Warley took his hands off the keyboard and mouse, stared at them. They were shaking uncontrollably. The adrenaline pumping through his system was ebbing away. He had made it. He had done what nobody else in the game had dared to try. It was his achievement, his victory. And really, it had all been dumb luck.

	He looked out at his monitor screen. Several people were gathered around the cargo ship, looking at it expectedly. He should probably get out and introduce himself and give the people their stuff. He stood up and walked through the cockpit, past the exit and into the cargo hold. There was a button beside the access door. He pressed it and held it as the door lifted open. The sight he was met with was incredible. At least twenty individuals of all different species were gathered, staring at him. Now, with the door open, he could hear what they were saying.

	“He’s only a level three!” Someone exclaimed. Warley looked at his indicators, noting he had indeed somehow jumped up a level. 

	“Stuff it!” A gruff voice said, thick with a Scottish accent. A human walked forward, tall and broad-chested. His gear was shiny and covered him from head to toe with just his face showing. And his face was battle-scarred and hard-looking. “So, you’re the little guy that made that run?”

	Not backing down, Warley took a step forward, “That’s right.”

	“And why would a little fella like you accept that job?”

	Everyone else on the ship was watching, waiting for an answer. Maybe they thought he was daring. But he wasn’t. So he told them the truth, “Just stupid, I guess.”

	Cackles and snorts of laughter around the room told him it was a good answer. The Scottie in front of him just looked at him, “Is that everything?”

	“If it’s not, then go beat up the vendor. It’s all he gave me,” Warley berated himself in his head. Now wasn’t the time to be smart. Now was the time to get to business and get out.

	“True,” the large man replied as he nodded forward. His people instantly jumped into the back of the ship, grabbing all of the cargo and dividing it up before running out of the bay. They all seemed to know exactly what they were doing. Where they were going. What they needed to take. Only a minute passed before the cargo was gone from the Lixton. 

	“I’m Reinheld. Second-in-command on this ship. I’ll take you to the captain. Follow, please.” Reinheld turned and walked to the left of the bay. Warley followed, skipping a step to keep up with the pace. Through the force field, he could see the giant hangar doors beginning to close over the force field. 

	The two men walked through an open door and into a hallway, the lights very dim. They were lit just enough to see where you were going. The two took a left toward a set of stairs. “So, you guys don’t have a lift in this giant thing?” Warley asked as they began to climb. All the while, he was very aware the exertion was eating away at his hunger.

	“We have a lift. But we do not have much power left in here. We turned off power to anything not necessary. And the lights are only on at forty percent.” The man didn’t seem to mind the questions, but then again, Warley could only gauge from his voice. Body language was neutral in the game. 

	“How many stairs are there?” Warley asked as they began up another flight.

	“Trust me, you do not want to know.”

	Conjuring up a mental picture of the ship in his head, Warley knew there had to be at least ten flights to the top. The only consolation was he didn’t have to physically do the work himself. They arrived at the next set of stairs. Then the next one. Then the next one…. In total, they climbed up twelve sets of stairs. By the time they arrived at the top platform, his hunger level has dropped to only a fourth full. 

	Opening his inventory, he selected a small ‘snack’ as it was unoriginally named. The food instantly made his hunger bar and health start to fill up. Looking to his right, he saw Reinheld patiently waiting. “You aren’t hungry from that?” Warley asked, his voice full of disbelief.

	“Nah. I’m level hundred and fifty. My hunger isn’t dented as much by a small exertion such as that.” With that, he turned and began leading the way once more down a long, straight hallway. Level 150. Warley couldn’t even contemplate how much time it would take to get that high. 

	In a ship that large, he half expected to see people running around. But they hadn’t seen one person since leaving the hangar below. Not even heard voices in rooms nearby. “Do you not have a crew?” 

	The large man kept walking, his armored boots clanging on the metal floor. “We have a crew. They are preparing the ship right now.”

	“Preparing it for?” 

	There was a pause before he answered, “You’ll see.”

	Well he wasn’t much of a chatterbox, that was for sure. But maybe he wanted to save the talking for his boss. Partners worked well like that. One strong and quiet. Other chatty and outgoing. At least, smart ones did. For now, he just held his tongue until they stopped at a door, which slid open to admit the two of them to a large, oval-shaped room. Around the room, various consoles were manned by other players. Only about five avatars were present, but up at the front of the room, standing in front of a giant front-view of the ship, was a large reptilian-looking man. He was a hahdren; his eyes bulged out like a fly, spines starting on his head ran down along his spine and the backs of his arms, poking through his clothes. His skin was toned a slimy-looking grey. It took Warley a moment to realize the hahdren man was camouflaging into the ship. 

	The two newcomers walked forward toward the front, where the insect-like man watched them. Warley felt self-conscious, even though this guy wasn’t technically looking at him. It felt as though time went slower the closer they got to this man. His feet were made of metal, which was why they clanged so loudly against the metal ship deck. All the while, those beady eyes remained fixed on them, impossible to tell what he was actually looking at.

	Reinheld drew to a stop only ten feet away from the hahdren. Warley followed suit. His Scottish guide saluted the man in front of them, “Captain, as promised. This pilot has delivered the supplies intact.”

	The captain nodded, and Reinheld lowered his hand. The insect-like man turned to Warley, “What is your name, pilot?”

	The voice sent a shiver up his spine. Finding his name would be east enough, but did this guy mean his real name? Deciding to play it safe, he answered, “Exxu.”

	“Exxu. Welcome. It is … fascinating to me that a young and inexperienced pilot like yourself managed to get through. Did you know no other cargo ship pilots would take my job?” The question wasn’t unexpected, but Warley was trying to read beneath the lines. Was this some kind of a test?

	“Well, all I know is I needed the money. So I took the job before reading the fine print. Never doing that again,” he replied, well aware the answer made him sound like an imbecile.

	“And the blockade?” The captain asked. “How did you get through?”

	“Dumb luck, really. They let me pass because they saw I was so low level. So I went under where it was less heavily guarded. And I got lucky,” Warley said, finding himself shrugging in his desk chair with the explanation.

	The captain nodded, processing the information. Was he having a private conversation with Reinheld? Could people in here even do that? After a minute, the man walked forward, offering a hand. Warley had to look at his notes to find the key commands for shaking a hand. As a result, there was an awkward pause before he accepted. “I am Captain Vydenn, man in charge of Infinity fleet. On behalf of my crew, I thank you for your aid and welcome you aboard.”

	His hand dropped, and Warley’s avatar let go. “Thanks, pleasure to be here in one piece, if I’m being quite honest.”

	Reinheld snorted at the comment, while Vydenn just looked at him. “Well, I assure you, it will be better to be in here than out there. Come with me.” The captain turned and walked up to stand in the center of the front view window. The view gave them a look at half of the blockade. What just a moment before had been a calm, efficient and well-run blockade had fallen into chaos. The ships were falling out of formation, swarming around the larger warships. “You see them all?” the captain asked Warley.

	“Yea, they were almost sleeping when I got here.”

	“Yes. They knew they could not destroy us with their inferior fleets. So they waited us out, accepting casualties until we ran out of supplies. They hope we will all starve on here. Or else run out of power and they can move in.”

	“Sounds like a pretty sound strategy,” Warley admitted, unsure if it was the right answer.

	“For sure, it was,” the captain agreed with a nod, still facing the window to space. “But they weren’t counting on one thing.”

	“What’s that?”

	Now, Captain Vydenn turned toward Warley, “You.” Then he turned back to looking at the dark scenery, spotted with the shining ships. More loudly, he said, “Are we ready yet?”

	A female voice behind them replied, “Sir, the guns have all been loaded and are charging now. Out engines are being restarted. Estimate sixty seconds before ready.”

	To Warley’s surprise, the captain just nodded. The impression he had gotten was the man wasn’t very patient. And maybe he wasn’t, he just knew there could be no rushing what was being done. 

	“You see Exxu,” the captain started talking to him again. “You are new here. And wars are common, but we have had several fleets unite against us to try and take us out so they can have the chance to claw their way to the top. They want to destroy my men and me.”

	As Warley watched, giant guns surged to life along the surface of the warship he was in. Small fighters swarmed out of the behemoth ship and charged toward the opposing blockade. The weapons all lit up and started shooting white into the dark space, coming into contact with the enemy ships. Tiny explosions everywhere bespoke of fighters falling in combat. It was impossible to say who was winning or losing that far away. But then, giant blasts thundered into the hull of the ship Warley was on, shaking it and sending their avatars stumbling.

	“Where are my shields?” Vydenn barked as the ship stabilized.

	“About to come online, sir,” a young male voice said behind them.

	“Never engage without the shields being up!” Reinheld scolded in his Scottish accent. 

	“Calm, Reinheld,” Vydenn said. “Let’s show these people how Infinity deals with being threatened.” As he gave the command, all of the ship’s giant guns turned toward one of the opposing warships ahead of them. And then, all of them began raining down a tirade of white at the ship. The power of the attack was too much for the ship. The explosion was giant and bright, chunks of the ship and pieces of its insides falling everywhere, forever doomed to keep traveling until something stopped them. It was like some glorious victory day for a revolution. Explosions on all sides, while Reinheld and Vydenn just sat and watched, no doubt smiling behind their computer. These people weren’t just rich, they were powerful.

	“Oh look,” Reinheld spoke as he took a step closer to the view. “She’s giving up.”

	Sure enough, one of the large warships began turning around and heading away from the battle. The guns on Infinity’s ship all turned toward the fleeing vessel, but by then their assailant was too far away for the guns to hit accurately. As if on cue, the other sieging ships and turned tail and ran as well, the resistance crumbling with the fleeing of what was apparently their leading vessel. 

	Behind them, the men and women erupted in shouts and cheers. The kind which only followed an unexpected victory. In spite of not being part of the fleet, Warley found himself feeling his own personal victory. He had achieved his mission against all odds, and helped someone fight off an attacking force. For the first time in a long time, he felt something stir inside. It was a commitment. It was purpose.

	“Should we pursue, sir?” The female voice asked.

	“No, hold your ground,” Vydenn ordered. “She won’t be back. We have enough supplies to fight them off, but we still need to restock up.” He walked up to a small console in front of the large space-view window and pushed a button. When he spoke again, his voice came over an intercom system, “Great work, everyone. The ‘Alliance’ has turned tail and run. Prepare to move out.”

	Then, he turned back to Warley and Reinheld. “Exxu, you have done us a great service. Here is your reward.” Then, the contract popped up on Warley’s screen, with a signature by Vydenn, and a monetary amount of Three-hundred USD.

	“Three…” Warley said, unable to complete the sentence. “That’s a lot of money,” he managed to push out.

	Reinheld laughed, and Vydenn let out an audible smirk. “That’s nothing. This ship is worth thirty-two thousand dollars. You saved us a large investment.”

	Warley’s jaw almost unlatched from his face. Did he just say… their ship was worth thirty-two grand? Who had that kind of money or time? “Um… I don’t know what to say. Thank you.”

	“No need. But we are interested in working with you on future missions, if you are interested in some extra cash.”

	Of course he wanted extra cash, but…. “Thanks, I’m honored by the offer. But I’m just new. What I really want is to be a bounty hunter. It’s what I’m good at.”

	“If you level up doing jobs for me, I can make you the richest bounty hunter this game has ever seen. So, do we have a deal?”

	 


Chapter 8

	Exxu walked into the space station with a new confidence in his stride. ‘Level 7’ suited him. When he had accepted the completed contract, he had leveled up several times due to the difficulty of the mission. Now, he could get schematics and start learning to craft stuff. Extra money and something else to do. He decided to focus on weapons and ship weapons. With all the conflict on the server, he figured it could be a lucrative business to get into.

	The lift took him to the floor of the trade center. As he walked through the hallway, people turned toward him and moved out of the way. They either hugged the walls, or walked a different direction. Whereas not an hour ago, nobody had given him a thought, now everybody knew who he was. Had the news really traveled that fast?

	The bustle of the trade center reached his ears, but he came to a stop right before turning into the social center. In front of him was a shadowy demon figure, its eyes glowering at Exxu. And he knew just who it was….

	“Did you come to try and kill me again?” Exxu asked, with a newly founded confidence. The shadow didn’t say anything, just stared at Exxu with those lightbulb eyes. The two of them together were causing people to give an extra wide berth. Both for the shadow, and now for Exxu. “Come on, not even a jibe?” he asked.

	When Galaid spoke, it was with renewed respect and humility, “I have come to tell you congratulations. That feat was very impressive. Though you had mostly ignorance to thank for it.”

	The back-handed compliment was a technique Exxu had grown quite familiar with. “And I suppose you can attribute your reputation to being mysterious and scary looking?” Exxu shot back.

	“No, my reputation, unlike yours, is well-grounded in my actions.”

	The statement lingered in the air. Whether a threat or trying to show off, it made Exxu’s skin crawl. But instead of elaborating, the demonic figure turned and floated down the hallway, away from Exxu before disappearing. 

	Refusing to show how unsettled he was by the encounter, Exxu turned and walked back into the trading center. The crowd was dying down a little bit, the time approaching midnight. It made navigating through the central hub that much easier. In addition to people being afraid of him, anyways. He wasted no time in making a beeline toward the vendors at the back of the rooms. The ones who sold and bought goods from the players themselves. That’s where he would start getting his plans. Just like the first time he had visited them, he walked up to Leinarj, his horns gleaming with reflected light.

	“Welcome, what can I do to assist you?”

	“You don’t remember me?” he asked, not really expecting a reply.

	“My apologies, sir. It isn’t in my programming to remember transactions. How may I assist?”

	Shaking his head, Exxu decided to just ignore it and get to business. “I’m looking for crafting plans.”

	“I see,” the vendor crossed his meaty arms, looking as though he was considering the question. “So what are you wanting to craft?”

	“Weapons. Both for people and for ships. I’m starting at the beginning, so I need simple ones at first.”

	“Well, I have three starter schematics that have affordable materials. They’re all for bodily weapons. Twenty each.”

	Exxu knew he could easily make more than sixty credits back once he started selling his crafts. So without hesitation, he replied, “It’s a deal!” Then, the vendor opened up the trade window, and Exxu accepted the three plans for his sixty coins.

	As soon as he paid for the plans, Exxu activated them. The first one popped up and opened on his screen. It was for a short-barreled kind of energy gun. It was non-lethal. He looked at the materials he needed. Metal alloy, charged particles, unregulated barrel, and some small-looking things called ingelicons. Looking over his inventory, he determined he had enough metal to make one, but the others he would have to do some research on. Or else buy them. 

	Exxu thanked the vendor before parting ways, making his way back through the thinned crowd toward the gathering area at the front. When he was surrounded by people pushing in on all sides, he announced, “Does anyone have an unregulated barrel, fifty charged particles, and a hundred ingelicons?”

	To his surprise, everyone within hearing distance of him turned to look. Even people outside of the audible zone were drawn by the crowd’s reaction. Exxu just watched as one zargaa stepped forward, his pointy teeth showing as he spoke, “If I did, I wouldn’t sell it to you. Not if you were paying higher than anyone else buying.”

	The crowd was silent. Either they were in support of the statement, or were too uncomfortable to object. Even Exxu was a little put off by the direct statement. Knowing he had to do something, he cleared his throat and spoke so the crowd could hear, “That’s just terribly not nice. I haven’t done any harm to you. I’m just asking to buy materials.”

	The neutral face of the avatar stared back at him, but the man’s voice betrayed the emotion he felt. “’No harm’?! Is that what you call it! You helped Infinity Fleet. That harms everyone on this server!”

	A female human pushed forward, cackling as she did so. “Mevarakas, not everyone here is a fanatic like you! There are those of us who realize Infinity has been good for this server. Stop being stuck in your old ways.” She turned to look at Exxu and bowed, “I saw what you did for them. It is my honor to get to meet you face to face. It is inspiring and refreshing to see someone risk so much for their cause.”

	Though her statements were meant to support Exxu, he was even more confused by them than the ones from Mevarakas. What cause was Vydenn’s crew serving? Why did this conversation make everyone else so nervous? And the woman seemed more like a fanatic than the man. But he didn’t respond, which must mean something. Was he afraid?

	“Thanks,” Exxu simply replied to her. “Anyways, I still need materials….” After that confrontation, people traded him the mats he needed at the lowest possible price. He watched thought as those who refused to trade with him turned away and gathered in groups to whisper to one another. Whatever was happening between the two opposing fleets on the server, it was affecting everyone. Which meant it had to be something really big.

	***

	As soon as Warley shut his computer down, his thoughts turned to his reward. Immediately, he pulled out his tablet and looked at his bank account. The sweet number three-hundred stared back at him, scarcely letting him breathe. He had money…. Warley had made money! 

	His hand fell down, tips of his fingers grazing a hard metal object. Stretching down, his hand closed around the bottle neck of what was left of his whiskey. “This is for you, Max!” Warley toasted before downing the bottle in a few sips. Then, he called the water company….

	After paying his bill, Warley stood up and ran to his bathroom. “Bathroom, warm me up a shower.” He waited…. And waited….

	“Sure thing, sir. Starting shower,” the mechanical female voice replied. And then, he heard the sweet, sweet sound of the water pounding off the tiling in the bathroom. It was a good night….

	 


Chapter 9

	Warley’s eyes opened to the fake light from the streets streaming in his window. It was a false light, as though teasing him. It was saying, ‘You’re poor.’ Except today, he was less poor than he had been the day before. Despite having paid his water bills, he still had a hundred dollars left. And he knew where his first stop would be. The thought pushed energy into his limbs, making him jump out of bed. 

	After he selected a flannel t-shirt and a pair of jeans he changed into, he went to the kitchen, where Max was already waiting. Warley placed a bowl of fresh water on the ground for the turtle. “No food until I get back, Maxxy,” he apologized to his friend. Then, he grabbed his jacket and his empty whiskey bottle before exiting his apartment.

	The streets outside were filled with people. ‘Filled’ being a vague term. Several people were aimlessly meandering this and that way. Many attempting to get over their hangovers. Others looking to score their next high. Warley couldn’t blame them, it was a desolate and deprived life in the second layer of the city. No hope of moving up, and nothing to aspire to. A group of children were running around, smiles lighting their faces while their tattered clothes hung on their frames like rags. They may have been smiling, but as they mobbed strangers, their tiny little hands groped everywhere they could, trying to get money for that day’s meal. He resisted the urge to clutch his wallet, knowing they would see the motion and would overwhelm him.      

	He kept walking, his head down as his eyes stayed ahead, looking for the familiar turning of the escalator to take him back up to the next level. He stepped on the machine, and it ascended him upwards, not unlike a stairway to heaven. Certainly it held promise of a better life above, but if you wore rags, you would just be thrown back down where the rich couldn’t see you. Because to them, this was the good life. No poor people, clean air, lots of money and views. Yep, it was great for them.

	To his surprise, the streets around him were bustling with pedestrians. It was ten in the morning. Shouldn’t these people be at work? As he walked past a store front, he looked at the time on the news station. Warley stopped dead. It was Saturday. Ten fourteen in the morning. It was Saturday already? What happened to all the other days of the week? And how had he forgotten what day of the week it was? Unusually sloppy of him. But something else caught his eye on the screen. A headline flashed ‘Man arrested after allegedly stealing money through online game’. 

	Warley froze, not daring to move as his eyes read the projected captions on the screen:

	Tythan Morgan has been under scrutiny by authorities for quite some time after rising to the top when he was seemingly unemployed. The answer to this riddle? Morgan has been spending his days and nights playing a game online called ‘Dark Infinity’. While most online games are harmless, this one comes with a catch: there is real money at stake. Players here compete for actual money online. Only, not all of this money comes from a good place. Though Morgan claims to be innocent, his funds were actually being streamlined from various other bank accounts across the United States. Whether he exploited this system, or is an innocent bystander remains to be seen. This is Stacey Greenley, MSNBC News.

	His mind was screaming at him to move. To run, to pack his things and get the heck out of there. But go where? With what money? What would he do? What had he done? What had he gotten himself into? His heart pounded in his chest as his palms began to grow sweaty, cheeks flushing. 

	“Don’t panic,” he muttered to himself. “Keep your cool and figure this all out.”

	Turning back on his original path, he made his way to the store where he had purchased his liquor a few days before. Or had it been a week? Hard to say anymore.

	As soon as Warley passed through the doorway of the little goods store, the robot counter attendant turned, her eyes bright as she went to greet him, “Welcome guest to…. Oh. You again.”

	The inflection in her voice was enough to almost make Warley smile. Almost, but not quite. His mind was too full of worry to think about anything like smiling. But he did approach the counter, “Best whiskey you got, bot.” He raised his empty bottle and brought it down harder than necessary on the counter top.

	The attendant moved back a few inches, as though he might attack. Upon realizing he wanted the same thing as everyone else, her robot arms went up to her hips. “We already went over this last time! I’m not giving out liquor. You can’t afford the top quality…” She cut off as Warley whipped out his card and slapped it down on the counter, his eyes on the attendant. Her mechanical had swiveled down to the counter before turning back up to him. “That proves nothing,” she finally announced.

	“Swipe it,” Warley said, an edge entering his voice as he grew impatient. The attendant eventually complied, picking up the card and putting it through her card reader. The reader dinged and she handed it back to Warley. She just stared at the screen, not moving even though Warley knew it told her he cleared.

	“Well, how about that whiskey? You can’t just not serve me out of spite.”

	The clerk finally complied, yanking his bottle off the counter before extending her legs like elevators and stopping at the top tap. Holding the bottle under the spout, she let the tap start to flow until the bottle was filled with the amber liquid. When she returned to the ground, she sealed the bottle and pushed it toward him ungracefully. “That will be twenty.”

	Warley blanched, “Twenty?! Wasn’t it less a few days ago?”

	“Prices fluctuate, sir.”

	His hand tapped in his pocket, making him wish he had the respect out here he did in the game. “Fine.” He muttered more quietly, “Cheap tin cans. What they need money for anyways.”

	“I serve my human owners,” the bot said as she scanned his card, having overheard him. “I get no money. It all goes to them. Maybe next time you will think before you are rude to me.” The clerk handed him back his card, crossing her arms in an unmistakable sign for him to leave her shop now.

	Not wanting any more drama, Warley went to walk out as the door opened and two familiar faces entered. Familiar with the situation, Warley just kept his head down and walked to the door, noting the fine suits the men wore. They were the guys from the bar he had overheard talking about Dark Infinity. One could almost not recognize them, but his memory was better than most. They no longer looked dirty, in the dumps, and poor. They were in the upper city, after all. They had to be doing well for themselves. Most in the middle didn’t venture to the surface. Warley was the exception, used to blending in with the finer people of New York.  Slowing as he walked through the open door, he turned to pull the door closed as he listened to the conversation the two men were having.

	“… nothing against us. Morgan was an idiot who was exploiting. They have nothing on us,” the taller of the two said.

	His companion was shaking his head as they approached the counter. “Then why would the police show up if….” The sentence was cut off as Warley was forced to pull the door shut all the way. Any slower and he would have looked suspicious and the two men would have looked more carefully at him. For now, his anonymity would serve him well. 

	He ducked into the street, blending with the other pedestrians making their way about their Saturday morning festivities. Families, businessmen in their weekend casual clothes, children trying to slip the iron grips of their parents, teenagers in their patrolling flocks. And then there was Warley, blending in but never really fitting in. His long duster jacket automatically set him out of place in the high society. 

	The merciful sight of the escalator appeared ahead. The other pedestrians all gave it a wide berth, not wanting to be tainted by the filth from below. But Warley made a beeline for it, reminding himself to stop for some food before going home and getting on DI….

	***

	Noon time rolled in to find Warley sitting at his desk, munching on some toast with Max napping by his feet. His computer screen has the purple Dark Infinity logo on it as it loaded. His projected keyboard was lit up on his desk as he waited. The urgency he had felt since seeing the news headline had eased as he had gone about the rest of his daily activities. But now it all came back, reminding him he had no idea what was really going on behind the internet of the game. 

	When the load screen cleared, he was sitting in the pilot’s chair on his ship. A scowl crossed his face, “I logged out in the trade center!” He yelled at the game, which was indifferent to where he logged out. His eyes glanced over his vital symbols. His hunger was slowly depleting. Half full now. His thirst was beginning to decline as well too. But his health remained steady and strong. Hiding his frustration, Exxu stood up and walked out of the cabin and opened the door to the outside world. The door opened, admitting him to the air locked room. It shut behind him. 

	As the door opened to admit him to the rest of the station, Exxu jumped back into the airlock. There was a person waiting outside. A demon. Initially, he had jumped thinking it was Galaid, but he relaxed as he recognized it as different. The man’s name tag read ‘Forggenn’. But Exxu didn’t move as confusion replaced the fear. “What… what are you doing?” He voiced his concern.

	The demon didn’t move, just looked at him with yellow eyes, paled in comparison to Galaid’s eyes. “Waiting for you,” a high male voice stated, as though it should be obvious.

	“I can see that… but how long have you been here?”

	“I think it just hit the two hour mark,” the high male voice replied, making Exxu double take.

	“Two hours?! Why!” He almost yelled, concerned as to why he was worth such a wait. 

	“The captain asked me to.”

	The captain? Exxu felt the blood drain from his face. The captain could mean only one person… Vydenn. And he was summoning Exxu. Wasn’t that what he had wanted? To speak to the boss and get some answers? Or was he scared of Vydenn? The man had seemed nice enough before, if a little power hungry. But he hadn’t felt any fear when confronting the leader of the great fleet. Now, he found himself confronted with conflicting emotions. Whether he was afraid of the answers or not, he knew he had to ask Vydenn if the money he had given Exxu was legal or stolen. It was the only way he would get any sleep that night.

	“Okay,” Exxu replied. “Lead the way.” He went to step out into the hallway, but Forggenn moved into his path, saying “Actually, we’re flying. I am parked next to you. Follow me and I will take you to the captain’s ship.” Then, he turned and walked to the door to the left, punching in a code before entering the adjacent airlock. 

	Befuddled as to what was happening, Exxu did as he was told, shutting the door before walking up to the door on his ship and entering his code. The ship admitted him and greeted him with its usually verbal greeting. Ignoring it, he walked into the cabin and sat in the pilot’s chair. It had been less than twelve hours since he had last taken off, but he already felt like a stranger again as he looked down at the console with all its controls. Taking a deep breath, he started it up and fired up the lifts. The ship levitated off the ground, and he pulled the landing gear up. The door in front of him opened instantaneously. When he had lifted several feet from the airlock deck, he pushed forward on the wheel and the JPUs kicked in and pushed him forward out into the bay. 

	The ship slowly moved into the open, this time not slamming into any walls as Exxu steered it with experienced hands. Then, he waited as the other ship, much smaller and sleeker-looking, moved out in front of Exxu and took off. He hit the throttle, making the ship jerk forward as he hustled to keep up with the man he was supposed to be following. 

	As they flew out into space, Exxu looked in his rear view monitor, again admiring the giant buzzing space station. A game or not, the detail and depth of the place would always astound him. It was almost to be respected, like a symbol of the freedom the game gave him. Well, did give him. After the next thirty minutes, who knew what his future would hold. 

	“Do you read me, Exxu?” The demon’s voice came over the intercom system. 

	“I read you,” he muttered back, still uneasy by the rush of events. 

	“Due to the secure nature of the captain’s location, I cannot give you coordinates. Instead, try to follow Delia. She’s going to be flying nice and slow for ya.”

	“Delia?” he asked.

	“My pilot. She is very good.”

	“Ahh,” he said, not sure why Forggenn was there if someone else had flown him. “So why would our private link not be secured?”

	“The Alliance is cunning. They want information on the location of Infinity fleet after losing them. They have hackers everywhere.” His tone sounded matter-of-fact, though his words sounded slightly paranoid. 

	“So, are you guys like, in some kind of ‘roleplay’ thing?” he asked, remembering reading on line where people make up storylines for their characters and guilds and to interact with others in the game.

	“Roleplaying?” the demon-man asked from ahead.

	“Yea, like this whole ‘war’ thing. It’s just you guys play-acting, right?” Exxu waited, waiting to break out laughing when the other two said ‘Of course! Duh! Did you think we were serious?!’

	But neither of them started laughing. Instead, Forggenn spoke in a very serious and scolding tone, “No, little noob. This war is a very serious matter. We play here for real money. Everything they are trying to destroy is our investments. We are defending our wellbeing and equity. And you’re going to help us.”

	Exxu sealed his lips, sensing he had offended the other man. This was a game. Why would it be so serious? Wasn’t it meant for people to have fun? Or maybe only those who made it into a job rose to the top. Instead, he changed the subject, “What happens if someone attacks us?”

	“They won’t,” a sultry female voice responded.

	“Why?” he persisted.

	“Nobody is stupid enough to attack anyone with our fleet tag,” she responded, a little more personality than the man with her.

	Taking in a deep breath, Warley broke the seal on his whiskey bottle and took a few swigs before putting it back down on the desk. This sounded vaguely like a kind of gang or the mafia. The elitist attitude was very prevalent, as well as the ‘nobody screws with us or they die’ attitude.

	The two ships continued to fly on in silence. No further exchanges happened. Instead, Exxu focused on the world around him. The stars surrounding them on all sides, the small planets visible in the distance, the asteroid field up ahead…. He cursed under his breath. Was this a trap? His guide wasn’t deterring from his course and held the spacecraft steady and true. 

	Unable to remain silent as they encroached on the edges of the field, he opened his mic, “Now, lady and gentleman, I don’t mean to tell you how to do your job, but shouldn’t we be going around the field of giant moving objects?”

	No response or acknowledgement. 

	At least he would get to put his skills to the test. Or maybe they were testing him? Either way, he wouldn’t fail. Really, it looked pretty easy. The fighter in front of him seemed to float in the wave of asteroids, rising and falling in rhythm. Exxu pushed forward, wanting to get closer as his leader disappeared behind an asteroid ten times the size of his cargo ship. He tilted his ship under it as the rock moved up to the right. As he rounded up the bottom of it, he turned his ship back up, only to jerk it back down as a rock the size of the ship moved toward him. The ship lurched, its rear end getting thrown up and unbalancing it for a moment. 

	“Come on!” he said as he pushed forward hard, forcing the JPUs to push the ship down, moving away from the asteroid. Looking back in the rear monitor, he saw it skim just barely behind him. His shoulders relaxed as he caught sight of the fighter ship, now quite ahead. He pushed to catch up as it weaved around tiny clouds of rubble. “Where exactly are we going?” he asked through the comms.

	“We are going to see the captain, young pilot.”

	Exxu almost scoffed, doubting these people were older than him by much, if at all. “Which is where, then, exactly?” he persisted, his mistrust for them growing.

	“You’ll see,” the female voice announced, sounding a little too pleased with the response. 

	“Okay, but would it not make more sense for us to go around the field rather than take the risk?”

	“Our enemies want to enter the field even less than you do. If we are being followed, they will have turned back by now,” his voice grew lower and more menacing. But Exxu wasn’t convinced.

	“If you have such great technology, then can’t you sense people following you? Or can’t they still track you using other mean?” The questions made sense to him. He had spent his life tracking people and losing others following him. There were always important questions to ask, like how far someone’s means extended in order to be able to complete such a task. For instance, a government would be able to track him better than an individual, having access to more resources and not having to worry about breaking any laws.

	“Stay close, Exxu,” the female snapped at him, her voice annoyed. “Can’t have the boss blaming us for getting you squashed by an asteroid, now can we?”

	“No, wouldn’t want that,” he agreed, though for a different reason.

	Aboard what Exxu had learned is called a Zed W-6k, abbreviated for six thousand JPUs, he met up with Forgenn and his female companion in the hangar bay. His friend was of the gai’renna race, her deep purple skin looking elegant against the shining metal surfaces. Her long antennae were stretched forward, toward Exxu, making him feel as though he were being examined. 

	Forgenn stepped forward, “This is Gemini. She will look at your ship and tune it up while we go and see the captain.”

	Exxu felt a little unease roll over him. Let a stranger look at his precious ship? What if she did something to it? “That won’t be necessary,” he said, taking a hasty step forward in her path. “I can check it out when I get back to the space station.”

	The gai’renna stepped forward, her tone sassy, “How much do you know about repairing torn lines? Or fraying wings? Also, when was the last time you put fuel in this thing?”

	His mouth opened, but there was a pause before he could bring himself to answer, “Well, none of those. But I have to learn some time, right?”

	If the woman had been in front of him, Exxu could picture her raising an eyebrow and putting her hands on her hips. But instead, she snorted, “Okay, and then you’ll crash and bury whatever important mission Vydenn sends you on.”

	Forgenn made a noise halfway between a cough and a hiss, making Gemini turn to look at him. “What, it’s his name.”

	The man turned, evidently looking around to make sure nobody over heard. “He is the leader. Captain, or Captain Vydenn. Show some respect!”

	She shook her head, “Look, this is just a job. I owe him nothing. Now skedaddle off to your boss, or you’ll be late. Then you’ll be the one who has something to worry about.”

	As if just realizing they were running short on time, Forgenn jumped upright and took off at a fast walk, calling, “This way, Exxu!”

	Exxu turned to look at the woman, who was staring at him intensely, “Thanks for the help,” he said. Then he took off after Forgenn. The ship was just as large as the previous time Exxu had been on it, but this time they didn’t have to take the stairs. The man led them to an elevator, punching in the top floor and waiting for verification from the command deck. Once they were given approval, the elevator slid smoothly upward. His companion was silent on the ride up, but Exxu’s mind was busy enough without a conversation. Would he be able to march in there and demand Vydenn to tell him the truth? He ran out of time to think about how to approach it when the doors slid open, revealing the entryway to the command deck, guarded by two men in uniforms.

	His companion didn’t hesitate, stepping out of the elevator and sliding past the guards without a second glance at them. The guards, in turn, didn’t move. Exxu jumped to follow suit, hearing the doors schlink closed behind him. As he walked past, the heads of the guards both turned toward him in unison. He half expected them to Taser him or something, but they made no further action of interest after him. Unnerved, he kept at a fast walk after Forgenn, who came to a stop at the bottom of the steps that led to the viewing platform. Vydenn stood there, hands behind his back and facing outwards. One of his minions sat at a console up on the platform, not making a sound.

	“Sir,” Forgenn said as he bent his torso in a sign of respect. “I have retrieved Exxu for you, as directed.”

	Not wanting to wait for them to start their own agenda, Exxu stepped forward, “Vydenn, I was happy to see someone taking me to you. It would have been hard to ask you the questions I have if you had not.”

	Forgenn inhaled sharply, and Vydenn didn’t move for a moment. When he did, he turned with a small smile on his face. “Of course. What questions do you have?”

	The answer, though unexpected, made him relax in relief. “I need you to be upfront and honest with me. No games, okay?” Not waiting for an answer, he continued, “Are there parts of this game that are illegal?”

	The feeling in the air changed. He could almost taste the tension at the question. Vydenn nodded in appreciation of the direct question. Forgenn turned to look at Exxu, eyes wide with surprise. But Vydenn walked forward, down the steps and came to a halt in front of Exxu. “You saw the news, yes?” Exxu nodded as the captain continued. “You are still new here, and perhaps you will learn soon. There is no law in here. So the term ‘illegal’ is a bit of an oversight.”

	“But, there are laws. Stealing money is illegal, whether done online or not,” Exxu pointed out, his righteous side showing through.

	“Yes,” Vydenn nodded slowly. “But, that only happens when people cross the wrong line. Otherwise, nobody finds out.”

	Silence ensued as that sank into Exxu’s head. Was that a threat? Or a warning? Who determined the ‘wrong line’? “And what is the ‘wrong line’?”

	Forgenn just turned back forward now, ignoring Exxu. While Vydenn looked on, saying nothing and not making any promises. When he finally did speak, it wasn’t to answer the question, “I have a mission for you.”

	“You didn’t answer my question.” Dead silence.

	“Nor will he,” a Scottish voice from behind them said, making Exxu flinch as Reinheld walked up next to them. “He owes you nothing, little delivery boy.”

	He was happy they couldn’t see his face, because it turned bright red. “This delivery boy,” he started, trying to remain calm, “needs answers if he is going to continue to deliver.”

	Reinheld went to answer, but a gesture from Vydenn silenced him. The captain turned his chameleon eyes back toward Exxu. “You are worried. You have a strict moral compass, which is… admirable. All you need to know is you don’t have to worry. All of your money is clean.”

	The words were only half comforting. The implications behind it weren’t lost on him. Did they purposefully give people stolen money and turn them in? But there was no way they could get away with it…. Exxu looked all around him again. The biggest warship on the server. A giant crew to staff it all day and night no matter if someone had to go to bed. A ton of invested money. Could they? Sure. But would they?

	“Okay,” Exxu replied, aware of how empty his bank account still was. “What do you need?”

	“This is top secret, not even listed on the mission boards. Therefore, we expect your professionalism in the matter.”

	“Is that against the terms of service?” Exxu asked, feeling as though all missions had to be made public.

	Reinheld smiled, “Not if you do it for the right people.”

	“Fine,” Exxu agreed before he thought about the statement too much. “Just tell me what to do….”

	 


Chapter 10

	Reinheld’s dock workers were carrying a large object on board. It was five feet long, four wide, and four tall. It was just black-tinted metal. Nothing special about it. So why was it such a giant secret? Exxu watched as they carried it up the loading ramp and set it down inside his cargo hold with a hefty ‘thump’. Then, they hooked it just once to the ground with a special latch connected to the wall. After that was over, they all left the ship and Reinheld moved up next to Exxu.

	“That is a vacuum-sealed container. Do not open it. If you do, we will know and it will not be pleasant for you. Now, come here. Let me show you something.” He walked through the door leading to the front of the ship. Once Exxu followed him through, Reinheld paused. “Look here, these are the controls for the cargo hold. You already know this one,” he pointed to the one that opened the door. “But these others have purposes. One here shuts the door leading to the hold.” He hit a little switch, and instantly, the door in front of them flew shut. “Then this other one operates that one latch the guys were using. You hit this, and it releases the cargo.”

	“Why would I want to do that?” Exxu asked. “It would be flying around back there.”

	Reinheld grinned, “Cargo dump, my good delivery boy. That’s what you are doing today. We programmed the coordinates into your nav system. Fly there, release the cargo into empty space, and fly away. Simple. But no one can know you are there, got it? Don’t. Be. Followed.”

	“Yea, I got it. No survivors. What happens to the cargo?” he asked.

	“You’re a delivery boy. You deliver. The rest doesn’t matter to you. Just fly away, sound good?”

	“Fine, fine,” Exxu surrendered, his curiosity subsiding. He was used to the ‘do and don’t ask questions’ theme. It had occurred more than once in his career.

	“Do this right, and your payment will look like pocket change,” Reinheld opened up the door to the cargo hold and walked out, waving as he exited down the ramp.

	Once he was alone, Exxu shut the cargo hold, and used the new button to shut the door dividing it from the rest of the ship. Then, he moved to his pilot’s seat and took a seat. Taking a deep breath, he started checking all of the ship’s vitals. Gemini really had refueled the ship, and it was reading everything in green. The JPUs were realigned. The wings had all the loose wear and tear polished down. All in all, it was a beautiful piece of work. Not Exxu just had to get to work. “Piece of cake,” he said as he ignited the ship’s engine, which roared to life in the silent hangar bay.

	The ship lifted up off the deck a few feet, and he turned so he was pointed at the clear shield in front of him. Uneasy at running into the thing, he took off, feeling the ship catch as it met the green substance, pulling at the body of the ship as it separated around it, then he was free. The odd air locking shield closed as he left it, keeping everyone inside safe from the vacuum of space. 

	Exxu looked down at his navigator, his eyes widening as he saw how far out he had to travel. It would take him an hour. A whole hour to get there. The coordinates took him north and up a hundred degrees on the Z plane. He left the ship to do its thing while he rummaged in his inventory for something to eat, finding some bread-looking substance called yeasted flour. How original.

	“Well, this can’t be all that exciting,” Warley said as he stood up, turning the volume up on his computer so he could hear if he was under attack. “Well, what will it be boy?” he asked, looking where Max slept on the floor. The turtle didn’t waken, and Warley went off to work on the giant pile of dishes accumulating in the sink.

	As he worked, he hummed to himself, keeping his ears always perked and alert for the alarms on his ship. Though, he doubted anyone else would have any reason to travel that far out into the middle of nowhere space. Which made him wonder what kind of illicit business Infinity fleet had in sending him out to the edge of the map to dump cargo. Could it be that bad? Were they getting rid of some kind of evidence? Washing the dishes, such a mind-numbingly easy task, left his mind wide open to those invasive thoughts. So much so, that the task he had intended to help take his mind off the game actually increased his concerns about it quite a bit.

	“I just can’t win, Max,” he leaned over the now-empty sink, resting his hands on the edge of it as his thoughts continued to nag him. “Well, this won’t help. May as well make use of my time.” 

	Warley threw down his wet rag and returned to his desk. His ship was still aimed on a straight-forward course. Opening up his character screen, his mouth dropped open when he saw he was at level 10. “When… How….” He was speechless. How had he leveled up without realizing it? His eyes moved toward the lower left of his screen, where things were flashing at him. There were six little arrows flashing next to words.

	The two on the top read, ‘Endurance’ and ‘Health’. The next two read, ‘Dodge’ and ‘Damage’. In the final row, were ‘Knowledge’ and ‘Self-efficacy’. A number above the six words read: 4.

	Hesitating, Exxu clicked on the arrow corresponding with ‘Health’. As soon as he did, a light swirled around his ankles and moved its way up his body. Then, he noticed his health bar drop. Panicking, he hovered over it, seeing that it hadn’t decreased, but, rather, had gained more room for health points.

	‘Health’ was pretty self-explanatory, and ‘Endurance’ he could guess at. Did ‘Dodge’ mean he could doge attacks easier? Would his reflexes be faster? ‘Damage’ was a higher output of damage. But what use did he have for ‘Knowledge’ and ‘Self-efficacy’? He clicked once more on ‘Health’, and twice on ‘Damage’. 

	“Alright, good to know. Now I just have to make sure I remember to level those up,” he mumbled to himself. 

	Looking elsewhere, his eyes strayed below the portrait of himself. There were a bunch of empty squares. All empty except for the first one. Hovering over it, it read: 

	Navigator - You will always be able to find your way home no matter how far you stray.

	Why wouldn’t he be able to find his way back? The galaxy map had the space station mapped out on it. What a useless skill to have. 

	A bell began to repeatedly chime, making him close out of his character information screen. The consoles were flashing at him, one reading: Warning, you are approaching the edges of explored space. Continue, and you will be lost forever until you starve to death. Turn back now.

	Exxu looked at the location the navigator was taking him to. It was beyond the red zone. Had Vydenn done this on purpose to get rid of him? Had he asked too many questions? Or was this Reinheld’s doing? The second didn’t seem to like Exxu very much. It would be easy to explain away a noob who had gotten lost in space. He could still turn back….

	His fingers curled around the wheel of the ship, his muscles tensed to turn the ship hard and return to the space station with his tail in between his legs. He would never have to see Vydenn or Infinity fleet again. There was that option….

	He turned down, looking at the navigator, looking out into space. This was about money, that was all. The only thing he knew for sure, was if he turned back, he wouldn’t get anything. But if he continued on, there was a small chance this would actually pan out and he would be paid as much as he had been promised….

	“Gahhh!” he yelled as he dropped his hands from the wheel. “Money has made me greedy. And greedy is stupid.” The acknowledgement didn’t change his mind, however, as he watched the edges of space approach.

	Nothing happened, nothing special came into view. No wall, ready to kill him on impact. But all the while, his eyes kept flickering down to the navigator. The red line was drawing nearer. Fifty feet…. Thirty…. Ten…. Exxu held his breath as his little dot intersected with the line on his screen. The alarms were still flashing, but he cleared past the line with no trouble. As soon as he cleared it, the alarms stopped blaring at him. It became silent except for the beeping of the various systems. And his navigator, telling him he had arrived at his destination.

	Pulling back on the wheel, he brought his ship almost to a stop, letting it float slowly as he passed over the coordinates. Then, he stood up and ran back to the cargo hold, making sure the door was sealed. Then, he hit the release on the restraint, seeing it snap back away from the large container. Taking a breath, he flipped the switch on the cargo access door, which slid open, and the momentary vacuum created sucked the container straight out with it, the dark metal blending in with the blackness of space around him. 

	Following his instructions to the ‘T’, Exxu closed the cargo door and made his way back to the pilot’s chair. He sat down and turned the JPUs up, turning the ship back around toward the red line that promised safety. His eyes remained forward, fixed ahead as he tried to focus on what came next. But then, he did something he should never have done… he looked into his rear view monitor. And when he did, his jaw fell to the floor. A giant warship, fifty times the size of the one Vydenn commanded, came out of the darkness and appeared to swallow the container which had a moment ago been drifting in empty space….

	 


Chapter 11

	His heart thumped in his chest. His palms grew sweaty. And his hands pushed forward on the wheel, hard. The ship lurked forward, jumping to a speed he had yet to test. But his eyes remained fixed on that giant ship, almost like a monster from the dreams of a child. He was afraid it would come to swallow him next, but as he watched, it turned and disappeared into the darkness.

	But he didn’t slow down. His ship carried him back along the same path, his mind frozen in its flight of terror. This was what it felt like to be the prey. He had never felt small and powerless before. He had always been the predator, stalking his prey. But now, he was reduced to an insignificant gnat. A pawn being played in whatever game this was. But he was just doing it for the money.

	 

	 

	This time, Reinheld was waiting for him in the hangar bay, though he entered at such a fast speed he almost plowed through the wall of the hangar. Then, the Scotti really would have a reason to be mad with Exxu. As he opened his door, he opened his mouth to apologize, but Reinheld just turned and walked out of the hangar. Exxu ran to catch up, just barely slipping after Reinheld into the elevator before the doors shut behind him.

	He wanted to talk. He wanted to ask what that thing had been. What he had done. To yell at the top of his lungs. But he sensed what had happened was somehow unspeakable. In more than one way. That, and he was a little afraid of Reinheld. Why couldn’t it have been Gemini who escorted him? Or even Forgenn. Despite the man’s social ineptitude, he was more comfortable company than the gruff Scotsman. 

	The elevator doors swung open, and Exxu rushed after Reinheld, not to be left behind again. The command deck this time was empty. Even the guards had disappeared. As soon as they entered the large room, Reinheld closed the set of doors behind them before walking up to the raised platform with Exxu. And they waited. Vydenn was again looking out at the stars. Was that really what he did all day? Stare at the fake stars in an online video game?

	The silence stretched out into minutes. Still, neither Reinheld nor Vydenn moved. Should he say something? Exxu opened his mouth to talk when Vydenn broke the wall of silence, “Did you follow orders?”

	Was that a trick question? “Yes, captain.” He added the title as an afterthought. 

	“And did you see anything?” Vydenn spoke slowly, his words intended to hold gravity as they fell upon Exxu’s ears.

	“No. Nothing.”

	Vydenn heaved a sigh as he turned around, his skin color turning white, making him stand out against the metallic walls and floors. “Then let’s keep it that way. I trust that, by now, you realize there are many more forces at work here than you first thought, yes?”

	Exxu almost smiled behind the screen as he replied, “I came here looking for money. For work. What I have found greatly transcends what I expected. It’s a whole nother world in here. A bit … lawless.” He ended with the word, gauging the reaction of the leader. But nothing was given away. The only tension he noted was his gaze flickering to Reinheld. But then it returned to Exxu.

	“We will never speak of this mission again. Not even this meeting. After we pay you, this never happened. Yes?”

	“So long as I get the cut I was promised,” Exxu affirmed.

	“Good. I like a man who knows what he wants,” Vydenn turned back toward his stars as he spoke. Exxu couldn’t help but think Vydenn just loved men controlled by their greed. “You will find ten-thousand credits waiting for you. Do with them what you will.”

	Behind his desk, Warley made a strangled, moaning sound as he tried not to pass out. That converted to… A thousand dollars! That was a lot of whiskey, even for him. But any smart man would put that money right back into the game, into his career. And that was what the makers of the game had counted on. It was almost as though the universe were like some kind of casino. You win once and you want to put it all back in. And, in the end, only the house wins. 

	“Thank you,” he managed to push out of his throat, not wanting to show how much sway such an amount held over him.

	“We are paying for your silence as well as your job, Mister Exxu. Remember, you owe us now.”

	The words stirred something inside Exxu. Owe them? No. They owed him for risking his neck and having a panic attack. Why would he owe them? 

	The questions were pushed to the back of his brain as Reinheld turned and led the way back outside. They took the elevator down to the hangar bay, and Reinheld walked to the entrance to the hangar with Exxu, stopping in the doorway as Exxu walked into his ship. The hangar, much like the command deck, was deserted. 

	“Remember,” the Scotts man called, echoing in the large chamber. “Never here, delivery boy.”

	Yea, never there…. It would be hard to forget with his pocket so heavy with money, figuratively speaking. As his ship took off, he only half pays attention to his course. His mind was distracted by what he should do with the money he had earned. His ship needed some upgrades… heck he could buy a whole new ship! Or he could buy a lot of whiskey…. Maybe lots of food to store up for long runs….

	His daydreaming was brought to a halt as he saw moving objects in his front view, dead ahead. But they weren’t in the distance, they were growing larger. And they were heading dead for him. Exxu was their destination….

	The theory was confirmed as bright lights flashed toward him, one hitting home before he thought to grab the controls and dodge below the lines of fire. Then, he jerked it sideways as the oncoming ships shot past him.

	“Oh come on!” He looked in his rear view and counted at least four fighters. Too far away for his inexperienced eyes to make out the model and capabilities, but they were sure faster than him. And a heck of a lot deadlier. 

	The four ships banked and turned as one, in a very military-like fashion. How did four players coordinate so well? That would be a question for tomorrow as the ships descended upon him, their guns blazing. He yanked up on the controls, feeling the ship shake and his view began spinning as a stray bolt clipped his wing. The left controller was flashing, informing him his left wing was hanging by a thread. Well, what could he do with that?

	All he could think about was how hard he had worked to get there. The hours and money spent. His ship he was so proud of. And he wouldn’t go down easily. Exxu hit the auto-pilot button, knowing he would only have seconds when he let go of the controls. In his mind, he kept running over different scenarios in which he could get everything done in time, but none came to mind. Then, he remembered he wasn’t alone….

	“Ship lady!” he called.

	“Yes, Exxu?” her mechanical voice answered, driving a wave of relief through him. He never thought he would think of her as his savior.

	“I need a favor.”

	“Sure, what is it?”

	“I need you to convert all of the fuel toward the forward thrusters. When I say ‘now’, turn off the power. Then wait three seconds and turn thrusters to full power.”

	“Sir, we are under attack. I do not advise this….”

	“I’m quite aware we are under attack!” his voice grew frustrated even as he jerked out of the way of a bolt. “Just do it!”

	“Done!” her voice sounded perky for someone about to die.

	“What….” He didn’t have time to finish as the ship went dark and began moving forward from its own momentum. “One thousand one…. One thousand two…. One thousand three!”

	All at once, the power switched on, and Exxu’s body jerked forward in his seat as the front thrusters ignited. As he predicted, the oncoming ships kept coming, one flying full force into his broken wing, igniting it in a ball of flames which soon engulfed the entire ship, and the other nearby two ships. But Exxu was already dead, reading those fatal words across his screen for the third time since he started the game….

	“Take that you filthy pirates!” he laughed at his screen. “If I go down, I take some of you with me!”

	Then, his screen went to a loading screen and his character was once again returned to the old familiar bay twelve. As his screen loaded into view, he knew he was in trouble. In front of him were two armed people. One a human and the other a zanga with green hair. They were staring right at him, as though they had been waiting for him….

	Exxu went into a sprint, trying to run past them before they knew what was happening. Then, a force came out of nowhere and threw him sideways into the window viewing the bay. His screen flashed red, his health dropping a small percentage from the hit. But when he looked up, he just about burst into laughter….

	A shadowy demon figure stood above him. It was Galaid, the shadow who haunted that hallway, seemingly just to torture Exxu. The man had no lips, but Exxu knew he would be smiling behind his desk. “What now?!”

	“You’re coming with us,” Galaid said, his human voice sounding out of place coming from behind a demonic figure.

	For a moment, Exxu was about to comply, but then realized they had no way of making him go with them. What would they do? Kill him and take all his stuff? What stuff? “No, I’m not.”

	The two other men moved forward, but Galaid held up a hand to stop them. “And how will you stop us? Are you going to ‘fight’ us off?” He made no effort to hide the disdain in his voice as he spoke. 

	“I don’t have to. If you want to kill me, then kill me. I’ve already lost everything. I’ll just respawn back here.”

	Then, to Exxu’s horror, Galaid let out a throaty laugh, “You still know nothing! We will just sit here until you comply. You would never be able to play the game again. Oh, and there is a cooldown on respawning if you die so many times. So, choose wisely. We have a very long time, and infinite replacements.”

	Well when he put it that way… it certainly changed things a little bit. These men were threatening to cut him off from his money supply. If he couldn’t get past spawn, then he couldn’t take jobs. No jobs, no money. It was that simple. Could he somehow contact Vydenn and have the captain come rescue him? Would the captain even care enough to come and rescue a contractor employee who was disposable?

	“Fine,” Exxu said as he stood up. “If you tell me where we’re going.”

	“No,” Galaid replied simply as he took up the lead and the other two men fell in beside Exxu. What had he really expected? For them to say yes?

	Exxu and the small escort walked down the hallway and took a left. They continued on their way through the thinning crowd of people, all of whom jumped out of the way. What did they all know that he didn’t? Who was Galaid really? And where were they taking him? The elevator lifts appeared up ahead, and the waiting crowd separated to let their little travelling party go through first. The next lift that arrived, they filed onto. One brave soul made a move to get on as well, but Galaid took out his electric whip and held it, making the oncoming man stop in his tracks before turning and hiding in the crowd.

	Once the lift began to drop out of sight, Galaid put the weapon away without a word. In fact, no one said a word as they traveled down to the second to last floor. When the doors opened, Galaid stepped out and looked around before the other two started walking. Exxu took that as his cue and walked with them as well. Every ten feet or so, a small side hallways led to hangar bays. But most of them had almost no ships in them. The few ships docked there were very beaten up, falling apart, or just hardly a ship at all. One looked as though someone had sheered the top half off with a giant pair of scissors. It was the kind of place people went if they didn’t want anyone else knowing where they were going or what they were up to. The only good news was they weren’t taking him down there to kill him. They could have done that in the above floors, or on the elevator. 

	Just before getting to the end of the hallway, they took a left into another hallway. This one was indistinguishable from all the others. The doors leading to the airlocks looked battered, almost ready to fall off. But they kept going toward a door at the end reading: Warning: Maintenance crews only. Non-air locked environment.

	Exxu jerked to a stop, making the other three turn to stare at him, “Ummmm… it says it isn’t air locked. We are going to die if we go in there.”

	The two men smirked while Galaid said, “We’ll be fine.” Then he turned to open the door.

	“No!” Exxu jumped forward, as though he could stop the man. “Maybe you all will be fine, have developed some kind of super power to be able to breathe in space. But me, I am going to die!”

	Galaid paused but didn’t turn around. Instead, he jumped forward and opened the door, making Exxu’s head just about explode in panic. The only good news was it would give him an opportunity to escape these guys…. But nothing happened. He stayed where he was, his head didn’t explode, and his health remained steady. Rather, in front of them stretched a small hall with a key-coded number pad. Galaid walked up to it and began punching in a code. The other two henchmen ushered Exxu forward until they were all inside the first door, closing it behind them.

	The door in front of them opened, revealing an air locked tunnel leading to what could be a ship. The small party advanced inside, the tight space making Exxu feel like he was in an action movie and was being taken to the bad guy’s lair of evil. The tunnel itself was like every other airlock tunnel. Metal on the ground, and a plastic-looking substance surrounding them. No clear plastic though to see where they might be going. Ahead, another demonic person stood guard. On seeing their approach, he stepped aside, and a door opened. 

	Without hesitating, Galaid walked towards the door, nodding at his colleague, who nodded back, dipping his head a little deeper. The other three followed, stepping up into the ship’s air locked chamber before the door shut behind them. A loud mechanical sound started sounded from outside. The bridge was retracting from the ship, meaning only one thing: they were about to launch. Where were they going? 

	“Come on,” Galaid yelled over his shoulder, impatience filling his voice. Exxu stepped up his pace, having not realized he had stopped to listen. 

	The small corridor they walked down told him it was no war ship, but it was also bigger than the standard other ships he had seen. Three times the size of his little cargo ship. Or rather, of the size his ship had been. It was now star dust, possibly made that way by the very people he had been kidnapped by. Along the main hall, other rooms separated off before they took a right hand turn, a left, and another left. Then, they turned towards a door. They stood and waited a moment before the door slid open with a hiss.

	Inside was a pretty female woman with red hair and grey eyes. She sat on a curved cough around a coffee table, across from another curved couch. The room also had a water fountain on a wall, the water running down a giant slab of vertical rock into the floor. The lighting was soft, and somewhere, there was soothing music playing. The woman in the middle smiled, standing as she turned toward the newcomers. 

	“Welcome Exxu. We spoke briefly once, though I doubt you remember. I am Yesmeni, from the Alliance fleet.” 

	It wasn’t her name he recognized, but her voice, and her poised, authoritative way of speaking. She had hailed him when he had passed through the blockade on his first delivery to Infinity fleet. Certainly he had made her look like a fool. Was she after revenge?

	“I remember,” he said, not giving anything else away until he knew what was happening.

	Yesmeni nodded, her hair tumbling around her shoulders. Then, she waved her arm to the couch across from where she had been seated. “Please, sit down.”

	Feeling he had no choice, Exxu walked over to the couch and stood over it, watching as the two men exited the room and shut the door behind them. Galaid moved to sit beside the woman on the couch, piquing his interest. Not an attack dog then. But someone with status, an advisor even to Yesmeni. Then, he took his seat, the other two sitting after he took up residence on his assigned couch.

	The woman brought her hands together in front of her as she began, “So, you are the one everyone is talking about.”

	“Do they?” Exxu asked, feigning surprise. He knew people whispered about him throughout the space station.

	“Yes… they do.” Yesmeni sat back and crossed her arms, not finding what she was looking for. “We were just… this close to shutting down Vydenn. He was right where we wanted him, and we sacrificed a lot to get him there. Then you interfered.”

	Exxu shook his head, done with the games. “So is that what you want? Revenge for me interfering? I don’t care about your stupid little internet war. I just needed money. Trust me, I don’t have anything for you.”

	Galaid smirked on the couch, and Yesmeni again smiled a humorless smile, “Oh but you have one thing. Something none of us could ever hope to achieve.”

	A pause. “Well, what’s that?” Exxu pushed.

	She changed topics. “You are new here, Exxu. I understand you don’t know how things work. And heck, maybe you don’t even care. But I’m here to catch you up on a little bit of history.”

	“Oh God, please…. Why can’t you just tell me what you f….”

	“Listen here, newbie,” her tone turned away from light and playful, turning snappy and demanding. “After everything you cost me, you’re going to listen to what I have to say. Got it?”

	Exxu nodded, not even considering not obeying her in that moment.

	“Excellent,” she sat back into the couch and crossed her legs. “So like many of the other servers, this one started out small. Only a handful of us have been here since the beginning. And we have spent a long time cultivating a great community for everyone. But, lately there has been a plague spreading across the servers. Do you know what that is, Exxu?”

	He shrugged, not really sure what she meant by ‘servers’. 

	“Well, that plague is Infinity fleet. They started out on a larger server, and after taking over that one, decided they wanted more. So they have been spreading their leeching tentacles to other servers, testing the defenses and resolve of the players there. Destroying economies, chasing the best players out of the game. Do you see now?”

	“Yes,” he said, though in truth, he was trying to process it. What was the point? What all did they actually have to gain by doing such a thing? 

	“And by ruining our siege the other night, basically you enabled them to stay here, and this server will rot like all the others being deserted?”

	“What is the point?” Exxu voiced his concern. “What would that gain for them?”

	“Power,” Galaid broke in. “Power, and money. When everyone leaves, they buy out all of the stuff for cheap prices and sell them. Make a profit and dry up everyone else’s money. We are trying to protect the people and community here.”

	Exxu smirked, “Then why are there people that like them?” His thoughts strayed to the one woman in the market who had praised his actions.

	“Why did people support Hitler? Why did they support any dictators or bad men in history?” Yesmeni prompted. She was right, of course. People could be brainwashed and manipulated easily by those who know how humans tick. And Exxu had to guess anyone with that much wealth and power were experts.

	“Okay, so assuming you’re right,” Exxu continued. “Why do I care? I work for them. Isn’t that good for me?”

	The other two were silent at the question, but they did briefly glance at one another before looking back at him. “Exxu,” Yesmeni began, her voice quiet. “If they take over here, then they will kill the server and then abandon it, like all the others. There will be no one left to hire you. Now, I know you think from a money perspective, so if you won’t take into account their evil intentions, consider this. Your future livelihood is at stake. You just want to fit in here, so do all of us. But we can’t do that if nobody is left.”

	She had him. Did he care what people did on an online video game? No. but did he care about his ability to make money? Yes. All he had needed was a taste of what it felt like to have money in his account again to yearn for more. If he couldn’t get revenge on the cop bots, this was the next best thing. But he couldn’t exactly switch sides….

	“Okay, even if I wanted to help, what can I do? I’m a level ten. I have little knowledge of the game, low crafting abilities, and really no interest in your revolution.”

	“Like I said,” she sat forward now, ready to finally make her proposal, “You have something no one else has: access.”

	Access. That was what they wanted. An inside man. Someone to give them dirt, to expose plans. Well, he had none of that. He was a contractor, nothing more. “Look, I just deliver stuff for them. I have no idea about anything they do. I can’t do that. I have never, ever betrayed a client before.”

	“If I may, Yesmeni,” Galaid spoke, standing up as she nodded. He walked over to stand in front of Exxu, trying to intimidate him. “I know who you are. I know you spend your time hunting down bad guys. So here’s the deal, we are handing you another bad guy to take down. Do the job.”

	His heart skipped a beat. How? How could they know? He had never given away any information. Not so much as a name. Unless they were hackers…. The plague of the online world. It all made sense now. But he was right. Warley desperately wanted to help people stay safe from bad men and women. 

	Sensing his hesitation, Yesmeni pushed home the point. “And you would be paid for your services, of course. So you would be getting paid twice for the same thing. They send you on a mission and pay you. You tell us and get paid. How does that sound?”

	“I have to admit,” Exxu said, knowing he had to cave at the mention of more money. “It sounds really nice.” It wouldn’t hurt to take out one last bad guy in his career. 

	Yesmeni stood up, clapping her hands together as a smile broke out on her face.  “Great! It makes me happy we were able to come to an agreement. Now, let’s get you back to the space station before anyone notices you missing….”

	 


Chapter 12

	Warley shut his computer off for the night, his head pounding from all of the new information. This was supposed to be easy money. He shouldn’t have to think that hard about anything. But Galaid and Yesmeni had given him a lot to think about. And now, he was walking on dangerous grounds. What would Vydenn do if he found out? Could he hack as well as Galaid? Find out who Warley really was? Find out where he was?

	“Just being paranoid there,” he told himself. “Nobody takes a game that seriously.” Even as he said it he knew he was lying to himself. His hand reached for his bottle of whiskey. The burning liquid hit his lips, and he didn’t worry about Vydenn any longer. 

	His desk chair almost fell backwards as he stood up, turning toward his turtle, which was trying to crawl away from his crazy owner. “Well Max, what’s for dinner?”

	***

	Early afternoon the following day found Exxu logging in to Bay Twelve once again. Yesmeni had insisted on killing Exxu to reset him again and raise less suspicion. Galaid had gotten all too much pleasure in his boss’ order, a smile hidden behind his acceptance of the boss’ orders. And all Exxu could do was sit there and take it. And now, he was left at the spawn in point with nothing once again. All he had was a promise of payment for betraying his employers. Exxu had gone so far as to request a replacement ship for the one they had blown up, but Yesmeni insisted it would give him away. Blowing up his ship was a good incentive for him to hate them, and further convince Vydenn he was on the side of Infinity fleet. At this point, he didn’t know who he sided with. 

	And now, he was left trying to figure out how to start over again. With a sigh, he moved forward and began weaving across the corridor, collecting loose metal he could use to craft and trade. Yesmeni had told him his focus right now needed to be on leveling. So that was what he planned to do. Craft and level his way up to the top. If that was even possible for a noob. He bent over and picked up more metal, adding three scraps to his inventory. Then he moved down the hall, finding a pocket of enriched metal on the wall he collected. 

	By the time he had moved through the hall and to the trading center, he had collected over a hundred scraps of metal and various miscellaneous objects. But now, he had to get some food. All the collecting had started to eat away at his appetite. Frustrated he was brought down to that level again, Exxu walked into the trading center and searched for his target. Just enough to get him by. 

	The target he selected was a busy vendor who sold plenty of basic goods. People came and went as fast as he could move from one to the next. Almost smiling at how easy it was, he walked up to the table, shouldering his way past blue hair, orange skin, and purple people. At the front, the vendor turned to him, “Anything I can help with?”

	“No,” Exxu said. “Just looking right now.”

	“Let me know if you need assistance.” Then the man went back to hustling around and greeting the other clientele. 

	Left on his own, Exxu scanned the table, finding some small wrapped up rice-bowl looking things. Checking to make sure the vendor was busy, Exxu quickly stole two of them off the table and turned to walk away. As he did, he almost ran into one purple-skinned woman, standing much shorter than he. “Sorry,” he said, but then paused. The woman was staring right at him. “Um, do I know you?” he asked.

	She smiled, “I didn’t think you would forget me that fast. Gemini?”

	His mouth almost dropped open. What was she doing here? “Ughh, yea I remember you. What… ughhhh… what are you doing here?”

	“It’s the trade center,” she smirked. “This is where everyone hangs out.”

	“Oh, okay.” Stupid Exxu. Of course she would have as much business here as he did. All he had to do was keep his cool and he would be off. “Well, nice seeing you, if you’ll excuse me….” 

	He went to step around her, but she jumped in front of him. “Actually, this wasn’t totally random. Vydenn wants to see you.”

	Again? What could he want? Unless he had somehow found out… Exxu’s face drained of blood. But he had to play it cool. “Um, actually I have to do something first. So can I just…” he went to step around her again, and again she stepped in front of him. 

	“I’m afraid I must insist.”

	“Please,” Exxu looked behind him to where the vendor was checking his table. “I have to move away or….”

	“Or he will catch you? Yes, so I suggest you agree.” The vendor began scratching his head. “You see I’m only nice on the surface, but to be in Infinity, you have to be hard. I’d say you have a few seconds before that guy….”

	“Done!” Exxu said, pushing her forward and walking at a rapid pace toward the corner of the room where he had entered at. Before they left, he stopped and consumed the two pieces of food, refilling his health bar.

	“Glad you see sense,” Gemini said, her dark lips curling into a smile as her antennae twitched. “Follow me please.” She proceeded down a hallway and past the elevator lifts, moving back toward the other side of the space station where Exxu hadn’t explored much. Her head kept turning to peak behind them, making Exxu even more uneasy.

	“What are you looking for?” Exxu asked as they turned down a hallway.

	“Others,” she simply replied. “I hear you went and wasted all of the great work I did on your rig.”

	His face flushed as he replied, “I didn’t ‘waste’ anything. I was attacked. My ship was blown up. I lost everything. Even my money from the job. I am literally starting back from scratch!”

	They paused at an intersection, and her tiny purple head turned to look down each corridor, “Then you should have run faster.”

	“There were four fighters on me!” Exxu couldn’t believe she was blaming him for getting attacked. They took a right.

	“Well, you should have turned on your turbo-powered JPUs I installed.”

	“What?!” he almost yelled, frustrated by this conversation. “You installed something on my ship without telling me?”

	“Following orders. You should have noticed something had changed on your ship.” They came to a stop at an obscure door to the right. Exxu expected her to knock, but Gemini just stood there, waiting for something or someone.

	The door was pulled inward a crack, confusing Exxu, as all of doors be had seen thus far opened either horizontally or slid upwards. Whoever had opened it, stopped at a crack. But Gemini wasn’t having any of that. She walked into the door and shoved it in the rest of the way, motioning Exxu to follow. He complied and she shut and locked the door behind him.

	“What’s the meaning of barging in like that?” The Scottish accent gave Reinheld away before Exxu even looked at the large man.

	“I didn’t have time for you to pretend like you have something to be afraid of,” Gemini replied, crossing her arms in all attitude. “Get this over with.”

	Reinheld raised a beefy finger and pointed it at the smaller figure, who didn’t shrink under his intimidating glare, “Enough sass from you, lassy! We have business to attend to.”

	“Where’s Vydenn?” Exxu asked, not liking the meeting with the second-in-command who didn’t like him.

	“The captain doesn’t leave the ship. He has too many enemies here,” the large man replied, walking over to take a seat in a metal chair. He didn’t move to invite Exxu to sit down, just crossed his arms. “So, Exxu, we hear ya had a wee little accident on your way out last night.”

	His jaw clenched up as Gemini leaned against the wall and rolled her eyes. This would be an unpleasant conversation. “That’s right. Took three of those bastards with me though.”

	Gemini cracked a smile as he said it, but Reinheld just smirked, “Yea, that you did. Sent the last one fleeing for his life. And you lost everything.”

	Exxu shook his head and threw his arms out in surrender, “I know, I screwed up! Everyone keeps telling me that. Yet, I’m the one who lost everything.”

	Gemini turned to look at Reinheld, whose eyes flickered to her, for a second not full of disdain. Then they were back on Exxu, “And what do you want now?”

	This was his chance. “I want revenge. Those people took what was mine. And now I have to stop from the bottom and claw my way back up like a sewer rat. I’m going to hunt that last guy down whatever it takes.” And there was the hook….

	“What if I told you that you can have more than just the pawn, but you can help us take the person who ordered them to attack you?” And he took the bait. Exxu relaxed as they believed his front of anger.

	“I would say you’re crazy. Why would anyone care enough about me to do that?” He couldn’t let them have it too easy. 

	“You’re running missions for Infinity fleet. It might be just a job to you, but to them it’s personal. They flagged you as one of us. The time for coasting in the middle is over. You have to choose sides. Help us take them out and you will never have to worry about it again. Plus your revenge, so it’s a win-win.”

	Everyone was just full of win-win situations these days. Why him? There were high level guys with great ships and skills. Why were both of these sides fighting to have him on their side? What made him special? Or maybe they just thought he was naïve? Either way, he had dug his hole, now he had to jump in head first. “It sounds like a heck of a good deal to me,” he replied, pushing the tension and eagerness into his voice.

	Reinheld didn’t look happy at his compliance. In fact, he showed no emotion, just brought his hands together and said, “Good. Now, Gemini here will get you all fixed up. If you can stand her yammering, that is.” With that, Reinheld made his way past them and out the door, disappearing from sight.

	“Charming,” Exxu said as the door closed behind them.

	“I would say he has his moments,” Gemini said, “but I would be lying through my teeth.”

	“So what are you fixing me up with?” Exxu asked, the curiosity at the front of his brain.

	“Follow,” she said as she opened the door for him and they exited the side room. Rather than go back the way they had come, she kept continuing down the hallway, weaving this and that way.

	“This place is larger than you would think,” he said, trying to make light conversation.

	“There are lots of hidden places if you know how to look. Spend your time exploring. You won’t be disappointed.” They came to a stop by an air-tight door. She looked at him.

	“Last time I went exploring, it didn’t work out so well for me.”

	“You’re more powerful now,” she pointed out. “Stronger, more knowledgeable. Don’t let Galaid intimidate you.” 

	The statement almost made him pee his pants. “How do you know about him?” he asked a little too hastily.

	She laughed though, waving him off, “Oh, I hear things. He likes to hassle newcomers. Nothing better to do than scare people away from the game. He’s a plague to this server, honestly.”

	That made Exxu relax. So she didn’t know then. And if she didn’t know, nobody else knew Galaid’s real role on the server. He was undercover like Exxu. And he performed his role well, pretending to be a troll while he was really serving as the right hand of the alliance fleet.

	“What’s in there?” he asked, still wanting to avoid the subject. 

	Now she smiled at him, her deep purple lips curling back over her white teeth. “Go take a look.” Then she typed a code into a keypad and the door slid open. 

	Exxu walked in followed by Gemini. What he saw almost stopped his heart…. Docked in front of him was a new mining ship, painted the matte black color he had had on his cargo ship. But this was no cargo ship, it was a mining ship. “Holy …” he was lost for what kind of level of holy the ship represented.

	“It’s a Gelty M-100,” Gemini said, her voice echoing around the airlock. “A little faster than the 10 JPUs you were packing before, am I right?”

	“Just a little bit,” he said, his voice airy as he scarcely believed what he was looking at. “This is… this is mine?” Exxu couldn’t let himself believe until he heard it from her.

	“All yours, mining pilot Exxu,” she made a mocking salute at him, but he was too entranced to be annoyed. 

	“But… why?” He finally turned to look back at her. “Why would he do that?”

	“It’s his thank you present. If you look in your safe in there, there will be replacement payment for your job as well.”      

	All of this for him…. And he was going to betray the man who had given all of that back to him. While helping the ones who had destroyed everything he had achieved. What was he thinking? Where was his mind at? Why was he doing this? Think long-term….

	“Wow,” Exxu managed to push out, knowing he had to say something. “What do I do now?”

	She shrugged her delicate shoulders, “Just do what you do. Go work on crafting stuff. Level up. Wait for Vydenn to call.” Then, she turned and went to walk out of the airlock before returning. She held something out to him, “Almost forgot. Here is your paperwork. It’s yours now, officially.”

	Exxu accepted it and she began walking out. “Wait, will I never see you anymore?” It was the dumbest thing he could think of, but so far, she was the closest thing to a friend he had found in Dark infinity.

	“I’ll be around. The code is one… three… three… seven!” Then her purple form disappeared around the corner down the hallway.

	Then Exxu realized he had no idea how to get back to the trade center from where he was…. That was an important fact for later. Right now, he wanted to see what kind of rig he had been given to work with. The mining ship had its door toward the front, probably leading right into the cabin. He typed in the code 1-3-3-7. The keypad lit up and the door lifted open, revealing a cozy-looking cabin with two pilot’s chairs that were much nicer than the ones in his cargo ship. As he stepped in, a male voice said in a British accent, “Welcome, Exxu. Can I interest you in a cup of coffee?”

	“They have coffee here?” he asked, surprised to hear something normal in this universe.

	“Yes, sir.”

	“Don’t have any whiskey, do ya?” he asked, not really expecting an affirmative but hoping. 

	“Sorry, the term ‘whiskey’ does not compute. Can I be of assistance in any other way?”

	Cursing silently, Exxu looked around, the interior of the luxury mining ship was all dark. The lights blinked on the control panels. But the back of the ship was different. There was a small lounge and a set of bunk beds imbedded in the wall. Then in the back, there were seats for other people, presumably a mining team. And there were also bins with chutes leading out to some mechanical arms folded tightly against the ship. There was also a space suit. Cool.

	“Do you have a name?” Exxu asked the voice of the ship.

	“My programming makes me answer to the manufacturer of the ship, sir.”

	“Gelty, then?” he asked as he moved over to get a closer look at the bins.

	“Correct.”

	Exxu further examined the large bin, noting it has a tube going into the floor where if could store even more of whatever was being mined. “Wouldn’t things come flying out of the chutes and get everywhere, Gelty?”

	“Stand back,” Gelty said. Exxu took a step back and watched as a clear plastic substance extended to cover the chute. “Now, everything is safe. That seal holds up to ten thousand degrees and survives even the hardest metals.”

	“Wow,” Exxu replied, shaking his head as the ship retracted the cover. The ship was much more advanced than his previous one. Not just because he had leveled up enough to upgrade to mining, but due to the make. Geltys were the highest class brand of ship manufacturers in the game. Minus the ones specializing in the specific ship areas that was. “Okay, so… now what?”

	“You tell me, Exxu.”

	“Okay,” he thought for a second. “I have no idea where we are on the space station. Can we ummm… park somewhere I can find my way from?”

	“Make your way to the pilot seat, and I will walk you through start-up procedures.”

	He moved back to the front, taking a seat in the pilot’s chair as he did so. The controls were a little more complicated than on his cargo ship. No more easy steering wheel. Rather, the Gelty had a lever used to control speed, and two handles to pull the ship left and right. Several other handles with buttons on them were on the left and right sides of the control panel. Buttons, dials, and blinking lights. And it all meant nothing to Exxu.

	“What do I do?” he asked, not wanting to break anything. 

	“This ship has everything simplified down,” Gelty started.

	“Is that what you call this?” Exxu muttered as the ship went on.

	“To start, place your hand on the square panel toward the top, this will engage and turn on the systems.” Exxu complied, finding the white panel and placing his hand on it. The white began to glow until it turned green, and then the systems all roared to life, though the ship stayed in place. “Very good, now you can remove your hand.” He did.

	“Good. Now, the Geltys are more complex, but have better controls than other models. To lift from the ground, press the large yellow button to the right of the handles.” Exxu complied, and he felt the ship smoothly float into the air, and the landing gear contract.

	“It automatically pulls the landing gear in,” he said, more to himself as a mental note. But Gelty answered anyways.

	“Yes indeed, sir. Gelty is more intelligent than other makes. Now, I will communicate with the hangar that you are ready to leave and they will drop the force field. In the meantime, look at the top middle of the control panel.” He did, noting all of the dials and lights. “Those are your ship’s vitals. Pay attention to them. The fuel one is particularly important. There are also ones to gauge damage done to the outside of the vessel either from a mining accident or an incoming attack.”

	His eyes skimmed over the controls. They were named ‘Top integrity’, ‘Starboard side integrity’, etc. They had numbers from one to fifty. Right now, everything was reading fifty. His gas was full. The engine was relatively cool. And he wasn’t dropping to his death. So far, so good. “Alright, I’m getting the hang of this,” he said. “What do these handle thingies do?” Exxu pointed at the levers with handles on either side of the steering handle. 

	“Those control the mining arms. I recommend not releasing them until you are at a mining location. Releasing them while in motion would be quite devastating. For us and whatever they hit.”

	“Duly noted,” Exxu mumbled. “Okay, I’m getting this. Then to go forward, I push this lever…” he said as he pushed forward hard on the accelerator lever. The ship shot forward, slamming him back into his seat and the ship tilted upwards. Suppressing a yell, he eased up on the accelerator, bringing the ship to an even elevation, floating along as they left the airlock hangar. 

	“It is a touchy accelerator,” Gelty explained. “Nice recovery time, sir.” Exxu glowed a little at the compliment, not caring it came from an AI in a game installed in his ship.

	“Okay, so I just move this left or right to turn…” he pulled on the left handle of the ship’s steering device. It slowly banked to the left, turning towards the exit. 

	“That would be called the ‘directional’, sir,” Gelty pointed out, answering the unspoken question in Exxu’s head.

	“Perfect,” he said as he looked at his side and rear monitors. Unlike with the cargo ship, his view in this ship was three-hundred and sixty degrees. All the way up, down, left, right, and around the corner. It was a vast improvement. Now, nobody could sneak up in his blind spots. He had none. Exxu banked left once he was free of the hangar. “Where to now, Gelty?” he asked, as if the ship had any idea how to play the game. 

	“Sir, I am actually getting an incoming transmission. It appears to have been damaged when transmitted, but let me play it….”

	Exxu had a bad feeling about this. What came next would either be terribly bad or really good. So he waited as Gelty’s voice swapped out for some robotic-sounding voice that sounded like a radio with a bad signal: “Mining crew… job… urgent need…. We… money… twelve….” The transmission went on for several more seconds before it ended.

	“What am I supposed to do with that?” he asked, trying to piece it together. Was it a trap? Twelve…. That number only meant one thing to Exxu, and he didn’t like where this was going. With a sigh, he asked out loud, “Gelty, how do I get to Bay-Twelve from here?”

	“Let me take over, sir. It will be faster for me, and next time you may steer.” Exxu let go of the controls, the ship immediately turning upwards slightly and to the left a little more. His eyes all the while took in the glorious space station, still a behemoth of its kind as it floated through empty space. All of its secrets would never be Exxu’s as he kept discovering things hidden where no one would expect. But he was discovering more and more about the large, dark place. Even treasure lay hidden in the darkest of places for those who knew the right way to look. Soon, Exxu caught sight of the distinctive ‘12’ in white near the entrance. But they didn’t go there. Instead, the ship turned upwards toward Bay-Thirteen. 

	“Where are we going?” Exxu asked as his eyes locked onto the bay where they were supposed to be heading.

	“Bay-Thirteen, sir. We are not Class-B, and cannot enter Bay-Twelve. This is right above it, and as close as it comes. Just take the lifts down to the main level.” As Gelty spoke, they drew level with the small pay station where his ship was scanned and the payment taken directly from his account. The light turned green above the entrance, and Gelty moved them forward into the hangar. He chose a spot on the right side near the middle, blending in well with the other Geltys docked there.

	“How do we land?” Exxu asked as they pulled into the empty spot.

	“The same way as you took off. Hit the large button and the ship does the rest.” Exxu hit the button again, and the ship hissed as the landing gear deployed and the ship slowly lowered to the ground. As soon as they touched the metal, the force field in front of them slammed shut, and the airlock engaged, infusing air into the small chamber so Exxu could exit.

	“Thanks, Gelty,” he said as he stood up from his pilot’s chair, feeling powerful with such a magnificent ship under his control. And having someone he could talk to and ask questions. It made him feel more self-important. He had always wished he had had an AI partner working with him in his line of work. Yet, he could never forget it was the bots that had effectively ended his career.

	Before he let the thought get to him, he marched toward the door, which slid open for him, and shut behind him. Then, he hit the button to open the door to the rest of the space station. It hissed open and shut after he walked through. His feet automatically carried him toward the lifts. It was as though he had some kind of internal compass pointing him in the correct direction. Like he had lived here all his life and, even though it was new, he still knew the layout of the ship well enough to have his bearings on where he was. And sure enough, a small crowd was assembled waiting for the lifts once he arrived. Nowhere near as large as the crowd which hung around them on the floor below, however.

	Exxu joined the fifteen or so people standing around. A lift arrived, opening its doors as they piled in. About five stayed behind, presumably away from keyboard, as he was learning it was called. Then, the doors shut, leaving the AFKers behind as it dropped to the level below, opening only a couple seconds later. Everyone moved off the lift, shuffling through the crowd of people trying to get onto the lift. Now here was more of a crowd. At least fifty people milled around, purple, silver, black, blue, and orange skin alike. In addition to the human tones, dark brown, a clay color, and sand color. He didn’t pause as he shuffled through the parting crowd. People were still wary of him, which made life easier in this instance when he was trying to get somewhere he needed to be. Or, rather, where he thought he needed to be. 

	The buzz of voices swarmed around his ears as he passed the entrances to the trade center, but he kept going past until the noise faded. People became sparser until he didn’t see anyone else as he turned down the hallway where the spawn point was located. Exxu walked until he arrived at the end and had nowhere else to go. He came to a halt and waited, his ears strained for any sound which might tell him what he was waiting for. He turned so he was gazing down the hallway, his eyes scanning for movement. It came in the form of a shadow slipping around the corner. Anyone else might have shrugged it off as a trick of the light, but he knew better. 

	Without hesitating, Exxu took off at a brisk walk down the hallway, taking a right turn after the shadow. The hallway was familiar to him, being the first place he had ventured upon entering the game. Since then, he hadn’t dared go down there. But now, he knew better. His legs kept him moving down the hallway, though he slowed a little, searching for another clue. The lights were getting dimmer the further along he walked. A creaking noise to his left made him turn, seeing an old-fashioned door fall open slightly. 

	Knowing he was playing the part of the protagonist in a horror movie, he approached it and pushed it open further. The inside was completely dark. Taking a deep breath, he walked into the room, unable to see anything further than a foot in front of him. Everything was silent….

	A screech broke the air and his screen flashed red. Exxu let out a gasp as he started punching with his fists. They hit nothing but air. He saw something move and took a swing at it. Whatever it was moved away faster than he could see. A higher-pitched screech filled the air, and another. Then, the screeching stopped, but he still saw movement at the edge of his vision. Then, a voice echoed in the empty metal room, “You’re slow.”

	His teeth ground together as he answered, “I can’t see anything, Galaid.”

	Silence fell for a moment before the man answered, and his demon eyes became visible in the darkness, “That’s not it. You are imprecise. We need you to level up, make progress in order to be of use to us.”

	“Give me a break, I just got my ship! Remember, after you lot blew it up!” His voice rose in pitch as his temper flared up. He was used to dealing with airheads in his line of work, but Galaid got under his skin.

	“It’s not quite that… something else. What rig do you play on?”      

	The question was so unexpected, Exxu had to think about it. It was something outside the game. His computer…. “Just a standard twenty-five inch monitor and projector keyboard.”

	Galaid inhaled sharply, making Exxu wonder what he had done wrong now. “Listen to me,” Galaid said, his voice low and serious. “You need to upgrade, or you’ll be at a serious disadvantage. This game is meant to be played in VR, even if it doesn’t have to be.”

	“’VR?” Exxu mumbled, trying to search his brain for that abbreviation.

	“Virtual reality! My God! Noob! Get your virtual reality gear. That is the only way to get to the top. It’s why you can’t touch me. You’re firing blindly. I am firing and aiming precisely with my actual hands.”

	Virtual reality. He now remembered being offered the option when he had downloaded the game in the first place. For having trained on virtual reality machines when he was in the process of getting his license to be a private investigator, he had experienced the thing. Back before he became a bounty hunter. Training in the virtual reality houses was the best and most effective way to train without actually shooting at them. It made sense it would be used by gamers to enhance their gaming. “So I just order the package online and that’s it?”

	“I guess you could, but the model they’re selling on the website is way overpriced for what you get in return. So if you are buying one, and you need to, shop around as the hardware is rather expensive to begin with. And start working on those mining missions to get the money.”

	“Okay,” Exxu said, exasperated he had to work on saving for yet another thing. “Is that all you came here to tell me? That I suck?”

	He could hear the other man smirk, but Exxu had given up caring. He already knew this man thought little of him in the first place. So he waited as Galaid explained, “No, hardly worth the effort. I came to ask for intel. You had a meeting with Vydenn, didn’t you?”

	“If you know that, then shouldn’t you know what we talked about?” 

	Galaid’s eyes moved back and forth as he shook his head, “No, our spies only see. They cannot hear.”

	“What makes you think their spies aren’t following me?” Exxu threw out, his stomach churning at the thought of Vydenn finding out he was a traitor.

	“You aren’t important enough for them to care. And you have given them enough reason to keep you off their radar. Now, what did you talk about?” his tone was pressing, and Exxu couldn’t help but think this man was a little too demanding.

	“Well your spies must suck then,” Exxu replied, “because I didn’t meet Vydenn. I met Reinheld and Gemini.”      

	Exxu wasn’t sure what he expected, maybe some declaration about how valuable his information was. Instead he only received silence. Had he stunned Galaid, or was the man trying to not lose face in front of Exxu? Maybe they didn’t have as much power and control as they believed. “That is correct, go on,” Galaid said.

	His jaw almost fell open, “You know? Know what? You just said you thought I had been meeting Vydenn….”

	“I never said I believed that. I knew exactly who you were meeting, but I was seeing if you would correct me or not.”

	That was it then. It had been a test to see if Exxu was loyal to them or Infinity Fleet. Was he loyal to either of them though? No, he didn’t think so. Right now he was here to make money. Money was the only thing he was loyal to. 

	Rather than argue the point, Exxu answered the question, “We didn’t talk about anything. They just asked me what I wanted and told me I could get revenge on the person who had ordered the attack on my ship. I said I’m in. They gave me a new ship and money.”

	Galaid’s eyes bobbed up and down in the dark as he nodded. “And you convinced them, I take it. Good. Now get leveling, and remember, get yourself a VR set if you want to last long.” Then, Galaid’s eyes disappeared and the room became silent once more. Exxu was once again alone, except this time, he was left with new things to consider.

	

	 


Chapter 13

	The next morning, Warley made a quick stop at the store before returning home. He brewed some strong coffee before sitting at his computer and firing it up. Time to research and found out more about what the virtual reality hype was all about. And he wasn’t disappointed.

	Several of the tech giants had their own VR installations they sold. One of the oldest companies in the business was Facebook, which held the most market share. Other companies like Google, Microsoft, Apple, and Quantum dominated the field as well. But other companies were rising through the ranks who came about specifically for the purpose of selling virtual reality equipment and games. And all of those companies were making a fortune….

	For every five video gamers out there, one owned VR equipment. One in every ten households in the United States had VR access. And at the end of the day, the equipment was really expensive. Several hundred expensive. 

	Warley dove in deeper, seeking out customer reviews, taking notes, and tracking prices. Which were the best for their price. He didn’t need the top of the line equipment or anything. All he needed was basic capability. Or so he thought. The more he read about it, the more complex it all became. The different setups varied in sensitivity, some having systems that picked up facial expressions. Others could pick up individual finger motion and tensing of the muscles. “How would I even choose one, Max?” he asked his turtle, falling into the routine of having just his pet to talk to. 

	In the end, he saved two kits that were close in pricing, but not on sale. He even had the site set up an alert to be sent to him if either of them came on sale in the future. Either way, he would have to save up a thousand or so before he could even consider purchasing one. Get to work on mining missions indeed.

	With a sigh, he closed out of his web browser and the familiar purple Dark Infinity logo popped up. Were games supposed to be fun? So he had heard. But right now, the game really was beginning to feel like a job. It was easy to understand how people took it so seriously now. You spend infinite amounts of time and money on it. Life or death didn’t begin to describe what happened when one logged online. It was their livelihood. If what Yesmeni said about Infinity fleet were true, a bunch of people would lose their jobs. But was that really his concern? His responsibility?

	The time to think about that passed by as the dark interior of his Gelty materialized on the screen. Already a familiar sight, he relaxed into his chair as he opened up his character screen. His mouth dropped as he saw he had gone up two levels while offline. It made sense. He had turned in the two contracts he had completed and requested payment before logging off. But the owners of the contracts hadn’t accepted until he was offline. Nonetheless, it was a bit of a shock to find he had some skill points to attribute. 

	Two points, to be exact. Looking at the names of the skills, he hit himself in the head for not asking someone what they all meant. Playing it safe, he did as before and put one point into damage, and another into health. 

	Remembering his new friend, Exxu called, “Hey, Gelty.”

	“Good morning, sir,” Gelty replied back in his robotic voice. “If you are going out, I may suggest checking into some upgrades for the ship.”

	“What kind of upgrades?” he asked, scoffing at the idea of such a fine and brand new ship needing updating.

	“Well, for instance, a shield? This is a very luxurious mining vessel, but it still is the basic bare bones model. For all the extra stuff, you have to craft it or buy it somewhere.”

	It made sense. It was the same as vehicles in the outside world. Even so, spending more money was a daunting idea now he knew he had to buy the VR hardware. He added a shield to his mental list of things to take care of in the near future. “I’ll look into it. Thanks, Gelty.”

	“Return safely, sir!” the ship called to him as he stepped out the door and it slid shut behind him. He walked through the other door leading into the station and followed the familiar path.

	 But rather than head toward the trading center, he skirted around and headed toward the contracting room, where all of the jobs in the game were listed. The mining one had quite a few bodies clustered around it. Out of curiosity, he inspected all of the characters. He almost spat out the swig of whiskey he drank down. All of them were level 50 or above. One was even a level 150. It was a Vruun, tall and slender with golden horns growing on top of his head like hair, some as long as Exxu’s middle fingers. Two of his arms were waving animatedly as he talked, while the other two fidgeted by his sides. His skin was dyed a weird olive green color. It was only the fourth level 150 Exxu had seen. Reinheld, Vydenn, and Yesmeni. Which meant this man had to be a power player. 

	Feeling intimidated, Exxu inched closer to the giants in front of him, hoping they wouldn’t notice him. What would he do if they said anything to him? Would they even bother? This was ridiculous; they had each been a level 12 at one point. Shaking it off, he strode confidently up to the mission terminal and began looking at the listings, trying not to turn to see if they were looking.

	There were plenty. Many easy and cheap missions people were too lazy to do themselves. Ten credits here and there. But then there were the mid-level ones, which were the ones he was interested in. Recommended for level 30 and up were where the bread and butter was. There were plenty of level 12 to do those missions. And the ones who stuck to mining took the highest-level ones, but the middle men were the ones without a market. And that would be his niche. 

	He scrolled through and selected five missions on the same planet. The planet was named Aarwuegaa. It was a planet of rock and sand, both being a deep indigo-blue color. It was rich in modeon, a component used to make a plastic that could make items more durable. One person wanted fifty. Another wanted five-hundred. And another just wanted whatever he could carry and they would pay by how much he delivered. The last two were looking for something a little bit different. One just wanted samples of everything he dug out of a hundred digs. Some kind of survey or scientific stuff. Another said they would pay him for his time in searching for some rare jewel, and would pay triple if he found it. Juniper jewel, supposedly orange in color and a rare find, though treasure hunters put its next spawn point on Aarweugaa.

	Deciding any updates could wait, Exxu returned to his ship with a little extra hop in his step. This was more like it. Taking nice, normal everyday jobs that didn’t involve getting in the middle of some crazy peoples’ wars. If he could bide out the rest of his time in game doing that, he would be a happy man indeed. 

	“Welcome back, Exxu,” Gelty called as he entered the ship. 

	“Prepare for takeoff!” Exxu replied as he placed his hand on the glowing panel for the ship to recognize him. 

	“Deploying thrusters and pulling up landing gear.” Sure, it was good Exxu knew how to fly the ship, but it was so much better having someone who could do it for him. By the time he had checked the ship over and settled in, the barrier was already coming down and they were flying out into the cold space. Before he knew it, the large station was left behind them and they were on their way.

	The ship was smooth for a clunky mining ship. Its speed was almost twice that of his cargo ship before. As little as he knew about the minute differences between the different ships, Exxu could appreciate an increase in speed. Especially after his previous encounters with space battles. Who needed weapons if the enemy couldn’t catch you? 

	Around the ship, the all-encompassing black of space hugged it tightly. In the distance, various stars sparkled, and small orbs indicated planets. And Exxu wanted to explore it all. Whatever secrets the solar systems of the game held, he would unlock them all. And he would become the greatest bounty hunter in the game. Once he knew the world like he knew his own apartment, no one would be able to hide from him. And once he saved enough to buy a VR set, he really would be unstoppable.

	“How long will the trip take?” he asked the ship.

	“Three hours in-game time, but only thirteen minutes for your convenience,” Gelty replied, making Exxu jump. The AI was an in-game intelligence only. The fact it knew the difference between in and out of game time was unsettling. But thirteen minutes was much more manageable than three hours.

	With a sigh, he stood from the pilot’s chair, making Gelty say, “Sir, it is recommended you stay seated during flight in case we are attacked. You could become injured.”

	“I’ve died so many times already, I’ll laugh if I only become ‘injured’ in the next space fight I engage in.” It was true. The thought of him escaping a space battle at all without respawning made him chuckle. One of these days he would stop dying. And when that day came, then he would worry about trivial things such as getting injured. But for now, he walked around the ship once again, moving over to the back of the ship. The six mining bins were waiting, sparkly clean for now until the minerals and metals began pouring in. It would be a different story then, and Exxu would enjoy every moment of it. Because that meant he was making money.

	“Sir, please return to your pilot’s seat immediately.” The ship’s voice spoke over the system, making Exxu alarmed.

	He ran back to the front of the ship, his eyes staring wildly around at all of their systems. Everything looked good to him. “What’s wrong?”

	“There appears to be a raiding party ahead.”

	Exxu was looking out the front view, trying to find where Gelty had seen the raiders at. “Who is it?”

	“Not a ‘who’, but more of a what. The Velaghi are a group of primitive beings who live raiding the ships of other people. More commonly, they are known as the ring raiders.”

	 “Why?” Exxu asked, his unease growing by the second.

	“One of the instruments they utilize to raid ships is a giant ring-like structure that traps their targeted ship. It can even slice the ship in half and cause instant death to the occupants inside the ship, who are sucked into space.”

	Well lucky for Exxu he couldn’t actually feel his character dying, but it sounded extra nasty nonetheless. “Are they coming for us?”

	“They appear to have not detected us yet. We can try to avoid them, but the likelihood is slim.”

	“How?” Exxu asked, no hesitation in his voice.

	“Turn off the ship. Essentially. Leave only the necessary systems up and running. Basic life support and heat to this room only. That plus the matte black paint will keep them from seeing us with their instruments.”

	“Well then, why aren’t we already doing that? Chop, chop!” Exxu said. No sooner did he say it than a bang behind him made him turn. The door leading to the small cockpit had sealed itself. All at once, the lights dimmed out, even those on the control panels. Exxu’s breath became visible within a few seconds as heat no longer filled the ship. “I thought you were keeping the heat on?” 

	“It is, just at a temperature of bare minimum for you to stay alive,” Gelty replied.

	Slightly worried, his eyes glanced over his health. It was holding steady. So long as that stayed up, he would be alright. “How long do we have to stay like this?” he asked the ship as they drifted through space.

	“Until the threat has moved on,” Gelty replied very unhelpfully. 

	“Is there a way we can try to move around them?” Exxu replied, getting impatient to get to work. The delay wasn’t a welcome one.

	“We can try to steer under them, but it will be very slow progress. Especially given we do not know the course of the ring raiders as of yet.”

	Did he stay put and hope the raiders moved on in good time? What happened if the raiders were just napping and had no intentions of moving? Or maybe they were moving toward his direction. “Let’s try it,” Exxu finally said, not wanting to waste his night waiting and afraid.

	“Very well,” Gelty consented, and Exxu felt the ship tilt slightly downward. They moved so slow, their progress almost wasn’t noticeable. The ship was moving off pure momentum alone. Nothing was propelling them forward except natural forces. The only way Exxu knew they were moving was the ships he could now see in front of them. Just as tiny specs in the distance, but they were there. Anyone else would mistake them for stars or planets in a faraway galaxy. But thanks to his reliable travelling companion, he was ahead of the game. And, hopefully, ahead of the raiders too. 

	Exxu found himself tapping his fingers on the table, eyes nervously glancing left and right. What if it was an ambush? Could they already know he was there? The thought cleared his mind as they kept diving down at an angle. Soon, the ships began to take form. There wasn’t anything particularly notable about the ships from that far away, which was probably what they wanted. If they had distinguished looks on their ships, then everyone would see them coming a mile away and get away. As they drew closer, it became clearer the ships weren’t any of the standard brands. No sleek curved edges of the Andova. Or the vibrant color schemes of the BV. Certainly not the clumsy and bulky look of Vesslairs and Novas. However they made their ships, it was very different from what the players used to make theirs. 

	“No signs of hostility, sir,” Gelty updated.

	“Well yea,” Exxu shot back, on edge, “if they had I would imagine I would be dead by now.”

	The ship moved several thousand feet below the opposing fleet, but it still felt too close for comfort. As they maneuvered directly under the ships, Gelty leveled out so they were moving straight ahead. “What do we do if they do see us?” Exxu asked.

	“Well sir, I am but an AI in this ship, but my best battle tactic would be to run as fast as we can.”

	Good answer. Exxu’s eyes didn’t leave the ships above them even as the ship moved further away. But alarm shot through him as the fleet above him began moving. A flurry of activity suddenly overtook the previously unmoving ships. It was chaotic, but purposeful as the smaller ships moved ahead of the larger ones. But they weren’t heading towards Exxu. Instead, they were heading in the direction from which he had come. Following their trajectories, he could just make out a pair of ships in the distance. Fighters possibly. Whoever they were, they hadn’t expected to be meeting the ring raiders. The newcomers steered wide and reversed direction, attempting to outrun the hoard charging their direction.  But to no avail. And Exxu got to see why they were called ring raiders. Out of nowhere, a giant ring opened up, looking as though golden fire surrounded it. The middle appeared seemingly empty. But Exxu wouldn’t stick around to see what it did….

	Then he heard it over the radio, “We are under attack by ring raiders! Need assistance. Anyone nearby?” a female voice yelled in panic.

	“I should help,” Exxu said out loud, to which Gelty didn’t respond. Should he help? What would he do against an entire fleet? The right thing to do wasn’t always what you should do if you don’t have the means. So instead, he turned away from the rear monitor and looked straight ahead, into clear space and safety.

	 

	 

	Aarweugaa was as beautiful as he had pictured. Its surface a glowing indigo. The planet looked as though it had been mauled by a giant cat, exposing the gold-colored meat beneath the indigo skin. No other ships were visible on its surface. This area of space was quiet and empty of player presence. And it would be Exxu’s goldmine for the foreseeable future. “Okay Gelty, is there somewhere specific I should look to land?”

	“Generally speaking, the minerals are randomly placed. However, there are players who believe the streaks of gold in the surface indicate a higher abundance. Your call, however.” 

	“Alright, can’t hurt then,” Exxu said as he took control of the ship, angling it toward a long, lightning-shaped streak of gold in the indigo surface. The shimmering of the gold made it look as though it were moving, like golden-colored lava flowing through the planet’s surface. The illusion disappeared as Exxu penetrated the planet’s atmosphere. Everything became more distinct. The indigo surface was dotted with sparse rock mounds, giant plateaus of stone, and other formations. No vegetation of animal life in sight, however. 

	He decelerated the ship as it closed in on the surface. It would be the first time landing anywhere not in a hangar. Heck, it was his first time visiting a planet. When he wasn’t more than fifty feet above the ground, he changed his speed down to zero, no longer moving forward. He pushed the button to engage the landing gear at the same time as he decreased the thrusters. Slowly, the Gelty began lowering towards the ground. Exxu held his breath as they neared the ground, jumping a little as it jolted to a stop. 

	His attention was drawn to a flashing red light on the console. “What is that?”

	“Sir, it looks like one of the landing gear might be damaged from landing on a slope.”

	“Is that bad?” he asked, unable to tell if it was an immediate concern or not.

	“We can repair it when we get back to the station. It is not great damage.”

	Hitting himself in the head for not being more careful, he refocused his attention. Wording across his screen read:

	New level!

	Apparently landing on a planet gave a lot of experience points. Being level 13 now, he opened his character screen to see if he had any skill points to attribute. But apparently level 13 had no new assets to add. Nothing was flashing at him, and his points still sat at zero.

	“Okay, what do I do, Gelty?”

	“Well, first of all, you need to be hovering slightly above the surface in order for the equipment to have room.”

	Exxu threw his hands in the air, “What?! Why didn’t you tell me that? I broke this landing gear for nothing?”

	“Forgive me, sir, but you didn’t ask.”

	Was Gelty being smart? Or was he just explaining how it was programmed into him? Either way, Exxu let out a huff as he reengaged the thrusters and withdrew the landing gear, which grinded a little bit as they were pulled in. He ground his teeth together, not happy with himself but knowing it was all done now. He would have to learn from the mistake. Gelty was so intelligent, he had almost forgotten he wasn’t another person. Exxu was alone, and he couldn’t forget that fact.

	Once he was hovering ten feet above the surface, he turned back to his guide, “Okay, now what?”

	“The handles each operate the corresponding mining arms. They operate automatically after you start them, but allow for manual control in case you see a specific spot you like. Each handle is equipped with monitors so you can see what the arm is doing.”

	“Makes sense,” Exxu said to himself.

	“To engage an arm, pull on the handle and twist.” Exxu followed suit, grabbing the upper left handle and twisting as he pulled. Then, his front view of the planet disappeared, filling with pictures of the arm and its viewpoint. “Good, now, push it back in to start the digging.” He did, and the arm lowered and began scooping at the ground.

	A thought occurred to Exxu, “What about the bins? They need covered?”

	“Yes, there will be a flashing button on the wall inside. It won’t let anything inside until the bins are secured. Go press it.” He stood up, moving faster than necessary despite Gelty’s affirmations of the ship being safe. Indeed, there was a giant red button flashing at him. He hit it, and the plastic covers slid into place on all of the mineral bins. Then, the one to the left and furthest forward began shooting golden and indigo-colored substance into the bin. Exxu watched, fascinated by the process as the arm continually dumped minerals, dirt, and metals into the bin.

	“So, I need modeon, is there any way I can get it to sort it out?” he asked the ship.

	“Once the bin is full, it will ask if you want to keep it all or not, and then will display a list of identified and unidentified items. You can select modeon as being the only thing to keep.”

	“Cool,” Exxu said, satisfied so far with the process. “And can I have just modeon in one bin and the others just random samples?”

	“Yes, each bin is distinct and has its own system and storage.”

	“Alright,” Exxu said as he walked back to the front of the ship and plopped down in the pilot’s chair. Then, he grabbed the handle below the one he had already engaged, and pulled it with a twist before pushing it back in. The monitors from the first arm grew smaller as the second arm’s monitors took up half of the viewing area. He watched the arm lower into the golden earth and scoop out an assortment of perfect-looking rocks. Then, he moved down to the next arm, and the next until all six of them were working in unison. He kept waiting for one arm to bump into another, but they neatly worked in their own areas, not encroaching on the space of the others or clashing arms. It was a dance of sorts.

	 And it was the easiest money he had ever made. All he had to do was sit there and watch. No work at all. Why didn’t everyone else do that? The monitors of the first arm lit up and faded, a new screen flashing up. It was asking if he wanted to sort it. “Gelty, have the first bin sort out anything except modeon.”

	“Right away, sir.” The screen disappeared, and a loud, low alarm sounded as the ship spewed the extras out of some waste elimination compartment. 

	“Great, now does it say how much I have of the modeon?”

	“Precisely how much your contract indicated, sir.”

	Exxu waited as the rest of the ship filled with miscellaneous materials. One by one, the compartments each asked him if he wanted to sort through the contents. He denied it, knowing his client needed all of the material. But it was interesting to look at the mix of minerals and metals in the planet. None of them the same as what they had in the real world. He could have picked up a bunch of items worth a handful of diamonds and be none the wiser. 

	When the ship was completely filled with minerals and metals, he asked Gelty, “Do you know anything about some kind of jewel on this planet?”

	“Accessing my database…. The Juniper Jewel is rumored to appear on this planet. It is a rare find, but all accounts of it are by word of mouth, and are unsubstantiated. There might not be anything here, sir.”

	“Well, I guess we still get paid for trying. I don’t know where I would even start on this planet….”

	He paused as the planet below him began to tremble. An earthquake? But it grew more fearsome, the ground rocking. Large rock formations cracked and crumbled like they were made of air. The indigo dust filled the air and made it difficult to see anything. “What is that?” he tried calling, but Gelty’s reply was lost in the noise from below. 

	And then everything went silent. The world stood still. The dust hung in the air, but it began to stir, parting around something. Then, two giant blue-colored orbs appeared through the dusty haze. They were each the size of his ship easily, but that wasn’t the worst part. The worst part was when they began to move…. They rose up and up and up toward the sky until they were tiny spectacles in the heavens. The ground shook again, and the dust parted, flying toward Exxu’s ship and even pushing it back as the air moved. In front of him was a giant, golden foot, its toes curving into talons. And his ship was as large as a toe. His eyes traveled upwards, up the long legs to the arms dangling at its side to the neck that stretched elegantly into an elongated head, resembling a horse but having the scaly features of a dragon. Its blue eyes settled on Exxu….

	“What is that?” Exxu asked as he hit the thrusters, taking off forward and up as the creature’s eyes followed him.

	“I believe that is a boss sir, quite a rare one and a treat to see!”

	The creature’s giant claws sliced through the air toward him. He shoved downwards, narrowly escaping through the gap in its large fingers. “Yea, lucky is what I feel right now! Get Infinity fleet on the comms!” It was the last thing he really wanted to do, but he knew they were his only hope of escaping alive. He couldn’t exactly summon the alliance ships when he was undercover. 

	“They are online,” Gelty said before an annoyed female came over the sound. “Who is this? How’d you get this number?”

	“I’m Exxu! I need Vydenn, now!”

	“Exxu? Who….” Her voice cut out and was replaced by the familiar, and for once welcome, Scottish accent. “What do you want?”

	“I’m on Aarwuegaa and there’s this giant golden boss that just came out of the ground!”

	Silence met him before Reinheld replied, “And what do you want me to do about it?”

	“Some backup would be nice!” Exxu snapped. “I could be mistaken, but I doubt you guys want the alliance ships to get here and claim the kill first.” Silence met him again, and he knew Vydenn had jumped at the idea of his enemies beating him.

	Then, the captain’s voice replaced his right-hand-man’s, “Exxu, good to hear from you. You did right reporting it to us. Try to kite it and steer clear. We will be there with the fleet in a few minutes.”

	“Roger that,” he said, grabbing his whiskey bottle and taking a sip as he dodged below another swipe. “It’s going to be a long few minutes,” he mumbled. The creature turned its eyes toward him as he flew behind it, opening its jaws and letting out a scream in his direction. The force of the yell sent the ship into hysterics. It jolted away from the creature, and began teetering side to side, threatening to begin spinning. “Gelty! What do I do?”

	“I suggest diving below the thing’s head, so its screams cannot reach you, sir.”

	Good enough for him. Exxu threw the throttle forward, tilting the ship into a downward dive. As soon as he dove past its neck, the ship stabilized and he leveled it out, flying low over the terrain. In his rear monitor, he saw the arms of the ship flapping about. “I have to retract those and secure them,” he said to the ship.

	“Allow me, sir,” Gelty said, as the ship’s arms began folding in tightly to its side to avoid damage. He felt the ship lurch forward as well, having less resistance with the smoother sides. 

	“Can we outrun it?” Exxu asked, more to himself than anyone else, but Gelty replied nonetheless. “You are not fast enough, judging by its stride length. Try getting it caught on a mountain?”

	A mountain…. Exxu recalled on entering the planet’s atmosphere how he had seen different rock formations. The creature’s entrance had shattered many, but in the distance a tall mountain rose to the sky, his one hope in the barren landscape. He had no choice as the monster lifted its leg to take a step forward on Exxu’s ship. He pushed the accelerator as far as it would go, momentarily flying ahead of the boss until it figured out he was running. Then, it took another step, shaking the earth and sending clouds of dust into the air. It closed the distance almost instantly, but Exxu kept his sights set on the ever-growing mountain in front of him. He would make it…. He had to make it. The monster was large and slow. Its momentum would hopefully careen it into the mountain and stall it for a little while. Vydenn had ordered him to keep it there….

	The thought of the captain vanished from his mind as the world began tumbling around. A crash at the back of the ship was followed by an alarm sounding off throughout. As he tumbled forward, he noticed the mountain rapidly getting closer. Furiously, he began jerking at the controls, trying to stabilize the ship. He yelled over the alarm, “Gelty, what was hit?”

	“Just a mining arm, sir. The force of the blow though sent us flying towards the mountain.”

	“We need to stabilize!” he said as the ship began slowing, but not fast enough as the rocks toppled nearer and nearer. “Turn off thrusters. When I say three, turn them up to full force! Ready?”

	“On your mark.”

	Exxu waited, watching the tumbling in slow motion as they began dropping as well. “One…” the ship spun around. “Two…” it moved to facing upwards position. “Three!” The thrusters ignited, bringing the ship’s forward spinning momentum to a jarring halt and sending Exxu’s head banging into the console. His health flashed before dropping down to half. But that wasn’t his worry yet. First he had to survive the giant monster on his tail. The speed of the ship’s trajectory had actually given them ground on the boss, but the giant was catching up.

	Righting the ship, he accelerated forward once again, the lights still flashing to let him know the ship was damaged. In his monitors, he observed one of the mining arms flapping uselessly against the sides of the ship, clanging every time it hit, only attached by a few wires. But that could be repaired later. He was good to go. The mountain grew larger, and Exxu tilted the ship up to go over its peak. The boss filled his rear monitor, encroaching on his tail yet again….

	He jerked the ship upwards as he reached the top of the mountain, leveling out as he made it over. Then, he watched in the monitor, praying the thing wouldn’t magically step over the mound. But even the bosses apparently weren’t immune to tripping. It took a step, and its claws caught on the peak, slicing the rock and sending pieces cascading downwards. And that would have been the end of its stumbling had its other leg not come forward to help, only to careen into the side of the mountain full force. What happened next was a show of amazing beauty that almost had Exxu standing in his seat. The mountain shattered like a glass window. The giant formation melted into tiny rocks and sprayed in Exxu’s direction, just when he thought he was out of harm’s way. He pulled up, speeding forward as the boss too fell forwards, almost taking his ship along with it. 

	“Is there anything else up your sleeve ya big golden bird?!” he yelled as he looked backwards and saw the thing lying on the ground. It wasn’t dead, more like stunned from a million-foot fall. 

	A voice sounded over the comms, “Don’t worry Exxu, the cavalry has just arrived.” He looked up to see a stream of ships making a beeline toward his location on the planet. They all came to a slow as they saw the scene in front of them. “Holy cow,” Vydenn said, “Is it dead?”

	“No, I think it’s…” Exxu started, but was caught off as it raised its hand and pounded it into the ground. All of the ships instantly went back on high alert, forming up and swirling around in the air like a practiced ballet. 

	“Exxu,” Vydenn’s voice came through again. “Get out of there! We’re calling in a….” He cut off as several elongated objects streaked from the atmosphere, moving a rapid pace toward the boss… and Exxu. He hit the thrusters forward and the Gelty zipped out of the way of the missiles moments before they ploughed into the golden boss. The ground erupted in explosions and a yell as the projectiles met their mark, but Exxu was glaring at the sky.

	“Oops, my bad there boss,” Reinheld called out. “Thought I had the all clear on that one.”

	Rather than call out the second-in-command, Exxu gritted his teeth and turned toward the fight before Vydenn stopped him, “Exxu! Get clear. The fighters will handle this from here. Get back if you want to watch.”

	No one had to tell him twice. He sped up another several hundred feet, still well insight of the fighting and monster below. The smoke cleared as the boss stood back up, looking even more daunting than it had before. Vydenn’s people didn’t waver. He had to be giving them commands over the comms, because they all moved as one. The lines of ships split into four groups, assaulting different areas of the beast. Only two of the ships misjudged timing and were taken out in the process. It looked as though Infinity might win that fight….

	“Infinity fleet,” Reinheld’s voice came over the comms from the warship outside the atmosphere. “We have incoming. Repeat, hostiles inc! It’s the alliance bastards!”

	“Take them out, NOW!” Vydenn’s voice snapped the command over other peoples’ shouts.

	“There are too many, sir. I have to defend the warship against theirs so you all can have a clean escape. The ones making it through the atmosphere are going to engage.”

	A stream of cuss words escaped the leader. Their casualties would be much higher having to fight on two fronts. Now was when leadership had to make the hard choices…. And Exxu would have called a retreat. But not Vydenn, “Squadrons one and four, break off from boss and engage incoming alliance ships. Defend our fighters so they can continue to assault the boss.” Two voices answered in the affirmative, and Exxu watched two of the groups break off and fly up towards Exxu and the atmosphere.

	Taking the hint, he sped forward, moving to the other side of the boss to watch the fight. Would the alliance fighters know not to attack him? Knowing Yeseni and Galaid, they probably had kept his involvement a secret. Which meant he was on his own. This wasn’t his fight. He watched as the incoming stream of alliance fighters collided with the Infinity fighters, becoming a fighting mass of what looked like tiny bugs shooting lasers at one another. Pretty soon, the group spread out, dissolving into small individual scuffles. One tiny spec fell from the sky, smoke trailing behind it as it spun to the ground. Its dead pilot no doubt smashing his fists against his keyboard before respawning on the space station and rage logging off.

	“Get those alliance ships off Squadrons two and three!” Vydenn yelled over the comms. Exxu glanced over to see some of the opposing ships attacking Infinity’s boss squad. They still held formation, but of their ships burst into flame and fell to the ground, making the others break ranks to defend themselves. “Hold lines!” Vydenn yelled, almost making Exxu jump out of his chair. But it was too late, and the other ships were only thinking about their own survival at that point. Exxu wasn’t sure he would be dumb enough to disobey Vydenn, but he was apparently dumb enough to cross him so it was all the same in the end.

	Reinheld’s voice came through over Vydenn’s yelling, “Sir, you have bigger problems incoming. Alliance is sending one of their warships in to attack the boss.”

	Exxu thought Vydenn was going to lose his sanity as he replied in forced calm, “Okay, listen everyone, disengage the boss and take out the alliance ships. Repeat. Eliminate the alliance ships NOW!”

	The Infinity fleet fighters were too happy to comply. Instantly, they melted away from the boss and turned toward the incoming ships. The tides soon turned now they weren’t fighting on two fronts. But nobody told the boss that. Its attention turned toward the nearest objective: the small command ship floating above its head. “Captain, look out!” Exxu shouted as the thing turned faster than he thought possible and slammed its hand into the ship. 

	He watched in horror as the ship somehow stayed together, but was shot toward the ground like a missile. Yells of panic erupted from the comms as people saw the spectacle. Reinheld’s deep voice boomed over them all, “CAPTAIN DO YOU READ ME?” 

	Exxu waited for someone to take control, but no one gave out directions. Knowing he would regret it, he opened his communications to the other ships, “I need a fast fighter to pull the boss’ attention while I go down to see if he is okay.” Instantly, three volunteers zoomed out toward the golden beast, their guns blazing as they charged to aid the rescue attempt. Asking himself what he was doing, he turned his ship and dove toward the crash site, around the boss.

	There was a trail of pieces which had fallen off the ship as it tumbled across the rock. The medium-sized ship was bent and dented badly, but it appeared to be in one piece for the most part. How would he save the captain? “Gelty, is this planet suited for human life?”

	“Not ideal sir, but you can last maybe a minute or two before feeling short of breath from the air composition. Make it quick.”

	Well he wouldn’t be taking out for a timeshare there, that was for sure. Exxu circled the ship around, trying to see if the captain had gotten thrown out. Nobody in sight. He lowered the ship and deployed the broken landing gear with a grinding sound, relaxing as the ship came to rest on the surface. He gazed out the side monitor at the ship, “How do I gain access to the ship?”

	“Unknown. The ship is passcoded, like the others.”

	He opened comms, “Reinheld, how do I get into the captain’s ship?”

	“It’s in one piece?” he asked, sounding surprised.

	“Yes, which doesn’t help me get inside to see if they’re okay.”

	“Can’t help ya, it’s his personal ship. Only person who has codes is him.”

	Exxu wanted to cuss, but his creative problem-solving self-kicked in. If he couldn’t get in the door, he had to make a door…. “Vydenn, if you can hear me, move away from the right side of your ship.”

	“What are you…” Reinheld started to ask, but the sound was drowned out as Exxu lifted up off the ground and activated a mining arm. Taking manual control, he turned it toward the ship where it had already been scraped up and dug into it as far as the hand would go. Sparks flew as he cut through electrical wiring, but he didn’t care. He yanked back, exposing a large hole in toe siding. But he still had to break through the interior metal layer. 

	“Is there like some kind of a laser chisel on here for metal farming?” Exxu asked the ship.

	“Yes, sir. Activating now.” The arm shot a red beam out of its mouth, which Exxu directed around the outside of the hole. Not enough to penetrate through, but enough to weaken the metal. Moving closer, he pulled the arm back and shot it forward, digging into the weakened metal and tearing it clean off. 

	Not wasting any time, he landed the ship again and opened the door to his own ship, leaving it open behind him. He didn’t look up to where a giant beast was battling a few hundred yards away. Instead, he approached the ship and clambered through the exposed hole, taking care to stay clear of the flying sparks. Inside was chaos, pieces of the ship thrown everywhere. A few bodies were strewn all over as well. Two of them were completely dead, having not been strapped in when the ship was hit. They had been impaled by metal. But one body was in the pilot’s seat, the man’s health bar throbbing dangerously low above his head. 

	“Vydenn?” he asked as he walked up front. The unmistakable chameleon appearance met Exxu’s eyes. 

	“I’m here,” Vydenn responded verbally, though his body remained motionless. “My avatar is too weak to react. You’ll have to carry him out.”

	“Okay,” Exxu said, his voice almost a whisper as it dawned on him he would be responsible for Vydenn’s life or death. Right now, Infinity was counting on him to save their leader. Rather than dwell on the responsibility, he unbuckled the captain and began to drag him out of his chair. The man’s legs hit the floor with a hollow thud. He sure looked dead, but Exxu knew he would be the first to hear if Vydenn died on his watch. 

	His eyes stayed ahead as he moved slowly, not wanting to accidentally injure and kill his boss. As he went past the other two men’s bodies, Vydenn commented, “Hmm, looks like I will need better help.” Exxu didn’t reply, unsure if the comment was directed at him or if the captain was talking to himself.

	They came to the hole in the side of the ship. Exxu had to pick his boss up and lift him through in order to keep him safe from the metal sticking out. But his energy was already running low. Would he run out of energy and be unable to move and get them both to safety? Dying a few feet away from his ship but unable to reach it? He needed to eat….

	Pausing, he opened his inventory and found, thankfully, some of the rice stuff. He consumed one, his energy surging and his health slowly inching up. But he only had one. “Hang on, captain. We’ll get ya outta here,” Exxu reassured him as he threw the body over his shoulder and began to climb through the hole.

	“I’ll live if this air isn’t too toxic,” Vydenn replied, reminding Exxu what Gelty had said about the planet. Great, yet another possible way for them to die. Why had he thought this game would be easy money again?

	Exxu managed to get through the makeshift exit without incident, but then he noticed his movement slowing. His character’s breathing became labored, and his health bar pulsed at him. “What’s happening?” he asked, panic entering his voice.

	“Yep, this planet is starting to kill us,” Vydenn replied, sounding resigned to his fate. “Hurry up.”

	“This is as fast as I can go,” Exxu said through gritted teeth as his fingers dug into the forward key. The door was ten feet away…. Nine…. Five…. He got inside and Gelty shut the door behind him. He set Vydenn down on the dark metal floor, allowing Exxu to pause and his energy and health stop declining at such a rapid rate. 

	“Stabilizing the internal air, sir,” Gelty said even as his avatar began breathing easier and relaxing onto the cold floor of the ship. Next to him, his boss’s avatar still was lying completely still, but he was alive. Exxu stood once more, grabbing his boss and taking him to one of the extra seats and strapping him in. 

	“Let’s get you out of here,” Exxu said as he took up his seat in the pilot’s chair. The ship fired up and began to lift up off the ground, turning toward the fighting above. What he saw surprised him. The alliance and Infinity fleets had both stopped attacking one another and were firing on the boss. Zooming around and dodging his attacks, but mercilessly raining fire down on him. Exxu opened the comms, “I have the captain secured. What is happening above?”

	Reinheld’s voice boomed over the system, “Sir, you alright?”

	Exxu opened the comms so Vydenn could reply, “My avatar is passed out. But I should be okay barring unforeseen circumstances. What’s happening?”

	“The boss is almost dead. All of the ships peeled to try and get the final hit in on it for credit.”

	Vydenn cursed, “How’d they know it was here?” Exxu had been asking himself the same question. Having both fleets at the same place jeopardized his position. The alliance couldn’t have known he was there or they wouldn’t have come. Unless the boss kill was worth more to them than Exxu as an asset. 

	“Doesn’t matter sir, they’re here now. After we get the boss we can take them out,” the second-in-command said. The alliance warship that had entered the atmosphere had arrived and was raining fire down at the boss. The Infinity forces had to move back so as not to get hit as well. “Exxu, get the captain back to our warship….”

	“No,” Vydenn interrupted. “I will stay and watch our victory.” His voice held confidence, but Exxu knew he was staying so he could make sure his men didn’t fail. If they did, he would be taking down names no doubt. Those names would never be heard from in game again.

	“Of course, sir. Exxu, get him further away from the boss to avoid collateral damage.” 

	“On it,” Exxu replied as he lifted the ship higher and moved further away, still able to get a clear view of the fight. Unfortunately, it wasn’t possible to say one side or the other was winning. And he didn’t know how it was calculated. Was it based on who did the most damage to it? Or maybe who got the final hit in? He felt helpless as he watched both sides seemingly working in unison to take down the creature. Which side did he want to win? Really, he didn’t care. He kind of wanted Infinity to win because otherwise Vydenn would end the careers of his men attacking the boss. 

	As he had the thought, the boss stumbled and fell to his knees, giant claws still trying to fend off its assailants to no avail. A giant dust cloud rose from the planet as he landed, the force blowing the ships awry above. A few of the ships knocked into one another, the alliance and Infinity ones turning on each other to get back for being tapped. Then, the boss let out a deep, guttural yell. Its head pointed toward the sky and its mouth widened large enough to swallow the warship above. And then, its body slumped over to the ground, dead.

	 


Chapter 14

	“Open comms, Exxu. Well, what is the loot?” Vydenn asked as Exxu complied. No one answered him. And no one maybe wanted to. Then, the alliance ships began to move down toward the carcass…. Exxu couldn’t gauge a reaction not being able to see the boss, but his next words came in cold and slow, “Kill them. You idiots! Kill them all!” As one, the remaining Infinity ships turned and began attacking the alliance ships that were descending to collect their rewards. Some turned to fight back, but the rest kept moving downwards. 

	Unsure what action was required, Exxu hadn’t moved. But now, Vydenn spoke to him, “Take us up to the warship Exxu. We’re done here.” His face drained of blood, but he obeyed. The ship turned and began chugging its way toward the atmosphere. His eyes kept nervously glancing at the alliance warship, but it was too preoccupied with its prize to notice a refugee mining ship running away. One last look in his rear monitor showed Infinity’s fighters being overcome with the alliance’s show of force. But the communication channel remained silent as he exited the planet’s atmosphere into space.

	The fighting outside the planet was doubly fierce compared to inside. The alliance had four warships. Infinity had only brought its behemoth one, though it was holding its own along with the Infinity forces attacking the enemy fighters. Upon leaving the atmosphere, a squad of Infinity fighters immediately broke off and moved to escort them. 

	Opening comms, Exxu said, “Tell them to leave us alone. Alliance thinks we’re just a mining ship escaping the battle right now. If you escort us, then they will know there is something worth protecting on board.”

	 “Not willing to take the risk,” Reinheld said as the fighters kept moving toward them. 

	“I am willing to give his idea a try,” Vydenn called to his right-hand man. On the boss’ word, the fighter escort melted away, breaking into two and rejoining the fighting. “Follow us in, boys. We’re done here.” 

	Exxu wanted to object, but he had known it would be coming. He knew Vydenn would leave the forces who had failed below to lose everything they had invested in the game. They had ceased to exist the moment they had failed. Even though it really hadn’t been their fault. It had been all luck for the alliance fleet and no such luck for Infinity. Like life, there was a gamble in every decision. Vydenn and Vydenn alone was the person responsible for the failure.

	As a pair of engaged fighters streaked his way, Exxu dropped down below them, watching as the alliance one lit up in fire before tumbling off into empty space. The closer they got to the large ship, the thicker the fighting. Exxu found himself picking up speed, knowing the alliance wouldn’t be able to mistake his intentions anymore. Any sane mining pilot would have steered the other direction, away from the fighting. The Gelty throttled forwards, zipping around the other fighters and closing in on the hangar of the Infinity. Not before a couple alliance ships spotted them, thinking it fishy. They instantly began to tail him, at first not firing. Exxu could feel himself swallow hard.

	“I have two suspicious alliance ships following me,” Exxu announced to the fleet. “Can anyone distract them?” No sooner had the words left his mouth than five ships turned toward the two fighters and began raining fire on them. Having no other options, the two ships broke away. No doubt the whole of Infinity fleet was watching their approach.

	The green film was over the airlock, but it deactivated on their approach. As soon as they entered the hangar, all of the other fighters turned as one and zoomed their way towards the warship. It was like they thought Vydenn would leave them behind. He probably would. And now Exxu understood why the ship had abandoned its airlock. The green substance slowed ships down as they entered. This way, as many ships as could fit could enter and land in the hangar. 

	Only two minutes later, the green substance reformed over the entrance, and the hangar began to become stabilized for them to leave their ships. Exxu turned to Vydenn, “Should I take you to the command deck?”

	“No, the medical team will be in in a minute. They will have me on my feet in a few seconds. Wait here and be prepared to let them in.”

	He did as he was commanded, even though all the other pilots were exiting their ships. Many looked ecstatic after the fight. Many looked grim, no doubt at losing the fight and losing their friends. But all looked toward Exxu’s ship with awe covering their faces. He couldn’t tell if it was for their captain being on board or some other reason, but soon a crowd had gathered like an ocean around his mining ship. Could a medical team get through to them?

	A familiar female voice sounded outside, “Alright all of you! Move it aside and get useful!” The purple woman appeared in his side monitor, elbowing pilots out of the way as a team of mechanics followed her, falling on the injured ships like doctors in an ER after a disaster. But Gemini marched up to his Gelty and smirked as she saw the damaged landing gear and arm. Then, her eyes turned to look right at his monitor. “Let me in, tough guy.”

	Unsure why he shouldn’t, Exxu opened the door and admitted the purple-skinned woman. She walked in and looked around, her eyes full of fake surprise. “Wow! You didn’t manage to break everything in here, huh? I am kinda impressed.”

	“Enough of the sass, Gemini,” Vydenn said, sounding rather annoyed.

	“Oh come on,” she threw her hands in the air. “New rig, and have you seen it? He nearly broke an arm off!”

	“Actually I saved it, I almost catapulted into a mountain,” Exxu replied, trying to reassure her it could have been much, much worse.

	She just shook her head, at a loss of words for scolding him. Vydenn asked impatiently, “Where is the medic team? I don’t want anyone to see my avatar like this.”

	“Well, I saw it, so someone did see it,” Gemini replied, making Exxu flinch at her guts. And maybe he felt a little afraid for her. Vydenn didn’t seem like the kind to put up with it.

	“Gem!” he snapped, impatient.

	“Okay! They’re coming. I was sent ahead to disperse the crowd by getting them focused on the ships. Easy there, cap.”

	Cringe. But Vydenn didn’t sound upset as he replied, “How many did we lose?”

	“No hard numbers, but rough estimate maybe sixty ships?” she replied, no emotion coloring her voice at all.

	“Find me more, Gem,” he said in a weird voice, some hidden message passing between them. She just nodded, clearly understanding whatever it was he hinted at. “And what did the boss drop?” Vydenn tried to fake disinterest, but the question was on all their minds.

	“Unfortunately, all our ships on site were destroyed. We have no idea what the alliance got from it.” This time, she did look down, as ashamed as everyone else Infinity hadn’t managed to get the boss. They were bigger, better, more coordinated. They were the best. To be beaten to anything was a blow to their reputation. It would encourage other fleets to join the alliance. And Exxu weirdly found himself satisfied by the thought. 

	“Well, we will have to find out. Get everyone here, now. And I mean everyone,” Vydenn said, placing emphasis on the last word. Gemini nodded and walked back out the open door. Exxu shut it behind him, remembering what the captain had said about hiding his avatar. 

	“Why bring everyone here?” Exxu asked, not really expecting an answer.

	“Because someone has infiltrated us,” alarm shot through Exxu. His heart raced and his cheeks grew warm, making him happy he could hide behind his screen. “And we need to gather only those we know we can trust to discuss it. In a location no one can overhear. Your ship is a good place.”

	Sure, except no one had consulted Exxu about how he felt having the top leaders from the most powerful fleet on the server on his ship. The very fleet he himself was infiltrating. But yes, everyone in that room was completely loyal except for him. Of that, he was sure.

	A few minutes later, several men and women field in. All different colors, shapes, and species. Six in total, plus Gemini, who was followed by a few individuals who made a beeline for the unconscious leader. The six all gathered inside, but no one said anything as the three who were apparently the medics, examined their boss. Exxu wasn’t familiar with that process enough to know what they were doing, but Vydenn seemed confident in them, so he trusted they knew what they had to do. As he had predicted, it was but a minute before his avatar started to move around and opened his eyes. The next time he talked, it was from the mouth of his character, “That’s better. Thanks again, you guys always do a perfect job.”

	The medics stood as Vydenn did. The one female, a female zanga with orange hair, replied, “It is our pleasure to keep you kicking, sir. Just take it easy for the next hour. Your health will keep going up so long as you don’t expend all the energy.”

	Vydenn nodded, and the three left, knowing their jobs were done. Without needing to be told, Exxu shut the door as they filed out, watching and waiting as the captain turned to them all, in turn. Reinheld, stepped forward with a salute, “Glad you made it in one piece, sir!”

	“Thanks to our newest and most unexpected ally over here,” he turned to look at Exxu, and so too did everyone else in there, making him feel even warmer. Attention was perhaps the last thing he wanted right then.

	“To those who do not know,” Vydenn continued, “this is Exxu. He is one of our latest budding pilots who is contracting for us. And he has been a reliable source of information. Exxu, this is Hattal, chief of communications” he motioned to the man closest to the door. The man was a human with a long, slim frame and blonde hair in a ponytail. He nodded. “This is Zhidrinnian, or Zhi, head of intelligence operations,” the purple woman next in line nodded at Exxu. He almost did a double take, as she looked impeccably like Gemini, just a little thicker. “Thasha, head of my personal security,” the third person was a stubby female with four arms and long silver horns on her head. She smiled at Exxu. “Dalen, our chief engineer,” a human male nodded, his head shaved bald. “Cai, our accountant,” the hahdren blinked at Exxu with his bulging eyes. “And of course, you know my second-in-command, Reinheld.” The second just looked distastefully in Exxu’s direction. “Then there is Gemini, the best mechanic in the game.”

	Gemini grinned and waved enthusiastically, “Reporting for duty!”

	Vydenn’s look silenced her as he continued, “Somehow, the alliance knew where we were going and why today. Either they were very lucky and had someone present, like we did, or we have a mole.”

	Exxu was already shaking his head, not able to stop from blurting out, “There was no one there when I got there. It was deserted.”

	The captain nodded, clasping his hands behind his back. “I thought as much. It is not a popular planet. But then, that means we can trust no one except those in this room.” They all looked around at one another, as if to make sure they knew which faces were friendly and which weren’t. “So how do we plug a leak, ladies and gentlemen?”

	“Root it out with misinformation,” Zhi volunteered, her face a little too eager.

	“Yes. We will start with the fighting squadrons. Tell alpha we are sending a scouting party to Yemena because we heard a rumor there was mineral A there. Tell Gamma we are sending our ships to port at station three for refuel. Start there and keep watches at both locations to see if alliance shows up. If not, we more to the next two. Freeze everything. No promotions, no transfers. Everyone stays where they are.”

	“Yes, sir,” Reinheld said.      

	Vydenn’s eyes traveled to them all in turn, meeting their avatar’s gazes in turn. “The rest of you, we keep watch. Eyes and ears open. Someone always talks.”

	“What about whatever the boss dropped?” Hattal voiced everyone’s question.

	“Until we know what it is, there isn’t much we can do about it,” the captain replied, sounding defeated for once.

	“I can find out,” Zhi replied, her voice still eager. “My informant is her right-hand man. He will know.” The words made Exxu’s blood run cold. She had to be talking about Yesnew, and her right-hand man was Galaid…. Which meant he had to be a traitor. Did these people already know he wasn’t on their side?

	“That’s my girl,” Vydenn said, sounding pleased with his head of intelligence. She looked pleased with herself as well at the praise. “Does anyone have anything else?”

	They all shook their heads in the negative. “Very good, dismissed.” Exxu took his cue and opened the ship door so everyone could file neatly out. As Gemini passed in front of him, Exxu turned to go after her, but Vydenn’s voice stopped him, “Stay a moment, Exxu.” Was this it?

	But he obeyed, taking a step back inside where the captain and his second were standing. Reinheld didn’t look happy, which he took as a good sign. If Vydenn was about to expose him, the man would be smug. “Your performance hasn’t gone unnoticed, Exxu.” Exxu nodded, not wanting to interrupt the leader. “It is rare to find someone so dedicated to the cause. Where do your loyalties lie, I wonder?”

	The question made his chest burn. Surely he could see right through Exxu? But he decided to play dumb, “My loyalties really lie with money. You just happen to be the ones providing.” The captain nodded, as though it was exactly what he had expected form Exxu.

	“Understandable. In a way, money is the greatest form of loyalty. When no one else can outbid you, that is. But how would you feel really becoming part of us?”

	That question caught Exxu off guard. “How do you mean?”

	“I mean why don’t you join Infinity fleet? With all the amenities and benefits of doing so. You would be untouchable.”

	Untouchable, was that what Infinity was these days? From what Exxu had seen, the alliance had done more than just touched Infinity, they had slaughtered their fighters and stolen their boss kill. But it was best not to bring that up right then. The thought of being an elite of the elite was tempting, but it wasn’t what he had come here to do. Still, he couldn’t offend his employers. “I’m honored for the invitation, but I couldn’t abandon my other clients.” It was only a half truth. Most of his business was done for Infinity anyways. 

	Vydenn put his hands behind his back in thought, “And if I could arrange it so you had special permissions to engage in contracts outside of Infinity, so long as they didn’t interfere with our interests?”

	The question caught Exxu off guard. From what he knew of the captain thus far, he wanted his men completely committed. But, maybe they were desperate for people after losing so many in the battle. Would the men who Vydenn had sacrificed go to the alliance? Or would they disappear from game? But how could Exxu refuse now that Vydenn was willing to compromise on his only point of refusal? “That might work.”

	“Might work, or will work? Come now Exxu, make the commitment.”

	With a deep breath, Exxu replied, “Very well, I accept. Not sure I’ll be that much use as a mining pilot thought.”

	“Well, even we need miners to acquire materials to make ships and things. But, I remember you telling me your ambition to become a bounty hunter. Follow me.” Vydenn walked out the door of the ship, and Reinheld motioned for Exxu to go first. He exited and followed the captain, the Scottie close on his tail as they moved through the hangar, navigating past the hundreds of parked ships, some smoking.

	Halting next to one ship, Vydenn turned back to Exxu, “This could be yours. A Gelty-100 fighter. Base model, but from what I hear, you are resourceful in finding what you need.”

	A fighter ship…. And it could be his. Everything he had ever dreamed of could come true. Only there was a tiny glitch…. “I’m too low level to be a fighter pilot. At fifteen, I can get the mechanic ship, but I can’t get the fighter until….”

	“Twenty,” Vydenn interrupted. “Yes, we know how it works. But we would leave it here for you until you got there. After all, you have moved fast up the ranks thus far. You could get there in no time. And as good of money as you make as a mining pilot, you would make a fortune as a bounty hunter.”

	More money…. That was all he heard. And yet, maybe as a fighter pilot he could do something useful. Something a little nobler and less destructive. But money was what had fueled his life thus far. What was he without money to fuel his life forward? 

	“Well, it sounds like a deal too good to refuse,” Exxu said, trying to put more of his heart in it than he felt. After all, Vydenn was expecting him to be motivated by money. He shouldn’t disappoint.

	“Good, now here we go,” Letter popped up on the screen, ‘Vydenn has invited you to join Infinity Fleet, you have five seconds to accept’. Exxu hit accept, getting a large amount of experience from the action. And now, everywhere he went, everyone would know where his allegiances lay. Everyone already thought his were with Infinity anyways, so might as well confirm it. 

	“Oh and one more thing, Exxu….” He looked back at the captain. “We reward our members well for being loyal. Your payment for informing us about the boss will be waiting for you. Have a good day. And good luck in leveling. Let me know when you are ready for your ship.” 

	Not knowing what to say, Exxu replied, “Thank you, captain. I will work hard to get there.”

	“I have every confidence you will,” Vydenn said before turning and walking towards the doors leading to the main ship. Exxu was left alone in the hangar for the first time since he had been there. One of the boons of joining, it seemed. You received the trust of the fleet. But what would he do next? Should he stay a while and get to know the people he was now indebted to? Or should he just go about his business as usual? It was tempting to explore the ship, but there was one thing he had to do…. And they would be waiting for him, no doubt.

	 


Chapter 15

	The ride back to the space station was long. And Exxu didn’t trust he actually knew where he was going. But he trusted the little symbol on his map telling him he was going the right way. Humans had the instinctive knowledge of navigating, and the game mechanics reflected that for him. No matter what, he could find his way. 

	All sorts of scenarios flew through his head of what was going to happen when he arrived. Would they ambush him? Would they kidnap him? Kill him for joining their enemy? Time ran out as the large station appeared in the darkness of space, announcing its presence to him loud and clear. And floating around the station was an alliance warship…. What should he do? Did he dare continue onwards? Would they attack an Infinity ship so close to the station? But as he drew nearer, he realized the ship was docked and empty. It was being repaired and refueled. Exxu had been lucky enough to have Gemini do that for him while he had been talking to Vydenn. 

	But he kept going forwards, knowing he had to report in to Yesnew if he wanted to get paid. And his mind was still set on the VR equipment. He had his fighter ship. Now all he needed was the hardware to get right into the game, and he would be an unstoppable force in the galaxy. At least, that’s what he kept telling himself.

	He aimed his ship toward the lower ports where less players inhabited the levels. Stay incognito as long as possible. Was he more afraid of facing alliance, or of Infinity finding out he was talking to them? Again the answer wasn’t very clear to him. Right then, he felt like the only person watching out for him was himself. Exxu selected an airlock and moved to land in it, slowing down as he entered.

	“Deploying landing gear,” Gelty said as the ship came to a halt, hovering over the metal surface. 

	“Tell them to seal it too, please,” Exxu said as he unbuckled and stood from the pilot’s chair. Gelty must have complied as the green shield appeared over the entrance to the small area. He opened the ship door and stepped out onto the hard metal. The door to his ship shut behind him. 

	Mentally preparing himself for someone to be waiting for him, he opened the door leading to the rest of the space station and walked out. To his surprise, no one jumped him or ordered him to come with them. The hall on the sixth floor was completely abandoned. It gave him a little more confidence to step out and walk in the middle of the hall instead of clinging to the edges like a scared puppy. 

	A shadow sliding around the corner up ahead stopped him. It had moved from his hallway to the left of the one ahead of him. There was no possible way Galaid could have known….

	“I have a job for you,” the voice from behind him made Exxu jump in his chair. He spun around to look at a plain human male with short, brown hair.

	“And who are you?” Exxu asked, suspicious of anyone who could find him so fast.

	“Someone whose boss wants to hire you. Follow.” With that, he walked past Exxu into the hall ahead where he had seen the shadow disappear. Taking in a deep breath, Exxu walked fast after the man.

	“I really need to turn my stuff in,” Exxu said, biting his tongue as he realized he probably shouldn’t discuss what was in his ship with a stranger. It seemed so long ago he had taken the contracts, he had almost forgotten his ship held a large load in its underbelly.

	“This will be well worth your time, I assure you,” the man insisted.

	Then why did Exxu get the feeling he was going to get mugged and killed? Maybe even tortured for secrets of the fleet he had just joined twenty minutes ago. The possibilities were endless. When you played both sides of the field, you had it twice as dangerous. But he followed the man to another hangar. The man punched in a code to the airlock and they entered to see a cargo ship. It was a peeling red, a lot beat up. But it was apparently their destination.

	The man punched another number into the door and ushered Exxu inside. He complied, not liking how much this felt like a kidnapping. Inside, the man directed him back into the cargo hold, which was filled with all sorts of containers and boxes. “You will stay back here. I’m closing the door.”

	“WHAT?!” Exxu yelled as he charged at the closing door. But it was too late. The metal sealed and the interior of the cargo bay went dark except a small amount of light filtering through the small window in the door. He gazed through it, watching the man sit down in a chair and start hitting controls. What a great idea this was….

	The ship took off, and he stumbled as it began moving forward. His avatar bumped into a box, making his health flash just a little bit. It kept accelerating forward, forcing Exxu to brace himself against the storage bins to keep from tumbling all over the hold. What had this guy expected? What had Exxu expected?

	The remainder of the trip he spent counting minutes, trying to estimate where he might be ending up. He could always just log out. What would they do then? But if it really was a job, he wouldn’t want to go absent all the sudden. It was ten minutes give or take before the ship changed speed. This time, Exxu stumbled forward and rolled across the floor, bumping into the wall with a ‘thud’. He was just glad it was in game and not in person. A blow like that might do more than just bring your health bar down a notch in the real world. 

	The ship continued to slow until it felt stopped to him, but that didn’t mean anything. They were probably still moving slowly to dock in a bay somewhere. Or maybe they were going to dump him into empty space and walk away laughing…. He hadn’t considered that option. Exxu went to stand up, and was immediately thrown into the wall again as the ship came to an actual stop. Cursing to himself, he heard the thrusters decreasing and stood up again, wanting to have some dignity when he met whoever it was he would be seeing. The ship landed and shut down, making Exxu feel on edge once again.

	Nothing could be heard either inside the ship or outside. He tried to peak into the cabin when an alarm started beeping low and loud, a red light flashing at the other side. Exxu turned around in time to see the cargo hold doors opening up, bright light streaming in to reveal three people standing outside. 

	The man with the short brown hair said, “Come on out, Exxu.” Exxu’s feet remained planted. His gaze flickered from man to man. The only one he had seen was the man who had originally coerced him onto the cargo ship. The other two were both vruuns, one with silver horns and the other with gold. Both had their four arms crossed imposingly over their chests and stomachs. One was smirking while the other wore a neutral expression. 

	“Come,” the man with the brown hair said again, drawing Exxu’s attention back to him and beckoning him with his hand. Not wanting to show his apprehension, Exxu moved out from the shelter of the cargo bay. The cavern only minutes ago had been his prison, and had now become somewhat of a safe sanctuary for him. But honestly, what was the worst they could do to him? It was just a video game after all…. Exxu smirked at the naïve thought he had used to tell himself in these situations.

	Once he arrived at the bottom of the short loading ramp, the man with the brown hair turned and began walking. The silver-horned vruun nodded his head forward, telling Exxu he was supposed to follow. He complied, hearing the two musclemen walking behind him, their boots echoing on the metal floor in the cavernous hangar which was like every other hangar he had seen thus far.

	The leader walked into a doorway which took the escort onto a rather large elevator. Large enough to fit a small vehicle down, for sure. Its sides and ceiling were an elaborate purple color, a little different from others he had seen thus far. A color-schemed ship on the outside was one thing, but to paint all of the interior as well would have costed a colorful credit. But why purple? The elevator doors closed without a sound, and they began moving upwards at a slow pace. Exxu glanced at the faces of his three companions, hoping to see some kind of giveaway in their demeanor. Nothing. They all stared straight ahead, completely unconcerned with him. 

	The elevator slowed, coming to a halt. Exxu looked straight ahead, his body instinctively bracing for someone to shoot him dead. But when external light flooded the small chamber, it was from behind him. He turned, seeing the opening on the other side of the lift. He stepped out of the elevator onto a floor carpeted with a purple and gold argyle pattern. The room surrounding him was oval shaped, the walls painted a rich gold, made shiny by the metal underneath. Immediately to his right, however, was a window overlooking the hangar he had just come from. And standing at the window staring down at the ships below was none other than the leader of the alliance. 

	Yesmeni turned as the elevator opened and they stepped out. Her face lit brilliantly with a smile and her hands spread in welcome, “It has been too long, Exxu! You have been a very busy boy. Sit over here.” She walked to the center of the room, where a lounging area sat with white couches, a golden fountain running peacefully in the center. Exxu walked with her, but the other three men stayed put, waiting for instructions. 

	As the woman took her seat, her eyes flickered to his escort, “Wait outside.” The human nodded, walking across the room and exiting through a set of double doors with the other two right on his heels. Once the door had shut, Yesmeni’s delicate face turned back to Exxu.

	“I realize it was a risk bringing you here, sorry for the … inconvenience,” she said, fluttering her hand as though it was bygones. 

	“Inconvenience?” Exxu asked, his voice rising a little bit. “I was terrified for my life! For my career here! I thought….” He cut off, shaking his head.

	“You thought Vydenn had found out,” she finished his sentence, her voice quiet and compassionate. Exxu nodded. “Well, that isn’t the case.”

	“Then why terrify me like that?” Exxu asked, his voice harsher than he meant as his relief of being safe was replaced by irritation. 

	 “Because I could give no indication of who you were meeting. It could have been anyone bringing you on for a job and wanting it to be secret. But your work this week has fully gotten Vydenn’s trust. Infinity Fleet, I see?”

	Exxu almost blushed at the tag he now had riding around with him. As if his reputation hadn’t already made him enough ‘friends’ as of late. And now he bore the symbol of Yesmeni’s sworn enemy trying to financially destabilize the server and put everyone out of business. Was she mentioning it as a threat? Did she think he had switched sides? “Yea, he offered me a spot after I saved him during the boss fight.”

	She waved her hand, dismissing whatever tale was about to erupt. “Yes, my men told me as much.” Her tone soured, and she turned away, making him tense and reminding him he had as much reason to fear her as Vydenn.

	“It wasn’t because I had any loyalty to him,” Exxu jumped in, wanting to explain his on-the-spot rationale. “It was because….”

	“Because him dying would have done nothing significant,” Yesmeni interrupted, nodding her head as she turned back to look at him. “Yes, it was a surprising decision. One many of my men questioned.” She paused, her gaze on him as she let it sink in. 

	“And, what do you think of it?” Exxu said, hoping she, as a leader, saw past the short-term goals.

	“Well I think you made the right move. Reinheld is just as vicious as Vydenn and would uphold their mission. Without you there to spy.” She added the last sentence, making Exxu narrow his eyes.

	“How did you know he doesn’t like me?” The question left his lips before he thought it through. Of course, she had intelligence everywhere. 

	“I know more than you think,” she simply said as she sat forwards on the couch. “Which is how I know you are still motivated by money, and not the cause.”

	He cleared his throat, looking down at his feet. ‘The cause’, of course, was keeping the server from being sucked dry. So technically, it related to money? Exxu had tried many times to make himself want to work for Yesmeni out of some well-guided moral code inside him. But money was still a large part of his rational thinking. “I work for you, I get paid double. Isn’t that enough?” he replied, not wanting to lie to her, for whatever reason.

	To his surprise, she threw back her head and let out a sharp cackle, “And then you could turn me into Vydenn and get paid three times.” That was something he hadn’t considered. “No, men loyal to money have no loyalty at all. So, I need to know here, Exxu, do you want to stick with us?”

	Without hesitating, he replied, “Yes. I’m committed to this now.”

	Now, she relaxed back into the white cushion, nodding up and down in thought, “Good. Then we can continue.” He nodded his appreciation for her trusting his word. “Remember the boss killing and how we got the loot for it?”

	How could he not? He had started the entire confrontation. “Yes, of course.”

	“Hmmm, yes I do recall having you to thank for that confrontation,” she mused, again making him flinch a little bit. “But again, you made the right call, long-term. You have an acute and strategic mind, Exxu. You think ahead and are willing to sacrifice to do what is needed.”

	“Thanks,” he found himself warmed by her praise, even as he wondered where she was going with it. “I was a bounty hunter before I started playing this.”

	Her hands came together on her lap as she smiled at him. “How quaint. That explains… a lot.” Exxu stayed silent, not wanting to elaborate on the failure of his previously lucrative career. “We need people like you very badly. Someone who thinks like that on their toes cannot be trained. So, it is a very good thing we got lucky and won the boss kill. Or we would be at a serious loss for your good thinking.”

	The back-handed reprimand felt as though she had shot him in the chest after all of her praise. Her face had gone from ‘smiling businesswoman’ to ‘cold boss’. Her head tilted and her eyes burned into him like coal, making him want to melt into the couch. “What was so great about killing a boss?” he asked, wanting to know what he had almost handed over to Vydenn.

	“I do not yet think now is the time for me to disclose. Just know it is a rare artifact. Rarer than rare, and it can power a ship eternally without having to worry about refueling.”

	Exxu scoffed, shaking his head, “How is that physically possible? Where does it get its energy from?”

	“The source creates its own energy, but that isn’t important right now. I need your intel on Vydenn’s movements.”

	Well, there it was. She wanted him to make good on his promise to give her what she wanted. “I’m sorry, I don’t really have anything,” he admitted. “He hasn’t sent me on any assignments. He just told me I could take contracts for outside organizations. Except alliance, of course.”

	Yesmeni pushed up off the couch, shaking her head as she began to pace the length of the couch. “There has to be something. Any conversations you had? Anything you saw on the ship?”

	Then he remembered the meeting…. “Yes. We had a meeting before I left. With his senior officials who run things. He knows there is a mole inside Infinity.”

	Immediately, she stopped pacing and turned to face him. “Do they suspect you?”

	“Well I sure hope not as he specifically pulled me aside for a private meeting with only about seven other people.”

	Her head was nodding very fast, and she looked at him greedily. “And his officers, can you recall who they were?”

	“I could try. But… don’t you already know that?”

	She took a deep breath and let it out, shaking her head. “No. All we know is him and his second. The others he keeps very close to his chest. Smart. But if we know who they are, we can keep an eye out for them in public.”

	That piqued Exxu’s interest. “You think they have been walking around in plain sight?”

	She nodded, “Yes, it would be the perfect disguise. No one would ever suspect people out and about were his trusted officers. So, what can you recall?”

	He rattled his brain, attempting to remember the meeting that felt like so long ago. He had stood in his ship and there had been seven others present. Or had it been eight? Vydenn, Reinheld, and of course, Gemini… the best mechanic on the server. But she didn’t really want to hear about mechanics. A female gai’renna stuck out in his mind, because she had reminded him so much of Gemini…. “His head of intelligence was a female gai’renna,” he spoke aloud as he recalled the details. “She was stocky and her name was kind of long and hard to pronounce. He said they call her ‘Zhi’ for short.” 

	Yesmeni pursed her lips as Exxu paused, waiting for a reaction of recognition of the name. He got no such reward. She simply nodded, “Continue. Anything else?”

	“There were others. Four. His ‘accountant’ is named Cai. I only remember him as a male hahdren. They all look the same to me.” He paused as her eyebrows shot up, his reward for the information.

	“Really? Cai? Well, that certainly is enlightening. Any others?” 

	Exxu tried to bring the others to mind, but their names had all been longer and held no meaning to him to remember. But he could picture what they looked like standing around…. “His chief of communications was a male human with a blonde ponytail. Big guy. His name just didn’t stick with me. And his head of personal security was a female vruun with silver horns.”

	Again, her face turned to recognition. He paused to let her question him. “And was her name, perhaps, Thasha?”

	“How did you know that?” Exxu asked, incredulous after not having remembered himself.

	She smiled, “We have long known she had a … special place in Vydenn’s ranks. But we had, at the time, assumed she was something more… personal to him. It was a very good cover, really.” 

	Exxu nodded, acknowledging they had thought Thasha and Vydenn were involved with one another. Being the head of his security, she would always be close to his side. “The last one… he was the chief engineer. And… I don’t know.” Exxu struggled trying to find some kind of identifying feature to the plain man. “He was bald, I guess.”

	Yesmeni chuckled, “Well, that is slightly helpful. If nothing else, we can give you a list of everyone we know in their fleet who is bald and maybe a name will pop out to you. Anything else?”

	The emphasis she placed on the last word made Exxu shift a little in his seat. It was like she was pressing him for something she knew already. Was it a test? But what else had transpired that was important? The answer, to him, was nothing. “I can’t think of anything. Was there something more … specific?”

	Her eyes continued to stare at him, a searching look, wondering if she should open up to him. Until finally, she relaxed back into her chair and said, “No, that will be all. You may return to your ship.” She stood up and extended a hand to him. He crossed the room and shook it, but she held on. “Remember, Exxu, you fight for us. Get us useful intel.”

	He swallowed hard, uncomfortable by her firm grip. “Yes, I’ll get you something useful. He trusts me now.”

	She nodded, letting go of his hand and walking back over to the window overlooking the hangar. “Yes, for all our sakes, keep it that way.” 

	As if on cue, the door across the room slid open and the brown-haired man walked in. “Time to go,” he said before walking over to the elevator and opening it with his secret code. 

	Exxu turned and followed him into the purple elevator without another glance back at Yesmeni. Upon entering the elevator, he stayed facing forward as the doors shut behind him. The brown-haired man continued to look ahead, not showing any more friendliness now that Exxu knew he wasn’t a hostile. Did this man blame him for something?

	“You don’t like me,” Exxu spoke aloud as they descended, “Do you?”

	This time, the man turned to look down at him. “I dislike anyone who is willing to sacrifice in order to attain a victory. You hold a lot of power in your hands, and you do not consider those touched by it.”

	This took him aback, given Yesmeni had just commended his ability to think about long-term goals as opposed to short-term losses. But she had also said there were many who disliked how he made his calls. “I make the hard calls so that, at the end of the day, we come out on top,” Exxu simply replied as the elevator came to a halt in the hangar. 

	The man with the brown hair curled his mouth in disdain before shaking his head, but he made no further comment as the door opened and he stepped out onto the metallic floor of the hangar. Exxu followed suit, glancing above him to where he knew Yesmeni would be watching him leave and go back into harm’s way. 

	 


Chapter 16

	The next morning, Warley jumped out of bed, a new excitement fueling his formerly lethargic limbs. Stretching his arms above his head, he made his way to his computer to check the balance on his bank account. After logging in, he saw the information he wanted. Four-hundred dollars had been deposited in his account the night before. That had been Yesmeni. But earlier that day, a six-hundred dollar deposit had been made. That had been from Vydenn. 

	“Max! We’re going to start making it big,” he called to his amphibian roommate. The turtle didn’t answer, napping somewhere out of sight. But Warley didn’t need one. He had just wanted someone to exclaim the news to. 

	Simply grabbing a couple pieces of bread for breakfast, he swapped from his bank account to the game. The purple logo for ‘Dark Infinity’ flashed, the familiar theme song playing and waking his body up in anticipation. It was time to go to work ….

	***

	Over the course of the next week, Exxu’s days went about the same. He logged on, found mining missions, completed them, and turned them in for money. About half of it he saved in in-game cash, wanting to upgrade. The rest went into his bank account, waiting until he could acquire enough funds to get his virtual reality suit. In order to become the ultimate player in the game, he had to be able to compete with the best. And that meant, having the best gear. 

	During the whole week, he steered clear of Infinity fleet, despite belonging with them now. He still felt like a stranger there. And Vydenn never called on him for an assignment. So he just lay low, and worked on his crafting while accumulating money. His last assignment at the end of the week came with a nice bonus: he hit level 20. And that meant only one thing: no more cursed mining missions.

	Exxu couldn’t get to his ship fast enough. The Gelty, well-used by now, greeted him per the usual, “Hello, sir.”

	“Gelty! I did it,” Exxu said as he placed his hand on the reader and the ship started up. “I hit level twenty. I can start doing what I am actually good at: collecting bounties.”

	“Pardon my saying so, sir, but it seems to me you are pretty good at mining for other people.”

	He smiled at the compliment, knowing he would miss the ship’s AI system. “I do alright, I guess.” The ship roared to life and lifted off the floor of the little airlock. Its lights shone in his face from the control panel. But he had no idea where he was going.

	“Gelty, how do I find Infinity fleet? I need to return to base there.” 

	“Well, sir, I could radio in to them and request their coordinates, if you like?”

	Having no better option, Exxu nodded, “Sure, do that please.” While the ship called his fleet, Exxu let the space vessel meander out of the hangar into open space. As was his tradition, he glanced in the rear view monitor, admiring the behemoth station, the first thing he had ever seen of the game. 

	“I was able to contact Infinity fleet,” Gelty said. “But they are unwilling to give their location. Instead, they agreed to send a party here to escort us to the fleet.” Exxu snorted as he heard the news, no doubt in his mind Reinheld was behind the order. What difference would escorting him make? The chances of someone following him were just as good alone as in a party. Greater, even, if there were several Infinity ships heading in a certain direction. A solo ship could be going on a mission, but a handful of them were up to something else. Unfortunately, Exxu had little choice but to accept the decision and wait there. 

	It was several minutes of waiting before he saw four ships making a beeline for him. Over the speakers came a male voice, “Identify yourself.”

	He opened his mic, “Exxu, of Infinity fleet.” He only hoped these guys were from Infinity fleet as well, or they just might toast him.

	They approached closer, to where he could make them out as fighter ships. Their short and sleek design was the dead giveaway. The pilot who had hailed him spoke again, “Follow us, Exxu.”

	He engaged the JPU’s, and the ship began moving forward slowly. Once they saw he was complying, the other ships looped around to head back in the direction they had come from. Exxu pushed down harder on the gas, pushing the ship to move faster now he wasn’t charging at his colleagues. Well, ‘colleagues’. He wasn’t really fighting for their side. Along the way, he had to make a few leftward adjustments, but for the most part, they moved downwards. ‘Down’ being an ambiguous term in space, as there really wasn’t an up or down. The players had taken to using up and down with regards to the plane upon which the three space stations sat. Below the grade of the stations was ‘down’ and above them was considered to be ‘up’. 

	It was another fifteen minutes before he saw the gargantuan warship looming in the depths of space. Its imposing shadow was difficult to make out without any suns nearby to bring light to it, but Exxu could see all the lights of the ship itself. The windows viewing into the lit up hallways. The flashing lights around the hangar entrance so ships could find it easily enough. Even the lights on the weapons arrays, telling the fleet members they were ready to be engaged at any time. 

	Exxu followed his escort in to the usual hangar, guided by the flashing lights to the weird green substance which allowed them admittance without breaking the airlock seal on the place. As his ship pushed its way inside, his jaw almost dropped. The hangar was at least half empty. He had only ever seen the place full to the brim with the fighter ships, among a handful of others. But primarily fighters. That begged the question: where had they all gone? The question all but evaporated from his mind as he laid eyes upon his own fighter, reserved for this very day when he hit level 20 and was ready to take his place amongst the fleet as a fully-fledged member. 

	All five ships found a spot to land and began disengaging their thrusters, lowering onto the hangar deck. No sooner had the other four touched down than the pilots exited their ships and filed out of the hangar, leaving Exxu starting and unsure what to do with himself. Should he tell Vydenn? Thank him? Ask him if he had an assignment for Exxu to prove himself? No, not yet. First, he would explore the ship and see if he could find anything useful. Like, why there were a whole bunch of fighters missing.

	His eyes glanced over the door he usually took when visiting the warship. The familiar path to Vydenn’s domain. The command deck. But right now, he needed to go elsewhere. Listen to what others had to say. Gathering information was one of his specialties, and it would come in handy in this situation.

	So instead, he took the door on the left side of the hangar. A large double-door which his escort pilots had disappeared through. These would be the main access doors to the hangar most people would utilize when coming and going. But today, there didn’t appear to be a lot of people doing either. The hallway outside extended to the left and right of the door. Straight in front of him was an elevator. But first, he wanted to see what else was hosted on the bottom floor of the ship. He took a right.

	The right hand turn took him around the outside of the hangar and made several left hand turns off it. But he kept going, following the hallway past the hangar and into the rest of the front of the ship. He located one room with spare ship parts, catching the door as a mechanic exited. Inside were shelves upon shelves and bins of parts. Yet, despite how much there was, it was clearly well-organized. Each part was segmented by the kind of ship, and then the brand. The shelves extended all the way up to the ceiling. As far as he could tell, it was the height of the ship itself, with several little elevators around the room for the mechanics attempting to find their parts. 

	“Hey stranger,” the female voice behind him made Exxu nearly jump out of his chair as he whipped around to see the familiar smiling purple face.

	“Gemini! What are you doing here?” he asked, trying to compose himself.

	She snorted and rolled her eyes, “I work here. Remember? ‘Best mechanic in the whole galaxy’? Yep, that’s me!”

	Exxu wanted to slap himself in the face. What a stupid remark. “Yes, of course. I just have never seen you here before.”

	She raised a dark eyebrow, crossing her arms, “The better question is, what are you doing here, hmm?”

	“Ahhhh… I was just exploring. Never actually been around the ship, so wanted to see what this place is all about.” It was the truth, so hopefully she wouldn’t be suspicious of his actions. 

	Her eyes narrowed, but she smiled, “Wow, what a noob! If you want, I can show you around. I know all the ins and outs of this place.” The suggestion was almost too good to be true. One of Vydenn’s people was going to give him a map to the warship he wanted to take down. 

	“Yea, if you aren’t too busy, I’d appreciate it. I might get lost,” Exxu replied.

	She smirked, “Busy? I was looking for some work to do. You haven’t been beating your rig up lately, have you?” He shook his head, and she shrugged. “Then I have no more work to do. Let’s go!”

	He followed her out of the parts room back into the hallway. She took a left, down the way which he had been heading. “What’s down here?”

	“Crew quarters,” she replied, her answer affirmed as he saw more and more bodies meandering about. Most nodded or waved at Gemini, but gave Exxu a questioning look.

	“So it’s right close to the hangar. I can see the sense in that,” he said, knowing if the players logged out with their characters in bed, they could login and not have to make their way across the length of a ship to get to their fighters in the case of an emergency. Which brought up another question, “Do you guys have some kind of out of game communication? Like, for instance, if someone started attacking us now, when no one is really on, then wouldn’t Vydenn need to call in for backup?”

	She grinned as she looked at him, stepping into a room with bunk beds staggering against the walls. “Yea, very acute of you. In reality, the attacking fleet would have less people on right now, so that isn’t much of a threat. But Vydenn has all of our contact information and can send out an emergency call to arms. And trust me, if you get the call, you answer it.”

	Some more information to share with Yesmeni. “Okay so let me ask this,” he continued as he looked around the crew quarters. “I take it you guys have like rotating schedules of who has this duty at this time?”

	Gem nodded, “Yea, exactly right. We, essentially, have work shifts just like a real work place. And some of us get paid by the hour to be here. Others get paid by assignments. 

	“Good to know,” Exxu said, but something was bugging him in the back of his mind. “How come I haven’t been privy to any of these schedules? And I’m pretty sure Vydenn doesn’t have my contact information.”

	She cackled as they moved down the hall, showing him the other rooms in the crew wing. “That’s cute! He obviously has people who dig that stuff up. I can guarantee he knows all about you. Even where you live. And you’re probably one of his project guys. Too useful to be just working a shift every day.”

	People who dig that stuff up…. That said one thing to Exxu. This guy had people hacking for him. They knew where he lived? That wasn’t good news, if they did. He covered his online presence well, but it was impossible to keep track of everything. It was something he would have to consider in the near future.

	“Okay, so that’s it for this part, really,” she said. “That hangar takes up a lot of this space up here. Let’s go back.” She turned back down the long hallway with Exxu in tow. He followed, his mind digging for more questions he needed answers to, but drawing up a blank.

	They rounded the corner and made their way back around the hangar. Rather than take a right down any of the smaller hallways leading off, she continued marching onwards. “What’s down those halls?” he asked.

	She just shook her head dismissively, “Just small areas. Storage and whatnot. Nothing important, ya know?”

	He just nodded to himself, accepting she wouldn’t want to waste time, but his curiosity was still there. Everything was important. Any and all details he could glean from the place. Maybe they were weapons supply closets, for the men and women to arm themselves in the case someone invaded the hangar. Or maybe they were just empty. 

	She continued on past the elevator to the next floor and past the entrance to the hangar. The hallway soon turned to the right and started walking straight back towards the tail end of the ship. People became more and more plentiful. Wherever they were heading had to be important.

	“Where are we going?” he asked as people gave them friendly waves of acknowledgement.

	“To engineering, the heart and soul of this beautiful baby,” Gem answered.

	‘Beautiful’ seemed a bit of an oversight to Exxu. Yesmeni’s ship had seemed beautiful to him, elegant, at least. But, to a mechanic, the ship was probably more than just what appeared on the surface. It was what was underneath which mattered most to them. But it was all the same to Exxu. He just followed Gem, trusting she knew where she was taking him. 

	As they rounded a corner, a couple of men walked by, the taller of the two speaking, “… said they aren’t coming back. No idea why. But it has everyone on edge.” Exxu’s interest immediately piqued. Could he be talking about all the fighters missing? He kept listening as the other man replied, “It’s probably just some kind of training exercise bullshit. You know how Vydenn is.”

	The taller man shook his head but didn’t reply as the two walked past Exxu and his companion. He had been so engrossed in the conversation, he hadn’t noticed Gemini standing in front of him with the door open, eyebrow raised and arms crossed as she tapped her foot. “Coming?”

	“Yea… of course,” he said as he pushed past her into the room. His jaw almost dropped to the floor. Inside the room was the heart of the ship, indeed. It was the engineering room, and ahead of him was the giant engine which ran the beast they were riding around inside. It had to be as tall as a ten-story building, and the length of half the entire ship, shaped in a half circle wide enough for twenty men to stand abreast inside. 

	“Wow,” was all he managed to breathlessly say. 

	“Yea it’s something, isn’t it?” she said next to him. But he couldn’t take his eyes off the engine. 

	“How many JPU’s?” he asked, having a hard time imagining how much firepower it took to move such a large mass.

	“Well, why don’t you ask the master himself!” Gemini said. “Here’s the Chief of Engineering.” Exxu froze, turning his head as the bald man began walking toward them from his office he had just exited, a smile on his face. “Hey Dalen!” she called, making Exxu repeat the name in his head a hundred times so he remembered it for Yesmeni.

	When the bald man drew within ten feet, he put his arms out, saying “Ahhh, it’s our little Gem! And you have our new friend, Exxu. Showing him around?” Exxu relaxed, happy the man jumped to a safe assumption about what they were doing.

	Gemini nodded, “Yea, his first time actually walking around the ship. Other than to report to Vydenn. Didn’t want him to get lost!”

	Dalen cackled, clasping his hands in front of him, “Yea, wouldn’t want to wander in the wrong direction here. But, what question did you refer to me, little Gem?”

	She smiled, “Exxu wanted to know how many JPU’s the ship has.”

	“Ah, a fair question. Ten-thousand, approximately.”

	“Ten…” Exxu went to repeat, unable to finish. The idea was too large for his mind to process. Both Gemini and Dalen laughed at his speechlessness.

	“We aren’t the most ferocious and feared fleet in the world for nothing,” Dalen commented, his face turning serious. “Would you like a tour?”

	Exxu went to speak, trying to think of a way to politely decline, but Gemini saved him, “Come on, Dalen! We know you’re lonely down here, but don’t bore him to death with your science stuff. We gotta go.”

	Dalen, to Exxu’s surprise, laughed before shooing them away. But Exxu had one last question, “Does the engine go all the way to the back of the ship?”

	The chief engineer nodded, “That’s right! Biggest one on server. Catch you later, kids.”

	Kid…. Exxu wasn’t a kid! And he doubted Gemini was either, but she went along with it and waved goodbye as they left back out the doors through which they had entered. 

	“So, what ya think so far?”

	He shook his head as they walked back down the hallway towards the hangar. “It’s, quite literally, amazing! I don’t want to know how much it all costs….”

	“Well if you do wanna know, we can visit Cai, in accounting!” Gem replied, a wicked smile on her face.

	“Ummm… nope, that’s okay,” he said, already trying to regain his composure after coming face to face with one officer of Infinity. Two might give him a panic attack.

	 Luckily, Gemini just laughed, “Yea, they can be intimidating, at first. All nice people though. Just like you and me, trying to make a living in here, ya know?”

	Exxu nodded, as though he did know. But he didn’t. Never would he ever compare himself to anyone in Infinity. Did Gemini know what they were capable of? What their end goal was? Did everyone else who supported them? How could they know and still work for Infinity? Knowing their future careers would be gone. Because Gem wasn’t bad. She was so nice, and friendly, and relaxed. Surely there had to be others like her.

	The two arrived at the elevator and took it up to the next level, neither talking as they waited to arrive. The doors opened, and Exxu almost did a double take. They stepped out into a hallway, but the doorway in front of them opened into a giant area which made him feel like he was back on the station. It was like a mini-market. Vendors selling different wares. Not as big as the station’s, but a surprise to find in the middle of a warship.

	“What the …” he didn’t finish as he began walking forward, drawn by the unexpected sight.

	“It’s neat, isn’t it?” she said from behind him. “We’re the only fleet who has one.”

	Exxu turned back to look at her, “Is this why I never see any Infinity people on the station?”

	She nodded, “Yea, the ones who got there are the ones who like to show off their status. Or socialize. Or are spies.” She winked, making Exxu chuckle nervously. Was she serious, or joking?

	Deciding not to question the statement, Exxu glanced around, seeing what all the vendors here sold. “Do we have our own market too? Like for Infinity members to sell to other Infinity people?”

	“Sure do!” she said, walking towards the back of the room where a vruun male stood with his arms crossed. The man winked as the two approached before saying, “Eh we got ourselves a couple of buyers here. I’m happy to be the vassal for your trades. What will it be?”

	“Nothing, Arden. Just browsing,” Gemini told the vendor who snorted and rolled his eyes, looking like a male version of Gemini.

	“What else is there on this level?” Exxu asked, not in the mood for shopping.

	“Come on,” she said and walked toward the left, through a door which slid open. He followed her, whistling as he saw the terminals in front of him. He knew just what they were; mission listings. One for each of the different kind of ships. Plus one.

	“What’s that one?” he asked, pointing to one in the middle of the room.

	“That’s our Infinity mission board. Jobs posted by our members they only trust our own to fulfill. I know people think badly of us, but it really is like a family here,” she smiled as she finished speaking. Exxu couldn’t help but smile back, despite feeling apprehensive at her claim. And a little guilty, because that had been exactly his thoughts over the time he had played the game. 

	He changed subjects, “So, does Vydenn allow everyone here to take missions outside the network?”

	She pursed her lips, looking up as she considered his question, “It depends who they are. Typically the lower and less skilled ones he doesn’t care about. But his best men and women work exclusively for him. Like me,” she winked at him before turning and walking back out of the room.

	Exxu followed close on her heels as he said, “So, I guess that means I’m bottom of the totem pole, huh?” 

	They dodged into a hallway to the north of the ship as she looked over her shoulder, snorting, “Hardly. You wouldn’t be in his confidence otherwise. Especially not with him knowing we have a mole. He lets you take other contracts because he wanted you in here that badly.”

	Of course, Exxu was flattered, but the first part of her explanation intrigued him more than the second. “Has he narrowed down his search for a mole yet?” he asked, trying to sound as casually curious as he could.

	“Shh!” She turned and held a finger up to her mouth. “Not so loud! If the rest of Infinity knew we had a mole, they would question Vydenn’s authority.” Then, she turned and kept walking down the hallway.

	Jumping after her, he asked in more hushed tones, “So?”

	For a moment, she didn’t acknowledge hearing him. Then she said over her shoulder, “We have no news. But all of the fighter units were tested and we found no … discrepancies. Either it isn’t one of them or they are smarter than us.”

	“I wish I knew what to look out for,” Exxu said, wanting to make it sound like he wanted to help.

	“Well, unfortunately, you really can’t tell if they’re good. And Vydenn doesn’t have enough people he trusts to constantly be tailing everyone, despite what the rest of the server may think.” Exxu relaxed a little bit at that little drop of knowledge. “Don’t worry, though. No mole can stop us, and Vydenn knows it.” Any relief he had just felt evaporated.

	“What? They’ll give the alliance all of our intel!” Exxu objected, wanting her to elaborate as they turned into a room full of tables with bins and other tools around the room. 

	To his amazement, she actually laughed. “I mean, not really? We have better resources than the alliance fleets put together. If they show up somewhere to intercept us, it’s just another chance to kill more of them off.” She came to a stop in the middle of the room.

	Exxu knew he had to reply, so he said, “Sure, I guess that’s true enough.”

	She nodded, smiling, “Good. Now, to something more important. This room is a crafting room. It has all the tools and even some materials people need to make the best stuff. You make weapons, right?” He nodded, looking around at the bins of materials lining the walls of the large room. “Cool. You can find the basic stuff you need here. And if you ever collect materials, you can bring them to fleet and have them taken here for other people to use to make stuff. Pretty cool, huh?” She put her hands on her hips, obviously proud of the system they had going. And Exxu had to admit, it was pretty cool. They all worked well as a cohesive team effort. 

	“Yea, it’s really neat. What’s back there?” he looked over where there was a shut door with a red glowing light on it.

	She followed his gaze and replied, “Oh, that’s restricted. Nobody goes in there.”

	“Restricted to…?” he pressed on.

	She shrugged, “Mostly officers. And members who are working on special projects for the officers. Only been back there once when I had to help someone build theirs.” There was silence for a minute as Exxu stared at the door hard, his instincts twitching, urging him to find out what was inside that door. But then, Gem spoke and made him look away, “Well come on, let’s see the rest.”

	 

	The rest of the ship had little of interest, either to Exxu or Gemini. She showed him over it fast. Janitor’s closets, escape pods, back-up generator, all the boring things. Eventually, she took him back up to the command deck, showing him a lounge in the middle of the top floor where several players sat around chatting with drinks. “They’re hoping for Vydenn to pass this way and notice them,” Gemini whispered to him as they crossed through the elaborately decorated lounge.

	“That sounds… sad?” Exxu said, unable to comprehend how some people could be so desperate for approval they spent their time sitting and waiting on a computer. 

	Gem snorted, “Yea, to say the least. They’re either new, or screwed up and want back in his graces. But we can just go in. Come on.” 

	She wasn’t kidding. They arrived to the door leading into the actual command room, and the two guards posted just nodded them through. Exxu walked in, and, to his surprise, Gemini followed, though she hung back.

	Inside, the handful of people sat at their stations monitoring the warship. Only one was the same as he had seen in his previous visits. The others were on a different shift. Reinheld was lounging against the glass looking out into space while Vydenn stood with his back to them, gazing out into the darkness. His second was giving him a pressing, quizzical look. It appeared the two were having some sort of disagreement. But Reinheld’s demeanor changed the instant he saw Gem and Exxu. He stood up, shoulders back and hands balling up while a scowl coated his facial features.

	When Exxu walked up to the small set of stairs leading to the observation deck, he stopped and said, “Sir,” bowing his head a little bit as the captain turned to look at him.

	“Exxu, good to see you so soon.” He walked over, a small smile playing around his lips. “Please, join me up here.” He looked over Exxu’s shoulder to where Gemini stood, “Hello, again, Gem.” She didn’t reply, but Exxu assumed she nodded her respect.

	Knowing he had better comply, Exxu walked up the couple stairs and followed Vydenn to the window, standing to his left and slightly behind him, looking out. He glanced over at Reinheld, nodding and getting a glare in return. He returned to looking out into space with Vydenn.

	“It’s beautiful isn’t it?” he asked.

	“What is, sir?” Exxu said, unable to see anything.

	“Space,” Vydenn replied, his voice lowering so only Exxu could hear. “The all-encompassing darkness that consumes everything. To rule over space literally means to rule over nothing, because that is exactly what space is, Exxu. Nothing.” 

	Unsure how to reply, he asked, “Sir, why are you telling me this?”

	Vydenn turned his chameleon-like eyes upon Exxu as he replied, “Because, Exxu. You are special. You see things differently than everyone. And you do not fear me as they do. They do not realize I answer to someone besides myself.” 

	That made Exxu sit up straighter. Trying not to sound too eager, he asked, “What do you mean? You’re the captain, the top of the food chain. Who would you answer to?”

	He made sure not to look away from his boss. And Vydenn held his gaze for a while. His mouth even opened, and Exxu thought for a moment he was going to get his answer, but then he turned away to look back into space. “I mean nothing by it. I’m just trying poorly to make a metaphor of space. Now, why did you come to see me?”

	Straight to business, Exxu switched to his original purpose in going to the fleet. “I have reached level twenty. I am ready for my fighter ship.”

	The captain nodded, folding his hands in front of him. “Yes, and I transmitted you the code already. Did you not get it?”

	“I… I did,” Exxu stuttered. “But I just wanted to let you know myself. In case you had a job you wanted me to do. Besides, I feel wrong just taking it without asking first.”

	And then, Vydenn did something which shocked Exxu. He laughed. His left hand held his stomach as the sound of his amusement filled the air. He turned fully to face Exxu. “That is by far the best thing I’ve heard all week! That is real respect and honor. I was right about you, little bounty hunter.”

	Exxu stayed quiet, not liking his new nickname. More than anything, he wanted to fit in there. The last thing he needed was preferential treatment from his boss. He risked looking in Reinheld’s direction. But the second was stomping down the stairs and towards the exit. Gemini stifled a smile as he walked past her. Vydenn followed Exxu’s gaze, “Ignore him. He isn’t used to being outdone. But I have nothing right now for you, Exxu. You’re free to pursue your own desires. Now leave us. I have to bring Reinheld to his senses.”

	Confused as to what had just happened, Exxu nodded as he turned to leave, walking down the stairs. Gem’s face gave away she was dying to hear what had transpired. She followed him as he walked out of the command center and toward the elevator which would take him down to the hangar.

	 When they stepped out of the elevator, she couldn’t hold it in anymore, “What happened?! I’ve never seen him storm out like that.”

	Unsure how much to tell her, he just replied, “Well Vydenn was amused I asked him for permission for the ship. He called me respectful and honorable. And called me…” He stopped, not wanting to spread his new nickname.

	“Called you … what?” She crossed her arms and raised an eyebrow.

	He sighed, knowing it was too late to save himself. “’Little bounty hunter.’”

	At first, Gem’s eyes just went wide and she stared at him, but then she threw her head back and started cackling. “He … he called you what!? Oh my God! No wonder Reinheld stormed out of there. He has competition now.”

	“What do you mean? I’m not trying to unseat Reinheld,” Exxu said as he started walking through the hangar in search of the ship Vydenn had showed him.

	“No, but Reinheld is the best bounty hunter on the server. That’s how he came to be in Vydenn’ service. He’s his enforcer. Can find anyone, so I hear.” The comment made Exxu stop in his tracks. His blood ran a little cold at the thought of Reinheld finding out his true intentions and hunting him down like a dog.

	“Oh, I guess that makes sense,” Exxu said, his throat tight.

	“Hey, don’t sweat it,” she slapped him on the back, misinterpreting his reaction. “Vydenn knows true talent when he sees it. Now your ship is over here.” She led the way to his new fighter. He ducked under the wing of one cargo ship and then stopped dead, his eyes almost tearing up as he gazed on the ship Gemini had stopped in front of. The Gelty F-100. Some said the Tonega specialized fighter brands were better, but none held a candle to the luxury of the Gelty ship, as Exxu had experienced. The Gelty was the only one with an advanced AI system in it, which gave the pilot an edge. 

	“Are you going to stand there and ogle at it,” Gem said, her hands on her slim hips. “Or are you going to come and see it?”

	“Definitely see it,” Exxu replied as he ran forwards, unable to contain his child-like enthusiasm. Goal one was completed. Now he had to become the best bounty hunter in the game, get his VR set, and take down Infinity fleet. The checklist kept seeming farther and farther away. 

	Gem waited as Exxu punched in his access code to the sleek ship. It came up only a couple feet above his head, as opposed to the giant cargo and mining ships, which sat several feet taller than him. The access panel beeped and turned green, the door lifting up. “Welcome, Exxu,” the ship said in a familiar voice. He stepped inside, ducking through the short entryway.

	“Nice!” Gemini said in admiration as she gazed over the pilot’s seat at the controls. The space was small, so he had only to shuffle a couple feet to look. It had a similar set up to the mining ship, except no controls for the mining arms. There was a panel which would read his hand for identification. The pilot’s chair looked like it was a leather substance, and had plenty of padding. It had an adjustable headrest and could recline. On the seat sat a fancy headset which looked like a helmet. \

	Exxu took it all in before turning to Gem, “If I can get parts to upgrade this thing, can you get it done for me? I’m not a mechanic”

	She turned her purple grin towards him, “Heck yea I can! I’m bored, remember?”

	“Thanks,” Exxu said, feeling genuine warmth toward his new friend. “If you’re super bored, you can go ahead and look over my mining ship and make sure everything looks good.”

	Gemini jumped up so she stood straighter, her face bright as she said, “Um yea! Duh! That will take umm… ten minutes?” Exxu started laughing at her cockiness before she started walking to the exit.

	“I’ll leave you to it, little bounty hunter,” she winked at him before walking out the door, which shut behind her.

	“Well,” Exxu said to himself. “I guess this is the start of my new career.”

	“Sir, would you like some instructions on how to operate the vehicle?” Gelty’s voice came through the speakers all around him.

	Smiling, Exxu said, “Yes please, Gelty.”

	



Chapter 17

	Exxu had a lot he needed to share with the leader of the alliance, but he had no means of finding her or contacting her outside of when she kidnapped him. So instead, he made notes of the important things he had learned while on the Infinity warship. They would have to wait until their next unscheduled meeting. 

	Instead, he now focused his energies on finding his first kill job. This was what he was really good at. Hunting down a target and eliminating or capturing it. Of course, the rules changed in the game. He had to learn the tips and tricks used here. Unlike real life, there wasn’t a paper trail. There weren’t profiles or social media. No cell phones to track. But they had to be successful somehow. 

	So he decided to start small with an easy contract. Some guy named Krenick was mad at someone kicking him from a group so he didn’t get any loot. Now he was wanting the head of the guy who had wronged him. Of course, that kind of behavior was common, so the guy probably wouldn’t be expecting someone to put a hit out on him. The target’s name was Eveliena, and Krenick provided a screenshot of the guy’s character and ship. He was a human and drove a BV M-40. Just a miner. Nice and slow. But his ship was rather conspicuous, being a flagrant yellow color. 

	The owner of the contract didn’t care how, he just wanted the guy dead and needed proof. Either a video or screenshot. Check and check. After memorizing the details of the guy and his ship, he decided to start simple. Exxu headed toward the mission area on the station. Eveliena would need to pick up the missions there. He might get lucky.  Or one of his fleet buddies would be present. He was apparently in one fleet called Rover fleet. 

	The mission room was almost empty, just two females chatting in a corner. Nothing to see there. But Exxu had another idea. The contracts had the names of people who had signed to complete them. But would they be visible in the system if they were in progress? Only one way to find out

	He walked up to the mining console and began searching through it for contracts taken out that day. No one would think anything of it. He had lived at the mining board for days. But he managed to find what he was looking for. Eveliena had signed for a mining contract earlier that morning. He was to visit an asteroid at specific coordinates and search for a rare material called Enz-5. If it was rare material, the chances were high he was still there.

	No time to lose, Exxu turned and walked back into the metal hallway. The other players ahead of him cleared the hallway as they saw him charging their way. Glances overshadowed his passing. Not friendly, but not quite hostile. Curious and cautious glances. Whispers filled the air, and Exxu reveled in it. Let them all know his name. It would only speed his way to becoming the most sought-after bounty hunter in the game. 

	The walk was a short one, having parked his ship in the hangar on that level. Rounding the corner, he stopped at the airlock for his ship, punching in the code. The door slipped open and admitted him to his ship’s airlock. He walked over to the door and typed in his code: 1-3-3-7. The number pad lit up green and the door swung upwards, almost hitting Exxu in the process.

	“Hello, Exxu,” Gelty said as Exxu entered his ship, ducking in the process.

	Hey, Gelty,” Exxu replied as he put his hand on the reader. It scanned his hand and lit up green. “I have some coordinates. Can you fly to the destination I’m entering?” He started punching in the numbers even as the ship replied in the affirmative. Exxu engaged the thrusters, which were far more powerful than on his mining ship. He almost shot himself into the low ceiling of the hangar. 

	“Would you like me to request the shield come down?” Gelty asked, to which Exxu replied in the affirmative. A moment later, the green shield keeping the air in the airlock dropped, allowing him to maneuver out of the small space into the open space of the hangar. He dodged around a large cargo ship moving through. Once he cleared the hangar and was in open space, he gave the wheel over to the ship’s AI system, sitting back and watching as his new ship turned and began picking up speed, heading up above the zero plane. 

	For a moment, he just watched as the ship flew through space, faster than any ship he had driven thus far. Then, he grabbed onto the firing control, wrapping his hand around it. There was a button on the front to fire basic attack at his target. The ship also had a special attack: three high-damage and short-range missiles. He could upgrade the ship to have other weapons and defensive capabilities. But right now, the majority of his pay would be going towards his virtual reality gear set. 

	“The asteroid will be visible momentarily, sir,” Gelty said, to which Exxu said nothing. His mind was busy playing the hundreds of different possible scenarios in his head for what would happen next. There was no way this guy would suspect Exxu was there for him. But why else would a lone fighter be flying out in the middle of nowhere? He would have to act fast. 

	Before more than a minute passed, he saw a spec come up in his frontal view. Exxu stood up, trying to get a grasp on what he was seeing. It appeared the asteroid was changing shape, like it was alive. But as they quickly advanced on it, he soon realized it wasn’t changing shape, it was rotating, and was irregular in its shape. If it was rotating, something had to have hit it, and hard. 

	“I got it from here, Gelty,” Exxu said as he sat back down and put his hands on the controls which looked like a football goal. He slowed the speed of the ship, trying not to approach too aggressively. 

	As he advanced, he noted the asteroid was almost a reddish-brown color. A bright yellow ship should be easy to spot against that. He moved closer, until he could see all the pores and holes on the asteroid. Staying about a mile above the surface, Exxu began moving around the asteroid, searching for any signs of recent activity. Thus far, he saw no signs of mining, let alone a ship there to mine. He continued to scan along its surface, the asteroid being about the length of ten miles and about four in diameter. It had giant pits on its surface, leaving Exxu wondering if maybe the target had explored under the surface of the asteroid in hopes of having better luck. One particularly large one caught his eye. He lowered his ship to take a look when movement to the left caught his eye.

	A yellow object zoomed away from the asteroid at maximum speed. Though it didn’t seem to be running from Exxu. Nonetheless, he jerked his controls to the left and the fighter made a tight turn. As soon as he brought it around, he hit the accelerator as hard as he could. The Gelty instantly began closing the distance on the heavier mining ship with less JPU power. 

	He advanced until he got within distance of making out the details of the ship. His console beeped. Looking up at the flashing light, it said someone was trying to make contact. He accepted and waited. 

	“You in the Gelty,” a female voice came over the speakers. “I am on a very important mission for the alliance fleets. Do not raid my content.”

	Exxu almost snorted at the irony of the situation. But he replied, “Lady, do I look like I’m a friend of the alliance? Besides, I know you’re just on another contract. Don’t try to BS me.”

	“Okay, I can give you half of the money?” she attempted to change her tactic.

	“I’m not here for your cargo. I’m here to kill you. Someone named Krenick holds a grudge against you.”

	Silence met his declaration. No doubt she was trying to figure out if she knew someone by that name. But after several seconds, she replied, “You’re on his side, then?”

	Exxu heaved a sigh. He should just kill her, but he was a little amused by her trying to convince him to leave her alone. “I’m on no one’s side. I’m a bounty hunter. I make the kill and I get paid.”

	“Well, can I at least know your name?” 

	“It’s Exxu,” he declared, again met by silence.

	“Well,” she said, her voice quiet. “At least it is a good death. Could you collect my items and bring them to me at the respawn point?”

	It was an unprecedented request, and Exxu didn’t know what to do. This woman hadn’t contracted him. He shouldn’t care about helping her, but he thought about how he would have felt after hours of mining to have it all lost to someone wanting to kill him, defenseless to fend for himself. “Sure, Station One?”

	“Station two,” she replied, making Exxu apprehensive. He had never gone to the other stations before. “Be careful. Infinity likes to hang out there.”

	Exxu smirked, “That won’t be a problem. See you on the other side.” And then, he put his hand on the firing stick, his finger pulling the trigger and holding it. His guns began firing repeatedly, their bright streams making a beeline for the yellow ship. It only took a few seconds before her ship burst into flame and began spiraling down away into empty space. 

	“Gelty, can we collect items from ships we have destroyed?”

	“Certainly, sir. We have a small compartment which can suck up scraps left behind.”

	“Great, head toward that ship and let’s find her cargo she was so intent upon protecting.”

	The ship moved rapidly toward the other ship, which was spinning uncontrollably and floating away. It was a moment more before it broke apart into several different parts. The ship slowed down as Exxu looked for what she might have been carrying. He spotted a group of shining particles. That had to be it. He took over the controls, moving carefully over the small scraps she had collected. “What do I press?” he asked the ship.

	“The small switch at the bottom. It should say, ‘posterior collect’ or, ‘PC’.”

	He spotted the switch and flipped it up. A sound like pebbles pelting the bottom of his ship filled his ears. When the sound receded, he flipped the switch back down, closing the compartment. 

	“Okay, take me to Station Two, please.”

	The ship changed course, heading further to the left than he would if he were going to his own home station. His ship moved forward at full speed, the one-hundred JPU’s pushing it faster than any other ship through the space vacuum. He had no idea how far away this station was, but at the speed he was going, it wouldn’t take that long to get there. At least, that was his theory. He checked his vitals. His hunger bar was getting pretty low, reminding him he hadn’t consumed anything in a while. His health bar was standing strong. His energy was up. And his newest vital, adrenaline, was all the way up as well. He had asked another player and found you could activate the adrenaline and perform at a higher rate for a short amount of time until it ran out. It would replenish once activity subsided.

	The ship continued onwards, passing close to a behemoth of a planet on their way there. It had so many rocks going around it, he thought they were rings. But then he realized the planet had a lot of moons. “What planet is that?” he asked as he gazed at its sandy orange surface.

	“That is Sefernus. Twelve million years ago, a large asteroid collided with it and formed the many moons now circling around it. Its atmosphere is toxic to humanoid races.”

	He continued to gaze at the beautiful giant as they continued onwards. It was taking them much longer than if they had just gone to Station One. “How much longer?” he asked.

	“A few moments, sir.”

	Exxu waited, thinking he could be doing much better things than a favor for a stranger. He could be turning in his mission, getting paid, and gaining a level. But he had to be nice. Why? What did he owe this woman? She had pulled a move that was against the courtesy rules of the MMO world. He should just take her contract. But his conscience reminded him he didn’t betray clients. Was she really a client if she didn’t pay him? It couldn’t hurt to make a new friend.

	In the distance, he began to see several lights in the darkness. It had to be the station. As they moved closer, he saw it was, indeed, the station. It was even larger than the first station, more advanced technology. It had the green airlock shields Infinity had on its warship. There were less ships moving in and out of here though. His eyes looked around, finding what appeared to be the central hub of ships. He took over, angling the ship upwards toward that hangar, flying into the flexible green substance, which clung to the sides of his ship and slowed it as it pushed its way through into the hangar. 

	He looked around, his jaw dropping. This was clearly where the beautiful people docked. There were cargo ships, mining ships, fighter ships, and even mechanic ships. But they were huge. Not one was the same as any other. They all had special features engineered into them. No wonder these ships chose here over the first station. They wouldn’t have fit into the small little ports in the other hangar. 

	Shaking his head, he chose an empty spot in the wide-open hangar. The downside was there was no added security of having two keypads. The only security he had was the number pad on the outside of his ship. And that wouldn’t prevent anyone from damaging the outside of the ship. But with any luck, he wouldn’t be there for long. 

	Having nothing else to do, Exxu left his ship and shut the door, walking away without looking back. His ship would survive without him for five minutes. It wasn’t like it was the nicest ship in the area. 

	The exit to the hangar led to a long hall buzzing with people. He walked to the right, toward where people seemed to be the most plenty. And he was right. The sounds of many people congregated soon reached his ears. The market. But where was the spawn point? 

	“Exxu, huh?” He froze as someone called to him by name. That was never a good thing. Slowly, he turned around to see who knew who he was.

	Before him stood a vruun male, simply wearing an open vest with nothing underneath, exposing his purple six pack. His pants were cargo pants, good for fast and swift movement. As well as holding ammo. But not much use for armor. His fleet tag further unnerved Exxu. He was from Infinity….

	“Who’s asking?” Exxu replied, not friendly, nor unfriendly.

	The man smiled and tilted his head. “Merely someone intrigued by your activities. Call me Bez.” He held his hand out, which Exxu shook, still unsure what this man wanted with him.

	“Nice to meet you, Bez. Something specific you wanted? Not trying to be rude, I’m just trying to find someone….” As he spoke, his eyes searched around for the familiar face of his previous target.

	“Nah, just wanted to make a new friend. Those friends can come in handy, right?” He raised an eyebrow, waiting for Exxu to agree they were friends.

	Not having time to argue, he simply said, “Sure do. Nice meeting you, Bez.” Then, he started walking around the outskirts of the market, before turning back to the purple man. “Where’s the spawn point on this station?”

	The man pointed straight ahead, “Down that hall all the way to the right.”

	“Thanks,” Exxu said as he turned toward his destination.

	“No problem, fam,” Bez said before walking away.

	Exxu kept pushing down the hallway, shoving past people clogging the hall with their socializing. But he eventually cleared the crowds and rounded the corner, seeing someone crouched at the end of the hall with her arms crossed. On his approach, Eveliena stood up and smiled a sad smile.

	“Thank you!” she said as he traded her the goods she had been transporting. Her smile faded though. It probably wouldn’t make up for everything she had lost and had had invested in her ship.

	“Sure,” Exxu said, uncomfortable. “Just… don’t tell anyone though, okay? I don’t want ….” He couldn’t phrase what he was thinking.

	“You don’t want them to think you’re soft,” she said, nodding. “I get it. Our reputations are all we have on here. I have to start rebuilding mine. Just remember, reputation means shit without people on here to have fun with.”

	Her words took him back, and he stepped back for a moment. How would she know if he had friends? Maybe that was the latest gossip on the streets. Exxu was a loner who sacrificed friendship to work all the time. Well he had friends! Or at least one…. 

	“Thanks for the advice,” Exxu said, returning to his professional demeanor. “Good luck rebuilding your stuff.”

	“Be safe, Exxu of Infinity,” she said, her face serious as he turned away without replying.

	He walked back down the hallway and stopped, his eyes glancing over his hunger bar, dangerously low. Opening his inventory, he cursed as he noted he had nothing to consume. With a sigh, he took a right into the market. It was buzzing with conversation with all the different races, male and female. Though not quite as busy as his home station. The vendors were pretty much the same, from what he could see. He walked up to the first row, starting to look at the items on the table.

	The human female behind the table turned to him with a smile, “What can I getcha, hun?”

	“Not sure yet, come back though,” Exxu said, and she nodded before returning to someone else. His eye fell upon a fluffy-looking object named Naan. It was edible, whatever it was. Not hesitating, he grabbed it off the table and turned to walk into a group of chatting females. When he was hidden, he opened his inventory and ate the strange food he hadn’t seen before. His hunger bar started to fill up, and his energy bar lit, not changing as it was already full.

	“… not all he’s cracked up to be.” A voice caught Exxu’s attention, and he halted, listening to a nearby group of men chatting.

	“I don’t know, I mean, he has a track record,” the familiar voice of Bez spoke up, affirming the group was talking about him. He pursed his lips, surprised Bez was defending him. From his demeanor, he had thought the vruun would be on the other end of the argument.

	“Pfft! Luck can make anyone look good”, a tall, muscular man spoke, a smirk on his face as he crossed his arms.

	“That’s a heck of a lot of luck. Maybe I should kidnap him and carry him around,” Bez retorted, earning some chuckles from the others around.

	“Either way, it’s complete crap the new guy comes in and earns himself a favored position with Vydenn. He’s losing it,” the large man said, making the others shift uncomfortably.

	“Losing it?” A familiar Scottish accent made Exxu duck down amidst the group of females as the large Reinheld walked up to his group of fleet-mates. “Vydenn has brought us farther than anyone. Do not question his decisions. He has reasons for all of his actions, even Exxu. Now, I better not catch any of you talking bad about the captain or your fleet-mates in public again! Clear?”

	His tone left no room for argument, and the others were clearly terrified of him, they each nodded enthusiastically, while Bez smirked a little bit. Even the large man looked scared. Apparently Reinheld scared everyone else as much as he did Exxu. What surprised him was the second-in-command defending him. But the image of his fleet probably came above his personal feelings, which Exxu could respect, at least. 

	Not wanting Reinheld to see him around, he made a quick dash across the room, keeping the group of females between him and the Infinity people as he walked into the hallway. Not hesitating, he went to the hangar and located his ship. After a careful inspection of the outside, he entered his code on the number pad, entering his ship to Gelty’s usual greeting.

	“Take me home, Gelty,” Exxu said as he collapsed into the pilot’s seat.

	“Infinity warship?” he said, automatically associating that with home. 

	“No!” Exxu said fast. “Umm Station One, please.”

	“Of course, sir. Would you like me to set this as the ‘home’ destination for future references?”

	“Perfect, thanks,” Exxu replied as the ship complied and he put his hand on the panel. The ship lifted up off the floor of the hangar and banked to the left, turning to fly out of the enclosed space. Passing through the green substance, they were home free….

	 


Chapter 18

	Exxu turned in his contract at the mission terminal, rewarded with a thousand credits, translating to a hundred dollars out of game. A little side cash. And, to top it off, he hit level 21. He received a new point to put into his skills. He put it into damage, which was heavily weighted with his skill points. He had a new ability open up as well, called ‘Power-through’; it increased his critical chance by twenty percent when his target was under forty percent.

	Definitely useful for finishing a target trying to run away.

	And now he had his first mission under his belt. He stood at the mission terminal, searching through the missions for fighter pilots when someone tapped his shoulder. Exxu turned to look at him, a slim human male of average height. His dark hair was cropped and styled. His face was serious, “Exxu, come with me, I have a business proposition for you, if you are interested. I can guarantee it’s worthwhile.”

	Without hesitating, Exxu nodded, following the man as he led Exxu out of the mission area and to a hangar. But Exxu found himself face-palming. Hadn’t he learned from the last time this happened? Following a stranger to a secluded area with no specifics and no witnesses was asking to be killed or used. Why did he follow so easily? Money. That was the answer. His biggest motivator was also his greatest weakness. 

	The man stopped in front of an airlock and typed a number into it. The door opened and he went in. Exxu followed and the door closed behind him. But he didn’t move, he stayed put as the man walked up to the front of his fighter. “I’m not going any further,” Exxu said.

	The man turned back, eyebrows raised, “Really? Why not?”

	“Gotta be careful these days,” was all he said in reply.

	The man smirked, but nodded his understanding. “I could see that, a man in your position. This is confidential, whether you take the job or not. Got it?”

	Exxu nodded, surprised the man went along with his demands.

	“I need you to kill one Devnar. He’s slippery and hides behind his fleet. He owes me money.”

	“Why can’t you do it?” Exxu said, making a pointed look at the man’s fighter. Not as nice as Exxu’s, but still well off enough for making a kill like that.

	“Because he’s alliance, that’s why,” the man said as though it was obvious.

	“Oh….” Exxu said, unsure what he should say. He was Infinity, so he should want to kill someone from alliance. This man would expect that of him. On the other hand, he was also working for alliance, so it posed a bit of a problem…. “You want her dead in any specific way?”

	“Dead is dead,” he replied. “You’ll do it?”

	Taking a deep breath, he said, “Let me think about it, check with my boss. Make sure there are no conflicts of interests. Your name is…?”

	“Vin,” the man said. “I’ll be here all day. Let me know by the end of the day.”

	“Sure,” Exxu replied before exiting the airlock. Trying to not look like he was in a panic, he walked around the hangar back to bay twelve, the spawn point. As he turned right into the hallway, it was deserted, but he was hoping against hope someone was there….

	He came to a stop, taking a breath as he said quietly, “I know you’re there. Come out, Galaid.” 

	Silence followed his challenge, but then, something slammed into him from behind. Exxu hit the wall, his screen flashing black and his health dropping fractionally. But it was only a fraction of the damage the shadow-man could have caused him. The pressure eased, and he turned around to look into the yellow eyes in the dark pit of a face. 

	“You have no right to summon me,” Galaid said, sounding annoyed.

	“Then why come?” Exxu retorted, much cockier than he had been the last time he had met the man in that hallway.

	Galaid was silent though, not willing to give anything away. Instead, he stepped back and vanished into the wall. A light flickered at the end of the hallway. Exxu walked down the hall, smirking to himself. The spy was going to do what he wanted. He would take him to Yesmeni. Or at least somewhere they could talk in private. There was no course of action Exxu could take right then that wouldn’t compromise him one way or the other.

	It was that moment Exxu realized where his loyalties did lie. He hadn’t considered for a moment to kill the alliance person without talking to Yesmeni. In fact, he was willing to pass up the money and not kill the target. Somehow, he had developed an undying loyalty to the cause. Even though Vydenn had been good to him, Exxu saw how poisonous and toxic the Infinity people were to the server. Any future he wanted to achieve for himself in the game would  be at risk unless he helped take them down. He would never again get to be a bounty hunter. 

	At the end of the hallway, he saw movement on the right side of his screen. He turned down that way, knowing where the man was leading him. The hallways became darker the further down he walked. And he knew this had to be where Galaid flourished, where the shadows ruled the station. He kept walking until he almost couldn’t see. And then, a force grasped his arm and yanked him to the left into a room, the door slamming down after him.

	“Now tell me,” the demon’s voice echoed around the empty room. “What is so important you risk exposing both of us for?”

	“Hardly,” Exxu blew the accusations off. “You are a shadow, I could easily be consulting you for information on a target. As it happens, I need advice.”

	“On?”

	“Someone offered me a contract personally to kill someone in the alliance.”

	Galaid was silent as he processed what Exxu was saying. “And?”

	“And what?” Exxu said, unsure why Galaid didn’t see a problem with the request.

	“What’s the problem? We both know you don’t care about us. Collect your bounty, collect your money.”

	Shaking his head, Exxu replied, “So I should just kill your people?”

	The demon was silent, as though considering what he was giving Exxu permission to do. “Who is the hit on?”

	“Devnar,” Exxu said, the name meaning nothing to him. But Galaid took a sharp breath in upon hearing the name. “Why, who is he?”

	“No one you can know about. And no one else should know who he is either. Why do they want him dead?”

	“I guess he owed this guy money,” Exxu shrugged, not thinking it really mattered. 

	“That bastard, he’s not supposed to be gambling anymore,” Galaid said, his yellow eyes appearing as he decided to have a face to face conversation with Exxu.

	“So should I kill him? It might be Vydenn attempting to test me.”

	Galaid blinked slowly, something Exxu had no idea he could do. Then, he said slowly, “You have to kill him. But, this way, we can take time and make sure he leaves all his important things somewhere safe so he doesn’t lose them. But, ask Vydenn first. He would expect you to talk to him before killing someone in an enemy force like that.”

	Exxu couldn’t help but wonder if Galaid was trying to set him up. Have him kill someone in their fleet to convince Yesmeni he was really working for Infinity. Give Galaid an excuse to kill Exxu. “Do you have the authority to make that decision?” he couldn’t help but ask.

	The opposing man’s voice turned to ice, “I’m Yesmeni’s right hand. I have as much authority as her when she isn’t present. Now, can you kill him?”

	“Y… yes,” Exxu said, a little scared for a moment.

	“Good, I’ll make sure he comes to the station this afternoon to get supplies. He will leave all his things with us, but he won’t know you are killing him because we need it to look real. Can you kill him without being in your ship?” Galaid smirked, remembering the many times he had kicked Exxu’s butt on the station.

	“Yes,” Exxu replied through gritted teeth. “If Vydenn gives the go ahead, that is.”

	“Good, anything else?”

	“I have a ton of information about their warship and shifts,” Exxu replied, proud of himself for having information.

	“Hmmf,” Galaid made an unsatisfied sound. “Well that will have to wait. But you will be compensated for coming to us with this. Now go see Vydenn.” Then, his eyes disappeared, and the feeling of someone watching him left Exxu. He was alone again.

	Knowing Galaid was correct, Exxu almost ran out of the area, trying to not run into walls in the dark hallway. His eyes stayed on the light ahead at the other side of the hallway. In a matter of a minute he was passing the spawn point and locating the hangar where he had parked his ship. He punched the code into the number pad and was admitted to the airlock. Then, he punched 1-3-3-7 into the number pad on his ship and the door lifted. He jumped inside before the door had even opened the entire way, putting his hand on the reader before even sitting down in his seat.

	“Hello, sir, where to?” 

	“Gelty, I need to contact Infinity fleet!” Exxu said, in a rush now.

	“I’ll try my best,” he said, being silent for a moment. The moment stretched to a minute, all the while Exxu was waiting on the edge of his seat. 

	“Hello?” a female voice said over the communication system.

	Trying to keep his cool, he said, “Hello, this is Exxu, fighter pilot of Infinity. I have an urgent need to speak to Vy… Captain Vydenn,” he corrected himself.

	“I’m sorry, the captain is away right now.” Of course he was.

	“Okay,” Exxu replied, wanting to shrink into his chair, “What about Reinheld?”

	The woman was silent for a moment, and then the gruff, accented voice filled his ship, “What now?”

	“Someone asked me to do a hit on someone in alliance fleet, and I wanted to check and make sure it wouldn’t upset our plans,” Exxu said. 

	“Who is it?” 

	“Devnar,” Exxu said, remembering Vin saying it was a secret. But he couldn’t not let his boss know.

	Reinheld stopped talking for a moment though, and Exxu thought maybe he had hung up. “Hello? Reinheld?”

	The man’s voice came over the speakers, cold as he said, “Exxu, under no circumstances are you to take that hit. And you tell whoever contracted you that if they try to get someone else to take the hit, Infinity will blacklist him.” 

	Exxu opened his mouth to reply, but nothing came out. Not only was he refusing someone, but he would have to blackmail him in the name of his fleet. This wouldn’t end well…. But why was Reinheld so intent upon protecting someone in alliance fleet?

	“Exxu… do you understand?” Reinheld pressed, waiting for Exxu to acknowledge.

	“Umm… yes. But, why am I blackmailing someone?”

	“That is classified,” Reinheld’s voice became tight. “But trust me, no one wants to be blacklisted by us. He will back off. And you are never to tell anyone else about this. Not the contract, and not our conversation, got it?”

	“Yes, got it.” Exxu said, and then the line cut off without Reinheld saying so much as a good-bye.

	“What did I just get in the middle of…” Exxu asked himself.

	“It appears all parties are highly involved in this person,” Gelty said.

	“That was rhetorical,” Exxu replied. “And we aren’t to remember this conversation, so scrub it from your memory.”

	“Yes, sir,” Gelty said.

	But now Exxu had to return to Galaid and tell him about the conversation which had just transpired. Whoever this Devnar was, he was important to both parties, which meant someone was being double-crossed.

	 

	 

	Back in the dark room, Galaid’s yellow eyes appeared, “Well? What did the almighty Vydenn say?”

	“He was out,” Exxu replied. “But, Reinheld told me under no circumstances was I to take that contract. And I’m supposed to threaten the guy putting out the contract with Infinity blacklisting him if he tried to get someone else to take the hit.”

	Exxu could almost hear Galaid’s body tighten. The demon stood a little straighter, judging by his giant yellow eyes rising an inch. Then, he replied, “Well, that is interesting. Do what he says.”

	“What about Devnar?”

	“He is not your concern,” Galaid said, stressing each word. “And do as Reinheld instructed, forget these conversations happened and let us deal with the rest. You can’t get exposed yet.”

	“Yet?” Exxu said, his interest peaking at the thought of them ruining his cover soon. “Is something going to happen?”

	“Stay focused,” was all Galaid said. “And don’t get yourself killed. How’s that VR coming along?”

	Exxu shifted a little bit, “Well, still short on funds, made more so now I have to turn this job down.”

	“Yesmeni asked me to tell you to make it a priority.”

	“Why?” Exxu asked, wanting to know what big thing was going to go down.

	“Stop asking questions,” the demon said, growing impatient. “Now go to your contractor. Make sure you take a weapon. He might not take kindly to being threatened.”

	And then, the eyes disappeared, leaving Exxu to do something else he was dreading.

	 


Chapter 19

	“What do you mean, ‘no’?”

	Exxu took a deep breath in, aware the man was carrying a large gun across his back. “I mean, my captain said I am not to take the contract. And he gave me a message for you,” he tried to sound cold and menacing, hoping his reputation made this meeting less awkward than he felt.

	“And what is that message?” the man stood up straight, uncrossing his arms, as though preparing for a quick draw.

	“If you put that contract out, Infinity will blacklist you. I’m sure you know what that means,” he said, knowing full well how much power his fleet held on the server.

	The man’s eyes widened, and his jaw almost dropped, “Blacklist me? Blacklist? Your fleet can’t tell me what to do! They have no power over me! If I want someone dead, it is my given right to get them dead.”

	“I’m just relaying the message,” Exxu said, trying to ease the tension which was growing in the room. “I don’t make the rules. I wasn’t given a reason for it.”

	Vin’s eyes narrowed and his lips pressed together as he looked at Exxu. “And who are they going to send after me? You?”

	Well that was something Exxu hadn’t considered. He shook his head, “Me, Reinheld…. It could be anyone at any time. I suggest you follow Vydenn’s command.”

	He turned to leave, praying the man was too afraid at the moment to shoot Exxu in the back. He was right. Vin just stood there shocked at the escalation of this matter. He, like Exxu, found himself caught in the middle of something he didn’t want to be in. But Exxu kept walking, not wanting Vin to take him instead of Devnar.

	Once the door slammed shut behind him, Exxu relaxed, but only ever so slightly. He might have to start really watching his back. His first order of business was to look at what weapons he could craft. But none of them were up to his speed. He needed something that could rapid fire and had decent critical chance. A stop at the market would be worth spending a little bit of his funds on then. 

	The market itself was buzzing with the usual people. In the corner was someone giving out illegal missions. Illegal because they were supposed to be posted on a mission board. Toward the center were the females scantily dressed, looking to make some money with some ERP. Then there were the mercenaries, wandering around like tough guys as they searched for targets or information. The socialites in the middles of groups. They never left the market, and they knew everyone and everything going on around the server. And then, there was Exxu. Walking through and parting the sea of people like Moses parting the Red Sea. 

	His destination was at the back of the room. The vendors which sold items from other players. The players made better weapons than the vendors could sell. Craftsmen became well-known in the game if they crafted the best weapons. And then they sold them to vendors to sell to the players. It was a lucrative business which benefitted all involved.

	“What are you looking for today?” the man asked in front of him, his arms crossed and head cocked to the side. 

	“I need a weapon. Powerful, automatic, and high critical chance. Got anything?”

	The vendor looked as though he was considering the question, but really he was acting as a search engine, looking through the system. “Yep, got the thing. Not cheap though.”

	“If it were cheap, I wouldn’t be looking for it here,” Exxu replied, earning a chuckle from the vendor as he pulled out a weapon and sat it on the counter.

	It had a giant barrel, rounded and larger than the two grips on the bottom of the weapon. “This here is a Classified F-15 Carver. It has a two-handed grip, as it is powerful. New, never used before. It has two places to put your magazines, which hold five hundred rounds each, but shooting fifteen a second, it eats through that pretty fast, as you can imagine.”

	Exxu examined the gun’s specs himself, liking what he saw. Though there was nothing discreet about carrying it around on his back. It could act as a deterrent to anyone wanting to take a hit at him. “How much?” he asked.

	“Twelve-hundred credits, because it is going to such an esteemed buyer,” the man nodded his head, surprising Exxu.

	“You know who I am?” He knew they were artificial intelligences, but he had never thought the vendors gathered information from their environment beyond their programming.

	“Of course,” the vendor replied. “And my client will be very happy to hear someone of your caliber is utilizing his craftsmanship.”

	“Well… ummm happy to help?” Exxu said, pulling the money from his inventory, as difficult as it was to give up that kind of money. But he needed to be able to protect himself.

	“Pleasure doing business with you,” the man said, as the weapon appeared in Exxu’s inventory. Without hesitating, he armed himself with it. The weapon appeared on his back, the barrel almost the size of his head. And it certainly made people look at him with awe.

	He began to walk out of the market toward the emission board, skirting around a large group of people when someone called his name, “Exxu!”

	As Exxu turned toward the group, it parted around a handsome-looking zarga, his red hair perfectly sculpted. But the socialite known as Tavlos wasn’t smiling his charming smile. Rather, he looked concerned.

	“Yes?” Exxu said, impatient to make his money back.

	“You should leave here,” Tavlos said, instigating whispers amongst the crowd gathered around him. “I’ve heard of people planning to take you out.”

	“That’s nothing new,” Exxu said, thinking it was too soon for Vin to have put a hit out on him.

	“This one is big, and plenty of people want to collect… you need to run. One friend to another,” Tavlos pushed.

	Friend? Exxu thought he didn’t have any friends. Certainly not someone he had only ever exchanged a few words with. However, the claim made him apprehensive. The man never left the market, and he heard everything going on. If he had a warning, it had better be heeded.

	“Thanks, I’ll…” he didn’t get to finish as a blast of light came out of nowhere and hit him in his left arm, knocking him to the right and sending him tumbling to the ground. Screams went up as blasts of light started firing from multiple directions at Exxu. A few people nearby went to the ground, dead from crossfire. As it turned out, the shot to his arm saved Exxu, despite making his health drop. If he had been up, he would have instantly died.

	As players began running for shelter, others took out weapons, misinterpreting the situation. But Exxu was crawling to shelter behind a vendor’s table, unslinging his new weapon, happy he had purchased it in time. 

	A shot hit the table, melting the metal which dripped to the ground. Exxu took a deep breath, trying to stay calm as he saw where the shots were coming from. At least six attackers. Only three seemed to know where he actually was. The others were firing randomly into the crowd. 

	Exxu loaded the weapon and prepared it to fire. When it gave him a green light, he lifted it and his head with it above the table, sighting up with the computer-operated sight. The weapon was so large it pretty much protected his skull. But when he hit the triggers, it was like hell unleashed. The shots went so fast it looked like a constant stream of light. And it was accurate to a ‘T’. The first target went down instantly. The other five ducked behind other players, betting against Exxu not wanting casualties. They were right, but it was a risk he wouldn’t have taken. 

	The crowd was quickly dissipating as others fled to their ships. A firefight happening in the market was unprecedented. And Infinity or the alliance would show up to put it down. No one wanted to be around when that happened. But even as Exxu thought he might come out okay, others started firing in his direction. 

	In the center appeared Vin, shouting, “Five-thousand credits to whoever kills Exxu! Screw Infinity fleet! Kill them all! No one controls us!” 

	If the monetary amount wasn’t enough, the cry of defying Infinity was. Others took out their weapons, emboldened by how many people were against Exxu. As he lifted his gun to fire at someone else, several beams of light thudded into Vin at the same time, bringing him to the ground, on the brink of death. The firing stopped just short of killing him. And everyone held their fire. Exxu even stood up, not sure what had just happened.

	Then, Bez walked into the room from the hallway, a grin on his face. Several other Infinity members appeared in all the entrances to the market. And Reinheld stepped forward, his gun aimed at Vin. But then, Vydenn stepped into the room behind him. Exxu’s assailants instantly turned sheepish as the legend made his appearance.

	When Vydenn spoke, his voice was calm and cool, “This is what happens to those who defy Infinity.” With that, he took out his own gun and shot Vin dead, the man’s body rolling on the floor. Then, he holstered his weapon and looked around. “If you attack one of us, you attack us all. Here is our price.”

	Even as Vydenn spoke, a brave soul turned on Exxu and shot at him, completely blind-siding him. At the last second, he attempted to dodge, and it hit the right side of his chest instead of his left. Nonetheless, it knocked him off his feet and back into a wall. He lost sight of what happened next as the table blocked his vision. But his health began throbbing dangerously low. He had dropped his weapon, which was lying at the foot of the vendor’s table. His body’s energy was running low as it tried to regenerate his health. For a moment, he was stuck….

	And then, a gun appeared in his face. He looked up into the eyes of a stranger. The face of the hahdren was filled with such hate, it almost made Exxu flinch. “I’m not afraid of you,” the man said. “If we go, you go down with us. I will be rejoiced and praised amongst the server….” He didn’t finish as he was blown sideways by a powerful shot to his head. There was no second shot. One that close at the head left him dead on the floor.

	Looking to his left, he saw the smiling face of Bez, proudly holding his gun as he crouched down by Exxu. “This is great! Best fun I’ve had in a while. Bout time the captain showed these people what happens when they forget who we are.”

	Unsure how to answer, Exxu just nodded, not wanting to expend any more energy than he had to. 

	“Here,” Bez held out something. “Eat this. Will get your energy and health up a little bit.”

	Exxu accepted, consuming the object and watching as his health and energy started climbing. “Wow, that’s amazing. Thanks, Bez.” He took the man’s offered hand as he pulled Exxu off the ground.

	“Don’t mention it. You cover our tails, we cover yours. Unfortunately, I don’t think there’s anyone left for you to take out with that nice piece of equipment you got there.” Bez inconspicuously held up his own weapon, the same as Exxu’s. 

	“The same as mine…. But where did you…”

	“I make them,” Bez said, smiling proudly at his bragging rights. “I got the message you purchased it, and I knew you had to be in deep if you needed a weapon like this. And then Reinheld told Vydenn what was going on and they decided to come and check it out.”

	“Well, a good thing you did,” Exxu said, shaking his head as he looked around at the carnage. Vendors were cowering under their tables. Shattered goods everywhere. Burned metal from stray shots. Bodies of the assailants and bystanders alike. Over twenty bodies lay on the ground. “What happens now?”

	“Now, we all return to fleet. And I’m sure Vydenn will have you come with us so you don’t get assaulted again.”

	“Tavlos,” Exxu said, remembering the man trying to warn him. “He tried to warn me there was going to be an attack….”

	Bez nodded as they moved out from behind the vendor’s table. “Tell Vydenn, no doubt he will reward him for his loyalty.”

	“Whose loyalty?” Vydenn asked from their left. They both turned to look at him and bowed their heads in respect.

	“Tavlos, a socialite here. He tried to warn Exxu someone was plotting to kill him,” Bez replied as Exxu became tongue- tied.

	The captain nodded, his chameleon eyes blinking slowly. “Yes, he will be rewarded. And now anyone else who thought of assaulting us will think better. Every once in a while, you have to make an appearance and remind people who holds the power here.”

	Bez nodded his head, agreeing with the captain, but Exxu was still confused about the situation. How had they gotten there so fast? The warship had been nowhere near the station. And Vydenn had only an hour ago been offline ….

	“This wasn’t really a surprise, was it?” Exxu asked.

	Vydenn’s smile faded from his face. “What do you mean?”

	“I mean, there was no way you all could have responded so soon, even if Bez brought up me buying his gun. This was set up, to draw out Vin and anyone else who wanted to attack Infinity and make them an example.” The more he thought about it, the more Exxu was sure he was correct. 

	But the captain laughed, “Yes, Exxu. You are acute. That is exactly what had happened. But the rule still applies. Hush hush about those conversations.” His eyes held a warning, and Exxu saw Bez look at him curiously. The man knew better than to question his leader though, instead walking away.

	The leader began walking back to the center of the room, taking slow, careful steps. Exxu followed, keeping pace as the captain spoke softly. “I want you to come back with us, Exxu. There might be others looking to hold Vin to his word. You see, Vin is an enforcer for a little crime circle here. And the crime boss won’t be happy. Though he claims allegiance to Infinity, and will claim Vin’s actions were his own, Vin never would act without orders.”

	Exxu nodded, understanding the situation. “Sure, I can do that.”

	“Good, I want to talk to you about a mission. I hear you have met with success in your new career. Congratulations.”

	“Yes, it has been going well… except for this latest mess.” Vydenn laughed at Exxu’s statement.

	“Bez is parked next to your ship. I hear you two get along. Good to see you making friends here. He will escort you to the warship.”

	Sensing he was dismissed, Exxu bowed his head, “See you there, sir.” Then, he returned to grab his gun, to find Bez holding it out for him, a smile on his face.

	“Well, let’s get going, shall we?”

	 


Chapter 20

	Exxu once again found himself back on the command deck of Infinity fleet. Vydenn stood across from him. Everyone else had left the room, even Reinheld. Whatever was coming next, it was going to be big. 

	The captain’s hands were crossed in front of him. Outside, the Infinity fighters circled around the warship, alert for an attack. Exxu couldn’t help but watch them rather than focus on his boss. These conversations always made him uncomfortable. He felt like Vydenn somehow knew he was a spy.

	“Well, Exxu, I have an important proposal for you.”

	His attention turned back to his leader. “Oh?”

	“I asked everyone else to leave because no one knows about this yet, not even Reinheld. We still haven’t found our mole, you know. Even though I trust Reinheld, I can’t take any chances.”

	More uncomfortable chit chat. He bowed his head, “I’m honored you trust me so much. What can I do for Infinity fleet? I owe you my life.”

	Vydenn just cackled, “Remember it was us who put you in that situation. But you reacted very fast, I admit. You saved me more than we saved you.”

	“Just doing my duty to my boss,” Exxu replied, his voice devoid of any emotion.

	A fighter outside flew close to the front-view, making the leader turn and look outside. Unsure if he should follow suit, Exxu stayed put, his body still as he waited for Vydenn to figure out what to say. But his boss’ next words caught him by surprise.

	“The alliance sent Vin after you today, I’m sure of it.”

	Exxu blanched, “What?! Why would they ask him to put a hit on their own man?”

	“They knew we would say no,” the captain replied simply. “They wanted to give the crime circle a reason to kill you. Keep their hands clean. Plus, if Devnar did die, it would be no loss. No doubt they knew he was a mole.”

	The words almost made Exxu fall from his chair. His suspicions had been correct. But if Vydenn assumed the alliance already knew, he wouldn’t know Exxu had fed them the information. He knew one thing though, the alliance was innocent of guilt in this instance. 

	“That makes sense, but why not just kill me themselves?”

	“They don’t want to instigate,” Vydenn smirked. “Cowards. They had to combine several fleets in order to muster a force to challenge me, and even now can’t face me directly.”

	“No one can challenge Infinity. They’re too afraid now,” Exxu said, remembering the fear on everyone’s faces when the fight had broken out.

	“Soon there won’t be anyone left to challenge me,” he said, almost too quiet for Exxu to hear.

	“Sir?”

	The captain remained staring out into space, perhaps contemplating his place in the world of space once more. But when he spoke, he turned to face Exxu. “I have an important mission for you. No one else can know. It is imperative you do this soon. No one can know where you go.”

	“What is it?” he asked, not sure he really wanted the answer. 

	“I need you, Exxu, to kill the leader of the alliance for me.” The statement hung in the air, almost whispered, as though he was scared someone might overhear. But Exxu had heard. He had been afraid it would come to this. The breaking point. The time had come where he would have to declare his loyalties, and something told him Galaid had known this was coming. 

	Trying to sound eager, he asked, “How?”

	The captain nodded, as though he too had considered that question. “You’re the bounty hunter, you might have to decide what is best. You can perhaps get an audience with her if you pretend you want to strike a deal. Whatever it takes, just be aware of what might happen. This might be your last mission if you fail. If you succeed, then you will be the wealthiest man this game has ever seen.”

	Money…. It all came down to the money for Vydenn. And it had once for Exxu as well. The captain expected such incentive to keep him loyal. But it had been a while since Exxu felt any kind of loyalty to Infinity. So, he said without hesitation, “I will get it done. One way or another. Even if I have to die in the process. I swear this, I can get to her.”

	“Very good,” Vydenn smiled, no doubt thinking he had Exxu wrapped around his finger like some kind of little personal hitman. “Remember, no one can know. They have spies everywhere. I’ll be keeping Infinity here today, so you won’t encounter them. But that also means you’ll receive no outside help.” He moved forward and put his hands on Exxu’s shoulders. “This is the final step. Once she’ll be dead, there will be no one else in her crew to man her ship and it’ll be free for the taking. We will have won. Now get it done. This is what you’ve prepared for.”

	Exxu bowed his head, sensing he was being dismissed. “I’ll return to you successful.” Then, he turned and calmly walked out of the command center. 

	As the doors opened, Reinheld, Gemini, Bev, and the other staff of the center turned as one to look at him. Exxu stopped, feeling his face flush. They all wanted to know what had just transpired. But he said nothing, only walked forward as the command staff walked inside. Reinheld threw him one last glare before marching in after them.

	Bev stepped forward, “Anything good?”

	Exxu just shrugged, “Just was talking about the situation. I think I’m going to go lie down in the crew area and log for a bit since we are all grounded here anyways.”

	“What?!” Bev said, a pouty expression crossing his face. “I had a mission to finish! Is he really not letting anyone out?”

	Shaking his head, he replied, “Nope. No ships leaving. He’s expecting some kind of retribution I think.”

	Gemini rolled her eyes, perfectly content staying on the warship and working. “You guys need to socialize here anyways. Lots of good people to meet.”

	“I’d much rather be making money,” Bev pointed out as they all walked toward the elevator. “Remember, not all of us just make money standing around.”

	“Yea, I have to actually be available to fix up the ships you lot,” Gemini poked him in the chest, “ruin while on your ‘missions’.” She smirked as he glared at her. “Now, I’m going to return to the hangar. Have fun!” With that, she stepped into the elevator, leaving the two men shaking their heads.

	“She really is annoying,” Bev said, smiling at Exxu. “Kind of cute, annoying though.”

	Now, Exxu shook his head at Bev before summoning the elevator again. “Going down?”

	The man shook his head, “Nah, going to hang out in the wannabe lounge here,” he jerked his head toward the sitting area where people tried to get their boss’ attention. “Have fun!”

	“You as well,” he replied as the elevator opened and he stepped in, happy he didn’t have to pretend to go to the crew area. 

	The elevator doors slid shut, and he hit the button for the first floor. He began moving down, not stopping at all to admit anyone else. With the issue of no one leaving, everyone was steering clear of the usually busy hangar. The only people allowed out right then were the fighters, and they were all out patrolling around the ship. He would have to sneak past them and get away without anyone noticing. This would be interesting.

	The doors opened again and he stepped out, still checking to make sure no stragglers were just getting their ships out. Though no one could really question him. He could just be the last fighter to join the patrol outside.

	He made his way to the right side of the hangar, where he had landed his ship amongst the ocean of metal vehicles, all different kinds of colors. There his ship sat, still rather shiny and in good condition.

	“Hey stranger,” the female voice made him freeze. Surely he was the only one there? “Yea, you!” He turned to see Gemini standing with her hands on her hips. “Though I thought you were logging?”

	“Umm… I decided I wanted to help patrol around the ship, maybe get some action, ya know?”

	Her dark purple eyebrow raised, her antennae twitching as she said, “Mhmmm… sure you did.”

	Not sure what else to say, he replied, “Well… bye.” Then, not waiting for a response, he hastily typed in his code and jumped in his ship. Only when the door shut and sealed did he again relax. 

	“Twenty questions from everyone,” he said to himself as his ship greeted him per the usual.

	“Okay, Gelty, we need to head back to Station One, and we can’t be detected by the other fighters. Can you track where they’re all flying out there?”

	“I can, sir. But there are so many, the chances of us escaping unseen are astronomically low.”

	“Okay.” He rubbed his head as he thought of an alternate action. “Um can we do a blackout kind of thing? Float through them with our systems all off?”

	The ship remained silent as it calculated how successful such an endeavor could be. When it replied, it didn’t sound enthusiastic. “That is more probable. However, the chances of another fighter colliding with us because they can’t see us is rather high as well. We would have to be careful, as we can’t maneuver fast when the system is down.”

	“Okay, so how about this, we join the patrolling ships, get some speed, and when we’re at the outskirts of the patrol zone alone, we float off with our systems off?”

	“That has the highest chance of success,” the ship replied, a little hesitant. 

	“How high?”

	“Fifty-fifty.”

	Exxu threw his hands up, not liking those odds but not having other choices. He places his hand on the panel and activated the ship, seeing Gemini giving him a weird look from a little ways away in the hangar. “Let’s do that then. And go radio silent,” he added as an afterthought.

	The ship complied, going into ‘do not disturb’ mode essentially. As its thrusters kicked in the ship began moving forward toward the green airlock shield. They moved a little bit faster towards it, knowing it would slow them down as they passed through it. Exxu took over the controls as they passed through the shield.

	As they pushed through into space, Exxu jerked the ship downwards, almost hitting several ships buzzing around the entrance. The best strategy would be to move around to the back or bottom of the ship. The ones there all wanted their boss to see them out protecting the ship. He could afford to not be seen, in fact, that was what he was betting on.

	He turned his ship ever so slightly downwards and out, moving out of the paths of the other fighters who were no doubt flipping him the bird. His assumption was correct. As he rounded the bottom of the behemoth warship, there were only a couple ships making passes. Exxu joined them, flying wide and then turning back, rather than fly all the way around like they did. Their timing was alternating. If he timed it right, he would get a window to go dark and they would be none the wiser.

	Slowly, he began drifting to the outskirts of the patrolling area, watching as the final ship disappeared around the top, and the other was about to round the side. “Now!” Exxu called as he helped the ship shut all the controls down. The lights all turned off, the engine and JPU’s went silent, and the life support systems shut off. 

	With all the systems off, he had no way of seeing what was going on behind him. If the other ships had seen him or not. But all he could do was sit there and wait. They kept drifting further out, not slowing with no air friction to drag them back. 

	“How much longer, Gelty?”

	“We should be clear in a moment, sir.”

	Trusting his intelligent ship, Exxu waited, impatient to get to Station One. He had a mission to complete.

	Even as the thought crossed his mind, the power came back on, the engine and JPU’s roared to life and the ship’s controls were blinking, happy to be back on. “Okay, now, take me to Station One.”

	***

	He made it to Station One without anything eventful happening. No one was waiting for him at the station either, which he took as a good sign. Again, he found himself wandering toward the spawn point, his trusty gun slung across his shoulder and full of rounds in case he was ambushed again.

	As he made his way past the market, he noted the bodies were gone and people were cleaning up. The crowds had again returned, though they were sparser, a little quieter than before. No one wanted to be in the middle of a warzone. He felt the urge to hide his face as he walked by. Exxu would be an unwelcome sight now after the fiasco earlier. So, he kept walking, keeping his head forward and looking down when someone walked by him.

	The spawn was empty by now, everyone having already respawned or logged off after being killed in the market massacre. 

	Exxu opened his mouth to challenge Galaid, when his sight turned black and his character fell to the ground, unconscious. As the camera zoomed out, it showed him lying on the ground with a shadow standing over him. Sighing to himself, he waited as Galaid dragged him away to a ship.

	The shadow chose a downtrodden-looking mining ship. Whether it was his or someone else’s was anyone’s guess. But he opened it and dragged Exxu in, dropping him on the floor and taking his gun away from him.

	“Come on,” Exxu said, despite his avatar being unconscious on the ground. “Is that necessary?”

	The demon didn’t answer, just took off, way too satisfied he had gotten the drop on Exxu. What was happening? Why couldn’t he just walk rather than be kidnapped and humiliated? What did Galaid know? Or was he actually working for Vydenn? About to turn Exxu in to his boss? It would certainly fit. He hated Exxu as much as Reinheld did.

	“Where are we going?” Exxu asked, unable to see the view of the front where he was lying on the floor.

	Again, no answer. They continued to ride in silence, the trip taking a while. He had only had his fighter for a short while, but he had already forgotten how slow other ships were in comparison to the Gelty F-100. He could never go back to driving a ship that slow. 

	Exxu gave up, but after fifteen minutes, the ship began to slow, and Galaid stood, looking down at Exxu with his yellow eyes. Somehow, those empty eyes were mocking him. As the ship landed, the door opened and two men walked in. It was the vruun guards of Yesmeni. It made him relax. At least he wasn’t being turned into Vydenn. 

	The two large men grabbed Exxu while Galaid collected his weapon. Then, they dragged his limp body by the arms out of the ship into the familiar hangar of the alliance command ship. The elevator opened, revealing the familiar purple walls. This time, they seemed a little less welcoming than they had before. Even more so when the elevator opened to reveal Yesmeni standing facing him, her arms crossed and the brown-haired man by her with a weapon. By the other door, two women stood, armed. This was not good….

	“So, Exxu,” she said as the two men threw him on the ground. His character stirred, opening his eyes. His camera returned to first person as his avatar returned to consciousness. “We meet again.”

	“Yea…” Exxu said as he stood up, putting his hands in the air as several guns turned on him. “Quite the welcoming party you have for me.”

	She smiled a smile without any mirth in it. “Well, it is quite an eventful day, isn’t it?”

	He hesitated. What did she think was happening here? “Referring to which part of the day?”

	“Good question,” she said, her voice cold. “So, what will it be now? Hmm? Why have you returned this time? Decide you changed your mind? You need the money? What is it?”

	“Honestly, I’m not sure what you mean,” he said, looking around. “I was kind of… dragged here.” He turned to look at Galaid.

	“You sought out our friend here,” she said, bringing his attention back to her as she put her hands behind her back. “So, why this time?”

	He still felt like he was a little bit behind today. Did they know Vydenn had ordered Yesmeni’s death? Or maybe they knew something even he didn’t know. Either way, he needed to straighten this out before one of the trigger-happy idiots fired on him.

	“What do you think is happening?” he asked.

	Galaid moved over to stand next to Yesmeni, making her look even more imposing despite her dainty frame. Her eyes moved up and down Exxu, as though looking for some hint of treachery. But she replied, “You’ve come here to kill me, yes?”

	His jaw dropped open. How could she possibly know that? Only he and Vydenn had been privy to that conversation. “Who in the world could have told you that?”

	“We have more spies than you think,” Galaid answered for Yesmeni. He stepped forward, apparently believing he would be a more effective interrogator than Exxu. “Now, don’t deny it. We know you were given the order.”

	“Of course Vydenn gave me the order,” Exxu said, taking a step forward and making the men and women around the room jump. “Isn’t that what you all expected? What makes you think I came here to carry through with it?”

	Yesmeni looked at the man with the brown hair, a look passing between them before she turned back. “We heard about the skirmish in the market. Vydenn came to your aid, saved your life, even. And then you even left with them. We figured … you felt indebted to him. And his monetary offering for my head.”

	Despite his situation, Exxu snorted and rolled his eyes, “Yea, he saved my life after instigating the fight and playing me like the bait. He knew they would retaliate. The guy who put the contract out worked for a crime circle, and Vydenn swears they are working in cahoots with you lot to take him down. He drew out his opposition and made an example. I was the guinea pig.”

	“You could be lying,” Galaid said, his yellow eyes narrowing.      

	Exxu threw his hands up in exasperation, “Why would I lie? How else would I know Vin was in the crime circle? Or that the guy he put a hit out on is a spy for Vydenn?”

	Heads turned at the mention of his last statement. The women by the exit shifted uncomfortably. And Yesmeni’s face turned a little uncertain, her eyebrows drawing together. “No, he is a double-agent. He has been feeding Vydenn misinformation….”

	Shrugging, he replied, “If you’re sure. But Vydenn seemed pretty confident about where Devnar stood.”

	The leader of the alliance sucked on her lip, grinding her teeth back and forth as she evaluated what Exxu was telling her. Galaid’s demeanor didn’t change. He hated Exxu no matter whose side he was on. She eventually turned behind her and whispered something to the man with brown hair. The conversation was only about ten seconds, but when she turned back, her body language relaxed.

	“Okay, Exxu, we can talk. Everyone leave us.”

	The guards at the door and behind Exxu. Only the brown-haired man and Galaid remained. Yesmeni moved over to her seating area, waving her hand at the couch across from her. Exxu complied, moving slowly and sitting down on the sofa. 

	“We find ourselves here again, Exxu. Now, prove your loyalties. Tell me what information you have on Infinity fleet.”

	And tell her, Exxu did. He began with the ship’s layout. And then he went into the more detailed stuff about the rotating shifts, and, most important, the fleet’s AFK call to arms. That seemed to pique Yesmeni’s interest most. She leaned forward, asking, “So, they have a way to summon back-up. Smart.”

	Exxu nodded, “Yea, it’s how they always seem to be ahead of you guys. They have endless reinforcements.”

	She brought her hands together, rocking back and forth before saying, “So, you are in a sticky spot then. You either have to kill me or abandon your cover. What do you think we should do?”

	Taking a breath in, he prepared himself to unleash his plan he had been conceiving on the long trip to the station. “I think we give Vydenn what he wants. I return to Infinity with your body. Only I won’t be alone. The rest of the alliance will be following me to get retribution for killing you. And on my ship will be me and a small infiltration force to take them out from the inside out. Hit their important systems, and then kill Reinheld and Vydenn.”

	Even Galaid cocked his head at the plan, no doubt surprised at Exxu’s strategic thinking. Even Exxu surprised himself. But he waited for their responses. Was it foolhardy? Or just good enough to work?

	“That is quite an … ambitious plan,” Yesmeni finally replied.

	He simply shrugged. “This bastard needs to get taken down. And right now, we need to capitalize on my position before we lose it. Or we’re back to square one.”

	“Then what happens?” Galaid spoke from behind Yesmeni’s sofa. “You take on Vydenn? You’re a level twenty. He will rip you apart.”

	“Twenty-one,” Exxu corrected him.

	Galaid sighed impatiently before reiterating, “Either way, a waste of space. Let someone worthwhile go on that ship, Yesmeni.”

	They all turned their eyes toward her. But her eyes were still fixed on Exxu. “No, it has to be Exxu. Vydenn trusts him.” 

	“By the time we get to Vydenn, the ruse will be up! They will already know he’s a traitor!” Galaid moved around the sofa to stand in the center, between Yesmeni and Exxu.

	“And how do you suppose we get into the hangar without Exxu?” she asked, her voice remaining perfectly calm even as her trusted second became frustrated. The shadow-demon didn’t answer, just stomped back behind the couch as though he had never said anything. 

	“Now, Exxu…. Galaid told me you don’t have your VR set. Why is that?”

	His face turned bright red at being called out on being an amateur. But he kept his cool as he replied, “Money, mostly. When I started this game, I had no money in my bank account and delinquent bills. I’m getting there, just about halfway to the one I want.”

	“I see.” She looked down at her knees for a second. An awkward silence ensued before she looked back up. “And you need the set before we finish this. Galaid is right, you’re at a disadvantage.”

	“Well, I would love to,” Exxu said. “But I can’t magically make the money appear. I need several more good hits first.”

	“What if I could get you the money?”

	“Wha… what?” he asked, unsure where this was going. “Where would you get that kind of money?”

	“Ah, so we come back to an earlier conversation. Remember the boss we killed?”

	“Of course,” he nodded.

	“Well, it dropped an item I believe you were seeking… the Juniper Jewel?”

	The name made Exxu freeze. He remembered the contract all too well. The man had been so desperate for the jewel he had been willing to pay anyone to even look for it. Exxu couldn’t imagine how much he would be willing to pay for the real thing.

	But Galaid again jumped in, “You can’t hand that over! A sustainable, self-renewing source of energy?! Who do you think his buyer will sell that to? The only person who could pay: Vydenn!”

	And again, Yesmeni didn’t seem upset by his outburst, she just turned to him and said, “If this works, Vydenn won’t be around long enough to buy it.”

	“All of Infinity is confined to the ship,” Exxu input. “The guy would have no one to send the message to Vydenn.”

	“Oh that’s great!” Galaid said, his voice growing louder. “So rather than being spread out as usual, they’re all on alert and confined around the warship? Yep, that makes our job much easier.”

	“Galaid…” Yesmeni spoke, pronouncing each syllable in a way that made the demon freeze. “If you are not going to be helpful… then you should leave.”

	“I’ll behave,” he said, his teeth clearly gritted as he made an effort to not go through another outburst.

	“Excellent,” she said with mocked happiness. “Now, Exxu… do you think you can get ahold of your previous client again?”

	“Yes,” he said, not hesitating. Finding people was his forte. 

	“Good, then I have something for you,” she stood and walked over to him, opening a trade. In her side of the window was a shining, irregular jewel, a smoky yellow color. He accepted the trade, and the jewel appeared in his inventory. Then, he watched in amazement as his levels began to rack up.

	Level 22.

	Level 23.

	Level 24.

	Level 25.

	Level 26.

	Level 27.

	Level 28.

	“What the …. What just happened?” he asked as his leveling finally stopped.

	“The jewel is designed to be taken out be someone higher level, as such it offers a rather large amount of experience to whoever it is handed to,” Yesmeni explained. But Exxu just sat there, completely at odds with what had just happened. “There is a catch,” she said, catching his attention once more. “I expect whatever money you don’t use for your VR set, you return to us.”

	“That’s more than fair,” Exxu said. “But, do you really think this guy will pay that much?”

	“There is only one per server. He will,” Yesmeni said. “Now, find him, and quickly. Before Vydenn knows anything weird is happening.”

	Exxu stood up from the couch, Galaid moving to the elevator grudgingly. As he turned to follow, Yesmeni called behind him, “And Exxu, tell no one you have it. They will kill you for it.”

	 


Chapter 21

	Back on the station, Exxu went to the mission terminals. He searched for missions on the planet Aarwuegaa. And there at the top was the mission to search for the Juniper Jewel. The guy probably reposted it after every time someone took the mission. The contract said a fee would be negotiated for anyone who did find the jewel. 

	Exxu accepted the contract, immediately turning it in, writing on it he had the jewel and wanted to negotiate. He was waiting by the mission terminal. Hopefully the guy wasn’t offline. Moving off to the side of the room, he stood and listened to the other four patrons chatting….

	“… never not seen any of them of station before,” a short zanga began talking, her blue shoulder-length hair drawing attention to her out of the rest of the group. 

	“Someone said they lost a ton of guys here in a battle yesterday,” a sheepish-looking human male started saying, looking a little like a chipmunk. “They’re probably hiding to save face.”

	“That, or they started a war they couldn’t finish,” the same female spoke again, smirking. Obviously they hadn’t noticed Exxu standing in the corner. He decided to have a little fun.

	“Or they couldn’t be bothered with explaining to nobodies why they do what they do.” 

	All four of the group turned to look at him, their eyes widening at seeing his fleet tag. He decided to push a little further. “Hi, I’m Exxu, what’re your names?”

	They each kept staring until he snorted and turned away. Then, all four of them sprinted out of the mission room faster than Exxu thought possible. Then, he turned his energy to something a little more useful. He had seven skill points to utilize. Opening his character sheet, he put three points into health, three into self-efficacy, and one into dodge. He would need all the help he could get with the upcoming battle looming. 

	“So, you’re Exxu?” a voice in the doorway made him close out of his character screen and look up. A tall and rather large demon-man stood in the doorway. It was hard to distinguish one of the demons from another, as their characteristics were pretty much shadows and eyes. But this man’s eyes were orange instead of yellow. Could that mean something?

	“That’s me,” he said, standing up straighter, noting the gun slung over his own shoulders. “Who’s asking?”

	“Someone who wants to do business.”

	“And where would that business be from?” he asked, still unclear if this was the man he was seeking or if it was someone trying to hire him for a kill job.

	“Aarwuegaa.”

	“Where to?” Exxu asked, not wanting to have such a private discussion in the public space.

	“I’ll follow you,” he said before disappearing into the shadows of the ship.

	Not liking being unable to see the man, Exxu walked, his fingers twitching to grab his weapon, which he had nicknamed ‘Ripper’. But he knew it would be a provocative action. For the moment, he had to figure out where he wanted to go. He thought about the meeting place where he often met Galaid, but decided against it. A dark place like that would give the demon an advantage. He needed somewhere secluded, not necessarily dark.

	So he walked to the elevator, where a mob had formed waiting to go here or there. He pushed his way to the front, pretty easy considering he was like anathema to everyone there. They thought they would die if they touched him. Once the lift opened, he walked inside, his eyes glaring at everyone else. No one else dared step on with him except a shadow which slipped in behind him before the door closed. He chose the bottom floor, and they began descending.

	“How much you paying?” Exxu asked, a plan forming in his mind.

	“Here?” a voice asked.

	“Here,” Exxu replied as the shadow-demon materialized. 

	“Fifteen thousand, if you actually have the jewel, that is.”

	Knowing this was when he was entering risky territory, he turned to look at the man, waiting until they arrived at the bottom. Then, Exxu moved forward and hit every one button for every floor above them. “Here’s the deal, we have until those doors open and someone else gets on to make a deal. If someone walks in, then the window is closed.”

	“Show me the jewel,” the man repeated.

	“I want twenty-thousand.”

	The demon scoffed, “You think you really are something special, don’t you?”

	Not breaking his confidence, he continued, “It’s the only one on the server. If you prefer, I can take it to Vydenn. I bet he would pay thirty-thousand for it….”

	“Fine!” the man said, jumping too fast on it, betraying his true intentions for the jewel.

	“Good,” Exxu said as the elevator stopped and the doors opened to an empty floor. “Let’s deal.”

	“Show it to me!”

	With a sigh, Exxu took it out of his inventory, holding it in his hand for the man to examine. “Don’t try anything on me or you’ll never be able to sell it to Infinity. They’ll just kill you and take it for themselves.” He hoped his bluff would pay off. Thought, Vydenn would probably do just that when Exxu told him what had happened.

	“Looks like the real thing….” The demon-man said, hesitating a little, as though contemplating killing Exxu despite bringing Infinity down on him. “Fine!” he said as the door opened a fourth time, closing on the main floors.

	He opened trade, and Exxu put in his jewel. The man put in twenty-thousand credits. And they each hit ‘accept’. A window popped up asking Exxu if he wanted to transfer it to his bank account, equaling two-thousand dollars. He replied in the affirmative.

	“Pleasure doing business with you,” Exxu said, stepping out of the elevator as it began to close, putting a barrier between him and his buyer.

	Now, he had some shopping to do. He ran down the hallway, finding an old abandoned room where he could logout. There wasn’t time to run to his ship. He had to go to the store immediately.

	***

	The geek shop at the end of Upper Sixth Street sold items other stores couldn’t. But he found what he was looking for there. The gaming company Level Up had a new VR set they had just released, complete with all the bells and whistles. But stores couldn’t sell it because the tech giant Facebook released their new one at the same time. As a result, Level Up’s were overlooked on the shelves. 

	Warley picked up a box off the shelf, the box being three feet tall, a foot wide, and a foot deep. It read:

	One size fits all.

	Includes: Virtual reality-augmented body suit, complete with fine motor tuning. Helmet with headset and surround sound, adjustable sound. Each suit complete with realistic feel technology.

	Warning: this suit has been known to cause nausea, vomiting, hallucinations, and seizures. 

	Certainly some extreme side effects. But they were something Warley would have to deal with. He already felt like he was Exxu, but now he would literally become Exxu. A whole new world would open to him. And this way, he could use his knowledge in fighting and apply it in game. It was an exciting possibility for him. 

	Without hesitation, he picked the box up, which was heavier than he had thought. His muscles had also been getting weaker and weaker from lack of use. Sitting at a computer all day for his job wasn’t acting well for his health. But he managed to carry it to the counter, where a bored-looking female clerk put down her copy of People. The store apparently didn’t care to have a bot behind their counter, which was why he liked this place.

	“Is that all?” she said, her voice nasal and disinterested as she picked up her scanner and scanned the label.

	“I hope, breaking the bank with this baby,” he replied, trying to be friendly and conversational.

	“Yea,” was her only reply as she stared at her screen. “That will be two-thousand and seven-hundred even. Would you like to go with a four-month payment plan?”

	“Nope,” Warley said, feeling confident now he had all the funds he needed. “I’m paying it all up front.”

	“Hold your card up to the reader,” she replied. He held his cash card up for the reader to scan. Then, it beeped green, and a piece of paper printed from beside it, telling him how much he spent on the transaction and how much money was left in his account. He had eight-hundred, five-hundred of which was Yesmeni’s.

	The clerk stamped the box and handed him a receipt, “Have a good day and come again to Rewired Retail Recycle.”

	On the walk back to his apartment, Warley also stopped and bought more food with his remaining funds. He would need some caffeine and sugar if he was going to get through the day. And Max needed his favorite colorful carrots as a treat for putting up with Warley’s neglect. But he only spent ten minutes at the store. He needed to get back to the alliance so they could plot their attack.

	He almost ran down the steps to the mid-level, power walking down his road to his apartment building and sprinting up the steps. The key didn’t want to turn in the door as he pounded on it. “Curse you!” he yelled, knowing this was just his luck. The world was out to ruin this job for him. Eventually, he stood back and kicked the door in, the deadbolt breaking off the door and falling to the ground. But he had what he wanted. That could be fixed.

	“Max! I did it!” He called as he put down his box and pushed what remained of the door shut, stuffing the small hole with clothes and barricading it shut by putting a chair under the doorknob. No time to lose, he threw the carrots into Max’s bowl, refilling his water. He shoveled down just a couple pieces of bread and a soda for himself, using the bathroom before returning to his living area.

	Then, he sat down on the ground, rebooting his computer before opening the box. Shaking it upside down, out fell his suit and helmet. It was black in color, tiny miniscule wires integrated into the fabric. The helmet looked a little like a biker helmet, with the viewport. But it was larger, wider. 

	The instructions were taped to the inside of the box. Ripping them off, he opened up the simple instructions. It said he had to sync the suit with his computer. There was a cord he had to connect in to the helmet and the computer in order to load the computer’s information into the suite and vice versa. And the suit needed to be charged…. No! He didn’t have time for that. It said it could charge while wearing it, but you had to be careful not to yank the plug out when moving around. That would have to do. 

	Letting the suit communicate with his computer, he walked over to his desk and logged into the game, the purple logo making him feel tingly inside. But this time, his screen had a message across the front, saying: Configuring virtual reality mode. 

	He was so close, he could taste it!

	Moving back to his suit, he found the long charging cord and plugged it into the helmet, velcroing it to the back of the suit and down the leg. Then, he plugged it into the wall. The helmet lit up, and he couldn’t resist picking it up and placing it on his head. It wasn’t as exciting as he had anticipated. The screen was just black, with the message on it: Connect to bodysuit. 

	Having nothing else to do, he stood up, taking off his shoes before slipping his feet into the legs of the suit, one at a time. Then, he pulled it up his body like a onesie. It was super loose, almost large enough to fit two of him, but he hoped somehow it would be adjustable. 

	Next, he slipped his arms in, finding each finger and matching them with his own. The suit went all the way up his neck like a turtle-neck sweater. As soon as he pulled it as high as it would go, the suit jumped to the helmet, like some magnetic force. It made Warley jump as well, not sure what was happening. Then, the fibers of the suit began to pull together. Starting on his feet, he felt the suit grow tight around then, moving to his ankles, then his legs, and his waist. As it got to the opening where a zipper would normally be, the sides pulled together starting at the crotch and moving up his stomach, and his chest all the way until it latched his neck in too. The fibers of the suit kept moving until they were snug, like a second skin. And then, the helmet said loudly, “Connected.”

	As he watched, all the tiny wires in his suit lit up blue, like something from an old Tron movie. All over his body, he began to glow. Warley shrugged his shoulders, bent his knees, finding the suit to be surprisingly flexible and light-weight. It allowed air to get in so he didn’t start sweating. That would be gross.

	His eyes returned to the screen, and the message now read: Sync Complete, transferring data….

	And then, the logo appeared in his vision, not just on the clear area, but everywhere around him. The black background extended in front, beside and behind him. Everywhere he turned, except the purple logo which was directly in front of him.

	The logo disappeared, and the screen turned white. A female voice said, “Welcome to your new Level Up G-1200 augmented virtual reality set. Be warned some of the experiences may be uncomfortably realistic. To start, what is your name?”

	Using his gamer ID, he said, “Exxu.”

	“Very good, Exxu. Now, when you want to walk, you are to walk in place. Same for running. Be aware of your surroundings at all times. Make sure you have enough space for at least five feet on all sides. Any questions?”

	He thought it over, but decided he would probably be better off just jumping in and discovering what the suit could do. “Maybe later.”

	“Then enjoy your gaming experience.”

	The white disappeared, and the black returned, except this time, it materialized into the familiar room he had logged out of. Only it wasn’t the same room. He was actually in the room. Lifting his left foot, he stepped up and down, then with his right. In the game, he moved forward at the same pace. A shiny object caught his attention, but it was too late as the cobweb coated his face. He could feel it enter his mouth and eyes, making him jump backwards as he clawed it off. His hands scratched across the round helmet as he pulled the cobwebs off.

	“That’s different,” he said, his voice echoing around the abandoned room. Taking a deep breath, he began walking forward, his hand pulling the broken door back. And it was heavy. He found himself having to put a little strength behind it. How did the suit manage to put up that much force?

	He walked into the hallway, then, he turned to the left, and his avatar self-followed suit. Then, he began walking forward again. As he walked, he held up his hand. His avatar held his hand up and he looked at it. Now everyone would be able to see his body language, it would be harder to hide his feelings.

	The hallway ended at the elevator. He pushed the button to go up and waited, feeling a little cold in the unused area. The elevator arrived, and he walked forward, turning and pressing the button for the main floor. 

	He began going up, a feeling that did make him have a little vertigo given he was standing still in his apartment. The feeling was soon over as he came to a stop, though he stumbled forward a little bit. Everyone waiting outside the elevator stared at him, their eyes large. He just waved and kept walking onwards. His feet moved faster than he meant them to, a little fueled by his nervousness at being uncomfortable in his new skin. 

	The way to the spawn point was familiar to him, though it felt different now. Everything was happening around him, not just in front of him. And the market smelled … weird. A little like sweat, and friend food, and gas. 

	As he moved down the hallway, two people stood jabbering, not noticing him. With an exasperated sigh, which they heard as they turned his way, he skirted around them, brushing the one on the right. And, to his surprise, he felt his arm brush against them. He jumped backwards, wanting to rip the headset off and see if someone really was standing in front of him. Instead, he kept walking, not apologizing.

	He almost walked right past the familiar hallway, turning at the last second and running into the corner of the walls with an ‘umph’. He actually felt the force of the wall as though it was there. Hoping Galaid hadn’t seen it, he kept walking down the hall.

	“I take it by the difficult time you’re having moving that you were successful?” his disdainful voice echoed all around Exxu.

	“Yep, right on. Now let’s go.”

	 


Chapter 22

	“How does it feel?” Yesmeni asked, watching as Exxu walked in. His breath caught in his chest. In the world of virtual reality, she looked much more beautiful and real than on a computer screen. Remembering she could see his reactions, he controlled his face and walked up to her.      

	“Weird,” he simply said. “It’s like I feel everything my avatar does, smell everything. I don’t know how they do it.”

	She laughed for a moment, “Yes, it’s quite amazing how far technology has come, isn’t it? Now tell me, can you put up a fight?”

	“I haven’t tried,” he confessed, knowing he would have to test it sooner or later. And he knew just who he would be matched against, given the way Galaid was smirking in the corner.

	“Well, no time like the present,” she said, motioning the demon forwards as before. “Don’t hurt him too much.”

	Exxu reached over his back and pulled his gun off, placing it safely on the ground so it wouldn’t get damaged. Galaid cocked his head even as he pulled out his own weapon, except he didn’t drop his. It was the light-whip he had first attacked Exxu with. Well, this time he wouldn’t be bested easily.

	And the shadow wasted no time in assaulting Exxu. His whip went back and forwards, aiming for his throat. Exxu ducked, stepping backwards, wondering how that would feel hitting him. But there was no time for that as Galaid brought the whip around again from the right at his torso. 

	Ducking, he rolled forward and came up, launching himself into Galaid and knocking them into the back of the sofa. The light whip disappeared as Exxu’s arm wrapped around the demon’s throat, choking him out. The opposing man now had to defend himself. His arms wrapped around Exxu’s, pulling at it and loosening his grip. 

	Galaid spun, his elbow coming up into Exxu’s nose, snapping his head backwards. His next attack went for his solar plexus, bending him over, out of breath. As he stood coughing, Exxu pulled a knife out of his boot and slashed it into the demon, but it hit nothing. The shadow really was just that: a shadow. But it did make him mad. He disappeared, leaving Exxu standing there holding his knife. Then, a force picked him up from behind and threw him into the wall. He rolled on impact, but as his helmet hit, the picture began to spin, making him a little bit dizzy. 

	“Alright,” Yesmeni said. “Back off, Galaid. I saw what I needed to.” Her attack dog moved back to his place behind her sofa. “You are quick, Exxu. I see you have some fighting experience given your reactions.”

	Knowing he had to get up, he pushed up off the hard metal, straightening and walking back to where he was facing her. “Yes, a bounty hunter.”

	“Excellent,” she nodded. “We have selected our forces to take, but since we might have moles, we need to ensure they think it really is a retribution attack. Our small force must leave first.”

	“’Our’?”

	“I will be going in your shuttle with you, is that a problem?”

	He opened his mouth to object, but Galaid beat him to it. “Pardon me for saying, but your place is leading your people, not on the enemy’s ship!”

	“They need to believe I am dead,” she said. “And if we aren’t successful today, I will be anyways. I will ensure our victory, one way or another inside.”

	“Okay, what’s the plan?” Exxu asked, trying to refocus them, seeing Yesmeni wouldn’t be moved on that position. 

	“We will be taking six of us, excluding you. From the inside, we will plant explosives on their generator and then move up to the backup generator and destroy it, but after we leave. The team will then guard the entrance to the hangar so Vydenn can’t escape.”

	“How will we know if something goes wrong?” Exxu butted in.

	“We will have communication headsets,” she replied as she continued. “Exxu, myself and Galaid will intercept Reinheld and Vydenn and take the command center. Once we locate them, we will summon the team from the hangar for extra support.”

	“Sounds bulletproof, but what about their out of game call for help?” Exxu said, knowing full well it would change as circumstances evolved on the ship.

	“We have our people hacking into that and jamming it. Just know he won’t be getting anymore backup.”

	“Okay, when are you going to tell the fleet not to obliterate the ship?” he asked, concerned about the alliance succeeding when they were onboard.

	“When we are inside and find Vydenn, we will radio the fleet and inform them what is happening. We will be safe,” Yesmeni said, folding her hands in front of her in utter confidence. 

	“Okay, when are we leaving?” he asked, eager to try out his new suit in battle, despite the danger of him dying and losing everything.

	“As soon as you are ready,” Galaid answered, his voice impatient.

	“I have something for you, the money…” he opened up trade with the leader, giving her back the five-thousand credits he hadn’t used.

	She accepted it, standing up and walking over to him. Stopping a foot in front of him, she took his hand, sending shivers up his spine as he felt her dainty fingers on his. “You surprise me, Exxu. Thank you. Now, let’s go and take back our server.”

	***

	The seven of them stuffed into his fighter’s small cabin. The four strangers all seemed tough and smart enough, one female and the others male. He just hoped none of them were spies for Vydenn. As he took off from the hangar of the alliance ship, he tried to act like nothing was happening behind him.

	He needed to be in a hurry, so, he hit the gas as hard as he could. “Gelty, I need to go to Infinity, do you know where they are?”

	“I can use the previous coordinates, sir.”

	“Please. When we get n range, open up the communications. I’ll need to speak with them.”

	“Of course, plotting the course,” the ship turned a little bit, tilting upwards as the AI took control.

	“Keep on as fast as we can go,” Exxu ordered the ship.

	“I accept that premise, but we are low on fuel.”

	“Perfect,” Exxu said, and the ship kept moving at the pace he had set. He turned to look at the others behind him, smiling. When he saw them staring at him, his smile faded. “What?”

	Galaid smirked, “None of them have ever been in a Gelty before. They haven’t seen the AI’s sophisticated driving abilities.”

	“Oh,” he said, suddenly feeling self-conscious of his ship. It wasn’t because he didn’t love it; it was more because it had been given to him. He hadn’t earned it. “Tell ya what, we make it through this, you can all test drive it, okay?”

	They all nodded enthusiastically. 

	It was another fifteen minutes before the swirling hive of chaos became visible in the distance. A voice came through his communications. “Who is this?”

	Trying to sound confident, he replied, “This is Exxu, fighter pilot of Infinity. Patch me through to Captain Vydenn. This is of immediate concern.”

	“The captain is not to be…”

	“JUST PUT ME THROUGH!” he found himself yelling at the operator, surprising himself a little in the process.

	Silence ensued, but then Vydenn’s familiar voice came through. “Exxu? You’re alive?”

	“For now! I was successful, but there is a very upset fleet on my tail. Do you want me to divert or bring them to you to finish off?” he was hoping Vydenn would be emboldened by the victory over Yesmeni.

	“They will be like chickens with no heads without her telling them what to do,” Vydenn replied, making Exxu relax in relief. “Bring them here and we can finish them for good.”

	“Coming in hot, sir,” Exxu said as he cut off the communications channel.

	“Nice touch,” Yesmeni praised his tact. 

	“We shouldn’t meet a lot of resistance on the ship, they’re mostly out patrolling. And others logged off because they were bored being stuck on the ship.”

	“It’s almost too good to be true,” the other female commented.

	“Count on something going wrong, and keep your headsets ready,” Galaid said. “We all need to get our jobs done if we want to succeed. If someone dies, we need to fill in.” Everyone was silent at the bleak idea of dying, but it would be worth it to ensure victory.

	No one else said anything as they grew closer. They were all studying the layout Yesmeni had drawn up of the ship based on Exxu’s description. It was crude, but good enough to know which way to go.

	Meanwhile, the warship grew closer and closer, the individual fighters now visible as they swarmed around the ship. They must have been told to not fire at him, because they all parted to let him into the hangar. As he watched, the guns on the warship were changing directions to face where Exxu had come from.

	He took the controls, slowing as he approached the green airlock. The others looked behind him, fascinated if they hadn’t seen it before. But Exxu kept moving forward casually, pushing through the green substance into the half empty hangar. He picked a spot close to the elevator exit, stopping and lowering the thrusters. Behind him, he heard everyone cocking their weapons and charging up. The party doing the demolition had backpacks of explosives. 

	Before turning off the ship, he checked all directions and noted they were alone. “Be fast,” he said as he turned the ship off and stood up, everyone piling up in single file by the door. Taking a breath, he opened it, and jumped out, waving them all on their way. One by one, they sprinted to the doorway by the elevator. Exxu stayed behind and shut his ship before walking over to them, still trying to remain casual. 

	He walked into the hallway, beckoning them and pointing the demolitions team down the hallway. They saluted before running off down the hallway. Exxu summoned the elevator, but they all froze as alarms started blaring, lights flashing. A voice announced over the speakers, “Incoming alliance fleet. To your stations, prepare to engage.”

	They all relaxed their shoulders. No one had spotted them yet. The focus would now be outwards rather than inwards. They could do this. 

	The elevator opened, and they all aimed their guns inside. But when it opened, no one stepped out. The three of them went in, but Galaid disappeared into the shadows.

	Up and up it rose, all the way to the top floor. They were in the middle of the ship, and had to trek across half of it, including through the lounge to get to Vydenn. As the doors opened, Exxu took a deep breath in. People were running everywhere. He was so frightened, he let the doors shut again as people ran by.

	“Well, that’s a no go,” Galaid said.

	“How many people know what you actually look like?” Exxu asked Yesmeni, speaking urgently.

	“Not many, I’ve stayed secret as much as I could to avoid assassinations, why?”

	“Because we’re walking straight in there,” Exxu said as the elevator opened again, an Infinity pilot stepping aside to let them out. They had no choice now, he walked out with a nod, Yesmeni following suit.

	Everyone was sprinting, so the two of them walking at a fast pace didn’t look weird at all. And it looked like everything was going according to plan, until their headsets started going off. The woman was speaking, breaking up, “We can’t … Hail… down…. Under heavy fire… Only got half the explosives on. We… we aren’t going to make it.” Her voice wasn’t frightened, just a little sad and distant. She had failed her leader.

	“No!” Yesmeni whispered under her breath. “We need those explosives or this is for nothing.”

	“You two go,” Exxu said, knowing there was no other option. He would have to face this by himself. He stopped talking as someone ran by him. “I can distract Vydenn long enough for you all to set the explosives, and then I can bring him down to the hangar to see your ‘body’.”

	Even as he said it, a voice came over the speakers, “Intruders in engineering. Reroute to engineering. All available personnel to engineering.” 

	And then, charging down the hallway came Reinheld, sprinting and yelling orders at people. “You! To engineering! Get to engineering and save your ship!” He slowed when he saw Exxu, sneering. “Still alive?”

	“And kicking,” Exxu said, not afraid of the man with witnesses around.

	“I’ll meet you later, I’m sure,” he said as he went to the elevator, others trailing behind him. 

	“We need to take Reinheld, now,” Galaid said.

	“We can’t, there are too many around,” Exxu muttered. “Go!” Without waiting to see if they complied, he turned and walked rapidly toward the command center. 

	No one was waiting on the sofas outside the command center, but the doors were shut. Taking a breath, he walked up and banged on the doors, calling, “Captain? It’s Exxu!”

	The doors opened right away, and he ushered Exxu in before shutting and locking the doors. Only three people were at their stations working. The rest were empty. “Where is everyone?” he asked.

	“I’m not letting anyone in, Exxu,” his voice stayed steady and cold. “Someone has betrayed me and let those people through the hangar. I can trust no one.

	Having an idea, he said, “You can trust me. Please, let me go and get rid of them. Then I’ll come back up here and make sure no one gets to you.”

	The captain was already nodding his head, his hand on his forehead in exasperation. “Yes, yes. Go and deal with it. Reinheld is slipping.”

	“Don’t open for anyone except me,” Exxu said, thinking it would be too good to be true if he agreed. But Vydenn, confident as ever in his fleet agreed to the demand.

	Without hesitating, Exxu ran out of the center and sprinted toward the elevator. He opened his communications network, “I am heading your way. Repeat, heading towards you. How’s it going?”

	“There are too many of them,” Yesmeni said. “And we can’t shoot too much, or we might blow the engine with us in here!”

	“Okay, I’ve got it covered,” He said, running to the elevator and going down to the crafting level. There was no way he would find what he needed, but he could try. He had watched Yesmeni’s men make a bomb. It couldn’t be that hard. But when he went into the crafting room, there were crafters hard at work making ammo and explosives.

	He walked up to a pile and grabbed an arm full of explosives. The little human female just looked up at him before looking back down. No one would challenge Exxu. Nodding, he ran away and headed toward the secondary backup generator. He had no idea if this would work or kill them all.

	The generator was only half the size of the main one, and it wasn’t running. Exxu ran along it, plopping an explosive at regular intervals, five in total. It would at least be loud enough to detract from engineering. The wire connecting them stretched only to the doorway. Taking a deep breath, he hit the detonate button, and then he dropped it and began sprinting down the hallway….

	The first explosion rocked the ship, making the metal floors tremble. Then, the others exploded, filling the halls with earsplitting sound. Flames shot out of the entrance, and the force shot down the hallway, lifting him up and throwing him thirty feet. Exxu landed with a hard thud, his body aching all over, but at least he was alive. His energy was running low. But he had to get out of there. 

	Standing up, he walked as casually as he could away, trying to let his energy recover. Shouts sounded down the hallway, and he plastered himself to a wall as people ran past him toward the explosion.

	“That worked, Exxu!” Yesmeni said. “Half of them left.”

	“Is Reinheld still there?” he asked, knowing it was finally time for him to face his enemy.

	“Affirmative.”

	He didn’t even reply, just pushed away from the wall and began running down the hall toward the elevator once more. He could feel his body overheating, sweat forming from the exertion. But he kept pushing on, leaning against the wall as the elevator went down. His breathing came heavy, but his energy recharged a little bit from the standing.

	Right before he hit the bottom level, he grabbed his gun off his back, making sure it was ready to fire. It was different now; he felt his hands holding it, his finger on the trigger. The shaft pressed to his shoulder. The weight of the gun in his arms. This was it, his time to fulfill his mission. Reinheld would die. Then Vydenn, then the rest of Infinity with him.

	The doors opened, and he took a left, toward engineering. Two Infinity guys came around the corner, and he let them go, not wanting to start any trouble before he had to. He took the right turn at the end of the hallway, and began to smell burned metal, flesh, blood, and gas. The sounds of the battle echoed down the hallway to his ears. He reminded himself to keep breathing, stay alert. Shoot first.

	And shoot first he did. As he made his way down the hallway, he saw just the woman, Yesmeni, and Galaid alive. The three men were dead. And there were about ten Infinity people there, including Reinheld. As soon as he stepped through the doorway, he sidestepped to the left behind crates and took aim at an Infinity guy. Several shots in a row thudded into his head. He ducked, making sure no one saw who had shot them. Waiting five seconds, he popped up again, this time mowing down two of the Infinity men, causing the others to take cover. 

	Exxu ducked back down again, taking a breath. He couldn’t be seen yet. Reinheld would tell Vydenn. One more time up. He jumped up and brought his gun around, but when he did, Reinheld’s barrel was staring straight back at him. The large man fired right as Exxu ducked back down.  The smell of burning hair met his nostrils. The wall behind him sizzled with melting metal. 

	“EXXXXXU!” the Scotty roared in his deep voice. Now he knew where Exxu was, he wouldn’t let him have the chance to attack. He had to move.

	A shot thundered into the crates, exploding them and sending Exxu flying with the debris. Though he was sore all over, he couldn’t think about that. He scrambled on the ground, his hands slipping on debris as he pushed forward and started running as he stood up, a shot thudding into the floor where he had just been laying. His only hope was to get behind Reinheld and use the engine as cover to prevent the man from shooting him.

	He kept running, jumping over some crates and dodging behind a desk as the man let another shot off. “How many are left?” Exxu asked, unable to run across the open space to the engines.

	“Three, plus your buddy,” Galaid said.
      “Okay, I’ll lead him out of here. You guys finish here and them meet me by the hangar.”

	“Go!” Yesmeni said as Reinheld stopped to reload.

	She didn’t have to tell him twice. He jumped up and sprinted like a madman, ducking under a shot from an Infinity guard. But then Galaid and Yesmeni laid down suppressive fire, making the Infinity men duck back down.

	Thundering footsteps sounded behind him as he ran out into the hallway, completely exposed with nowhere to run or hide. But he reached the turn. As the footsteps grew closer, along with the roar of fury, he turned left. Then, he was blown into the end wall as a shot grazed the bottom of his thigh. He slammed into the wall, pain exploding in his thigh. Exxu grabbed his leg, but pushed up with his other leg and started hobbling down the hallway, dropping to the ground as Reinheld appeared at the end, firing at him. 

	He brought his own gun up and took aim, the rapid shots hitting where the large man had been and following his retreating form around the corner. Keeping his finger on the trigger, Exxu scooted around the corner into the hangar. Then, he sat against the wall just around the wall, waiting to hear the rhino charging. He did. The thundering footsteps of Reinheld pursuing his prey came closer. He forced himself to wait, closing his eyes and taking a breath in. Then, he threw his body sideway onto the floor with his gun aimed upwards. The Scotty tried to dodge, but was too late. Exxu’s rounds shot straight through Reinheld’s head into the ceiling. 

	His enemy stumbled backwards from the force before falling, dead to the floor.

	Then, Exxu just lay there, letting his gun fall as he stared at the lifeless body of Reinheld, his blood smelling metallic as it spread on the floor. He had thought the man’s death would make him feel more satisfied, but he mostly felt pity. He had been so bloodthirsty, he had been careless in running into a room blindly.

	Footsteps around the corner made him grab his gun and bring it up to train on the end of the hallway. “Put it down, genius,” Galaid said from next to him. Exxu let his gun fall as Yesmeni speared around the corner, alone.

	“Everyone else dead?” Exxu asked, to which she nodded grimly as she drew even with them. 

	They all stood still, trying to catch their energy back up. Exxu checked his vitals, seeing his health still at three-fourths. But his leg burned. Pushing up with his hands, he pulled his other leg under him and stood straight, looking back at his leg. The fabric was gone, and a large area was burnt and oozing, but it wasn’t bleeding.

	“You hit?” Yesmeni said, her eyes widening as she saw the gruesome wound.

	“Yep,” he replied. “Hurts like hell, but it won’t do more damage than already is done. Ready?”

	“Commander, we have a problem!” a voice came over their headsets.

	“Who’s that?” Exxu asked, not aware anyone else had their channel.

	Galaid waved him off as Yesmeni responded. “What now?”

	“They got through our wall and were able to put out the distress signal. Others are going to be logging into Infinity fleet.”

	“The crew wing is down there,” Exxu pointed down the hall, making Galaid curse.

	“Come on!” he said, dragging them both onto the elevator. “Where’s Vydenn?”

	“Where I told him to stay,” Exxu smirked. “In the command center.”

	“Good, let’s finish this once and for all…” he cut off as the ship shook. “What the….”

	“Tell the fleet not to kill the ship yet,” Exxu said through gritted teeth. They hadn’t come this far to be killed from friendly fire. Yesmeni began speaking into her microphone. 

	As the elevator rose, they all became apprehensive. But as soon as the door opened, they came out with their weapons up, Yesmeni watching their tail as they moved down the deserted corridor. Everyone had been summoned to other areas of the fleet. But with people logging in, players could pop up anywhere. Granted, they probably wouldn’t be expecting to find a raiding party, but they were still a risk.

	Ahead, the lounging area was still empty. If Vydenn had seen his men sitting around during a battle, he would kill them himself. Still limping, Exxu moved forward. “Three others inside besides him. You two stay and cover me.”

	“You can’t take him!” Galaid said in a hushed tone. “You need us!”

	“No,” Yesmeni spoke up. “He needs you. I’ll stay here and make sure we have a clear escape path. Now go!”

	Not daring disobey, Galaid disappeared as Exxu knocked on the door. “Captain? It’s Exxu again.”

	This time, there was a pause, but then the door opened just enough to admit him in. He slid past the hahdren, the shadow following in his steps as the door shut.

	Even though he wasn’t alone, he felt so very alone standing there facing Vydenn, supposedly the most dangerous man in the game. His chameleon eyes stared at Exxu, waiting for something.

	“You’re injured?” he said, seeing Exxu’s leg. 

	“Just a burn,” he said. “Was too slow. Not used to ground battles.”

	The captain nodded, smiling. “It has been a pleasure, Exxu. But, I am afraid here our paths cross and end.”

	“What…” he began to say when out of nowhere, an electric whip filled his vision, wrapping around him before he had time to move. The weapon bound his body and burned where it touched, sending electrical currents coursing through his body, bringing him to his knees, and eliciting a yell of pain. He watched, helpless as his health ticked away from the assault. Had Galaid just betrayed him?

	Then, the whip disappeared, leaving Exxu free, even as he rolled onto his back, fighting to breathe as he looked up at the scene. Galaid stood, holding his own whip, with a second light whip on the ground. Across from him stood another demon-wraith whose brows were drawn down over his orange eyes….

	“You…” Exxu said weakly, intending it to sound more accusatory than it came out.

	The orange eyes turned back to him. “It’s you… again. At least I can get my money back now.”

	“I already spent it, you bastard!” he replied, feeling a little triumphant at the small victory.

	“No matter,” Vydenn said. “I’ll pay you twice what you paid him. Just kill him.”

	“How long have you known?” he asked as he pushed himself to his feet.

	“I knew the moment you reported in via the radio.”

	“I don’t get it…” Exxu said.

	“It’s because he sent you there to die,” Galaid butted in, his eyes staying on the opposing demon. “That’s how we got the tip. He wanted you off his payroll.”

	“What did I do to you though?”

	Again, Galaid answered, “You were too smart, too skilled, too ambitious. Even though he didn’t know at the time you were a traitor, he knew you would eventually try to unseat him. That’s why he kept you close, made a friend of you.”

	“You’re smart,” Vydenn looked at Galaid. “Why don’t you come work for me?”

	“Because you stab smart people in the back,” Galaid shrugged.

	“Enough chit chat,” Exxu said, unslinging his gun from his back. “Let’s finish this dance.” With that, all parties agreed. Vydenn took out a set of matching handguns, and the three staff at the consoles took out handguns of their own and crouched for cover. Galaid and the demon engaged in some weird dark magic fight. For the moment, he ignored them, grateful the demon man was there. 

	He had his own battle to worry about as the four people open fired on Exxu. There were few places to hide, but he jumped behind a terminal to his left. First he would take out the three operating at the consoles, being the easier targets. Rather than duck out over the top, he brought his gun up around the side, sighting one man through the terminals. He shot a stream into the man’s chest before retreating to cover. One down.

	“Exxu! Come on out!” Vydenn called as he moved around the room, trying to flank Exxu. 

	He had to move…. Taking a deep breath, he sprinted around the outskirt of the room, ducking low, firing at the other two in between the rows as he passed. Yells told him his rounds found their place, but the wounds weren’t fatal. 

	Beams of light flew past his head, making him drop down at the end of the row where he two henchmen were. “You haven’t faced me, Exxu. You can’t beat me. Level twenty-eight?”

	He ground his teeth together, annoyed at people underestimating him because of his level. Vydenn appeared around the end of the row, his guns coming down to aim at Exxu. He brought his own gun up and began firing even as he rolled backwards. As he watched his rounds plow into Vydenn, the man just smiled. His attack hit some kind of shield and dissipated. 

	Exxu’s eyes widened, and he took off running as he realized he couldn’t hit Vydenn, but this time, his rounds met their marks in the heads of the other two in the room. 

	The moment to take aim cost him dearly though, a round burying into Exxu’s right shoulder, making him stumble from the force, a grunt escaping him as his back began to burn. He needed to figure out how to get rid of that shield. And until then… he had to hide. 

	“I need you to shut down the power!” he called in his headset.

	“What? Why?” Yesmeni asked.

	“He has some shield. I can’t hit him right now. I just need time. I need to hide!”

	“I’ll work on it,” she said. “His shield has to be powered by something. Find it and take it out.”

	“Easier said than done,” Exxu whispered, scooting around the terminal as Vydenn’s feet appeared.

	“Where are you, Exxu? This is the end. Admit your defeat.”

	A crash sounded from the other side of the room where the demons were fighting. Vydenn’s attention turned to Galaid, and Exxu stood up, trying to find some energy source on the command deck. He found it in the form of a glowing blue object on Vydenn’s desk. That had to be it.

	Ushering the last of his energy up, Exxu ran with all his might through the rows and up the few steps to the little stage. He brought his gun up and fired repeatedly into the little glowing orb. A yell of fury came from across the room. Exxu turned right as two shots thudded into his abdomen, bringing him down to his knees, his health throbbing dangerously low as his avatar lost the energy to stay upright.

	On all fours, his arm went to his stomach, trying to fight the pain surging through him even as he couldn’t move. Vydenn walked toward him, all confident now Exxu was disabled.

	Then, a shadow jumped in front of Exxu, Galaid materializing and about to attack Vydenn…. Exxu yelled out as a light whip appeared from the air and wound its way around Galaid, sucking away at his health and holding him in place. The orange-eyed demon appeared, holding the whip.

	“No!” Exxu said as he watched his ally dying before his eyes.

	But right before Galaid died, the other shadow stopped, releasing the whip and leaving Galaid on the floor, unable to move. What hope was there now?

	“Shield’s down,” he said as he opened his microphone, letting Yesmeni know Vydenn was unprotected.

	“It matters not now,” Vydenn said, misinterpreting what he was saying. “Neither of you can lift a finger against me.”

	A knock sounded at the door. Both the shadow and Vydenn whipped around. And a familiar voice called, “Captain? I have something I think you’ll want to see.”

	“Gem…” he said under his breath, having hoped she wouldn’t see his betrayal. 

	The shadow moved to open the door and admit the purple woman. Gemini appeared, holding her gun to the head of Yesmeni, whose hands were in the air. Though her head was held high with dignity as they walked into the room.

	“Oh this is a treat…” Vydenn said, rubbing his hands together.

	Yesmeni glared daggers even as Exxu’s shoulders sagged in defeat. The whole mission had come crashing down. He had failed. His plan had failed. 

	And then, Gemini looked down to Exxu…. Her eyes widened. “Exxu? He’s the traitor?”

	The captain smiled cruelly, “Yep, want to do the honors?”

	She pushed Yesmeni aside and took a step forward, her gun aiming at Exxu. Her eyes were full of hurt, and he knew she would do it. She walked forward until she was standing next to Vydenn. But then, she said, “Only one person must die today.” And then she threw her gun at Exxu before jumping at Vydenn, going for his double guns before he knew what was happening. Heck, even Exxu didn’t know what was happening. But he used the distraction to do all he could….

	He reached out and grabbed the gun, raising it as Gemini shoved Vydenn backwards. Exxu pointed, aimed, and shot several shots at the man’s head. His head turned toward Exxu, his eyes wide, but he was already falling to the ground, dead. 

	Everyone stood still for a minute, trying to figure out what had just happened. Had they won? Was it over?

	“We did it…” Yesmeni announced, trying to assert they had succeeded.

	But Exxu still couldn’t move. He glanced over to where Galaid had been, remembering the other demon. But the other demon was gone. All that remained was the dark shape of Galaid on the ground, but his eyes were no longer glowing….

	“No… Galaid….” He tried to crawl over, but was unable to move. Instead, the two women ran over to the fallen ally.

	“He’s gone,” Gem said, shaking her head. “It was my fault. But… we had to get Vydenn…. I’m sorry….”

	Then it processed through Exxu’s head that Gemini had helped them. “Wait… why did you help us?”

	She flashed a crooked smile his way, “I’ve always been on your side, just been deeper than you. I could never make contact with the alliance. My job was to stay here until this day, and I achieved my purpose.”

	Yesmeni shook her head, still staring at Galaid, “He’s going to be so mad about this…. I hope he won’t quit.”

	“We can worry about that later,” Exxu said. “Right now we have to get out of here and save the rest of the fleet out there. Get rid of Infinity for good.”

	“Do we have to carry you?” Gem said, smirking. But Exxu thought she might actually have to do just that, because his energy and health was holding steady just above zero.

	The alliance leader stepped over her fallen comrade after looting his body. She stooped next to Exxu and held something out. “Here, I came prepared for this moment.” It was an energy cube. He took it with a gracious ‘thank you’. In a minute, his energy was filling up. His health remained low, but that wouldn’t be a problem if they didn’t get attacked again.

	“Should I call an escort?” Yesmeni asked.

	“No!” Exxu said as he pushed up, flexing his sore limbs. “They still think I’m with Infinity. Just tell alliance to let us through without firing.”

	“Done,” Yesmeni said as she did as he asked.

	Picking up his gun, Exxu began walking at a rapid pace toward the door, happy he would never again have to enter those doors and be nervous his cover was blown. Thinking better, he walked back to Vydenn’s body and looted it, not having time to look what the boss was carrying on him. Treasures to be inspected later.

	As Exxu had suspected, this level was quiet. The elevator opened, and closed behind them without a glitch. But he knew the first floor might be a different story entirely. With the AFK people logging in to join the battle, there would be plenty milling around the hangar. Now, he and Gem could blend in, but would anyone look too closely at Yesmeni? 

	As they landed on the bottom floor, the doors opened, revealing complete chaos. People were trying to radio into the boss to find out what was happening. And of course, people were freaking out by Reinheld’s body. Oops.

	As Exxu and Gem walked out of the elevator, eyes turned towards them. Without hesitating, Exxu yelled, “Vydenn is barricaded in his office due to an attempt on his life. Get to your ships and scour the outside to deter more boarding parties. Move it!” Shockingly, everyone sprinted to their ships. They didn’t care who the orders came from, they just needed some kind of direction.

	None of them commented as they made their way to Exxu’s nearby ship. He opened the door, and the three of them were admitted. They were almost home free. The other two crouched behind him as he turned his ship on, buckling into the pilot’s seat. Not wasting time, he turned the thrusters on and ignited the JPU’s, turning the ship toward the green airlock shield. 

	He slowed, letting the other fighters go ahead of him. When the traffic was cleared, he accelerated forward through the green substance. Once they pushed forward, Exxu jerked backwards on the accelerator, sending the two women toppling forwards as a flaming ship sailed in front of them.

	“Sorry,” he said as he pushed onwards, dodging both fleets, neither of them attacking him. It was an unsettling peace. The only one on the battlefield to have immunity from being attacked. His sights set on the alliance command ship not far off. 

	“Tell them we’re coming home, and to sound the retreat,” Exxu said.

	Yesmeni radioed in, but rather than fly into the hangar, Exxu caught up with the command ship and kept floating along with it in space. He wanted to see the explosion. The finale to their victory. The fireworks, in a way. As he watched the alliance ships clear, he saw the Infinity ships buzzing about, unsure if they should pursue or stay their ground.

	“Would you like the honors?” Yesmeni asked him, holding out the detonator.

	Exxu looked at it, considering before shaking his head. “No, that is your victory. Mine was Vydenn’s death. Do it.”

	Then, she hit the button, and at first, they couldn’t see anything happen. A giant hole exploded in the end of the Infinity ship. Consecutive holes appeared along the ship for half of its length. Then, the rear of the ship shot up in flames as the engine exploded, consuming any fighters too close. 

	The Infinity fighters stayed and watched, fleeing to shelter. But they had no idea what to do now. Should they try and help? 

	As far as Exxu was concerned, they could leave the game. This was a new era of peace in the server’s skies.

	“Let’s go celebrate,” he said as he turned the ship to the hangar bay of the capital ship.

	 


Epilogue

	On the edges of explorable space, a small ship floated with no apparent direction. That was, until a door opened and sucked up the small ship, leaving the world in darkness once more.

	A man climbed out of the small ship. He had chameleon-like eyes and nothing but plain clothes on. As he walked forward, he bowed low at his greeting party. A tall human, well-built with black hair, stood with arms crossed. Beside him were two masked individuals dressed in black.

	“So, you have failed me, I take it captain?” the tall man asked, his eyes narrowing at the man cowed before him.

	“I was tricked,” the captain spat, not daring to meet the taller man in the eyes. “Forgive my failure. I will not fail twice.”

	The tall man held up a hand to stop the groveling. His head tilted up to the ceiling of the ship. “You were my most trusted captain. I gave you this server because I trusted you could crush the sentimental idiots here. But since you are incapable, I will have to do it myself.”

	The man on the ground looked up, his skin turning a green color. “As you wish, my commander. I will do whatever is best for Infinity.”

	Now, the commander laughed. “What is best for Infinity is if you leave the game.”

	The captain’s skin flashed from green to orange in an instant. “Leave? But… is that really what I must do?”

	“Yes. You will never be heard from again. I will take it from here.”

	Then, the commander walked forward, past the captain as the two cloaked men took out pikes and stabbed them through the captain’s chest. His body slumped to the floor, leaving just the commander and his two guards.

	Staring out the window into space, he said, “I’m coming for you, Exxu.”
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