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      What do you do when your game is too tough? Bring in a ringer.

      On his first night as a beta tester for Sicora Online, twenty-one-year-old Galen Cole meets the clone: Prairie 'Ringer' Powell. He isn't sure what to make of Prairie; she's engineered for violence, a maestro with a bow, and a real wild card. But they need each other. Galen and Prairie are two of the first batch of testers for the game that has a tendency to stomp its players.

      

      Fresh from debugging, Sicora Online is an ever-shifting world whose AI has been programmed to alter its level based on the personalities inside it. But Sicora needs to feed before she can blossom into an MMORPG: she must learn human behavior, motivations, and reactions to setback.

      

      Enter the level crawl.

      

      Ten days. Ten unpredictable worlds. If Galen survives, he’ll be granted his heart's desire: a lifetime of free access to Sicora Online.

      

      But first he has to survive.

      

      The Ringer is a prequel novella to the Sicora Online series.
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      Her name was Prairie Powell, but she didn’t want anyone calling her that. The day she arrived, she scrawled her gamer tag on the wooden slat of her bunk. RINGER, it read in black ink, but that wasn’t what infatuated Galen with her. It wasn’t even the first time he saw her in the game, where she held the gut-string of a bow to her cheek, one knee touching the ground as though in prayer, and let fly an arrow whose white feathering would never be disentangled from the heart of that hunter.

      It was because, at their first dinner, she sat with him. “So,” she said, dropping her tray next to his, “I heard you got dropped into the Pacific Ocean.” She was an alto, a little sand thrown into the vocal cords. “And then you swam to shore.”

      Galen had just piled half a PB&J into his mouth when he turned, and he wasn’t ready for the blue-on-blue eyes, the cornflower hair. The clone. He’d heard about dupes, as his parents always called them, but he’d never met one. For someone grown in a lab, engineered for violence, she had an awfully human way of staring at him. He swallowed. “Where did you hear that?”

      “You know.” Two fingers went up in a V, flicked between her eyes and his. “Dupes can hack into your neural interface and read every thought. We’re like skinnier Santas: we know if you’ve been good. And I know that you’ve been bad.”

      She held his eyes until the moment passed into awkwardness, and still her pupils flicked between his. When he broke the gaze, she laughed. Her head fell back, hair like pale silk; her teeth were ivory. “You gave an interview, dummy. ‘I nearly drowned,’ etcetera. Anyone with access to a streaming device can watch it.”

      He blinked, finally exhaled. “That was just in the preliminary.”

      Sicora Online’s preliminary drilled down to a person’s worst fear. If you couldn’t face it, you’d be gone before you even hit the actual game. For Galen, that fear was of drowning. Of course, he hadn’t known that until he’d dropped into the water and the indifferent waves rolled over him. The salt was so real in his throat that he’d started to lose his mind. It isn’t real, it isn’t real, he kept thinking, but the vast unknown beneath him didn’t seem to think so, and neither did his body. His head went below and he swallowed water. That was when he saw himself as though his mind had slipped outside his body: he, Galen Cole, sinking with arms limp as a puppet’s, eyes open, cast blue. And then he began to swim; he swam so hard his muscles burned at the dinner table with the memory of it. That first taste of air had been pure nectar.

      She smiled. “And that’s what got you here.”

      “What happened to you?” he asked. What could a dupe’s worst fear be, anyway? Something his parents would say came into his mind: they don’t have souls. If Prairie didn’t have a soul, she probably didn’t fear, either. He pushed the thought out as quickly as it had entered.

      “You wouldn’t believe me,” she said.

      Galen shrugged; he wanted to say he would believe anything. He actually thought he might, but he didn’t have the gumption to do anything but pile the rest of his sandwich into his mouth. Christ, he was twenty-one and acting like a kid.

      She set one hand on his shoulder, whispered low: “I’ll tell you tomorrow.”

      That was how fast it happened. Before he’d swallowed, Prairie had made him a promise. Before the dinner was over, four other testers had sat with them. She was easy to make laugh, slapped the table with her long fingers, met eyes with everyone. She didn’t discriminate, didn’t question, didn’t need. She was just one voice, but hers was so bright he felt lit next to her at the table.

      Of course, they still had to enter the first level alone. “The Sorting,” the admins had called it, with an ominous capital S. That was all they knew. The coltish kid who sat across from them at dinner lifted his sandwich. “Basically,” he said, ripping into the bread so messily Galen didn’t believe he could possibly be twenty years old, “you start with nothing. You spawn somewhere in the world—and who knows what that world will be—and then you start running.”

      “Running?” Prairie said.

      “Well, if you’re lucky. You might spawn somewhere you can’t run. During debugging, one guy started in the sky. Seriously, dropped out of the sky like a rock into the ocean. All his bones broken, and then he respawned somewhere decent.”

      Around the table, the others had paused in their eating.

      “How can you know that?” Galen asked. Sicora Online had been under such strict wraps for so long that the NDA he’d signed was a good forty pages, required his fingerprint eight separate times. They were the first crop to play the game—really play it after the debuggers, and even they weren’t allowed to talk about it outside the compound.

      “My dad’s Andrew Waters.” When the others stared with blank-eyed incomprehension, his hands went out. “He’s the head developer for Pyro Games. You’re basically playing inside his code.”

      “Is that true, about falling out of the sky?” Galen asked.

      Waters screwed up his face. “Guess you’ll find out.”

      Punk.

      All Galen knew was that it would get harder. Sicora Online, what would become the world’s first dynamic VRMMORPG, needed twenty-four young men and women to demonstrate the game’s capabilities to the world. Ten days. Ten dynamic, unpredictable levels. All he had to do was survive an ever-shifting world, an AI that had been programmed to temper and stretch and shrink the game based on the personalities inside it. He would have to fight to survive. And if he did, he’d be granted a lifetime of free access to the MMO when it was released to the public. It was the prettiest music to a gaming addict’s ears.

      “It sounds chaotic,” Prairie said. This seemed to please her: she was grinning through a spoonful of jello.

      “It seems like that—until you reach the edges. My dad said it’s like being in a box with invisible walls,” Waters said.

      “Did your dad get you into the testing, too?” Galen asked.

      “Actually,” a woman said, tipping her spoon toward Waters, “we haven’t seen our dad in two years. Wilt just heard him say that in an interview.”

      Galen looked between the two of them. “You’re...related?”

      “Unfortunately,” she said. “He’s Wilt. I’m Sarai.” Now that she’d said it, Galen did see the resemblance between the two. Both brunettes, curly-haired, though Sarai had gotten all the sweet-faced innocence and Wilt only the pinched look. She put Galen in mind of his younger brother.

      “Anyway,” Wilt cut in, “once we’re in game you probably won’t see us again—unless we let you. We’re both rogues.”

      Galen tore off a bite of his biscuit. That had always been his class. And from one rogue to another, Wilt really had that feel about him: the dark, searching eyes, a way of going unnoticed until they spoke. At least Sarai seemed halfway decent.

      Later, as they were picking up their trays to leave, Prairie put a hand on Galen’s shoulder. “Hey,” she said, “look for me during the sorting, okay?”

      He was surprised more by her touch than her request. “Why?” He regretted the question as soon as it came out, hadn’t meant it to sound nearly so skeptical, so surly.

      But she seemed unfazed. Her thumb toggled between her chest and his. “You and I, we’re gonna group.”

      Group? That flew right in the face of his plan to sneak his way through most of the game. But after long seconds of his dumb silence, he discovered himself shrugging. “Okay.” And he turned toward the trash receptacle.

      “You’ll be thanking me for carrying your ass!” she called from behind him.

      And Galen thought two things:

      First, that she was the prettiest woman he’d ever talked to, dupe or otherwise. Second, that—for good or bad, maybe both—Prairie Powell was a wild card.

      [image: ]
* * *

      That morning he woke with an ache in him, what he knew to be fear. It was a seed in his stomach, and he rolled onto his side in the dark. The barest promise of light issued through the slats at the window, and before him lay six sleeping mounds—the other male players. He didn’t remember a single name except Wilt’s, who even slept smugly, Galen thought: star-fished across the bed, one leg hanging off.

      It was only in these quiet moments he was truthful with himself. And the truth was this: Galen didn’t know how he’d ended up here. Of thousands, he was one of twenty-four selected.

      The whole thing still felt like a fluke, a joke. So he did what he did best when the ache came on him: he ate until he couldn’t feel anything but his stomach pressing against his other internal organs. Eight strips of bacon, a bowl of oatmeal, two muffins, a yogurt.

      When he came to the men’s capsule room, Jon the admin was waiting with folded arms. “The others are all in,” he said, pressing his curls from his eyes, “except for you, kiddo.”

      Galen had been called a kiddo once—ten years ago. “Sorry,” he said, stepping wide around Jon to take his seat on the single empty capsule bed. The others were sealed, humming in the sanitized room like white bug carapaces, their sides impossibly smooth.

      He knew the drill: lie down, accept the anesthetizing drug that would keep him from thrashing while he was in the game, allow himself to be hooked in at twenty different points on his body. It would get simpler, Pyro Games had promised, before the MMO was released to the world.

      Galen lay in the capsule and Jon set the sensors to his temples and the retainer between his teeth. He knew he would have to make choices. Hard ones, easy ones, quick ones—but he’d have to keep making them. If he didn’t, he wouldn’t survive; stagnation was death.

      “Here we go, kiddo,” Jon said, lowering the visor over Galen’s face. “Keep those eyes closed until you’re in.”

      Jon depressed the button to seal the capsule, and Galen squeezed his eyes shut. What would happen if he opened them too soon, he wondered? And then he found—as his body chilled and he was filled with the familiar certainty that he was disintegrating right into the memory foam—he didn’t care. Jon was saying something else, but the syllables fell to pieces as they reached Galen, were sucked away. Everything had shrunk to the two points behind his eyes. His own pulse was the insweep of the ocean in his ears, driving and pulling until it built to a sonic roar.

      And then, with a pop, all was silent. He had the sensation of floating. That was when the air changed. The temperature dropped, the scents became richer. He smelled pine with such vividness that the needles might have been pressed up his nostrils. The chill of this world swept over his bare arms, and a leaf cracked by his head.

      A boy’s voice sounded above him. “It’s a human.”

      Galen opened his eyes. Fat-bottomed pines rose and rose, faded into the clouds. He was on his back, a pair of hooves pressed at either side of his torso. The horse’s legs bore a chestnut coat, were clad in a fine leather right on up to a human torso and arms. The spear’s point at Galen’s neck was held with unshaking precision by a black-haired child centaur who wasn’t even looking at him. After a moment, a nameplate appeared above his head: <UNKNOWN NPC>.

      Well, that was helpful.

      “He’s unarmed, weak,” the boy sang. No—this was their style of speech. Melodic, each word running into the next.

      “Who’s weak?” Galen jerked up, his neck finding the spear’s sharp head. He cringed, let his head back down.

      The boy shifted violet eyes down to him. “He’s not very smart, either.”

      Galen’s eyes narrowed, but the boy had the spear’s point right at his artery. So this was why they were supposed to run. Except he’d been unlucky enough to spawn in the middle of a centaur camp.

      Another pair of hooves vibrated the ground beneath him. These were heavier, sturdier. “Let him up, Willem.” It was the same style of speech, delivered in a baritone.

      “I want to test his carotid,” Willem said.

      “Not like this. We’ll let him hold a weapon.”

      The tanned skin of the boy’s cheeks cinched as he made a face. After a moment, he stepped away, the spear still tipped toward Galen.

      As soon as he’d been freed, Galen rolled to his stomach. His movements were as responsive here as in the preliminary, and the motion registered as soon as the impulse left his brain. He started to his hands and knees.

      The centaur was quicker. What felt like an elephant’s hoof landed square on his back, and the baritone sounded again. “You’ll stand when we let you, human.” And a tectonic force pressed him back to the leaves.
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      His introduction to the forest was a brief one. Galen was grabbed by the bicep, pulled to his feet, and a strip of leather appeared over his eyes and yanked tight behind his head. His hands were bound with something that chafed, and he was allowed to walk on a lead, tugged along, the tip of the boy’s spear pressing into his back when he slowed. They walked for a time over the leaves, the boy calling from behind and the man offering short replies from ahead. “When was the last time we found a human?” he asked.

      “Some time ago.”

      “And where do they come from?”

      “The Giver. He assembles them piece by piece. You will see how he disassembles when you pierce his carotid.”

      The spear stung Galen’s back like a wasp; this must have excited the boy. Galen sensed they were father and son by the eagerness of the boy’s questions, his constant search for approval. It seemed they had been around for some time before Galen’s appearance. Had the AI programmed them to believe so? Or—much more interestingly—had they actually existed here before him? And was there a difference, he wondered, between an NPC believing it had lived, and actually living for months or years in a world without players?

      As they walked, the binding over his eyes allowed him complete visual focus on his interface. He remembered Wilt’s words from dinner: You start with nothing. Galen had assumed he meant no weapons, no gear. But he had really meant nothing. The game had given him no prompts, no cues, not even an indicator as to how he could operate his own interface. He just had to survive. And then—a profound warmth filled his chest—he remembered he could respawn in this level. The Sorting. It wasn’t just sorting his class: it was everything, figuring out how the hell any of this worked. That was why they gave the players the leeway to die once in the process.

      He needed to relax, to focus on one piece at a time. At the top of his interface was his character sheet, in brief:

      NAME: GALEN COLE — CLASS: UNKNOWN HEALTH: 50/50 — MANA: 50/50

      Inspecting the sheet was as simple as willing it. As soon as the thought entered his mind, the sheet dropped open:

      
        
        NAME: GALEN COLE

        CLASS: UNKNOWN

        HEALTH: 50/50

        MANA: 50/50

        ARMOR CLASS: 3

        ***

        STRENGTH: 5

        STAMINA: 5

        DEXTERITY: 5

        INTELLIGENCE: 5

        WISDOM: 5

        CHARISMA: 5

        ***

        SPELLS: None.

        ABILITIES: None.

        SKILLS: None.

        PYRO POINTS: 0.

      

      

      In addition to his lackluster stats, a miniature, spinning model appeared. It looked just like him: the black hair, the green eyes, the tall, lanky limbs. He squinted, found that Sicora had even captured the scar on his hand from when he’d cut himself opening a can of soup. He had three pieces of gear in the small slots that surrounded his model, all of them cloth. He inspected the chestpiece:

      
        
        ITEM: Simple Cloth Shirt

        QUALITY: Common

        ARMOR CLASS: 1

        STATS: None

        EFFECTS: None

      

      

      The other two pieces, cloth pants and boots, were equally disappointing. They served the essential purposes of covering his body and offering the smallest amount of protection. Each had one point of Armor Class, a term he remembered from other RPGs. If AC operated in the same way in Sicora, then Galen would become harder to hit as his AC rose. If that was the case, his 3 AC was probably negligible. But it wasn’t nothing, either.

      He didn’t see an experience bar anywhere in his interface. Either that meant he needed to gain experience to see it, or—the more likely scenario—players didn’t gain experience in the classic sense. It was totally possible that he would only reach level 2 when he survived this world.

      As they walked, the boy chirping away to his father, Galen minimized the character sheet so that it hung again at the corner of his vision. His eyes traced the edges of his interface, found nothing else except the twenty empty slots of his inventory. Easy enough, to start.

      “Hey folks,” he said, expecting nothing, “where are we headed?”

      The spear dug into his back. “Quiet, human.”

      The father’s voice followed. “To our home. Step a little faster, human, if you want to arrive before sunset. And believe me, you do.”

      Before sunset? Galen tried to sense the sun, how late it actually was, but the world only felt chilled under the canopy. He’d had the barest glimpse of the sky before he was captured, had seen only an onerous cloud cover that enfolded the forest, obscured the light.

      At some point the foliage became hard ground, other voices and hooves sounding around him. Galen passed out of what little light there was and into darkness. The binding was undone from his tender wrists. When the blindfold was removed, he stood in the center of a hut. He turned, discovered the thatched door shutting. On the other side, green eyes and a great head of red hair floated high off the ground. “You’ll sleep here until morning.” It was the father.

      “What about the spear to my carotid?” Galen asked.

      He thought he saw the green eyes crinkle at the corners. “There will be time for that.” The hooves clapped lightly over the ground, faded.

      Galen crossed to the door, pressed his shoulder to it. Whatever lock was on it didn’t give an inch, and the branches were thick, bound tight, whittled to points above and below. He turned a circle. What was left of the day shone in through the door and the weaker spots in the roof. He was in a hut of maybe six by six feet, a pile of hay in the corner.

      This was a holding spot. He clearly wasn’t their first visitor, or even their second. Galen’s fingers traced the wall. It was solid wood, branches split to halves, flat side in. A splinter of the wood caught, separated into his fingertip. He cursed, yanking his hand away. For half an hour he sat on the hay, worrying the piece of wood from under his skin. And he thought, too, about what the man had said: tomorrow he would hold a weapon, and the boy would try to pierce him in the neck.

      By the time he had pressed the splinter out, the night was thick around him. The village’s sounds had faded beneath small creatures that called, called again. Insects, nocturnal birds, maybe a frog.

      And a howl. The noise rose through the forest, split the air around Galen to quivering seams. He jerked to his haunches, eyes flicking left and right and up and down. He was sightless in the hut, the sound like a struck bell in his ears. It was too deep to be a wolf—the lungs had to be massive to let that loud a call and for so long. His heart cinched and released, beating fast and then slowing when the fear passed. It came over him in waves brought on by the hours of waiting, endless waiting. He waited, and at some point, when the howl didn’t come again, his fingers unclenched. His palms hurt where his nails had driven into the skin. Everything hurt here with the same acuteness as real life, he’d noticed. It was remarkable, terrifying.

      At some point he slept, that thought with him in the hay. The spear, the artery, the howl, the pain. If he died, it would not be easy. But no one had promised him easy.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Galen was awake before the sun rose. It had been a hard, dreamless sleep—much simpler than in life. At home he was always fitful, anxious. As soon as his eyes opened he was calculating. He’d spent at least twelve hours in game, and twenty-four hours translated to an hour in real life. His body had been in the capsule for half an hour. Incredible.

      The boy came at dawn, hooves prancing around the sides of the hut, spear clattering along the curves of the wood. “Wake up, human,” the boy sang. “It’s time for dying.”

      Galen was already on his haunches, hands rubbing together. “I’m up,” he called. “I hope you’ve sharpened that dull spear.”

      The boy went silent, and then his face appeared between the thatch of the door. He stared.

      “What is it?” Galen said.

      “You’re not afraid.”

      “Why should I be?” he asked.

      “I’ve killed. I’ll kill you,” the boy said.

      “I hope you do. Because if you don’t, I won’t hesitate.”

      Another set of hooves approached. The father’s red mane appeared at the door. “Leave the human be—we’ll give him breakfast before he fights.” When he unlocked the thatch, Galen stood. The centaur gestured him out. “Come on, then. I know you’re hungry.”

      Galen emerged into diffuse light. They were still in the forest, but the centaurs had hewn the trees in a wide radius to construct a village. Around him rose five or six wooden huts and a tall enclosing wall, more branches whittled to sharp points.

      He was led to a female centaur, her greying hair braided down her back. She wore a fur coat on the human half of her, a fur blanket draped over her back and flanks. She stirred at a pot over the fire pit. “He’s younger than you let on,” she said, lifting a wooden bowl into which she ladled what appeared to be soup. She offered it to Galen, her green eyes mirthful and surveying.

      The centaur led Galen to the fire, the boy dancing around. “He’s a human,” the father said, “no matter how young, he’s dangerous.” Galen noticed the male held an axe in his massive grip, the haft engraved, the metal polished and whetted. It was a message.

      Galen stepped forward, received the bowl. Up close, the woman’s head must have been eight feet from the ground. “It’s a good last meal,” she said. The lines at her eyes and mouth were kind.

      He nodded, lifted the bowl as thanks. The contents smelled earthy and a little sour, of roots and fungus. Before he could be disgusted, Galen tipped the bowl to his mouth and drank. It was a hot and strange concoction, but it was warm down his throat and into his stomach. As soon as he’d swallowed, Galen felt energy pool in him. In his interface, a notification appeared: +2 to stamina (30 minutes). And his maximum health had temporarily risen from 50 to 60. So the stamina to health modifier was 5 health/point. Useful knowledge.

      The woman nodded, resumed stirring.

      Galen lowered the bowl. “What was the noise I heard last night?”

      From behind, a sharp sting in his back. “Finish it, human. No talking,” the boy said.

      “Willem, wait outside the wall,” the woman said. His mother, Galen realized.

      The boy whined, trotted off. He slid the securing plank from where it held the wall’s gates, and then he was through, his spear clattering against the outer wall.

      “Osmund,” the female said to the other centaur, extending a bowl to him. He came forward, accepted it with his fingers over hers. When his axe came to rest against a tree stump, Galen knew this was his best chance to escape. But his body remained immobile.

      “It was a hunter you heard,” Osmund said, turning to Galen. “Be glad we found you in those woods. Death by my boy’s spear is a far better one than you would have gotten.”

      Galen processed this, tipped the bowl up to his mouth with closed eyes. If this were his last meal, he would pretend it was shrimp gumbo instead of forest scavengings. The bowl drained, he wiped his mouth. “How many hunters are there?”

      “Many,” the woman said, her arm swinging around the village. Two other centaurs had emerged from a far hut, approached the fire pit at a walk. “Where there were several dozen of us last season, there are less than twelve now.”

      “He’s a scrawny one,” called one of the centaurs. A girl of twelve or thirteen, her red hair glinting in the sunlight. The string of a recurve bow crossed from her waist to her shoulder.  The other, a muscled male with hair long enough to set into a bun, set one possessive hand at her back. “He’s older than Willem—he’ll make a good challenge for the boy.”

      It seemed no one had confidence in Galen. And without a single fight to his name in this world, he himself didn’t really believe he could defeat the boy. But he wasn’t about to roll over, either.

      After Galen had finished his meal and had a moment to sit, Osmund brought him to a hut at the northern end of the village. They stood inside the armory, which was sparse, and Osmund told him to choose his weapon.

      Galen approached a weapon rack, lifting the blades one at a time, feeling their heft, testing their swing. He found them heavier than he had experienced in other games. That made sense—this was a game of ultra-realism, and Galen could certainly feel his pitiful strength right now.

      He came to a one-handed sword, rust flowering up the side. When he lifted it, Osmund chuckled. “That one’s the worst of the pile. I wouldn’t advise it.”

      But Galen found he didn’t want to put it back down. The grip felt right to him, and when he swung it, he could practically see the seam it left in the air. He stared at it closely, and a window popped up in his interface:

      
        
        ITEM: Rusty Bastard Sword

        QUALITY: Common

        ATK/DLY: 2-4/1.5 secs

        STATS: None

        EFFECTS: None

      

      

      As Osmund had said, it was a piece of crap. But Galen turned around, the sword still in his right hand. “I’ll take my chances.”

      The centaur nodded. “Sometimes the weapon speaks to you. If you survive this, human, continue to heed your instincts.” Then he handed Galen a small, unadorned buckler. “You’ll want something for the other hand.”

      When Galen held it up, he found it similarly pitiful:

      
        
        ITEM: Wooden Buckler

        QUALITY: Common

        ARMOR CLASS: 4

        STATS: None

        EFFECTS: None

      

      

      It was equally poor, but he would be sorrier without it. In the end, Galen was as grateful for the shield as he was for his two feet. “I’m ready,” he said.

      Osmund’s mouth quirked. “You know how to use those, human?”

      “Sure.” Galen made an awkward show of setting down the sword to slide the buckler over his left arm, and then knocking the shield in the dirt as he retrieved the sword.

      When he straightened, the centaur’s head was shaking. He swung his arm around. “Follow.” They crossed outside to a wooden dummy, its sackcloth head and torso pitiful and frayed over the base. The branches of its arms jutted horizontal. After a moment, a nameplate appeared to confirm its sorry state: <BATTERED PRACTICE DUMMY>. “Clap it a few times with that buckler,” Osmund instructed.

      Galen didn’t know why the centaur was helping him, but he didn’t question it. He stepped  up, swung the buckler into the dummy’s chest. It connected with jarring force, and the dummy swung on a hinge. He took a swing with the sword, missed the head entirely and nearly came back around to slice his left arm. Galen stumbled back.

      Osmund, arms folded, was laughing. “Have you held a sword before, human?”

      Galen cast him a look, returned his attention to the dummy. Not in this world, he thought. He shrugged himself loose, took another swing. Delivered another blow with the buckler. Again and again and again, until a prompt appeared in his interface:

      
        
        SKILL GAINED: One-Handed Swords, Lvl. 1. Congratulations, you’ve swung a sword! Hopefully you didn’t lose any parts in the process. At this level, you’re pretty confident you know which end to stick them with.

      

      

      So that was how it worked. He practiced, and he became more skilled. But which skills he gained depended on his actions, and there didn’t appear to be a progress meter to indicate how many more swings it would take to reach level 2.

      Galen kept on with the dummy. He could sense a slight difference in his skill, an incremental increase to his deftness that didn’t exist before. It sent the same surge of pleasure through his brain he received for such gains in any game. A few minutes later, a second prompt appeared:

      
        
        SKILL GAINED: Blocking, Lvl. 1. Block those blows! At this level, you’ve at least figured out how to get the strap over your arm.

      

      

      As though he’d sensed it, Osmund’s voice sounded: “All right. Enough.”

      Galen stepped back, his lungs willing him to breathe fast, hard. With five stamina, he was winded even on the practice dummy. But he wouldn’t show Osmund his exertion. He turned to the centaur, lowered the sword, nodded.

      Osmund gestured him forward, and Galen followed him through the village, out the gates, the sword and buckler slick in his hands.

      The entire village piled outside the enclosure to watch Galen fight the young centaur, who was now posturing before the others, swinging the spear as he galloped in widening circles.

      Osmund came forward, stood between the two fighters. “Yesterday, my son captured this human in the forest. As per our village’s rites, he will attempt to take the human’s life in combat. If he does so, Willem will no longer be a colt. Instead, he will be regarded as a stallion.”

      A cheer went up among the centaurs, and Willem reared to his back legs, thrust his spear toward the high canopy. Galen wondered if this would be his first experience of death. And, surprising himself, he wondered where Prairie was, if she was safe. It was ridiculous, though: she was a security dupe trained for fighting, and Galen Cole was a gamer.

      Osmund nodded, raised his axe. Galen sensed that this was the moment to prepare; he strapped the buckler to his forearm, found the familiar grip on the bastard sword. His body lowered, feet separating into the fighting stance he had used in other VR games. But none of those games had ever felt so acute, so real as the press of his simple boots into the leaves. If he lived, the first thing he would do would be to find better shoes.

      Osmund’s axe lowered, and the centaur stepped back. He had only taken a few steps when the tip of Willem’s spear delivered itself into the space where his father had been. The boy had pushed off to a hard gallop, leaned toward Galen as though he would end the fight with a single strike.

      And he nearly did. Galen had only a second to make his choice, and he dropped left, rolling once like a log and onto his chest. The centaur swiped at him as he passed, and Galen rolled again.

      By the time he had got his feet back under him the centaur had skidded to a halt and was spinning around for the next pass. Galen turned, his left arm forward. The buckler felt like no protection at all, but it was everything he had.

      This time he could see the boy coming toward him, could time his response. When Willem leaned over with his spear, Galen tried to step left and deflected the spear’s tip with the buckler. Instead, the boy pulled his arm back, flicked the spear around the buckler and made gorish contact, plunging the tip and dragging it where Galen’s shoulder met his chest.

      It was only when Willem passed—the spear yanked with him and an arc of Galen’s blood spiralling over the dead leaves—that the pain hit. Hit wasn’t the word. It was white pain, hellish pain, unignorable beneath the adrenaline. His health dopped instantly to 35/60. Galen might have let a grunt or he might have screamed.

      Either way, he wasn’t ready for the next pass.

      The spear took him in the side, dragging a trench beneath his ribcage, dropping his health to 20. Galen staggered, found himself on his knees, blood pouring from him faster than he’d imagined was possible. His health ticked down in his interface: 19, 18, 17. He would die. This would be his first death. That was certain.

      It was with that certainty he lifted his face to the centaur, who was making for his next pass. The hooves were pressed forward, ready to make divots in the dirt, the boy’s face a mask of composed intent. He wasn’t any colt.

      Despite the pain, Galen was thinking faster than ever.

      He would die. He would respawn. This wasn’t the end.

      The thoughts bolstered him, allowed him to turn on his knees and to face the boy as he galloped forward. Willem was cocksure, and it gave Galen a chance.

      When he was certain the boy was aiming the spear for his neck, he waited. He waited until it might have been too late, and then he jerked himself left, swung out with the sword. He managed a swipe at the boy’s leg before he was thrown to the ground. He landed on his back and shoulder, grunting.

      Galen didn’t think he’d made contact with his sword, but when he turned his face, the boy had slowed to a stop, one hoof drawn six inches from the ground. There, just below the knee, a red gash had opened, and the centaur was limping, testing the muscle. His child’s face was screwed up in pain.

      So that was how it was done. Galen climbed to his feet, knocked his sword feebly to his buckler. The village members turned to him, and the boy did, too. “Come on, then,” he said. In his periphery, Galen saw the boy’s father nod at him; he respected the human’s desire for a fair fight.

      Willem turned on three legs, reoriented himself. His muscle twitched where he’d been cut with the sword, but he set his mouth, lowered the spear’s point toward Galen. “This will end it, human.”

      When he set into a limping gallop, Galen dropped to his defensive stance, the buckler out again. This time, the centaur feinted with the spear as though he would make the same pass, but instead darted right just before he reached Galen, swinging the spear across his body to catch Galen from behind.

      But he was just a small creature yet. When the centaur swung right, Galen followed with the buckler, pressing it under the spear’s tip and slamming the shield into the boy’s side. His shield arm ached with the impact. The spear still caught Galen in the face, the sharp tip serrating his skin from cheek to ear.

      Both went down: Galen onto his knee, and the centaur onto his side. But Galen was the first to rise, bolting to Willem as he tried to stand, his sword pressing to the boy’s neck. The centaur struggled, but Galen, swiping the blood from his face, set one foot on the boy’s spear and pressed it into the ground.

      “Give, son,” Osmund called.

      Willem’s four legs struggled for purchase, but Galen pressed the sword up under his chin. He shook his head. Droplets of his blood rained on Willem’s face and neck, and Galen didn’t know how long he could stand. His health was at 8.

      The boy let a snort. “I give.”

      Galen stuck out his hand for Willem, and when he had pulled him to his hooves, the centaurs behind them all began to stamp. Boy and human turned, and Galen stood a stunned moment while their hooves thundered approval through the forest.

      Then he collapsed.
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      They let him keep the sword and shield, the buckler hanging loose from Galen’s arm and the sword set in his lap as Osmund carried him into the village. Below his health, which had dropped to 5/50, a prompt blinked in his interface, notifying him that he’d gained 1 stamina. He had a fleeting, macabre thought that the stat made sense: he’d probably lost over a quart of blood and managed to keep mostly upright.

      Osmund carried him into a hut, laid Galen on a pad of furs. “Willem did him good,” the centaur announced. Reita’s face appeared in the half-light, and she shook her head, the grey braid swinging. Galen watched as though the two centaurs existed in a dream.

      She set immediately to stopping the bleeding, suturing the gashes. It was a strange, delusional experience; maybe he was just imagining Reita working on his side, his shoulder. The pain was real, though: she poured a molten concoction into his wounds that drove an awful, raw noise from his throat.

      At some point Willem appeared, watching in silence until Galen seemed like he would survive, though he wasn’t sure if he wanted to. “He got me worse,” Willem said, grinding his good forehoof into the dirt. Galen had indeed gotten him: the wound on his leg had been pressed with herbs, was now wrapped in gauze and still bled a little.

      His mother clicked her tongue, cast an admonishing eye at the boy while she worked on Galen’s cheek. “Should we just leave him white-faced and bleeding?”

      The boy said nothing, and despite the haze he was in, Galen spotted a half-smile on the boy’s face. “You got me where it counts,” Galen whispered. For virtual reality, it was amazing how stupendously painful all of this had been. Even his shield arm still ached.

      Willem seemed pleased, his tail flicking. “I guess you were a match.”

      His mother let a smile. “You’re both worthy fighters. Human, you’ve taken some serious wounds, but you will recover. Tell me your name.”

      Galen told her, and she nodded. “I’m Reita. You will stay with us the night, Galen. We won’t turn you out to the hunters wounded, the sun gone down.”

      “What are they?” he asked. “The hunters?”

      The boy’s movements stopped, and Reita’s face went serious as she worked. She paused a moment, inhaled. “They’re killers, and in the worst way. Most of what they hunt down they string up for show. We’ve found more than one centaur hung by a leg come morning.”

      Two lines formed between Galen’s eyebrows; hunters sounded unusually malicious. “Why?”

      Reita’s shoulders went up, and she drove the needle again into Galen’s side.

      “They’re horrible and awful and they’ve always hunted us,” Willem said.

      Galen ground his fingers into his palms to dull the sensation of his own skin being tugged together. “What do they look like?”

      The woman’s brow lifted, and then her son spoke up. “They look like you, human,” he said. “Why do you think we brought you in bound and blindfolded?”

      Galen’s breath caught, and he turned to Willem, jerking the thread. He grimaced, one hand going to his side. There was no humor in Willem’s face. Galen turned back to the woman. “They’re human?”

      Reita lowered her face, observing the needle between her fingers. “They’re the only ones in this world who kill in such a way.”

      The centaurs had blindfolded him, bound him, forced him to a duel in which he would have been killed. He’d bled on their account, and still—still, the anger rose in him. “Where can I find them?”

      When the woman lifted her face, her lips had parted. “Do you want to join them?”

      He almost laughed. “Oh no,” Galen said, setting one hand on Reita’s, “I want to kill them.”

      The woman’s eyes went wide. “You do?”

      Galen nodded at her, his mouth set.

      “It’s dangerous, awful work,” Reita said.

      In the corner of the hut, the boy’s hooves stamped. “I’m coming,” he said, high and plaintive.

      Galen met eyes with Reita, his brows lifting. Technically, he was still a colt. He could see it in her face, too: the lines between the brows, the motherly concern.

      “It’s his choice,” she said finally.

      Galen received a prompt in his interface:

      
        
        QUEST: Hunt the Hunters. The centaurs are being destroyed by a band of humans known as Hunters. Will you stop the hunters before the centaur village is destroyed? Optional: Willem would like to accompany you.

      

        

      
        ACCEPT? Y/N.

      

      

      “If you insist,” Galen said to the boy. And he accepted the quest.
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* * *

      Morning came fast and stiff, and with how he felt, Galen might have slept seconds or years in the centaur hut. When he woke, he realized he’d been feeling the pain and the body’s gradual mending all along, had subsumed it into his dreams. All night he’d fought off a wolf that managed again and again to sneak in and capture his side between its pointed teeth.

      “About time, human.” Willem, the boy.

      Galen lifted his head, spotted the crop of black hair before the hearth. The centaur sucked the remnant meat from what looked like a rabbit’s small femur. Even this movement forced Galen’s hand to his side. When he lifted his shirt, the wound was still bandaged, bled pink through the wrap. It was acutely tender under his fingers. The half-moon wound at his shoulder wasn’t as awful, but it too had been sutured and bandaged, and Galen wasn’t able to put any weight on the elbow. But he was at full health.

      Paleband light shone under the thatch door. “Isn’t it just morning?”

      The boy lifted the bone upright, inspected it before the fire. “Morning, yes. The second morning.” He tossed the bone into the flames.

      Galen struggled upright. “No,” he said. He only had eight hours in the capsule, and he’d already spent nearly three of those hours—three days, in game—accomplishing what? Defeating an NPC child in combat. Barely.

      Willem turned. “No?”

      “I mean, yes. I believe you. But I didn’t want to sleep for two days,” Galen said. “I have my quest.”

      “You mean our quest.” Willem crossed to the weapon rack at the far end of the hut, lifted his spear.

      Galen nodded. “Right. Where are your parents?”

      “Hunting,” Willem said, bending to open a wooden chest with a creak. “We hunt most mornings. I stayed behind to keep an eye on you.” Galen knew what kind of ‘eye’ the boy meant: watchful, guarded. If the hunters were human, Galen didn’t blame him. Instead, he felt grateful.

      “Thank you,” he said.

      Willem, who’d lifted a blanket from the chest, paused before he shook it out. “So get up, human.” He floated the blanket over his horse’s back and flanks, tied it under his girth. After, he lifted a leather piece from the wooden chest beside the rack, pulled it over his head and arms; the chestpiece was exactly fitted to his body. “I’ve waited two days for you.”

      It was the longest struggle to his feet Galen had ever managed, in-game or in real life. But after ten minutes, he was upright. He watched the boy lift a quiver, count the feathered arrows inside. “You don’t have to come,” he said.

      Willem took hold of a small bow balanced by the rack. Next to his body it looked more like a longbow. When he slung it over his shoulder, he turned to Galen. “Do you know anything about the hunters, human?”

      Galen shook his head. “Nothing except what I’ve been told.”

      “Then you don’t have to come.”

      They stood in silence. Willem’s tail flicked, and one back hoof let a reflexive stamp. But he didn’t break eye contact.
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* * *

      An hour later, the two stepped through the gates into crisp fall. The boy, who Galen had now begun to think of as Will, scattered the leaves as he trotted left and right and forward and back, his human half clad now in the dark leather vest, the centaur half protected by the leather blanket and wrappings down his legs.

      Osmund and Reita followed them through. The woman carried something in both hands; she held it out to Galen. “For sparing our son. May it spare you on your quest,” she said as Galen accepted the item. A prompt appeared as he held it:

      
        
        ITEM: Woven Mail Chestpiece

        QUALITY: Uncommon

        ARMOR CLASS: 3

        STATS: +2 stamina

        EFFECTS: None

      

      

      Galen thanked her, removed his buckler to pull on the piece. It slid loose over his arms, but after a moment seemed to shrink so that the mail fit him as though it were tailored. The item was light, the links clearly soldered with care. It was more than he had ever expected from his once-captors. In his interface, a miniature version of the chestpiece replaced the basic cloth shirt in his gear slot. He looked a little silly in a mail tunic and cloth pants, but silly was better than dead. And thanks to the added stats, his health rose to 60/60 and his AC to 5.

      Folded at his waist was a crude map of the hunter camps. They were scattered along the line where the forest met the tundra, well-positioned to send forays into either biome. When he gave Galen the map, Osmund had pointed to the smallest of the hunter camps, where centaur scouts had reported spotting only two to three of them at rest during the day. “Take them with care,” he told Galen. “Their kind are a menace in battle.”

      A menace. After his fight with Willem, Galen understood Osmund’s gravity in using such a word.

      Outside the gates, Osmund set his hand atop Willem’s head. “Be brave,” he said. The boy only lasted a second before he’d ducked out from under it, high-stepping in an anxious circle. “And be cautious. Remember: the forest’s magic will serve you in time of great need.” Galen didn’t know what magic Osmund meant, but Willem nodded. Reita put her arms around him, and she set kind eyes on Galen, and then it was done.

      Human and centaur set off in silence. Neither turned their heads until the village was out of sight, and then Willem finally spoke: “We’ll arrive to the camp by the afternoon.”

      Galen nodded. “Have you been to the tundra before?”

      The boy shook his head. “My father has. He’s seen the hunters.”

      “What do they look like?”

      “Black-cloaked, too tall by half. Make them mad enough, they’ll run at you on all fours,” Will said.

      Galen flicked his eyes to the boy. “On all fours? Hands and feet?”

      The boy raised his shoulders as though it were an obvious thing. “Didn’t I just say so, human?” And then he stopped sudden, his eyes darting like dragonflies.

      Galen stopped with him, following Will’s gaze. Around them, the canopy caught a breeze, passed it from tree to tree. He saw nothing. “What is it?”

      “Quiet,” the boy rasped, narrowing his eyes. He slid his spear from his back, lowered it to the leaves. He took one, two, three steps forward, the spear’s tip searching the ground ahead of him as though he were navigating blind. When he stopped, his bandanged hoof hung in the air a moment, and then he spun, reared to his hind legs and took a high, arcing leap back toward Galen as the ground where he’d been standing started to move, fast and faster, the leaves drug along until Galen realized it was a rope net pulling to place.

      A trap. Will had escaped it, galloped back with the spear at his side. He was a flash past Galen, who turned on his heels, ran after the boy. He followed the centaur into a gaggle of bushes some thirty feet from where the net now hung empty. The boy slipped behind the nearest tree, pressed up to the bark, breathing fast.

      That was when the footsteps sounded.

      Galen flung himself behind the tree, came alongside the boy. “Hunters?” he mouthed.

      Will shook his head. His hand went up, two fingers raised. Two. Galen couldn’t even tell what was approaching—how could the centaur tell how many there were? The footsteps had sounded from separate parts of the forest, and Galen stood dumb against the tree, unable to discern what the boy had perceived so easily.

      The boy slid his spear back to place and removed his bow, unquivering an arrow. He nocked it, the string to his cheek, and edged around the tree, arrowhead out. He stood a moment, his aim following something, and then the arrow zipped with an insectlike whine through the forest and elicited a scream.

      It was a female. Galen stepped up behind Will, spotted a brown ponytail arcing through the air and the arrow protruding horizontal from the sweet spot in her chest. Her nameplate appeared: <STELLA SHIMMERING>. She was a player.

      “Shit.” Another player that Galen barely recognized, her red hair glinting in the light as she tried to backpedal, to redirect for the safety of the nearest tree.

      “Wait!” Galen said, his hand going out to Will’s arm. But the second arrow had already been nocked, the boy’s keen fingers loosing it into the air in the moment before Galen spoke. It flew with painful ease, found its home in the soft flesh of <CASSANDRA LYNCH>’s neck.

      She dropped like a marionette.

      Galen dashed forward, arrived at Stella’s disintegrating body in time for her chest to still, her eyes to unfocus. The boy was a crackshot: he’d done her right in the heart, and as Galen knelt, the pixels evaporated into the canopy, floating right through his hands until the arrow, lacking lodging, fell to the empty ground. Where her torso had been lay a small brown sack.

      Twenty feet left, the boy was retrieving the second arrow from where Cassandra had fallen and where now there were only the barest traces of a body. When Will caught Galen’s eye, he stopped short. “What is it, human?”

      Galen’s hands went out, palms up, to indicate where Stella’s body had been. “You just killed them. You killed two people.”

      Will’s tail flicked. “Yes.”

      Galen lifted the arrow, its tip still red with oxygenated blood, held it in both hands. “That was wrong, Will. They could have been good.”

      The boy trotted up, bent with one hand out. “It’s possible.” Galen lifted his eyes, placed the arrow in the centaur’s hand. “But I’d rather be alive to wonder than dead.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Four

          

        

      

    

    
      “Why didn’t you let me take their treasures?” Will asked.

      He was referring to the objects that Stella and Cassandra had carried. “It wasn’t right,” was all Galen said. Witnessing the two deaths had been such a shock to him that he hadn’t dared speak until he was sure he wouldn’t slap the centaur across the face.

      The boy seemed to sense this; he was silent as they walked.

      Just after noon they came to a pool, and the boy set one hand to Galen’s chest. It was the first time either had spoken in hours. “Look,” he whispered, “a faerie.”

      Galen squinted, saw only the algaic pond, a dead leaf seesawing to the surface. “Where?”

      “Look, human,” Will said, one finger pointing, “with both eyes at once.”

      Galen stared where the centaur’s finger directed him. He saw nothing. His eyes traveled every inch of the pool until, as he was about to speak, something flitted at the far end, half translucent and quick as a hummingbird. As soon as he’d seen it, Galen lost track of the creature. He refocused on the spot, and this time he spied the ripples in the air--wings beating at superspeed.

      A prompt appeared in his interface:

      
        
        SKILL GAINED: Perception, Lvl. 1. Way to go, adventurer: you’ve started to look around! At this level, you can make out basic details about people, creatures, and the world.

      

      

      And he found that he could see a little bit further, a bit clearer. A nameplate appeared: <COMMON FAERIE>. He stared, eyes tracing the barest outline of the body held aloft by the silken wings. It was a male. “It’s so small,” he said.

      “It’ll kill you in a single blow,” Will said, and then he trotted toward the pool.

      Galen hung a moment, followed. “Why are we going toward it?”

      “Faeries aren’t aggressive,” Will said, uncinching his water gut from his belt, kneeling to the pond, “unless you touch them.”

      They remained by the pool a time, drinking their fill. The faerie still flitted at the far side, and Galen began to recognize the high, wispy notes he’d taken for the wind as its voice. When they stood to leave, Will rapped Galen’s buckler with his knuckles. “Go fight it.”

      Galen straightened. “Uh.”

      “You need the practice,” Will said. And before Galen could protest, the boy had unslung his bow from around his back, set an arrow in the string. He launched it light and loose over the water, and it stuck in the dirt a foot from the faerie. By the time the tiny creature turned, the centaur had galloped from view--had he said “good luck”?--and Galen stood alone and guilty by the water’s edge.

      He wasn’t killed in a single blow. In fact, the faerie didn’t seem to do any damage. It flitted around Galen, who had unsheathed his sword and got his buckler on his arm, delivering tiny raps to his shield and dodging his sword strikes. After a few passes, it darted in and delivered a wasp’s sting to his side. Galen’s health dropped a single point.

      He hissed, jerked away. “How do I hit it?”

      From somewhere, the boy’s voice returned: “Keep trying. You will.”

      So he did. Galen was sweat-soaked within minutes, his swings slowing. In the interim, he’d taken two more wasp stings, lost a corresponding two health, and his One-Handed Swords skill and Blocking had both risen to 3. The prompts stacked in the corner of his interface like a sheath of paper.

      After some time, he threw a swing so sloppy that he hoped the boy wasn’t watching. But it connected, and the faerie’s cry preceded it to the ground. It didn’t move again, the silken wings finally still atop the leaves. One hit. It had died in exactly one hit.

      The faerie was in the process of dissolving when the centaur trotted up beside Galen, who had dropped fully onto the ground. He fell to his back, let the sword down to wipe sweat from his forehead. “What the hell was that for?” he breathed.

      The centaur knelt, retrieved the creature’s pouch from the ground. “This,” he said. “And so that you could learn to hit something.”

      Galen lifted his head. “Have you forgotten who beat who in a duel?”

      “A fluke,” the boy said, tugging open the pouch. A flurry of iridescent glitter rose from the opening.

      “What’s that for?” Galen asked.

      “For our sake, human, let’s hope you never need to know.” And then he cinched the pouch shut.
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* * *

      They always had a sentry.

      Galen and the boy spotted the hunter on their approach. They hung at a distance, and Will flicked out a short spyglass, set it over one eye. “One male, facing east. The others must be sleeping in the lean-to.”

      Galen received the spyglass from the boy, pressed it to his right eye. Just as he’d said, there was the sentry, his nameplate hovering in bold letters: <TUNDRA HUNTER>. He was massive, cloaked in fur or feathers, a hood over his face so that he appeared more beast than human. The familiar curve of a bow poked from the folds of his cloak.

      “He’s an archer,” Galen said. “We need to take him with one shot.” Before he’d removed the spyglass, Will had already swept his bow from his shoulder, was pulling an arrow from the quiver on his back. “Wait,” Galen said, setting a hand to the boy’s shoulder. “We have to figure out our follow-up.”

      But Will had already nocked the arrow, pulled the string taut. Galen couldn’t help but watch, impressed, as he leveled the arrow, one eye closing, and let fly. He caught the sentry right in the head, and the man went over like a great old tree. Birds flew startled from the canopy.

      “Our follow-up,” the boy said, sliding another arrow from his quiver, “is more of the same, except faster.”

      A second hunter had just emerged from the lean-to on his knees when Will’s arrow found his head, drove him into the ground without a sound. Will was nocking a third arrow when two more hunters slipped out the back end of the lean-to. They were wise to the game and ducked low behind a tree.

      “Two more,” Galen said, pulling his buckler from his back as the two hunters darted from tree to tree, closing the distance. This wasn’t going to be as easy as arrows to the face.

      Will tracked them with his bow, loosed an arrow that caught hard in a tree. The space was too dense for him to get a good shot—unless Galen got involved.

      “Cover me,” he said, sliding his blade out. He started forward to the next tree, but he’d only covered half the distance—was in dangerous, open territory—when he heard the howl from his left.

      It was the noise he’d heard in the night. And as he turned, he knew now what it signaled: death. The hunter bore down on Galen, at least a head taller and two-a-piece wider. But the true deathknell was that the hunter ran as a quadruped, all four limbs touching the ground. If these were humans, they had somehow developed the ability to run as hard as wolves or bears, bounding on clawed hands and feet.

      That was what Galen saw in the air: the glint of sharp, metal claws. He braced himself with the buckler, but he knew it would do little when the hunter was on him. His body tensed, and a whistle sounded—

      The blow didn’t come. The whistle was an arrow that sung through the trees so fast and hard its impact changed the hunter’s trajectory. He slid into a tree, the arrow’s white feathering sticking from the side of his head like a grave marker. That wasn’t Will's arrow. The hunter dissolved against the tree’s trunk and Galen spun. He saw only the two remaining hunters, closing on him now at 10 and 2 o’clock, an improvised pincer attack.

      He lifted the sword, deflected the first one’s claws with grating metal against metal. He nearly lost his footing as he was pushed to the side by the sheer size and force of him. The hunter was turning, the claws coming around—and Galen caught a glimpse of face, a dark and unsympathetic set of bared teeth flashing from under that hood—when an arrow delivered itself over Galen’s shoulder and stuck in the hunter’s right eye. He fell, dissolving into the ground as though his cloak had been filled with air.

      The third hunter caught Galen across the back, first one and then a second set of claws digging into the chainmail. He grunted, fell forward onto his knees. His health had dropped to 35/60. And the hunter fell on him, his huge weight driving Galen right into the ground. They scrabbled, but after a time Galen realized that the hunter wasn’t clawing at him any longer. He was clawing for life.

      Galen turned his head, spotted someone standing over him, both hands on the dagger driven into the hunter’s back. Slowly—too slowly—the hunter dissolved atop him, and Galen rolled, gasping. His eyes found the trees; he had never felt such acute appreciation for unobstructed breathing.

      That was when he heard it. An alto, sand thrown in. “Told you I’d save your ass.”

      Galen raised his head. His vision blurred, but it didn’t take much to recognize the cornsilk hair, that voice.

      In his interface, a prompt appeared:

      
        
        QUEST COMPLETED! Hunt the Hunters. Return to the centaur village with news of your victory over the hunter camp.

      

      

      His interface also blinked with an improved stat: +1 to strength, giving him a total of 6 strength. Galen willed the prompts away. By the time the centaur trotted up, one nocked arrow aimed at Prairie, Galen had already lowered his head back to the ground. “She’s not a hunter, Will.”

      As proof, she slotted the dagger back into her boot, raised both her hands. “I only hunt dudes in bad wolf costumes.”

      Will started to lower the bow, the string losing its tautness. “What?”

      “It means I’m a friend, ponyboy.”

      Galen closed his eyes. He could tell Will was warming to her much faster than he had to Galen, the two of them comparing bows and shots. After a time, Prairie began to inspect what was left of the bodies, lifting one of the hunter cloaks to claim as her own.

      When Galen finally sat up, she stood over him, the black bird feathers ruffling at her shoulders. One hand went out, and he accepted.

      She helped him up, didn’t let go of his hand. “So, we’re a party?” When he nodded, the small curls appeared by her mouth. “Good. I wasn’t going to accept ‘no’ anyway.”

      And Galen was glad for it; the dupe was a ringer after all.
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* * *

      Prairie gained a new bow off the sentry. She was already level 4 in archery and level 2 in daggers, and she shrugged at Galen’s surprise. She raised the bow before her, tested the string. “I guess I’m always getting some action,” she said, one eye closing as she pulled it taut.

      Galen shook his head, kicked at the sentry’s cloak. Will refused to poach anything off the hunters—considered it all tainted—and Galen followed his lead, leaving the cloaks and the rest of their gear on the ground. Besides, the chainmail was all that had saved him from the hunter’s claws, and he wouldn’t give it up for leather.

      The centaur completed a circuit around the camp, inspecting the lean-to with his spear at the ready. “There’s something in here,” Will called, lowering to his knees and ducking his head in. What he pulled out stopped Prairie and Galen cold. A long lock of curly brown hair hung from the tip of the boy’s spear. Prairie lifted it, dangled it between two fingers.

      “Sarai,” Prairie said. “This is her hair. She sat with us at dinner last night.”

      Galen had no recollection of the woman’s hair. Everything had happened so fast—arriving to the Pyro campus, finding their dorm, the debrief—that he couldn’t remember but a few faces. “How can you tell?”

      Prairie sighed. “Don’t you know anything about dupes?”

      He shrugged. “Not much.”

      “My model is designed with a photographic memory so that we can testify in criminal justice cases. This is her hair.”

      Galen thought back to that dinner. The woman’s face was a giant blank, but he did remember her brother, Wilt, and his words: you spawn, and you start running. They were rogues. It seemed she hadn’t run fast enough.

      “And here,” Will said, pointing into the tundra with the tip of his spear. There were several sets of tracks, a little blood mixed in with the ice. One set of feet wasn’t walking—it was dragging grooves into the ground.

      “If they took her, she’ll still have another life,” Prairie said. She was right, of course: one death wasn’t the end in the first level.

      Galen nodded, lifting the lock of hair from Prairie’s hand. He paced in the late afternoon light, crossing and recrossing the spot where the forest met the hardpack of the tundra. “Probably.”

      “We should return to the village,” Will said, angling his spear toward the sky over the tundra. The sun hung just over the ridge.

      Prairie shielded her eyes. “It’s too far. We won’t make it before dark. Is there another place?”

      The boy set wide eyes on her, made a small nod. “It’s enclosed, but it isn’t as safe as the village.”

      “Enclosed is better than here,” Prairie said. Her eyes were still on Galen, who hardly heard either of them, his eyes unfocused as he paced between the lean-to and the firepit. He was thinking of Sarai, and he was thinking of his brother.

      Callum, the golden child of the family. He'd been dead for five years.
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      Galen had stopped, would not walk further. They were only a few hundred feet into the woods; Prairie, who carried up the back, came alongside him, found him studying the ground. Sarai’s hair was still in his hand.

      “We need to get somewhere safe,” she said. Ahead, the centaur still trotted along.

      Galen didn’t hear her; he was remembering that night. Callum’s hair was the first thing he’d come across. And then the parts of him, disassembled like a stuffed toy. He’d spent so long pushing the memory down he was immobilized by the viciousness with which it returned.

      It was only when Prairie set one hand on his forearm that his face jerked up, his eyes wide. “She could be my brother.”

      “What?”

      “Sarai. She’s only a little older than Callum was. She had that look to her, didn’t she? You know what I’m talking about—she’s still a kid. Just a child.”
      	“Callum is your brother’s name?” Prairie asked.
      	Galen turned, one unconscious hand sliding to the sword at his waist. He was facing the direction the footsteps had led into the tundra.
      	Prairie set one arm across his chest to turn him around. “We can’t,” she said.
      	But he ignored her, ducking under her arm toward the ice. “You can’t. I can.”
      	“I’ve already saved your ass once,” she said after him.
      	“Thanks.”
      	She jogged up to him. By now, the centaur’s hooves were trotting through the forest after them. “Galen and girl human, safety is not that way.”
      	“You’re going to make me save you again?” she said, backpedaling beside him.
      	“I’m not making you do anything.”
      	“This is stupid, Cole,” Prairie said. As soon as she said it, Galen swung around, his arms folding. “We won’t survive the tundra.”
      	She was right. He knew he should go with Will, that it was not safe, that in the night the howling would begin again, and in the morning a centaur would hang by one leg from a tree. He knew all this. But he had an extra life. “Go with Will,” he said, and he started off toward the tundra.
      	Prairie didn’t follow at first, and behind, the centaur urged them back toward the forest, that plaintive note in his voice.
      	“Okay,” he heard Prairie say. After a time she caught up with Galen, and the centaur cantered to their side.
      	“This is a terrible idea, humans,” said Will.
      	But the two humans had nothing else to say. They were both decided.
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* * *

      “Sarai and Wilt,” he said, dropping to a seat on the ice, and Wilt let a shrug. They weren’t hunters; they were players.
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* * *

      When they had left, Galen stared at the moon. How funny: centaurs and quadrupeds with claws and magic, but the same moon, pock-marked with an old man’s face. Finally he touched the arrow in his abdomen, felt his blood as warm on his fingers as he would have expected. In his interface, his health blinked a persistent red 1.

      One health. But he wasn’t dying.

      “They can’t kill us,” Prairie whispered. She laughed, and it sounded wet. Galen turned his head and his cheek met the ice. She spat red onto the ground, and he caught her eyes through the lace of her hair.

      “How do you know?” The pain lanced through him with each breath. He knew it would get worse when the adrenaline wore away.

      “Three of them tried on the first day. No player-killing.” She coughed three, four, five times, each one wetter than the last. “Got me to one health before they discovered they had to leave it to the wildlife. The wolves sure did it, though.”

      So Ringer the badass had already respawned once. She was on her second—and last—life.

      He hardly dared to speak again. “Feels like they got us,” he rasped. The pain made him groan, double up.

      “We’ve been left for something—or someone—to finish us off.” She forced herself upright.

      “Humans.” It was Will. He sounded very far away, though he lay right next to them.

      “Shit,” Galen said. He closed his eyes, pushed himself onto his side. “Can they kill NPCs?”

      It was a stupid question. Prairie was silent.

      Galen pulled himself toward the centaur, and as he rounded the boy’s flanks, the pool of blood emerged like ink over the ice. Galen’s hand went to where he’d been eviscerated. Will didn’t move; his eye was on the sky.

      “I’m sorry,” Galen said. “It was a mistake.”

      “Humans,” Willem said again. And Galen realized he didn’t mean them—he meant their race. It was a condemnation.

      The boy’s eyes didn’t close when he died, so Galen pressed the eyelids shut. And as he leaned over, a noise sounded across the wasteland of ice, two unimpressive chimes. They sounded and sounded again. “What is that?” Galen asked, his voice thick and muffled by his face on top of the boy’s.

      Prairie had fallen back to the ice. “I don’t know,” she whispered. “Nothing’s moving anymore.”

      Galen lifted his face. As he turned his head, the air around him blurred like a watercolor. When he looked at Prairie, the blood that had fallen from her lip hung in mid-air, an exact globe of red. He reached out, his fingers closing around it. The drop separated into two, smeared through the air as he brought his fingers to his face.

      “Galen,” Prairie said, pointing up. He raised his eyes and could barely keep them open. Above them, the sky was aflame. “Someone’s beaten the level,” she said.

      When he looked back down, one of her palms was upraised to him as she and the world dissolved into blackness.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Six

          

        

      

    

    
      The capsule unsealed with a hiss. Galen was blind, his mouth obstructed. “Hold up, hold up.” It was Jon, the admin. “Just be calm, kid.”

      He was shaking. The immobilizing drug was still in him, but Galen shivered so hard he rattled the capsule. He felt like he’d fallen through the surface of a frozen lake. When the helmet was lifted from his face, his eyes had watered to his hairline. “Woah,” Jon said, “you look like you need some eye drops.”

      Galen grunted. Jon pulled the mouthpiece from between his lips. “I’m going to venture a guess: you died.”

      “More or less,” Galen said. “Riddled with arrows.”

      “Ahh, that’s a rough one, bro,” Jon said, shrugging his shoulders. “But you didn’t die?”

      Galen shook his head.

      “Better than most. You know more than half you testers went out in the first level?”

      Galen tried folding his fingers to fists, which sent prickles surging up his arms. The anesthetic was wearing off. “I saw someone die. Willem. A boy. One of the other players gutted him.”

      Jon had started in on the sensors placed on Galen’s body. “There’s nobody named Willem testing the game, bro.”

      No one likeable had ever called him bro. “He wasn’t a player.”

      “Oh,” Jon said. “You’ve played games before, right?”

      “Yes, I’ve played games.” Of course he’d played games. He’d worn a VR visor over his face probably half his life. Trying to make Jon understand was like trying to impress the importance of a dream on someone who hadn’t dreamed it.

      “Can you sit up? I need to pull the head strap off.”

      Galen raised his head, stared at his stomach. He could almost feel the arrow there. When he sat up, he shook his head. “He wasn’t just an NPC.”

      “It’s pretty awesome, right?” Jon said, setting the equipment on the rolling table next to them. Behind him, Galen saw that the other capsules were empty; he was the last one out. “Give it a little time in the real world—you’ll start to gain perspective.”

      “How long was I in?” Galen asked.

      Jon glanced at his tablet on the table. “Five hours, two minutes, ten seconds.”

      “Five days passed in game.”

      Jon smiled. “When the public gets hold of this, people will live entire lives by climbing through the back of the closet—or into the capsule, as it were—and then climbing right back out again.”

      Galen rubbed his eyes. He felt disoriented, inconsistent. He’d experienced so much, but none of it applied to the body he was in now. It only existed in his memory, in the stopper that sat high in his throat when he remembered the boy’s death. The boy. Galen climbed from the capsule, drunk-stumbled to the door. “I’m going back to the dorm.”

      “Dinner’s at six!” Jon called after him. “Gonna be a special one, too—that kid beat the level in record time.”

      Galen let the door shut behind him, sealing Jon’s voice away.
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* * *

      Prairie wasn’t in the women’s dorm. “I don’t know where she is,” the brunette woman said, folding her arms. She blocked the doorway. “I guess they haven’t unhooked her yet.”

      Behind her, Galen spotted a black bob. He remembered that hair, that heart-shaped face on the tundra. “Hey,” he said, “you.”

      The woman stood in front of the mirror. She turned, almond eyes evaluating him. “I think you’ve forgotten which room you’re in.”

      The brunette raised her hands as Galen pushed past her. Black bob crossed to a bunk with a name tag that read Amy Park, sat down on the edge. He stood over her. “Did you gut him?”

      She offered up a long blink. “No, but I kinda wish I had based on how strung out you are over an NPC.”

      Galen’s fingers closed tight. “He was—”

      “Trying to kill us? Yeah, and so were you. Don’t pretend. There were two factions in that level, and you picked the kind that likes to chop down trees and leave their hoof-prints everywhere.”

      Her tongue was dizzyingly quick and precise. He closed his eyes. “They weren’t a faction. They were…” But he didn’t know what they were. Pixels. Renderings.

      Amy pulled her knees up to the bed’s baseboard, set her arms over. “Listen. If you want to get real and honest, I feel a little bad for you and ‘Ringer,’ as she’s dubbed herself,”—Amy’s hand went out to the empty bunk, where Prairie’s gamer tag was scrawled in a looping hand on the wooden base panel—”but you aren’t going to survive ten levels on your righteousness. You knew that before the dupe sucked you in with her big blue eyes. And don’t pretend like she doesn’t play with a shiv in her boot. Be smart, guy.”

      Someone tapped Galen’s shoulder. It was the brunette, her soft arms still folded. “I’d like to get changed.” Her eyes flicked to the door.

      “He’s going, Laure,” Amy said.

      And with a final look at Prairie’s bunk, Galen left.
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* * *

      She finally appeared at dinner. It was a special meal: medium-rare steak, broccoli and potatoes. For the winner—one Wilt Waters—a special display on the telescreens: the small, rotating model of WILT WATERS with his character sheet and stat readout. At some point he’d given a short interview to the Pyro staff, provided a sound byte that played on a loop. Wilt had fought the last centaur, laid the red-haired creature on its side with his dagger while, behind, the village burned a hot white. And when he’d won, he took a great leap off the cliffs at the far edge of the world, dropped into a black and welcoming void.

      For that, he’d been awarded 100 Pyro Points.

      Prairie dropped to a seat next to Galen, picked up a fork and stuck it straight into the steak. He’d been alone, his eyes on the window next to him. At the other tables, factions had formed—though the whole group was less than a dozen now. More than twelve out in the first level. Amy and Wilt and Sarai and the others with them were in raucous, plate-rattling celebration.

      Galen straightened. “Hey,” he said.

      She sat like something of her had been sucked out: shoulders hunched, cornsilk hair a veil over her cheek. She took in a long breath, jerked her face up. Her mouth made a smile, but her eyes didn’t. “What up, Cole?”

      She still gripped her fork, hadn’t moved it. “That level was really rough,” he said, and lifted her knife, passing it to her.

      She accepted it, began cutting at the meat. “It wasn’t so bad,” she said, forking a piece into her mouth.

      His brow knit. “What are you talking about? We nearly died, my friend—”

      “The centaur NPC?” she asked, not looking up.

      “No, my friend. He’s gone now.”

      “It’s all gone now, Cole. The centaurs, the hunters, the whole world.” She lifted another piece of the steak, twirled it in the air. “Poof. That’s how Sicora works.”

      “So you’re telling me,” he said, dropping his utensil on the table, “that you don’t want to sock Wilt Waters in the jaw?”

      Behind them, the boy wore his familiar smugness, one arm slung over the back of his chair as he watched himself on the nearest telescreen.

      “Sock him in the jaw?” Prairie laughed. “Cole goes retro when he’s mad.”

      Galen pushed his chair out. “I was actually worried about you.” And when he left the mess, he wondered if her blue eyes were on him. But he knew they weren’t.
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* * *

      It was Circle time.

      After dinner they were brought to the windowed room, where inside, twenty-four armchairs designed with only right angles in mind were pulled to the edge of the radius. Except there were only eleven left to fill them.

      The two admins sat beneath the Pyro Games signage at the far end. Jon, with his freckles and brown hair, and a woman with a honeyed, nordic bun, impassive green eyes, and a laptop. “Welcome, kiddos—come on,” Jon said, his arm sweeping toward his chest, drawing them through the doorway.

      Galen had been filled in on Circle by Wilt during that first dinner. “They don’t really care,” he’d said. “Just tell them their game is fun. All of this is to cover their asses.”

      As soon as they were seated, Prairie folded in on herself. She was silent in her chair, rubbed at the back of her neck while the two admins—Jon, and the woman, introduced as Anya—explained the purpose of the whole exercise.

      “Think of this as a safe space. The Circle is our chance to get your feedback on the game,” said Jon, swiping his brown hair away from his eyes. “We want you to be honest with us. We can take it.”

      Anya opened up her laptop, the lid adorned with that blazing logo. Jon started at one end of the circle, asked the young woman Galen remembered as Liss to explain her experience of death while Anya typed. “It was like disintegrating,” she said, her arms clutching her thin shoulders crossbody, “and the pain was unbearable.”

      “Describe it on a scale of 1-10,” Anya interjected, eyes slivered to almonds behind her glasses.

      “Eleven,” Liss said, one hand going to her chest. “And even when I respawned I felt that arrow in me. I remembered the sound of my heart popping. I still do.”

      “And then you respawned,” Jon said.

      “Yes, well,” Liss began. She seemed uncomfortable, her legs drawn in. “That’s true.”

      “Bear in mind, kiddos,” Jon, his eyes making a brief survey of the room, “after the sorting, death is permanent. You won’t be able to re-enter the game.”

      Of the eleven, no one spoke. Liss’s feet tapped the carpet in muffled synchrony.

      “Prairie Powell, we hear you survived a long while,” James said. “Tell us about it.”

      Prairie, legs folded, teased a hangnail on her thumb. She didn’t even seem to be aware she’d been spoken to.

      Beside her, Galen cleared his throat.

      She raised her eyes, met Galen’s and then turned her face to the admins. “I died. Who told you that?”

      Jon’s face broke into a smile, his teeth wet with saliva. “Sicora delivered a clip to us that she thought would be particularly juicy: you killing that bear as soon as you spawned in.”

      So it was true. Prairie hadn’t been lying. And Jon had let them in on how the staff was able to peek into the game: Sicora was always watching, recording, judging which bits were worthy of sharing with the world.

      Prairie was rubbing her thumb and forefinger together like she could divine Jon’s fortune if she pressed hard enough. “It was an old bear.”

      Silence descended; she didn’t offer anything else. The awkwardness prickled up Galen’s back.

      Finally, Jon broke. “Before we move on, I have one question for you, Prairie. How did you feel coming out of the game?”

      Prairie’s fingers stilled, and she stared at Jon, hard and level. “It’s like having your insides sucked out by a pool drain.”

      Anya’s typing stopped, and she lifted her eyes above the laptop’s lid. “Can you place that on a 1-10 scale?”

      Galen studied Prairie in his periphery, as though looking straight on might scald him. Her face was all screwed up. “No,” she said finally, “I can’t.”

      “All righty,” Jon said, unflappable. “How about our young winner, Wilt?”

      Wilt sat low, both elbows on the armrests. “It was good practice. Everything felt more real compared to what my dad told me the game used to be like. Thumbs up.” And he actually lifted both thumbs.

      “Did you get that, Anya?” Jon asked. “Two thumbs. I want that in emojis.”

      The woman nodded behind her laptop, her fingers moving.

      By the time Jon had finished soliciting input from the other players, Prairie’s eyes were fully on the carpet. She was counting something off on her fingers, folding and unfolding them in turn.

      When Jon clapped his hands, her face jerked up. “This has been great. You all must be tired from your five days of survival, so I’m going to let you get your rest for tomorrow. It’s back in the capsule, and another world to survive. And remember,” Jon said, lifting a finger, “from here on, if you die, you’re out.”

      And that finger lowered slow and definitive back into the clutch of his fist.
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      Galen slept so hard that when he woke, the other beds were empty. He sat up, nearly catching his scalp on the baseboard of the bunk above him. The beds sat unmade; he stared at nothing, eyes unfocused, caught by the silence.

      He was thinking of the other term for clones: ringers. Fraudulent substitutes. He was thinking of what it would be like to have no choice. If, say, he were selected to test this game instead of competing with hundreds of people for the chance. If he were a dupe, his life predetermined. If he survived these ten levels, and what it would mean for Dupe Galen. Probably Pyro would buy him right up, prep him for a lifetime inside the MMO. Selected as a test, kept on as a test. A tool. A useful tool.

      He was thinking of quitting.

      “Knock knock,” came a voice, and then a head appeared inside the door. It was the brown mop of Jon’s hair and, beneath that, his over-cheerful face. “Hey man, you capsuling today?”

      Galen resolved never to use that word as a verb. “Yeah,” he said, pressing a hand through his hair, “I’ll be right there.”

      “Be quick—the others are already in their character sheets.”

      The door closed, and Galen squinted at it. Character sheets?

      He came into the capsule room with an apology. Jon waved him over, started in with the sensors and the immobilizing drug as soon as Galen had gotten on the pad. Beside him, the others were already sealed, humming.

      “Here’s where I test my speed,” Jon said, pressing the retainer so hard between Galen’s lips that it knocked his teeth. He pressed the sensors on like stickers, and when he was done, he patted the roof of the capsule to seal it. “Here we go, bro. You ready?”

      When he climbed from his bed, Galen had resolved not to quit. He told himself he wasn’t staying for Prairie, but he knew that wasn’t true. He was in part staying for her, and he was in part staying for reasons he couldn’t quite articulate. They had to do with Willem, and they had to do with Amy and Sarai and Wilt, and they had to do with the arrow still lodged in his gut. Yes, it was still there, a wincing thread of pain every time he remembered how they’d been executed.

      He nodded, and closed his eyes for Jon to set the helmet on. The capsule hissed shut, and in what felt like a seamless break, he slipped from the black void of the capsule to the black void of space. Before him, his likeness rotated beneath his name, Galen Cole, which was no longer followed by CLASS: UNKNOWN.

      Unknown had been replaced by GUARDIAN.

      Galen was in the game, and yet he wasn’t. It was a liminal space where his likeness spun in a slow circle, a tiny buckler and sword in his hands. Above it, his identity:

      
        
        NAME: GALEN COLE

        CLASS: GUARDIAN

        LEVEL: 2

        HEALTH: 75/75 (+10 from gear)

        MANA: 60/60

        ARMOR CLASS: 10

        ***

        STRENGTH: 6

        STAMINA: 6 (+2 from gear)

        DEXTERITY: 5

        INTELLIGENCE: 5

        WISDOM: 5

        CHARISMA: 5

        +30 points available

        ***

        SPELLS: Shield

        ABILITIES: Slash

        SKILLS:

        Blocking, Lvl. 3

        One-Handed Swords, Lvl. 3

        Perception, Lvl. 1.

        ITEMS:

        Woven Mail Chestpiece (Rare)

        Simple Cloth Pants (Common)

        Simple Boots (Common)

        Rusty Sword (Common)

        Buckler (Common)

        PYRO POINTS: 10

      

      

      It appeared as though the game had raised his base health and mana when he leveled up; he’d risen from 50/50 to 60/60 in mana, and his health was slightly higher thanks to the extra point of stamina he’d gained during the first level.

      “Congratulations, Galen Cole,” a woman’s voice said, everywhere and nowhere his eyes could reach. This was the voice of Sicora, the game’s AI. He’d heard it when he beat the preliminary. “You’ve survived the first level. Class chosen.”

      He stared hard at his title. Guardian. In every game he’d picked rogues because the truth was, Galen Cole, twenty-one years old, had for years told himself he was a coward. As a boy he’d been short and thin, and as a teenager he’d become tall and thin, and through it all he gamed. He was always a thief, a rogue, of questionable morality and morale.

      But something had changed in that first world. The centaurs, Prairie, the hunters. And because of it, that single strand of bravery that ran like spider’s silk through him had been strummed, could not be unstrummed. It vibrated now with new and tangible frequency. He’d swum through the Pacific. He’d fought a camp of hunters, survived an ambush.

      So he was a guardian. He had 60 mana—nearly equal to his health. He must be a hybrid of some sort, not just reliant on brawn. To that end, he spotted a new spell right of his stats, inspected it:

      
        
        SPELL: Shield

        COST: 25% of max mana

        COOLDOWN: 15 seconds

        DESCRIPTION: A guardian-specific ability available upon reaching Lvl. 3 in Blocking. When you drive your shield into the ground, it explodes with light, creating a barrier that protects you and nearby allies from all damage for 5 seconds.

      

      

      An immesely powerful spell—which explained why it cost a full quarter of his total mana. But a spell like that wasn’t going to work with a buckler; he’d need to get a bigger shield in the next world.

      He also had a new ability, "Slash." Galen inspected it:

      
        
        ABILITY: Slash

        DAMAGE: 5-7

        COOLDOWN: 1.2 seconds

        DESCRIPTION: A Guardian-specific ability available upon reaching Lvl. 3 with One-Handed Swords. When striking with your sword, you can deliver a swift, higher-damage blow on a short cooldown.

      

      

      Galen understood: he had to level his skills to unlock his spells and abilities. He wasn't sure yet at what levels those spells and abilities unlocked, but his first guess was that the next ones would become available on skill level 6.

      He returned to his stats, decided to allocate the 10 points each to strength and stamina. Both seemed important to a class that he sensed would see mostly up-close combat: swing harder, last longer. He also allotted 5 points to wisdom and the last 5 to charisma. He wanted to be able to use Shield as many times as possible, so he needed to increase his mana pool. And as for the charisma...he’d never regretted leveling that in any game.

      He reviewed his new stat sheet:

      
        
        NAME: GALEN COLE

        CLASS: GUARDIAN

        LEVEL: 2

        HEALTH: 150/150 (+10 from gear)

        MANA: 110/110

        ARMOR CLASS: 10

        ***

        STRENGTH: 16

        STAMINA: 16 (+2 from gear)

        DEXTERITY: 5

        INTELLIGENCE: 5

        WISDOM: 10

        CHARISMA: 10

        ***

        SPELLS: Shield

        ABILITIES: Slash

        SKILLS:

        Blocking, Lvl. 3

        One-Handed Swords, Lvl. 3

        Perception, Lvl. 1

        ITEMS:

        Woven Mail Chestpiece (Rare)

        Simple Cloth Pants (Common)

        Simple Boots (Common)

        Rusty Sword (Common)

        Buckler (Common)

        PYRO POINTS: 10

      

      

      Just as he’d thought, the additional stamina and wisdom increased his health and mana by a multiplier of five. It had worked exactly as he’d hoped.

      Near the bottom of his character sheet he studied his items. Everything was bound to him between worlds, then: his stats and his items and gear. The sight of the chainmail on his character set a lump in his virtual throat; he was glad to be allowed to keep it, would do so for as long as he survived.

      He found it interesting that abilities and skills were different things. He figured he’d either gain Guardian-specific abilities through leveling, or when his skills raised to a certain level.

      Pyro Points. He’d gotten a pittance for making it through the first world: one-tenth of what Wilt Waters had been awarded. Galen swept the thought aside; he wasn’t interested in winning so much as simply surviving. His eyes flicked over the finalize button, and it depressed under his gaze. His name flashed with an outline of gold and clanked into place.

      “Selection finalized. Exiting the user interface in 10 seconds,” Sicora said; apparently she’d had enough of his dawdling.

      He would take this moment by moment. As the character sheet faded, he repeated his instructions to himself: open your eyes, start running, get to safety. Go from there.
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* * *

      He was still in space. The stars winked like grains of sand above the cricketcall, the faint breeze on his face. He scented death.

      This wasn’t space. Galen sat up, his hat falling from his chest. A few feet off, a horse lay on the ground, flies gathering on the carcass. A campfire had burnt to black ash, and every way he looked was only plains, cacti, and sharp hills the color of mustard.

      He was too thirsty to execute his plan to run. He lifted the canteen left by the fire, found it bone dry. He hooked it to his belt all the same. On his left hip he found that his rusty sword had transformed into something called a Particulate Sword. He unsheathed it, flicked the grip; it slotted near instantly to a sharp point. And instead of the buckler, he now wore a Metal Shield strapped to his forearm. When he rolled the sleeve back and jerked his arm up, the shield spiraled open to a round, interlocking dome. When he jerked his arm down, it reformed into a kite shield with three sinister points. Finally, the centaur chainmail had become Security Mail: a fine, flexible metal that rested under his cotton shirt.

      “Okay,” he said to nothing and no one. “This is okay.”

      And Galen Cole set his hat on his head, started off into the hot night.

      He walked under the wide sky on a plain that did not have a path until he forged it, stepping slow and determined past sunburnt cacti, their spines browned and flimsy. Some miles off, one coyote called to another. The first sounded long and low, and then the other returned with a yipping howl that made Galen feel not so alone.

      He climbed to the top of a ridge, the fingernail moon offering a sharded light over a vast world: more plains, more dust, and not a single mote of water. He rested on the ridge a time, knees pulled up. He had already tried hacking at a tall cactus with the sword, but it was dry as paper on the inside and he wasn’t sure where to dig for water. He left the cactus with one branch hanging like a cleft arm.

      After some hours his health began to tick down; he was at 135/150. And he had a follower. One of the coyotes trotted at a few miles distance, and where there was one, there were more. In a few hours the sun would rise and then he would be sorrier than he already was.

      Ahead, a creature he had mistaken for gnarled brush raised its long neck, stood staring at him on impossibly thin legs. After a moment, a nameplate appeared over its head: <YOUNG GAZELLE - LEVEL: 1>. He stopped mid-step, waited until the creature, still wary, walked and then bounded off to the west. Galen’s interface flashed, notifying him that his Perception skill had just risen to 2, followed by a little flavor text: Way to go, adventurer! Your keen eyes now let you gauge the level of people and creatures within 5 levels of your own.

      So he was just one level higher than a young gazelle. Best not to inform Prairie of that—if he ever found her.

      Galen followed the gazelle. He set into a light jog, eyes on the upturned tail. He was losing the creature and he couldn’t run far before he lost all will, but it was far enough. The young gazelle led him to a flock who swept from the tiny pond like birds, the only sound their hooves pressing divots into the dry ground.

      He came to the pond, its surface limned with bits and detritus, like a worshipper. Galen rolled his sleeves to the elbows, dropped to his knees, plunged his entire head in. He drank and scrubbed the dirt from his head all at once, and the water was nectar. He lifted for air once, twice, went back for more until his stomach felt distended and when he raised his head a final time and there was a man standing on the other side, watching.

      Galen stumbled onto his backside, slinging pond water from his hair. The man stood as still as the gazelle while his horse drank, one hand set into his belt and the other holding a lit cigarette to his lips. A black jacket hung to his ankles, floated over fine leather pants and a starched shirt, the collar lined in red. A shock of blonde hair graced his head. Galen squinted until his unhelpful nameplate appeared: <UNKNOWN NPC - LEVEL: ???>.

      “Howdy,” he said, lowering the cigarette. The horse, a chestnut, shook its head and the bit of its bridle jingled on the leather, droplets of water flung to Galen on the other side. “Don’t mean to interrupt a man at his business.”

      Galen got to his feet, set his hat on his wet head. “Well, I’m done,” he said. “Where’s the nearest town?”

      The blonde took a long drag from his cigarette, evaluating Galen. After a time he pointed with his smoking fingers off to the west, where a high ridge rose. “If you’re local to here you’d know old Susquehanna’s about a five minute walk that way over the hill. But I reckon you aren’t. Local, that is.”

      Pegged. “Thanks,” Galen said, and he started off to the west.

      The horse raised its head, stamped one white-socked hoof. “Easy, girl,” the man said. “She don’t particularly like strangers. How about we introduce ourselves?”

      Galen stopped, half turned. They still had most of the pond between them. “I’m Galen Cole,” he said.

      “Well, Galen Cole,” the man said, setting aside one flap of his jacket to reveal a pronged piece of metal over his left breast. “I’m Virgil Roundtree, the sheriff of Susquehanna, but most just call me Roundtree. Now I don’t suppose you’ve set eyes on a fellow with real dark curly hair who holds one hand to his chest on account he’s missing three fingers, have you?”

      Galen shook his head.

      “That’s a real shame,” Roundtree said, and the man dropped his cigarette, stubbed it with the toe of his boot. “Reckon I ought to get a move on, then.” He set one hand on the pommel of the saddle and his foot in the boot, swung up. “Be good in my town, Galen Cole.”

      Galen watched him leave south, swaying easy on the horse, and he felt a tug in his chest. Virgil Roundtree was both a stranger and awful familiar.
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      Galen came into Susquehanna with the sunrise. Eyes followed: a stagecoach driver idling at the post office; a woman leaving the hat shop; two old men in rocking chairs on the porch of the saloon. Even the dog, <OLD MUTT - LEVEL: 1>, raised his head from beneath the saloon porch.

      Virgil Roundtree had called Susquehanna a town. It was more a single road whose grooves had been made permanent by the addition of a few buildings. In fact, Galen could see the beginning and end of Susquehanna before he’d even entered town. And he knew where the boundary lay on account of the single dead tree from which a noose hung, a decaying, crow-pecked body still clinging to the rope. THIEVES WILL PAY, the plank on his chest read. And Galen Cole, who had been in the world for all of about five hours, was grateful for such a fact—he hadn’t had a chance to do good or bad.

      But the eyes on him were curious. He wished he had a mirror, but all he got was a pipe lifted from between the lips of one of the old men on the saloon porch. “You look like you seen better days, son,” he announced, his voice full of gravel.

      “There’s a boy who needs him one of Earl’s special draughts,” the other said, and the two laughed. One of the men pressed a hand into his pocket, pulled something from it, his hand going out to Galen as he passed. “Take this, poor bastard, take it and buy yourself a wash in the tub or at least a drink to forget the smell.”

      Galen received a single coin in his palm. It was copper and donut-shaped, the center clipped out. Around the edge was engraved a language he couldn’t read, most of the letters rubbed flat with use and age.

      “Thanks,” Galen said, pulling at the brim of his hat. He pressed through the batwings into half-light and sawdust, the scent of fresh-poured liquor and puke. He came into a real scene: every table abandoned except for one at the saloon’s center, brimming. Before Galen, a woman and a half-dozen men seated or standing, five players with cards held tight to their chests. They had either been at it all night or started when the sun came up, though Galen didn’t expect that these were the early-rising type. Behind the bar, a single put-upon man with a bald dome and two tufts at the sides of his head polished a glass.

      On his entry, every face except the woman’s turned to Galen. One of the men--<UNKNOWN NPC - LEVEL: 2>--folded his arm, his jaw working until he delivered a brown patch of saliva onto the floor. “Seems we’ve got another shown up,” he said. And the game was forced to halt by their inattention.

      The woman laid her hand to her chest and took her time turning in her seat, one arm set over the wooden back. Her hair was pulled into a bun, and she wore a long jacket and leather britches with tall boots, but it was the same pair of knowing blue eyes he’d grown used to.

      She crossed her legs, surveying him beneath her nameplate: <PRAIRIE POWELL - LEVEL: 2>. “Galen Cole,” she said, “you’re just in time.” She turned back in her chair. “Raise,” she said, pressing a small stack of coins right to the center of the table.

      One of the men groaned, clapped the shoulder of a player who sat opposite. “She’s taking you, Cash.”

      The man who’d been hit shrugged the other away. “Ain’t being taken by no woman. I raise.” And he pressed his own coins forward.

      “Let’s see about that,” the other said.

      Prairie spread her hand of five cards across the table. The groans that went up about shook the walls of the saloon—cheat, thief, every insult lobbed at once—and before Galen knew what was what, the chairs had been pushed back from the table and three guns and two small crossbows were unholstered. All of them but the crossbows were aimed at Prairie.

      That was how Galen came to regret that he’d found the right place.
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* * *

      The doors of the saloon flew wide as she yanked him onto the porch. Beside them, the old men sat agog, still rocking, as Prairie leapt off the porch and Galen stumbled down the steps. By the time he’d turned around, she was unwinding a bridle from the hobbling pole. “Take the roan, Cole,” she called, and the horse started as she stuck one foot in the stirrup. She bounced along with it as it backed up and, after a few tries, swung herself into the saddle.

      “You know how to ride?” he said.

      She pulled the horse around, its head jerking to her unfamiliar seat and commands. “I will,” Prairie said, though the white mare she’d taken was raising dust with her stamping hooves.

      The saloon doors slammed, and the first of the card players limped out with an arrow in his thigh. Galen started toward the roan horse.

      “Don’t you dare,” the man called, lifting his gun. “Cash, he’s thieving my Trigger.”

      Galen had no cover. He jerked his arm down and the shield slotted open before him into the white and sharp kite. He staked it into the ground and crouched behind, his eyes flicking to the Shield ability in his interface. His mana dropped by 25% and white light burst from the kite, enveloping Galen as the first bullet hit the metal with such force he thought his arm might have fractured. But it rang off, and the second one did, too. One. Two. He breathed fast. A third and fourth bullet hit the metal, but the shield held. Three. Four. Before the fifth bullet hit, a cry went up. Galen raised his head high enough to peer over, found twin arrows lodged at the center of his attacker’s chest. Trigger’s owner slumped silent next to the two old men on the porch. From atop her nervous mare, Prairie let a whoop. “Get your ass up, Cole.”

      “Knew they was bad,” the man with the pipe said. “Didn’t I say so?”

      Five. The light snuffed from Galen’s shield. He rose, jerked his arm up; the metal spiraled back into itself. When he came to the hobbling pole, his shaking, dehydrated hands fumbled with the reins. He’d never ridden a horse, didn’t want to ride a horse, but here he was. Galen pulled the bridle free and struggled to set his foot in the stirrup. Trigger had pushed himself back from the watering trough, threw his head left and right. Two of the other men had just gotten onto the porch, and with all his strength Galen took hold of the pommel and pulled himself half onto the back of the horse.

      Prairie spun her mare, took off down the road. Trigger followed, first at a trot and then at a canter so that Galen, his right leg barely over the horse’s flank, bounced and then just clung to the horse’s mane and the pommel as the shots rang out behind them.
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* * *

      They were followed. Prairie spurred the mare to a gallop once they had cleared Susquehanna, and Galen—who by now had gained the Riding skill (Hey, cowboy — looks like you managed to get your first ride on the pony at the birthday party)—still clung low to Trigger, his face whipped by the horse’s mane.

      They rode into a wide and blown out plain, helixes of sand risen at either side. In their wake, calls sang out, foul names spat. When he glanced back he spied four horses in the churned dust, the old mutt running alongside.

      Galen’s hat flew off, floated into the haze. A bullet rang past his ear and into the endless plain, and he would have shouted to Prairie that they needed a plan or else they were well and thoroughly fucked, but even if she could have heard him, he didn’t dare remove his focus from the tight hold he had on the horse.

      Ahead of them, a black, growing line had appeared in the far distance. It was on a perpendicular course, growing and stretching to meet them. What the hell was it? Galen lifted his head, but he couldn’t make out much in the dust beyond Prairie’s mare.

      “Hey!” he shouted. Her bun had slipped out, and her hair streamed behind her in a nearly straight line. She didn’t hear him. They were on a direct course with whatever it was, and as they neared, Galen started to make out the vicious details: circular wheels, a curl of smoke issuing from the front. “Prairie!” he screamed.

      Another shot sounded, and her face swept around to Galen; she wore a knowing look. He shook his head, to which she nodded. “No,” he called. “We’ll die!” In the game, of course. But if it worked—

      If they could hop one of the cars, the whole thing would be downright cinematic.

      Galen had to make choices. Quick choices. The train’s horn sounded, a shrill call in the desert. It said: grab your horse’s reins, jerk the head aside, and get your fool self to safety.

      But he didn’t.

      He drove his heels into Trigger’s sides, and the horse careened up to where Prairie’s mare ran with a neck stretched almost horizontal, ears swept back.

      Prairie hung so low to the horse she seemed almost one with the creature. When she glanced over, she shouted something that was lost beneath the near-constant horn.

      He could make out the details of the train so well that it scared him: the dizzying wheels, the metal-horned undercarriage, the window out which a conductor was waving a terrified arm. The coal residue on that terrified arm.

      Galen pressed on. They might make it, but only just, and some tail hair might be clipped off in the process.

      That was when the mare went down. It happened fast: Prairie was beside him and then she wasn’t, and Galen’s horse leaned back so hard he was nearly thrown off as Trigger slowed and they skidded toward the tracks. They neared the train and the train neared them, and he jerked the horse’s head left as it came roaring by.

      Galen’s hair swept back as the wind and heat washed over, the conductor yelling something out the window while the train shot by, car after car after car throttling down the tracks so loud he was deafened.

      He looked back. They’d kicked up so much dust he couldn’t see Prairie or the mare. Between his legs, Trigger breathed hard and ragged. Galen found the reins, directed the horse away from the tracks and back the way they’d come.

      He wasn’t the first to find her. He stepped through the cloud of dust and into a circle around the mare and Prairie, both of whom were on the ground: the mare on her side, and Prairie on hers, one leg pinned under the horse’s ribcage. The horse’s left front leg was bent at a sickening angle below the second joint, and she bled from a hole in her flank.

      He didn’t hear any of what happened next—but he did see it. First the dying horse, and then Prairie, who struggled on the ground. The men who trotted around, two of them with guns pointed at Prairie, and two of them with the barrels directed at Galen.

      All of this he saw, but not the butt-end of the gun that struck his skull. He only knew the world jerked with a thud, and he was in blackness when he fell to the ground. In his interface, his health dropped to 75/150.

      The dog’s teeth were on his arm, and then a thin strand of sound made its way in: “He’s down. Sit, Bill! Sit—for God’s sake, he’s down.”
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      Galen’s head throbbed with its own pulse. It worked into a terrible dream where he tried again and again to stand from the dirt only to have his head yanked down by hands he couldn’t see, and every time it struck the ground the pain lanced through his skull so strong he called or screamed or cried but he didn’t have a voice, just a mouth that opened and closed.

      Chains rattled. Galen opened his eyes into a squinting-white light, rolled his face left. That hurt. But he got a glimpse of fingers in the air, metal cuffs bolted to a wall. Something squeezed his head and he lifted a hand that didn’t seem like his own to touch it. His scalp was wrapped in gauze like a present.

      “Welcome back, Cole.” Prairie sounded like she hadn’t had a sip of water in days.

      He couldn’t angle his face that way without aggravating his head, so he spoke to the cracked ceiling, the bars that sprung wide and circular over the window. “We didn’t beat the train.”

      She let a crackling laugh. “We sure didn’t.”

      “I think I’ve been shot,” he said.

      “Might as well have been—I’ve been stuck with your comatose body for three days. You don’t even want to know all the things we’ve talked about without your consent.”

      He groaned. “Three days?”

      “Yeah, and not a word from any of them except the guy who brings the food. Hope you don’t mind that I’ve eaten both our shares up until now. Anyway, he says they’re waiting for the sheriff—Ervil Something-or-Other—to get back and lay a verdict.”

      Galen swallowed hard; his throat was as dry as two pieces of sandpaper rubbed together. “Virgil Roundtree.”

      Prairie’s fingers snapped. “There it is. But since you’re up, what do you say we skip due process and skedaddle?”

      Boots thumped on the floorboards outside the cell. “I don’t expect the townsfolk to be real pleased with that.”

      This time Galen did turn his head. Six feet off, Virgil Roundtree leant against the cell bars, smoke issuing from both nostrils. He flicked the cigarette butt between his two fingers.

      “Well hey there, Sheriff,” Prairie said. She was unflappable. “Bum a smoke?”

      “Surely, Miss,” Roundtree said, pulling up a stool. He sat, crossed one ankle over the opposite knee, and slipped paper and his tobacco pouch from his jacket. He set the tobacco on the paper, pressing it to a line. “I’ve already been acquainted with the young man on the bed. May I have the honor of your name?”

      “Annie Ringer Oakley.” Prairie didn’t hesitate. “You might have heard of me.”

      Roundtree cocked his head as he set the filter at the end of the paper. “Can’t say I have. But it’s a pleasure to meet you nonetheless.”

      “Mr. Roundtree,” Galen said, pressing himself to a half-seat. The movement sent his vision swimming, and his head ached like a giant wound. “Everything that happened—the saloon, the chase, the horses—all of that was a real big mistake.”

      “The guy who shot my mare was a mistake,” Prairie murmured.

      Roundtree didn’t lift his eyes from the paper he was rolling to shape. He licked the end of it, pressed the two sides together. “We’ll get to all that, folks. Believe you me. But first I’d like to know what you two were doing here in Susquehanna. We’ll start with you, Mr. Cole.”

      Galen could hardly pin two words together in his head, much less get them out his mouth. “I was after a bounty,” he whispered, remembering what Roundtree had told him at the watering hole. “Man with black curly hair.”

      Roundtree, who’d been examining the balance of the cigarette atop his thumb, lifted his eyes to Galen. “You don’t say? And what happened that you had to leave your horse rotting out on the plain? I reckon that was your camp since you came from that direction.”

      “I was ambushed in the next town over. Had to grab what I could, rode my horse hard through the night with them chasing me. Didn’t have enough water for the mare—or me.” The words came out of him faster than he thought them; Galen was a little concerned by how easily he was spinning the lie.

      Roundtree had removed a square, silver lighter with a wreath engraving in the language that Galen couldn’t read. The metal caught the light as he flicked it and the flame sprung up. “And you, Miss Oakley?”

      “That man there’s my heart,” Prairie said. The chains jingled as her thumb pointed toward Galen. “But gambling’s high up there, too. I didn’t cheat anyone; some men just can’t handle a woman who can lay a good hand.”

      Roundtree set the flame to the tip of the cigarette until it took. He closed the lighter and held the cigarette to his lips, grey eyes closing. He took a single inhale and the lit tip flared, the delicate paper folding to ash. “I know you didn’t,” he said. He stood, reached his arm between the bars and passed the cigarette into Prairie’s fingers. “It’s you who got cheated. Those folks at the saloon aren’t known for playing above the table.”

      She held it aloft, unable to stand, staring up at her bound hands and cigarette that burned there. “Then why are we being kept here, Sheriff?”

      Roundtree resumed his seat. “Because you killed one man with a crossbow, stole two horses, and ran one of them into the ground. That mare’s dead now.”

      Her lips curled. “Self-defense. They pulled on me first. And they shot the horse.” She tried again to leverage herself closer to the cigarette, but her hands were bolted too close to the wall and she slumped back to the ground.

      “Maybe so. That’s a dispute between you and them, but seeing as how I’m the sheriff of this town, I’m obliged to lay a sentence on account you killed a Susquehanna man.”

      “You going to hang me, Sheriff?” she asked. She sounded far less concerned than Galen felt, and his neck wasn’t even at stake. He remembered what his parents had told him about dupes when he was a child: they didn’t have souls, which meant they didn’t have a conscience, either. They lied, and they certainly couldn’t be trusted.

      “That depends. I believe in choices, Miss Oakley, and the great and ongoing opportunity to change oneself for the better. So I’m going to lay your choices out for you.” He leaned forward, elbows on his thighs, and raised one finger. “First, you may choose to hang. It’ll be in the town square, and our executioner believes in a long drop, so a neck as fine as yours is likely to break as soon as you hit the end of that rope. Painless compared to the way most folks die.”

      Roundtree paused, grey eyes on Prairie. Another finger went up. “Second, you may choose to accompany your heart over here, Mr. Cole, on his search for one Bill ‘Frenchie’ Bass. You and Mr. Cole—seeing as he acted as an accomplice in the murder and horse thieving you’ve done—will continue to wear the metal collars you’ve got fitted around your necks.”

      Galen’s hand went up, and he felt the strip of cold metal there, fitted exactly to the circumference of his neck. He hadn’t noticed it under her hair, but now he saw that Prairie had one on, too. “What do they do?” he asked.

      Roundtree sat back, folded his arms. “Glad you asked. These collars help me keep track of you folks should one or both of you decide to attempt escaping. And should things get real bad, they’re equipped with a small explosive charge set directly over your carotid artery. Miss Oakley, could you kindly inquire as to who might be holding the detonator to those charges?”

      Prairie, who had resumed her struggle with the cigarette, redirected her attention to Roundtree. “I’m dying to know.”

      One hand went to the sleeve of his jacket, and with precise movements he rolled the sleeve to his elbow. On his arm was a keypad held to the skin by metal circlets that wrapped at either end. “Your very own sheriff, one Virgil Roundtree, who, should you choose the second option, will be accompanying you on your journey.”

      When Roundtree rolled his sleeve back down, he clapped his boots to the floor, threw both hands up. “So folks, what’ll you have—the noose or the bandit?”

      The cigarette finally dropped from Prairie’s fingers, and she sighed, lifted her face to Roundtree. “One question. Why do they call him Frenchie?”

      The sheriff’s face lifted. “That’s a fine question, Miss. You see, old Bill Bass got his name on account of how he likes to execute folks: with a big kiss on the smackers before he shoots ‘em. And he don’t discriminate by gender, either.”

      “He kisses you?” Prairie asked.

      Roundtree nodded. “Sure do.”

      “I’ll take option two,” she said.

      Roundtree smiled. “You’ve made the right choice, Miss Oakley.” He knelt to lift the half-burnt cigarette and set it between her lips.

      And Galen, his hand still on the collar, watched the two of them, who remained for a moment immobile except for the curl of smoke issuing from Prairie’s mouth.
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* * *

      When Roundtree had gone, the light fading from the cell, Galen pushed himself to a seat against the wall. “You said I’m your heart?” he said.

      “Makes me seem human,” Prairie said from the side of her mouth, her lips holding the cigarette in place. “Just an FYI: dinner’s about to be served and I have the best access to the food slot, so you should start thinking now about what you’re going to barter.”

      Galen stared at the spot where the sheriff had been. “Does he seem familiar to you?”

      “Who?”

      “Virgil Roundtree.”

      She shrugged. “He’s every wannabe-cool western sheriff trope rolled into a single NPC. So yeah.”

      Galen shook his head. Prairie was right, but there was also something else itching at him that he couldn’t articulate. “Could beating the level be as simple as catching this Frenchie?”

      Prairie exhaled smoke through her nose. “Probably not.”

      “Are you going to try to kill Roundtree when we get out of this cell?” Galen asked.

      Her head jerked up, eyebrows lifted at the center. “You think I’m that cutthroat?”

      He raised his shoulders. “Well, you did put two arrows in one of the saloon guys.”

      “Cole.” Prairie took a last long drag on the cigarette and dropped it from between her lips. She toed the remnant paper and tobacco into the cell floor. “What do you think of me, really?”

      “What do you mean, think of you?”

      “Do you think I’m a liar?”

      His gaze traveled around the cell. “Uh.”

      “Let me put it another way.” Her chains clanked as she folded her legs. “When people meet you, do they ask you what you are?”

      “No,” he said. “Well, sometimes they ask me if I’m Chinese.”

      “Nobody wonders what I am. You could find my entire DNA structure in a millionth of a second online. They don’t suspect I’m a liar—they know I’m one. They don’t suspect I’m soulless—they know it.”

      His eyes finally settled on her. “Are you a liar?”

      She was silent, staring at him. “Sometimes. Almost never with the people who matter to me. Are you?”

      “Sometimes. I lie to my family when they call and ask whether I’ve finally found a better job and stopped wearing a VR headset.”

      “Because you haven’t?”

      He nodded.

      She smiled faintly. “Let’s play a game, Cole. We can ask each other three questions, and we have to tell the truth.”

      He shrugged; his head throbbed anew. “Okay.”

      “All right,” she said, rubbing her hands together separately above her head. “First, are you a virgin?”

      He rolled his eyes above his warming cheeks. “I’m twenty-one.”

      “And a gamer, which means yes. Your turn—”

      “I’m not,” he said.

      “Not what?”

      “I’m not a virgin.”

      Her eyebrows went up, and she tossed her head a little, a small smile appearing. “Okay then. Your turn.”

      He leaned forward. “Why did Pyro pick you?”

      “Oh, you know. Security dupe, amazing physicality, perfect critical judgment.” Her head rocked from side to side. ”How better to test a roguelike game than with a clone that’s 100% effective?”

      “100%? I thought clones couldn’t get past—”

      “99%? Yeah, we can. My turn: who’s Callum?”

      He felt a pang, pushed it aside. “He was my younger brother.”

      “Was? Well, I’m giving up my third question for this, then. Why ‘was’ and not ‘is’?”

      That rare and vicious feeling carried up in him again. He’d spent so many years suppressing it that he was surprised—scared—by how fast the bile rose. “He was killed.”

      She lowered her head as she listened, her eyes on her folded legs. “How?”

      “Bolt pistol on the sidewalk. Random killing.” Galen hadn’t seen the blood, only the hose. They’d sprayed the pebbled asphalt, washed all the pink down a sewer, committing it underground. “He was fifteen.”

      Her head lifted. “Bolt pistol? To the head?”

      Galen’s eyes closed. “God, Prairie, I don’t know. I think so.”

      “You’re sure? A bolt pistol?”

      “Yes, a fucking bolt pistol. B-O-L-T.” His eyes opened, and then his hand went to the wall, his open palm slapping hard. “This is way more than three questions.”

      The cornflower eyes were intense on Galen. Right now he hated those eyes, that blonde hair. “Where in the head? Was it his temple?” she asked.

      “Does opening me up like that make you feel more human?” Even as he tried to talk away the memories, they slithered to him: his brother on the slab, an X across his chest, the packed hole at the left temple, just as she suspected. How could she suspect that? Right now he hated those eyes, that blonde hair. “You’re sick, Powell. I’m done.”

      She shook her head. Her eyes were wide, unfocused. “If you can, forget I asked.”

      “Right,” he said, and he lay back on the bed. The pain surged in his head, and he knew he was far from done with grieving. He might have never begun, might have substituted virtual heart-shots for real ones. In fact, he knew he had. But that particular hole stretched so deep he was afraid to even step up to it.

      “Listen.” Prairie straightened, her chains clinking. “I wouldn’t kill Roundtree.”

      “Whatever.”

      Footsteps echoed in the hallway, and the scent of pork wafted into the cell. “I’m not lying, Cole,” she whispered. “I need you to know that.”

      But he couldn’t stop seeing the hose, the asphalt, pink down the sewer.
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      In the quiet heat of morning three horses left Susquehanna on the road west. At the fore, Virgil Roundtree swayed with his black brim low, pressing his appaloosa on with an easy seat. Behind, a pair of herd-bound mares carried the two criminals. And as they passed the dead tree, the bones clacking in the breeze, one of the old men spat in the sawdust on the saloon porch. Good riddance, and may they perish with that Frenchie Bass.

      “Don’t look back,” Prairie said, and Galen returned his eyes to what lay ahead. “You’ll start with regrets.”

      “The lady’s right,” Roundtree said, rounding his horse in a circle to come alongside Galen. “We lead short lives out here, Mr. Cole. Best not to shorten yours further with worry.”

      Galen’s horse pinned her ears back at Prairie’s mare, and he jerked the reins to pull her head left. “How far are we riding?”

      Roundtree’s hand went out, the finger pointing to the hazy horizon. “A day’s ride that way and we’ll reach the fine settlement of Senoia. You two ever seen an air machine?” When they didn’t respond, Roundtree slapped his leg. “It’s the damnedest thing you ever saw. Tell you what: if we catch that Frenchie, I’ll buy you both passage for a go-round.”

      After he’d ridden ahead, Galen leaned to Prairie. “Do you think he means a plane?”

      She let a small smile under the shade of her hat. “Does that make you especially keen to catch our outlaw? Galen Cole goes on a plane?”

      He shrugged. “Between having a hole blasted in my neck and riding the air machine, I think I’m pretty keen in general.”

      She laughed. “You have a stark way of putting things, Cole.”

      They rode until the sun melted their hats to their heads. Roundtree led them to a stream with a rock overhang for the horses to shade and drink. Galen dismounted like a drunkard, his thighs protesting even the act of getting down. His riding skill had risen to 3, but he certainly didn’t feel it as he sat and then lay back in the shade, sliding his hat over his face.

      When Roundtree stepped up, he dropped a canteen by Galen’s side. “Careful of them scorps,” he said.

      Galen lowered his hat from his face, squinting at Roundtree’s dark form, a penumbra of light around him. “Scorps?”

      Roundtree stooped, plucked up a tiny scorpion by its curled tail. Its nameplate read <DEADLY SCORPION - LEVEL: 3>. “Like this feller hiding in the shade with you. The smaller the stinger, the sorrier you’ll be.”

      Galen scrambled to his feet, stumbled out from under the rock toward the stream. Prairie, who had been washing her mare’s face, glanced up. “Your horse needs some attention, Cole.”

      He turned, found his mare standing alone and sullen in the sun where he’d left her, the end of her bridle twisted around a jagged shrub. When Galen went to free her, Roundtree emerged, stooped by the stream. “Tend her well, Mr. Cole—if that one up and dies on you, too, you’ll be walking to Senoia.”

      Galen led the mare to the stream—or more accurately, was led by her. He barely had time to remove the bridle and bit before she lowered her head and drank with feverish lips. “What’s her name?”

      Roundtree removed his scarf, dipped it in the water. He squinted at the mare. “That’s a fine girl named Calamity. She’s the daughter of the great stallion Catastrophe, bred by your very own Mrs. Jane Roundtree.”

      Prairie lifted her canteen from the water. “Left the wife in Susquehanna?”

      “You could say that.” Roundtree stared at his scarf under the water, lifted it and wrung it hard. “Left some brownfoot while I’m away.”

      “Brownfoot?” Prairie asked, taking a swig.

      Roundtree leg the scarf loose, slung it over his neck. “Doesn’t sound it by the name, but it’s a pretty little flower that grows local. Pink with some white on the petal.”

      Galen’s hand went over Calamity’s pale mane. In his periphery, he spied the glint of metal on Roundtree’s ring finger, and he thought that Virgil Roundtree, an NPC, might be a better example of a human than most humans. Even if he was prepared to kill both of them at the first sign of flight.

      At least he was straightforward about it.
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* * *

      Human and horse rode with faces angled low before the setting sun. They moved with singular intent, too tired and sun-stricken to talk. And Galen, whose Irish half didn’t allow for much in the way of tanning, found himself pink and blistering at the neck and hands. “Roundtree,” he called in the late afternoon, “How much further?”

      When Prairie glanced back at him, she grinned, shook her head.

      Roundtree circled back, loosening his scarf from his neck. “I’m afraid we can’t stop until we reach the cliff, so I advise you to wear this. And these,” he said, slipping his gloves from his hands.

      Galen shook his head. “What about you?”

      “Oh, me and the sun are more friends than enemies,” Roundtree said, tossing the gloves and scarf to Galen. He pointed up. “That darling’s saved me more times than I can count.”

      Galen tied the scarf around his neck, watching Roundtree resume his place ahead. The relief from the sun was instant, and the gloves weren’t anything to sniff at, either:

      
        
        ITEM: Sheriff Roundtree’s Gloves

        QUALITY: Rare

        ARMOR CLASS: 6

        STATS: +2 stamina, +2 wisdom

        EFFECTS: None

      

      

      Endurance and understanding—two attributes every keeper of the law needed in spades. Galen slipped them onto his hands, and he thought maybe he did feel a little more understanding. He did feel sorry for how emotional he’d gotten the night before.

      Prairie trotted to his side. “Come on, Cole—you’re gonna let a game beat you with a little sun?”

      “Says the woman with long hair and her own gloves,” Galen said.

      “And superior clone genetics. We dupes tan well,” she said.

      Galen stared at the black gloves on his hands. “He’s being awfully nice to two criminals, don’t you think?”

      Prairie went solemn. “Did you see his town, Cole?”

      He shrugged. “Yeah. So what?”

      “Calling it a town is generous.” She lifted her finger, pointing at Roundtree’s back. “That’s a sheriff who needs two criminals more than we need him.”

      Galen met Prairie’s eyes, and then he followed her finger to the dignified figure sitting on his stallion. And he knew she was right. He felt proud and sorry and afraid—all these things at once—and he knew that finding this Frenchie was important. It was more than criminal justice—this was something that would carry a man across the desert to capture another man with the only two hands he had at his disposal: a pair of criminals with collars on their necks.

      He nodded at Prairie, and she lowered her hat in response. And they caught up to Roundtree, rode at either side of his horse as the day wore into evening.
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* * *

      In the night they stepped up to the cliff’s edge, where below Senoia spread white-lit. “That’s a settlement?” Galen asked. He couldn’t see the whole of it without turning his head.

      “Biggest one for a hundred miles,” Roundtree said. “That there’s the birthplace and deathplace of every criminal who ever made a go of it.”

      “Why’s that?” Prairie asked.

      “Money like water: so much of it, but it all trickles right through your hands,” Roundtree said. “Every time one thief springs up, another’s stabbing him in the kidney. And then of course there’s the swift and inefficient law.”

      “Inefficient?” Galen said.

      “Noontime tomorrow there’ll be a hanging in the grand square—of some small-time crook, of course. They never take to task the ones that bring the city to seed, and they don’t mind much, either, so long as they’ve got a neck to set the noose around. It appeases folk.”

      “And how are we going to find Frenchie?” Galen asked.

      “We won’t,” Roundtree said, lifting his arm where beneath, Galen knew the detonator was strapped. He tensed as Roundtree tapped his finger to the spot, the flames of their campfire throwing unpredictable light and shadow onto the sheriff. “He’ll come for me.”

      Prairie snapped her fingers. “He’s wearing a collar.”

      “That’s right, Miss Oakley,” Roundtree said. “Escaped from Susquehanna four days ago, and it’s right about now he’s realizing there’s only two ways out of that contraption.”

      “Why was he in Susquehanna?” Galen asked.

      “Because I brought him there,” Roundtree said, “on account that was where he committed the crime that I intend to hang him for.”

      “What crime?” Galen asked.

      Roundtree turned, stepped up to the cliff. He stared out and across the settlement, the wind in his pale hair. “The murder of one Jane Roundtree.”

      Galen’s heart caught a moment too long, and then it beat once, hard, and several times in quick succession. Frenchie, the outlaw who kissed his victims before he executed them. “I’m sorry,” he said.

      Roundtree turned back, his face so drawn that Galen wondered how he hadn’t noticed the grief before. “Like I said: short lives.”

      Prairie stepped close to the two of them, lowered her head to whisper as though she were consoling Roundtree.

      Instead, she whispered: “Don’t move. There’s someone beyond the fire.”

      The three stood a time at the cliff, the only noise the wind up the rockface and their crackling fire behind. Galen listened hard, and after couple minutes he heard it: the sound of someone adjusting themselves in the dirt, a boot pressing through the sand over the hardpan.

      Roundtree had heard it, too; he set his hands in his belt, moseyed away from the cliff. “Reckon we ought to get some food in us and lay up for the night.” He crossed to where his stallion stood hobbled, rummaged in the pannier.

      Galen and Prairie followed, sat on their haunches by the fire. Prairie leveled her eyes away into the dark, opposite where they sat with their backs to the cliff. She pushed another piece of tinder toward the flame, and Galen shivered when it crackled, the hairs lifting up the length of his spine. For how painful hot it was during the day, he found the night chilling—or maybe that was just the adrenaline.

      Roundtree returned with a cast-iron pot and a sack of beans. He added water from his canteen, set the pot over the fire. No one could accuse the man of cowardice: he sat opposite Prairie and Galen, his back to whomever was out there. “I reckon neither of you folk eat enough beans.”

      The shot came. It was a lightning crack echoing across the ridge.

      Roundtree jerked, fell back from his haunches and to one elbow. Another shot nailed the pot, sent the beans and water into the dirt. Prairie dropped, and in one arc of motion rolled to Roundtree’s side, unholstered his gun from his waist. She leveled it into the darkness, cocked, fired three shots by the time Galen had dropped to his chest. “Hold!” Roundtree called, his voice strangled. Galen didn’t know where Roundtree had been hit, but he sounded in a good deal of pain. “If you aim to kill me, guaranteed you’ll set your own neck in a noose for the murder of the sheriff of Susquehanna.”

      Galen raised his head, stared out into the dark. The only noises came from the water trickling through the dirt, Prairie’s hard breathing. “Don’t be a coward—let us see your face if you plan to shoot,” she shouted.

      There was a drawn silence, and then: “Those shots were terrible.” It was a female. Galen knew that voice. “Lower that revolver, Prairie.”

      “Oh sure, that sounds like a terrific idea,” Prairie said, cocking the gun. “Except I prefer not getting shot to terrific ideas.”

      “Ma’am, there’s no Prairie here,” Roundtree said. “I reckon you’ve got the wrong folks.”

      “Ringer, lower your gun. I need that sheriff alive, and I’ll shoot you square in the forehead if I need to,” said the voice.

      “Do it,” Galen whispered.

      “You and I both know you can’t kill me, Amy,” Prairie said. “Put me in a lot of pain, maybe, but player killing is a no-no.”

      Amy Park. Black bob, those heartless almond eyes. The hunter ambush with Sarai and Wilt Waters.

      “Do you want to find out? I’ve got a bead on you, and you’re shooting blind, Powell,” Amy said.

      “Sorry, Park,” Prairie said, “but that’s where you’re wrong.” When the rapport sounded, the other woman let a scream. Prairie leapt up, struck into the darkness.

      There was a scuffling, and Roundtree reached into his jacket with his good arm, pulled out some sort of contraption. He flicked it open and the light from the fire reflected into the darkness, revealed Prairie and Amy grappling in the dirt.

      Galen scrambled up, pitched himself into the fray. He set one arm around Amy’s neck, yanked her bodily from Prairie, who had hold of her jacket. Galen took hold of Amy’s shooting arm, pressed the gun from her hand. As soon as it hit the dirt, Prairie scooped it up, set it at her waist. Amy struggled hard, but Galen could tell she was maimed by the ginger way she held her left leg.

      “You shot me in the goddamn foot,” Amy said, pitching against Galen’s arms toward Prairie.

      “Better than the goddamn forehead,” Prairie said.

      “So what, you going to pitch me off the cliff?” she asked.

      The light shifted off them, and Roundtree stepped up in the darkness. He spoke low, pained. “No ma’am, we’re not. Bring her into the firelight.”

      Galen lifted Amy, walked her toward the fire. He set her down slow, allowing her purchase with her good foot. Still she struggled against him. There was a metallic clacking, and Roundtree approached, yanked the scarf from Amy’s neck. “Hold her head still a moment, please.”

      When Galen released Amy’s forehead, the collar was tight on her neck. He let her go as Roundtree launched into his explanation of the device. Amy began at first to limp into the darkness, but as Roundtree rolled up his sleeve to indicate the detonator, she stopped, her body sighing in a posture of defeat. When she turned back around, Roundtree slumped to his knees. “Help me get this jacket off,” he said, and Prairie eased it off him to reveal a great bloom of red over the white cotton shoulder.
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      In the night they sat as four around the campfire and waited for the beans to cook. Prairie had done up a fine tourniquet using Roundtree’s handkerchief, tying off the growing rosette of blood at Roundtree’s shoulder. Amy sat with her shot foot straight out, the other leg folded, her hands bound before her. In the light, her boot bore a black hole at the big toe. She sometimes gritted her teeth but hadn’t otherwise made a noise to reflect the obvious pain she was in.

      She did, however, take pains to be a smartass.

      “If you don’t let one of my hands free, the dupe will have to feed me,” she said as Prairie came around with the bowl and set it in Amy’s lap.

      “I’m afraid I can’t undo your bindings, Miss…?” Roundtree began.

      “Amy Park.”

      “Miss Park, on account you’ve already shot me once.”

      “That’s fine,” Prairie said, kneeling in front of Amy. The two set hard eyes on each other as Prairie lifted the utensil from the bowl, pressed a massive spoonful into Amy’s mouth. “You asked, after all.”

      And Amy, whose cheeks had gone distended, spat the entire contents at Prairie. She swung her head left, clicked her tongue. “Oh, that’s not on. You’re going to have to get better at this, Park. We’ll level you up in eating before long.”

      Across the fire, Galen and Roundtree chewed in captivated silence.

      She proceeded to feed Amy the entire bowl, spoonful by spoonful, never giving her the chance to do anything but chew and swallow. And Amy—Galen had to give her credit—bore it all in silence. When she’d taken her last swallow, she spat in the dust. “If you think you’re going to break me with force-feeding, you’re wrong,” she said. “That sheriff is dead, donezo.”

      “He looks pretty alive to me,” Prairie said, glancing over her shoulder. “Is it you who’s going to kill him?”

      “Me, Sarai, Wilt, Frenchie. One of us.”

      “Say the last again, Miss Park,” Roundtree said.

      “Frenchie Bass. You and he know one another,” Amy said.

      “Oh sure,” Roundtree said. “We certainly do.”

      “He gives his victims a big kiss before he executes them--is that right?” Prairie said to Amy. Their faces were close in the dark.

      “Something like that,” Amy said, staring back with unflinching dark eyes.

      “Miss Oakley, could you see to fixing up Miss Park’s bindings?” Roundtree said.

      “Absolutely,” Prairie said. She set the bowl aside, took hold of the rope’s lead at Amy’s lap and yanked on it so that the bindings cinched harder around her wrists.

      And still Amy Park didn’t flinch.

      “Thanks,” she said.

      “Sure thing.” Prairie stood, commenced with pulling her bedroll from the pannier on her mare. Neither spoke again—to one another, or to anyone.

      Beside Galen, Roundtree continued his eating. And Galen, who sensed something besides pure animosity at work between Prairie and Amy—he couldn’t articulate what it was, but he sensed they might be working their way down from despising each other—set out his own bedroll in awkward silence.

      The fire burned low as they lay around it, each to a side. Before he had fallen asleep, Galen heard Prairie’s low voice. When he opened his eyes, he spied her kneeling by Amy, offering her the jacket she’d been wearing as a pillow—and Amy, in uncharacteristic form, accepting it.

      That was how he found her in the morning: fetal, her hands bound, her head atop the leather jacket. With her hair swept over her face, Amy Park looked almost sweet, wholesome, a person he could like. And when her eyes opened, the first person they settled on was Prairie Powell.

      “Get up, Miss Park,” came Roundtree’s low voice. Galen turned, and the man was pulling his jacket on over his wound. “You’ve got a long walk ahead.”
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* * *

      They came into Senoia on three horses, Amy limping along behind. Her hands were rope-bound and blood came off her boot in dime drops. Roundtree held the lead for show, and it worked: the residents who happened to see such a thing stopped, stared at the sheriff at the fore, his metal star glinting in the sun. They walked slow and methodical, Galen and Prairie now adorned with neck-scarves that hid their collars. Galen’s sword and shield had been returned to him, and Prairie’s crossbows sat holstered at her belt.

      “That,” said a woman kneeling by her son, “is justice.”

      When the three horses arrived in the grand square, Roundtree circled his horse while the residents gathered. He sent the stallion in slow circles around Amy, who had to turn with him to keep the rope from winding around her body. She hobbled around, her tough chin still lifted, eyes on Roundtree. His wound was deftly hidden under his jacket, the wrapping Prairie had done tight enough to stop most of the blood flow into his arm. He held that hand in his lap, the other tugging on the rope.

      Galen and Prairie sat on their horses some feet off. He leant to her. “I think he loves the showmanship best of all.”

      Her mouth quirked. “You might be right. But it’s working.”

      When a crowd had gathered, Roundtree raised his good arm with the rope in his hand. “Sirs and gentlewomen,” he said, “here I have an outlaw in the employ of one Bill Frenchie Bass. Last night she came upon our camp as we traveled to your settlement, and she attempted an ambush. As you can see, she wasn’t successful in that endeavor.” Roundtree had begun to trot, pacing his horse back and forth in front of the hanging stand that sat empty of executioner, noose, and a neck to put in it.

      “As the sheriff of Susquehanna, I am within my rights to sentence this woman to hanging. However, as I’m sure you folks know, Frenchie Bass has for some time been terrorizing your good settlement and my own, and it’s in my interest to use this opportunity to call on him to come forward if he doesn’t want to see this lady, his associate, hanged right here in the grand square. If he should come forward before the noon hour, I will allow him to honor himself and this woman by facing me in a pistol duel. If he does not, then as surely as the town of Susquehanna will not fall to thieving and murdering under my care, this woman will hang by the neck until dead.”

      Prairie’s brow knit. “That wasn’t the plan.”

      Galen shook his head. “Don’t put anything past a grieving man.”

      She turned to Galen. “How’s he going to duel with a bum arm?”

      Roundtree’s stallion, agitated now, still paced, the man’s eyes surveying the crowd and beyond. “You folks here spread the news of my challenge to Frenchie Bass. If he cares at all about this woman in his employ—and my God he’s a cold-hearted bastard if he doesn’t—then I expect him here before the sun hits its peak.”

      Amy, who had been aware of none of this, set her eyes on Galen and then Prairie. “You two are brave, hiding behind your sheriff NPC,” she called. “At least I always faced you direct.”

      “She has a point,” Prairie said.

      “What are you talking about?” Galen asked. “She was with two dozen hunters on that tundra.”

      Prairie shrugged. “But she was there at the front with them, fighting. And she didn’t send any of them forward to deliver the coup de grâce.”

      “I don’t think she would have been that unhappy if a bear had come by our bodies,” he said. “Besides, she would have shot you in the head last night.”

      “If she was going to, she would have done it long before. She’s got something worthwhile in there,” Prairie said, one finger circling her chest. “That’s why I only shot her toes off.”

      “How did you even see her?” he asked.

      “Perception. Between the time I spent alone in the first level, and the nights in the jail cell with no one but you, I hit level 5. I have a very faint night vision now.”

      Galen turned to Prairie, who looked on at Amy, and he thought: she isn’t the only one with something worthwhile in there. But neither woman would ever own to it.
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* * *

      An hour on, Roundtree and Amy remained in the square. Three hours remained, and Galen and Prairie had dismounted, led their horses to a trough. “Do you think he’ll stand there the whole time?” Galen asked.

      Prairie glanced back to where Roundtree was mopping his neck with his pocket scarf. “Probably. He’s that type.”

      “What type is that?”

      “Lawful good,” she said, swinging her horse’s reins around the porch railing. “Just like your centaur friend.”

      “Really?” he said, lifting his face from the mare at the trough. “You think Willem was lawful good?”

      “Oh, for sure. There’s always a certain rigidity about those types. You can pick them out easiest of anyone.”

      Galen set his arms across the back of his mare, watched Roundtree remove his hat, brush his blonde hair aside from his forehead and replace it. And by God, she was right: both the centaur and the sheriff were cut from that cloth. Thinking it, the memory of Willem’s insides spilling onto the tundra came to him with nauseating starkness. “It’s kind of sad, isn’t it?” he said.

      Prairie came around the horses, was making her way up the steps of the weaponsmith’s shop. “What is?” she asked.

      “Lawful good obey the code that most others don’t,” Galen said, “so they usually lose.”

      “Lose what?” she said.

      He thought of Roundtree’s ring glinting in the sun, the dire insistence with which he now stood at the center of Senoia, wounded and awaiting the opportunity to level his pistol at another man’s breast. “Everything.”

      “Come to the chaotic side—we have all sorts over here,” she said, and when he glanced back at her, she was winking.

      “Good, neutral, or evil?”

      “You know what I am,” she said, stepping up to the doorframe. “Holler if anything happens out here. I’ll be inside, surveying the goods.”

      Galen stared after her. He liked that she thought he knew—maybe this meant they weren’t perfect strangers after all.

      When he turned back to the square, Amy had seated herself in the dirt near a small pool of her accumulated blood. She met his eyes, spat into the dust. She didn’t even have a hat in the direct sun, but if she was suffering, she wouldn’t show it. And if Prairie was right about her having a heart, he wasn’t sure about how he’d feel watching her strangle to death—even if she was his enemy.
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* * *

      Noon came with such unfettered heat that the growing crowd had assembled themselves under shade, hung across porches and railings to see if this sheriff from Susquehanna would fulfill his promise. Roundtree and Amy remained in the square with a kind of savage silence, as if either of them leaving said something of their courage—or lack of. Women in pastel dresses began to appear, spreading their fans to white lace fluttering at their faces. And Prairie, to no one’s surprise, had disappeared.

      Galen had taken a seat on the saloon railing, sat with folded arms and his head pressed against the support. He hadn’t seen Prairie since she entered the weaponsmith’s. He fought off an urge to sleep.

      Some time ago a man whom Galen had taken as the sheriff of Senoia had ridden up on a black mare, let himself down to confer with Roundtree, both of them looking at Amy seated in the dirt. The man pulled aside his jacket to set his hand on one hip, revealing a metal star whose points appeared sharper, shinier than Roundtree’s. And when he shook his head at Roundtree, pulled off his hat and set it to his chest as though he were in mourning, Galen thought again that Roundtree’s adherence to his own moral code would get him killed—and this man knew it, too. Now he sat atop his horse under the shade of the saloon across the square, one hand on his pommel and one on his thigh, watching as Roundtree removed his pocket watch from his jacket.

      “Well folks, it appears to have come to that time,” Roundtree’s voice belled as he lifted the chain of his watch so that it spun in a slow circle for the onlookers. Galen sat up. From a side street emerged a big fellow on a great brown quarter horse, a fat length of rope wound and riding at the rear of his saddle. The executioner. “As Frenchie Bass has chosen not to accept my offer of a duel, I will be fulfilling my promise that this woman—his associate and an attempted murderer—shall hang in his place.”

      And with that, Amy stood. She started toward the stairs that led up to the platform, which seemed to surprise Roundtree, who followed behind as though he were the one to hang. The executioner swung down from his horse, wrapped the bridle around the hitching post in the square, removed the length of thick rope. Galen realized with a cinch in his gut that the noose was already made.

      Roundtree and Amy stood aside while the executioner fixed the rope to place, the noose hanging down to the exact height of her head. The whole while, Roundtree recited what must have been language that these sheriffs applied to every execution: the law had been broken, and a list of her crimes which Galen guessed the other sheriff had informed Roundtree of. Thieving, fleeing the law, intent to murder, and actual murder. Galen stared, agog; Amy, who had only been in this world a few days, had managed a certain notoriety. But he had been out for three of those days, and apparently she—whose chin was still high, her face defiant as Roundtree made his pronouncement—had been busy.

      When Roundtree asked her if she had any last words, she shook her head, stepped forward to the noose. Galen’s throat closed; until now, the whole thing had seemed surreal, part of the game they were in. But as the executioner set the rope around Amy’s neck, he saw that it was actually going to happen. They were really going to hang her. This woman’s neck was going to break—or she would suffocate—and that was a memory that would sit with her as clearly as the arrows that had lodged in Galen’s leg and chest as he bled onto the ice.

      It was brutal—but it was what he and Amy had signed up for. Sicora, an ever-shifting world at once more fantastic and just as real as their own. He felt the dry air in his chest, the faint beginnings of dehydration. His fingernails pressed into his palms with the exact sensation he would have felt in life: raw discomfort. It was all just as real.

      The executioner tightened the rope, set his hand on the lever that activated the trapdoor. Galen couldn’t remove his eyes from the scene. Not when Amy closed her eyes. Not when the door opened under her feet with a bang and Galen’s whole body jerked and Amy’s did, too, as she dropped through and the rope creaked over the pole above her, now carrying her weight.

      Her neck didn’t break.

      She struggled, legs kicking the air, bound hands rising to her throat. Momentum spun her slow, slow toward Galen, and when she finally came to face him directly, her eyes were open, bloodshot. The veins had risen at her temples and her face had gone bloated and purple.

      Galen felt a press at his sternum, doubled over to gag. Only spittle. That was when he heard the song in the air, the sound of a bolt driving so straight his eyes flew up to see the rope cleft—not fray, but cleft through as though with a knife—and Amy fallen to the ground beneath the platform.

      A murmur rose, faces shifting to beyond where Galen stood, fingers pointing. And when he turned, there she was: the crossbow at her face, one hand inside the trigger guard and the other braced beneath to get the shot right. If he hadn’t seen it, Galen wouldn’t have believed anyone could be as natural at the game as she was. But she was, and he had to.

      “Virgil Roundtree,” she called, lowering the crossbow—this one was two-handed, an addition to the one-handers she still wore at her waist—and stepping aside. Behind her, hands bound behind him, stood a man with black, curly hair and a familiar metal collar on his neck. “I’ve brought you your outlaw.”

      And Roundtree, instead of staring open-mouthed like Galen, didn’t seem terribly surprised up there on the platform—no, the expression on his face was one of admiration, satisfaction. He nodded. “Well done, Miss Oakley.”

      Prairie set one hand on Frenchie’s shoulder, pressed him forward into the sun at the center of the square. Galen noticed that she was limping, had tied her scarf around her calf. “In return, I have a request.”

      Roundtree stepped down off the platform, came forward with eyes keen on Frenchie. The sheriff’s face had shifted into an expression Galen hadn’t yet seen: anger so hot it folded his lips to white lines, set his brows almost together. So that was how a man grieving his wife would look at her murderer. He walked hard, fast, his gaze unwavering. And as though he hadn’t heard Prairie, Roundtree set his right foot forward and swung around with his left arm, shifting his hips as he drove his fist into the man’s eye with a sound that was almost wet.

      Frenchie staggered, dropped to a knee. Prairie and the Senoian sheriff both looked on with a kind of impassiveness—a tacit approval. There was silence in the square. When Roundtree had his fill of staring down at Frenchie, he shook his hand out and turned to Prairie. He breathed hard, ragged. “What is your request, Miss Oakley?”

      Prairie’s finger went out to where Amy lay immobile in the dirt, her hair swept over her face. “Leave her to me.”
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      Prairie helped Amy to a bench outside the saloon, where she slumped sightless to the window. She wore a choker of bruises, the skin a gorish red where it had chafed with the drop and struggle.

      Galen stood behind, his eyes shifting between the scene that unfolded in the square—Roundtree was preparing for the duel with Frenchie, as it turned out, because of “honor” and “vengeance”—and Prairie and Amy, who had at some point between last night and the hanging become okay with one another.

      Or at least, Prairie had become okay with Amy. The other woman hadn’t shown much in the way of emotion. Prairie sat beside her on the bench, her eyes tender like Galen had never seen as she handed Amy a canteen. “Can you drink?”

      Amy didn’t even respond non-verbally. She only sat, and Prairie set the canteen in Amy’s hands, unstoppered it. She turned her face up to Galen. “I should have been faster.”

      Galen hardly knew what to say. His hands came out from his sides, and his shoulders went up. “Did you and Roundtree plan this? Was this why he waited four hours in the middle of Senoia?”

      Her attention was already on the sheriff. “Hell, he’s still having his duel?”

      Galen turned, found the square cleared east to west, a space created for the trajectory of the bullets if they were to miss. “Yeah, he is.”

      Prairie stood. “He’s going to lose.” The two of them crossed to the railing, where beyond the men squared up, the sheriff of Senoia stood between them like a referee. Frenchie was receiving the sheriff’s pistol, and the three men had lowered their heads to stare at the common patch of dirt at their feet. Roundtree was nodding. His pistol now sat at the opposite hip from where he’d always carried it—which meant he’d taken the shot in his good arm. “Well shit,” he said. “Why is he doing it?”

      “Because he’s Virgil Roundtree,” Prairie said.

      “If Frenchie misses—”

      “He doesn’t miss,” Prairie said, indicating her calf. The cloth was stained with her blood.

      “He shot you?”

      “Bang through the muscle and out the other side.”

      “How did you get him, then?”

      “He had me. The only reason I’m here is because one of the townie NPCs decided to be heroic and wrangled him down after he’d shot a lady—yours truly—in broad daylight.”

      “What happened to the NPC?” Galen asked, his eyes on Frenchie.

      “Shot him, too—except it didn’t go right through,” Prairie said, her fingers tapping at the center of her chest. “But it gave me a chance.”

      He turned to her, his breathing quickening. “Why didn’t you tell me you were going after him?”

      Prairie’s eyes didn’t leave the proceedings in the square. “Roundtree asked me for help. If he’d wanted yours, he would have asked you, too. I couldn’t in good conscience—”

      “Whatever, Powell.”

      Her blue eyes went to him, a slow turn, her left eyebrow raised.

      “You were serving your own ego. If I’d helped, maybe Amy wouldn’t spend the rest of her life remembering how she almost died in a noose in Sicora Online.” He shook his head, started down from the saloon porch.

      She followed, her boots clapping on the boards in the off-key of her limp. “Listen, we both know I’m stronger—”

      “Not now,” he said. He kept walking, passed under scaffolding until he came to where the three men stood, still conferring. Galen stepped up opposite the Senoian sheriff, his eyes on Roundtree. “Virgil, don’t do it.”

      Roundtree lifted his eyes, his good hand slipping into the breast of his jacket. “Hello, Mr. Cole.” When his hand came out, he held the silver lighter and the pouches of paper and tobacco. He handed the lighter to Galen, proceeded somehow to lift his wounded arm to hold the paper while he poured the tobacco. “In case I don’t get the opportunity to do so later, I’m exonerating you now of your charges. Jenkins here”—he indicated the Senoian sheriff with an inclined chin—“will see to removing the bindings at your neck and Miss Oakley’s.”

      Galen stepped close to Roundtree, who had pressed the tobacco into a line and licked the edge of the paper. “You can’t win shooting with your off-hand,” he said.

      Roundtree didn’t respond. He rolled the paper to shape, pressing the edges together with care. His thumb went over the seam, and he lifted the cigarette to his mouth, inclined his face toward the lighter in Galen’s hand.

      Galen lifted it, flicked the lid open. The flame came easily, pricking to life, and he set it to the end of Roundtree’s cigarette. The paper caught, and Roundtree took a few bolstering breaths, the bud shifting from yellow to a bright red and back again. He nodded, removed the cigarette from his mouth with a line of smoke out the side, lifted one finger to the other sheriff to indicate he would need a moment. “Follow me, son.”

      Roundtree’s arm went around Galen, and he led him a few feet aside. “It’s not about winning,” he said, the two of them staring at their shadows in the dust. “As far as I’m concerned, I lost when he shot her in the forehead.”

      Galen’s eyes stung. “So what is it about?”

      Roundtree set the cigarette to his lips, closed his eyes with the inhale. The smoke issued through his nostrils, and his blue eyes opened on Galen. “If one day you become very, very lucky—and later become very, very unlucky—then you’ll know. I can’t explain it to you, Mr. Cole—you have to live it.” The toe of his boot pressed an arc through the dirt, back and forth. “Humans—we’re strange creatures, aren’t we?”

      And then Roundtree asked Galen to step aside. So he did. He backed away to where Prairie stood, but he didn’t look at her. When Jenkins raised his arm, the two men spun on their heels, struck off through the dirt to his count: one, two, three, four—

      Galen looked from face to onlooking face. And he realized, his stomach knotting, that the townspeople weren’t just okay with this duel, this needless death—they were excited, thrilled. This was life in such a world: brutal, short. The count continued—five, six, seven, eight—and he knew these people had been programmed to human behavior, had their motivations and desires and fears shaped by Sicora. They were NPCs that were meant to act like people.

      And Roundtree would die because he was human, too.

      It was when they reached nineteen that Galen realized he was still holding the lighter. A moment later, Roundtree turned, flicking the pistol from his holster with such speed that for a soaring second Galen thought maybe, maybe the sheriff from Susquehanna would get the crucial shot off. He saw the hammer lower and a burst of smoke exit the barrel of Roundtree’s pistol at the same moment his body jerked. Roundtree took a second to process, his chin lowering to his chest, before another shot took him in the gut.

      Roundtree dropped first to his knees, and then to his side, and by the time his black hat fell away in the dirt, his eyes were as open and as blank as they would always be. As the rapport died away, Willem’s last words came to Galen: “Humans,” he’d said, a beckoning or a condemnation. “Humans.” And Galen finally understood why the man reminded him so much of the centaur.

      They were the same NPC. The same consciousness. He didn’t know how he knew, but he knew it like the fingernail scar on his hand.

      “The bastard shot twice,” Prairie whispered, but Galen was already stalking and then jogging across the square toward the untouched Frenchie, his sword flicking out into his right hand.

      The man turned, black curls blown back in the breeze, and he raised his pistol as though he had expected such a thing. Galen pressed his sleeve back and jerked his arm up, the shield circling to size just as the rapport sounded. It pinged off the shield, and Galen was slowed for a moment. But he was out of himself, his body moving of its own accord.

      He jerked his arm down before the next shot, dropping to one knee to deflect the bullet with his kite shield. He activated Shield, and a burst of light burst forth; the onlookers sent up a collective gasp. The third bullet ricocheted uselessly, and he had four more seconds of protection, but he didn’t need them. By this point, Galen was close enough that he dashed forward, barreling bodily into the other man.

      They both went down, another shot soaring at an off angle. Somewhere, faintly, Galen sensed yelling. Somewhere he knew Prairie was calling his name. But the blood that beat in his ears didn’t know any of that. It only knew to raise his sword arm, and with an animal yell, he activated Slash and drove it around the shield and right into the welcoming softness of Frenchie Bass’s chest.

      It felt good. It felt better than it should have to kill a man. And when Jenkins grabbed him up, his hands under Galen’s armpits, the sword came out of Frenchie with a wet sound and blood sprung from his mouth. Instead of falling back onto his face, Frenchie’s blood swept up into the air, dissolving as it rose.

      Forty feet off, Roundtree lay where he’d fallen, a black and straw form breaking to molecules in the square, and Galen thought of the lighter he’d dropped. His heels dragged lines through the dirt right past the silver square, and he must have sounded like a crazy person as he called for the lighter, his lighter, just let me take his lighter.

      And maybe he was.
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      Galen came into the capsule heaving and hoarse through the retainer. The last thing he remembered was Roundtree in the dust with his hat upended, the fine interior exposed to the sun. And the lighter.

      When Jon’s upside down face appeared above him, his eyebrows angled so high at the center they looked almost comical: two fat, drooping caterpillars. “Hey bro,” he said, “I want to take out that retainer, but you have to promise not to bite.”

      Galen glared up at Jon. “You assholes reuse the same NPCs,” he wanted to say. Instead, saliva dribbled out the side of his mouth and onto his cheek.

      “You should probably be happy I didn’t understand any of that,” Jon said, “seeing as how any verbal or physical assaults on our staff can result in immediate expulsion from our campus. I’m going to give you a minute while I get to work on Wilt over here.”

      And Jon was gone. Beside him, another capsule hissed open, and he turned his face to watch as Wilt came out placid and easy. The blood was hot in Galen’s face and ears, memories of the world he’d just left pinging like flashbulbs into his mind. Here was Prairie dragging him from the saloon; here was Roundtree at the cell door; here was Amy suffocating in the noose, and here was Roundtree’s body accepting first one shot, and then another with almost inhuman grace. This last memory shifted him further from anger to sadness, and he understood without lifting his fingers to his face that tears had run to his hairline.

      By the time Jon returned, Galen’s feelings had worked their way through him and he lay spent and red-eyed. When the retainer came out, all he said was: “Where’s Prairie?”

      “I don’t keep tabs on the women. Ask Anya. But hey, you should be really happy: you won, Cole. Or at least, you beat that level. Damn, that was a sick move with the shield and the sword.”

      Galen shook his head. “How did I win?”

      “You killed the ultimate outlaw in the wild, steampunk west,” Jon said, unbinding Galen’s head from the neural sensors. “If Pyro releases a stream of that fight, you’re going to be all over SwitchTV.”

      His head ached. A week ago he’d have been elated. Now he just wanted to be alone. “Can you just get me out of this?” he said, and Jon shrugged, worked at the same pace.

      [image: ]
* * *

      In the hallway, he was accosted by staff he’d never seen before: a photographer and a pink-haired interviewer who introduced herself as Scarlet. He remembered the photographer—she’d taken his photo on the first night and was now snapping shots of his sweaty face.

      Scarlet backed down the hallway in front of him, spinning questions from an internal reel that he answered in monosyllables. How did he feel about the game? What was it like to beat Frenchie? What was he going to use his Pyro points on?

      Was there something going on between him and Prairie Powell?

      “No,” he said. No and no and no. It wasn’t until the last question that he raised his eyes, and the camera flashed with retina-searing brightness. “Where is she?” he asked.

      They followed him to the women’s capsule room. He arrived to find Amy just leaving, one hand set at her neck, the fingers touching there.

      “Hey,” he said, reaching out to her arm. She turned to him with unseeing eyes. “How are you?” he asked.

      “About as well as you’d expect,” she said. Her voice carried none of the fire he remembered. The photographer was snapping them both now, and Scarlet—Galen noticed dual SwitchTV and Pyro logos on the back of her shirt—peppered Amy with questions.

      Amy’s eyes flashed with the bulb, her pupils wide in front of the camera. She began to leave. “Is Prairie still inside the game?” Galen asked her.

      “Yeah,” Amy said, not turning. She was followed down the hall by the two staff, who seemed to recognize by now that Galen was so un-telegenic—both in the way he held himself and in the way he spoke—that even the player with residual trauma was a better candidate for their attentions.

      Now alone, he stared through the rectangular window into the capsule room. Of twelve, only one was still occupied. Three staff members stood inside, one of them watching the readouts on the monitor. Another stared at a tablet. The third, Anya, stood with her arms folded next to the capsule, which had been unsealed and inside which Galen could just make out Prairie’s blonde hair spilling over the edge of the memory foam. She was immobile.

      The man with the tablet lifted his face, spying Galen. He jerked his chin, and Anya turned. She came to the door, met his eyes with displeasure, lowered the shade. Galen squinted, but could only make out the faintest approximations of movement. When his ear went to the door, he heard only the mechanical workings of the air conditioning system.

      He returned to his dorm. There were only two others left: Wilt—the game dev’s son who had ambushed Galen on the tundra—and a redhead named Liam. Liam greeted and congratulated him with unsurprising coolness, seeing as how Galen was the dark horse of the whole competition. But Wilt shook his head, his lanky arms folding. “I’ll give it to you: the whole shield strategy was well played, especially the way you tackled Frenchie. But that sheriff was mine, man. If I was just a second faster I would have had that kill.”

      Galen, who had been poised to drop onto his bunk, raised his eyes. “Say that again? You shot Roundtree?”

      Wilt stood straighter, and Galen could tell he was proud to receive acknowledgement. “Yeah, I was right there. You didn’t think Frenchie could get two shots off that quick, did you?”

      Galen’s hands went to fists, his nails pressing so hard into his palms he might have drawn blood. “Roundtree was the good guy,” he said, quiet and careful. “Frenchie murdered his wife. He shot her in the forehead.”

      “No shit,” Liam said with surprise, sitting up from his bunk.

      “I’d believe it. Frenchie was a classic outlaw,” Wilt said. He seemed unfazed.

      “But you shot Roundtree,” Galen said, enunciating each word with careful, resonant precision.

      “Hell yeah I did. You should try playing the black pieces in chess for once, Cole,” Wilt said. “It can be a lot more fun.”

      And because he wasn’t yet prepared to get himself kicked out of the testing, Galen left the dorm.

      He walked circuits around the campus, his eyes on the orange line of the horizon. He walked until the sky fell into a deep blue, and then he came into the mess where his name and character sheet were plastered across the telescreens, and where Pyro had indeed released a stream of Amy’s hanging and Roundtree’s duel. The clips played out again and again, a light dinner entertainment for everyone to enjoy.

      Everyone except for Prairie Powell.
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* * *

      Galen was surrounded as soon as he set his tray down. Here was Liam, and here were six of the other competitors he hardly recognized, their faces lit on him with the same fawning he’d seen them pour over Wilt—who sat with Sarai and two others at a far table—the night before.

      Had it only been one night? He speared his filet with a fork, took such a large bite he couldn’t have formed words around his food anyway. He didn’t know what he was going to spend his Pyro Points on, and he didn’t remember where he’d gotten that shield, and he hadn’t paid attention to whether there was loot on Frenchie’s corpse. And because he kept shaking his head, Amy—who he didn’t even remember entering the room—set her hand on his shoulder.

      He glanced up, removed the fork from his mouth. “Hey.”

      “Can I sit?” she asked, a tray in one hand.

      Galen nodded.

      The tray dropped next to him. Atop it were an apple and one jiggling side of chocolate mousse. Amy sat, her eyes on the table, black hair veiling her profile.

      Galen swallowed the mass of food down. “That’s all you’re eating?”

      “I’m not really hungry.”

      He stared down at his plate and realized he’d been eating without thinking, that he actually felt uncomfortable and full. “Do you want to take a walk?”

      She nodded. He stood, and she stood, and together they left the mess, walked out of the building into the warm night. They took the bricked path out to where they could see the water and the lights of Francisco and they kept walking, neither meeting eyes.

      “Prairie’s still in the capsule room,” Amy said.

      He turned to her. “You care?”

      She didn’t meet his eyes. “I care.” Her voice was soft, velvet. He sensed she really meant it.

      “It’s been hours,” he said.

      “I know. Something’s wrong.”

      “Did they tell you what’s going on?”

      She stopped at a spot where the trees parted. He did, too, and his eyes were drawn to a red light blinking, blinking, blinking on the shore. “Of course not,” she said. “Do they ever tell us anything? Did they tell us what this game was really going to be like?”

      “They said it was real—like life. I’m starting to think they were understating things.”

      Amy paused. “Do you think Prairie being in there still has something to do with her being a dupe?”

      Galen cringed at the term. A few days ago it would have flown by without notice. “Maybe. Could be she interacts differently with Sicora.”

      She turned to him. “Do you know why she saved me?”

      He let a small chuckle; it was more like a sharp exhale. “I don’t know why she does most things. I just see the pattern in her actions.”

      “The pattern?”

      “She picks people to be loyal to. And while she has her own kind of loyalty, she’s dogged about it. She’s saved me more than once.”

      In his periphery, Galen sensed Amy was still looking at him. She folded her arms. “Loyalty is a tough road here.”

      His eyes drifting out to the Golden Gate bridge, the city lit up like a constellation. His hands went into his jeans pockets. “Yeah.”

      They were both silent. She turned to the water, the two standing alongside with eyes cast forward. It felt right to be outside, to breathe real air. Sicora felt so real, but there was a difference that he couldn’t even articulate—life just felt…nourishing.

      “So,” she said, “what’s our plan for the next world?”
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* * *

      Galen had been sleeping, dreaming. He and Amy had returned to their separate dorms, bedded down. And at first he’d tossed, rolling to each side of his body at intervals. Finally he’d slipped under without realizing, and he was dreaming of flying. He had flown to an island with a memorial at the top, a tall statue carved from granite. He took the steps with reverence, and the details of the statue were coming into view: a woman, her head raised, one arm cast up.

      “Galen.” A hand pressed his shoulder. He was irritated. His eyes opened to darkness, to the sounds of deep sleep. Someone crouched by his bunk. “Wake up.”

      Prairie.

      He sat up, but she pressed him back down. She leaned so close he could smell her hair, like butter and cocoa; it tickled his face. “Be quiet. Don’t talk.” Her voice came thick and wet; she’d been crying.

      She was still crying.

      He waited, breathing fast in the dark. Her arm slid across his chest, and the crown of her head pressed to his cheek. They lay like that for a minute, her sobs coming muffled into his shirt. When she’d finished, she lifted her face.

      “What happened to you?” he whispered.

      She shook her head. She kept shaking it, a wordless murmur leaving her mouth. “It was days.”

      “Days?”

      “Time dilation. At first everything seemed normal, and then you and Amy faded away, but I didn’t. I just stayed. And for a while that was okay, because the world kept going, the NPCs kept doing their thing, but then…” Her voice caught, and she couldn’t speak.

      He lifted his face, his hand going at once to the side of her head. Galen’s thumb went over her cheekbone. He pulled her onto the bunk with him, and she slid alongside, her arm over his chest. Her face was buried into the curve of his neck, and she shivered.

      “Then?” he said.

      “They pulled the plug. I was alone. I was at the—”

      She stopped, tensing. She sat up, and then Galen heard the footsteps in the hall, close and closer. When Prairie slid off his bunk, she pressed herself to the corner made by the bed and the wall.

      When the footsteps passed, she leaned close to him, her breath on his ear. Her hand scrabbled for his, made a crinkling as she passed him a slip of paper. “I think they’re trying to integrate me. If something happens, give this to my sister, Veda Powell,” she said.

      He’d never heard her so afraid.

      “Happens?” he said.

      “Veda Powell,” she said, rasping each syllable. “Ve-da.”

      He wanted to tell her to quit the testing. He wanted to tell her that they could leave together. But all those things came to him in retrospect, and all he did in the moment was nod. He said one word: “Okay.” That was all.

      Then, silent as a cat, she was gone.
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      In the morning Galen came into the mess with lidded eyes; he’d hardly slept, before or after Prairie’s visit. For a time he’d debated reading the note, and just before dawn he’d slipped into the bathroom, the light flicking on at his entry. He held the scrap before him, a torn and folded piece of notebook paper. When he began to open it, he felt a shiver up his back as though he would learn something that lay at the heart of her, something that would make her transparent as glass. And this thought stopped his fingers. He stood in front of the urinal in non-motion, the barest edge of a mark on the paper in his view. He closed the scrap, set it in his jeans pocket. He went back to his bunk and lay in it until morning.

      And there she was at breakfast. She faced away, her hand flicking into the air as she spoke to Amy. Before her was a tray with oatmeal, a banana, a mug of coffee. She saw him first, nodded toward Galen. When Prairie turned, she smiled with such lightness that he wondered if he’d dreamed her visit.

      “The man of the day. What’re you gonna do with those Pyro points, Cole?” She spoke officially, lifting her banana like a mike to her mouth.

      Amy laughed. “Don’t just stand there, Cole. You’re making it awkward.”

      Galen came forward, set his tray down in the open space between them. When he sat, he turned to Prairie. “Are you okay?”

      “That’s a perspective thing, Cole. Are you okay?”

      “No,” he said. He slid his spoon into his toasted o’s. “Not really.” More than anything, he was wary. The contrast between the Amy and Prairie of yesterday and today was eerie. And even though he sensed that maybe the two of them were doing it for the sake of the others around, he didn’t much care what the staff or the players thought anymore, either—maybe people ought to know the morally questionable shit that was going down behind the NDA.

      “Hey.” Prairie’s hand went across Galen’s back, and her face leant on his shoulder. “No tears—only dreams.” He wanted to pull away as much as he wanted to stay, and in the end he lifted a dripping spoonful of the cereal into his mouth.

      “You look like you got negative hours of sleep,” Amy said, picking a blueberry from her muffin.

      Prairie set her coffee on Galen’s tray. “No time for sleepy guardians. We have a new world to beat.”

      His eyes flicked to the coffee, and then to her. His face must have been so incredulous that she laughed, made a fist with her thumb tocked in his direction. “He looks at me like that a lot.”

      “You’re going back in today?” he said.

      She pressed her spoon deep into her oatmeal, took too big a bite. “Why wouldn’t I?” she said around the oats.

      Galen’s fingers went to the edges of his tray and he started to stand, but Amy’s hands reached out to the both of them. “Listen you two, I know this is intense. I know I’ve made it tougher for you. But this is real now. We’re in the third level—do you know we’re among eight people still left?”

      He hadn’t. His eyes cast around, spotted only Sarai, Liam, Wilt at one table, a group of two younger players sitting at another. How had those two made it through? “When did that happen?” he asked.

      “The last world was a real bonanza,” Amy said. “I watched three people go down in a single shootout.”

      “We’ve already won,” Prairie said simply, dropping her spoon into the oatmeal. “I’ve seen that guy”—she was looking at Liam—“shoot a bow. He’s got nothing.”

      Galen’s eyes closed. “Prairie, can we talk?”

      “Sure can,” she said, setting one elbow on the table to angle her body toward him.

      “Alone.” His gaze didn’t touch Amy, but she understood immediately.

      Before Prairie could even respond, she’d stood with her tray. “Secrets secrets,” she sang, and then over her shoulder: “See you both inside.”

      When she had gone, Galen leaned close, lifted the note from his pocket and held it up between them. He said nothing.

      Prairie grabbed at it, her eyes darting past his shoulder as she pressed it back into his pants. “What the hell, Cole?”

      “What the hell, Powell?” he said, too loud. Behind Prairie, Jon’s face went up from where he sat with the other staff.

      Her hand went over his mouth. “Stop. I get it. I know it seems crazy.”

      He pulled her hand down. “You were a mess last night.”

      “And now I’m not. Yesterday was intense, like Amy said.”

      He hadn’t let go of her hand. Her fingers were cool under his. “What if it happens again?”

      “Then it happens. I’ll get out eventually, and if I don’t…you have the note.”

      “Why?” he asked. “Why does this matter so much to you?”

      She was silent. For one devastating moment, her face crumpled. Then she was herself again, her blue eyes on his. “What choice do I have, Galen? I’m a dupe. I’m a fucking dupe.”

      Five feet off, the food heater finished with a cheerful ding-ding.

      “We could run away,” he said.

      She swiped at her nose with a sharp inhale; she sounded plugged. “Oh, you sweet naive human. Don’t you know?”

      He shook his head. “Know what?”

      “Dupes don’t run. We’ve tried. Those daring few who did were done in three days.”

      Galen blinked, searching Prairie’s face. Fear was written over every part of it. How had he not noticed the wide eyes, the trembling lips, the tiny vertical lines between her brows? It was always there, but he just hadn’t been looking. Or he had, but he’d seen something—or someone—else, the version of Prairie she had wanted him to see.

      No, it was the version he had wanted to see.

      “Hey,” she said, delivering a light punch to his shoulder, “don’t be sad. Look at that telescreen behind you.”

      Galen turned. There, too, was Prairie: she was taking aim with her crossbow, blue eyes lit by the midday sun. When the bolt loosed, the stream followed its trajectory until it hewed the rope with a cleaner line than even Galen remembered. There she was pressing Frenchie toward the square, her boot so tall gleaming her legs looked delicious, impossible.

      “I didn’t win the level,” she said. When he turned back, the replay was in her pupils. “But I won Amy. I won you. I won thousands of people. I’m on the stream.”

      He wanted to tell her she had won him at that first dinner, but he understood that she probably wouldn’t believe him. Words weren’t enough for Prairie Powell; she carried a hunger inside her that made her unpredictable, daring—damaged. She was the sun, wanted to be the sun as much as the fact left her untouchable, isolated. That couldn’t be stopped, either.

      “I understand,” he said.

      She gripped his hand. “And you’re with us, Amy and me?”

      “I’ll do whatever you need me to do.”

      She smiled at him. “Then drink your coffee, Cole. You look like shit.”

      By nine they were in the capsules. Galen gritted down on the retainer, sank into Sicora with so much familiarity he was in before he realized it. Before him, the character sheet and his tiny, rotating model floated in the void of space.

      
        
        NAME: GALEN COLE

        CLASS: GUARDIAN

        LEVEL: 3

        HEALTH: 170/170

        MANA: 155/155

        ARMOR CLASS: 55

        ***

        STRENGTH: 16

        STAMINA: 20 (+2 from Sheriff Roundtree’s Gloves; +2 from Woven Mail Chestpiece)

        DEXTERITY: 5

        INTELLIGENCE: 5

        WISDOM: 12 (+2 from Sheriff Roundtree’s Gloves)

        CHARISMA: 10

        +30 points available

      

      

      His base health and mana had risen by another 10 points when he leveled, which wasn’t huge, but not insignificant, either. Beyond that, he knew exactly where these 30 stat points would go. Health was invaluable, and only slightly less valuable was his ability to hit things. He allotted 15 points to his stamina, 10 to his strength, and 5 more to his wisdom, giving him 26 strength, 35 stamina, and 17 wisdom. His health rose to 245, and his mana to 135. Perfect.

      He reviewed the rest of his sheet:

      
        
        ABILITIES:

        Shield, Lvl. 2.

        SKILLS:

        Blocking, Lvl. 2.

        One-Handed Swords, Lvl. 3.
        Perception, Lvl. 3.
        Riding, Lvl. 5.

        ITEMS:   

        Woven Mail Chestpiece (Rare)
        Fine Leather Pants (Uncommon)
        Fine Leather Boots (Uncommon)
        Sheriff Roundtree’s Gloves (Rare)
        Fine Steel Sword (Uncommon)
        Sturdy Buckler (Uncommon)

        PYRO POINTS: 110

      

      

      Some of his skills had risen without his noticing. Sicora was intuitive in that way: the AI sensed he wasn’t as concerned about knowing that his riding had risen to level 5 as he was with…surviving. Another subtle change: his basic items had improved in quality as he’d carried them through the levels. Where the leather and weapons had been common, they were now uncommon. He inspected the pants, found that their AC had doubled from from 3 to 6.

      He also had a new button available next to his Pyro Points. It was a down arrow, and when he selected it, a series of buyables appeared: a sword, a hammer, a shield, various pieces of metal armor, two different abilities. They were all costly, too, each of them available for a mere 75 points.

      So he could only buy a single thing. One ability stood out immediately: Leap. For 15% of his mana, it allowed him to leap almost instantly to an enemy once every 15 seconds, which to Galen seemed critical for someone without any ranged abilities or skills. He purchased it immediately, which dropped his points to 35.

      He reviewed his character sheet once more. All of it seemed fine, though he knew now in Sicora his awareness, his thoughtfulness, his will to survive mattered most of all. It was his mind that would save him—and the other two. He hoped he was cut out for it.

      He was ready. “Selection finalized. Exiting the user interface in 10 seconds,” Sicora said. The half-world of his character sheet faded into the blackness that girded it, and he was in the new world.

      He knew this song. It was a classic, Adele Adkins, though her voice was weak, swept through with garbling white noise. The music approached, and Galen’s eyes opened to the deceleration of a bus, the half-transparent projection of a young man staring from its side. The man reminded him of Roundtree: blonde, windswept, lifting a cigarette to his mouth. This one didn’t appear lit, and when the bus stopped, the man took a long drag, released a satisfied flume of white toward Galen. “Hey compañero, did you know vaping saves lives?”
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      Galen stared at the Roundtree lookalike on bus until a hand touched his shoulder. It belonged to a woman, her strawberry hair shaved to the quick at either side of her scalp, the remaining locks swept into a tight chignon. Something danced in front of her eyes; it disappeared when she blinked to focus on him. “Getting on?” She gestured with her briefcase hand.

      Galen stared around him. He was in line to board the bus. The doors accordioned wide; passengers—and that old song—poured out, their heads adorned with electric blue pigtails, a jade bob, a lemon buzzcut with what looked like an actual shaved outline of a lemon. Their eyes were unfocused as they emerged, ghostly images floating a constant six inches ahead. All wore black suits.

      His eyes fell to his own body. Black suit. He stepped out of the line, backed his way into the overhang. The pink-haired woman glanced at him. The bus didn’t have wheels; it hovered over the road, and the deceleration he’d heard wasn’t combustive so much as a magnetic hum. Beyond hovered a massive slinky through which objects hurtled like hummingbirds. And beyond that, a black barrier so high he caught only the whisper of morning’s colors with his neck craned. An identical barrier rose behind him.

      “Ill, compañero?” The same woman stood before Galen.

      “A little,” Galen said, averting his eyes.

      “You ought to try Daypril. Twelve hours of relief.” With a blink, the product appeared half-transparent between them, spinning on an invisible axis.

      “Sure,” he said, “I will.”

      The product disappeared with a transactional noise in Galen’s ears, coins sliding through a chute. In his interface, a prompt notified him that he’d acquired one 8 oz bottle of Daypril.

      The woman grinned. “Muchisimo gracias. Those were the six shills I needed for my next reward.”

      She’d turned to step back into the line, which was now sieving itself into the bus, but Galen caught her arm. “Where does this one go?”

      Two lines formed between her pink eyebrows. “You’re a worker. You should know.”

      He shook his head, one finger circling his ear. “Right—just got off a dose of Nypril.” Galen followed her onto the bus, mimed her placement of the left wrist to a waist-height door scanner. When he rolled back his cuff he found a square tattoo, inked like a barcode. Another transactional noise sounded, and one shill was deducted from the funds in his inventory. The light beside him flashed green, and the bus sleeves slipped shut so fast his suit was nearly caught in the doors.

      Forty pairs of eyes faced his direction; forty pairs saw only the ghosts six inches in front of them. The bus jerked to speed, and Galen stumbled to an open ceiling strap, took hold. He turned in time to see, in one nauseous moment, the world blur to lines around them. They were inside the slinky.

      He rode in silence, staring around him. No one seemed aware of him—or anything, really, except the flashing images before their faces. Galen inspected his interface. As he’d expected, his sword and shield had changed to fit this world: the sword was now called a Fine Projection Point; the smooth hilt at his hip bore a button he could flick with his thumb to bring it to life. The shield, whose securing strap he could feel around his left forearm, was now called a TransperaBarrier. He thought he had some idea of how both worked, but he’d have to wait until he wasn’t on public transportation to test them.

      He had also acquired something new:

      
        
        ITEM: TransperaView

        QUALITY: Common

        STATS: None

        EFFECTS: When activated, this visual implant allows access to the UltraSphere.

        DESCRIPTION: Join the world! The UltraSphere is your gateway to all your needs. Drop any question into Boogle, tune into any stream, cast your favorite tunes straight to your eardrums. Maximize your TransperaRewards to earn free products, devices, and styles.

      

      

      Galen willed it to activate. The stream appeared in front of his eyes, but it wasn’t ghostly and half-transparent: the woman who materialized hung in such rich color—her chocolate hair, the flecked hazel eyes—that she dulled the world around him into grayscale.

      “Hello, Galen Cole.” Sicora. Her voice wasn’t in his ears—it sounded in his mind. So this was the face of the game, or at least the one the developers had chosen. “Welcome to the UltraSphere gateway. What do you need?”

      To find Prairie. He’d barely formed the thought when Sicora’s face dissolved to pixels, reformed into a map. Here was Galen, the red arrow pinging over the slinky (marked as the “UltraLink”), and there she was, a circle of green that swelled, shrunk at the north end of a massive, gridded city. Equity. He was headed toward it.

      Find Amy. The green circle disappeared. The map enlarged, Equity shrinking to a square. Roads sprung from it like wheel spokes; his spoke was the southernmost. Amy’s green circle hovered over one of the northwestern spokes, inching at the same pace toward the city. They were both converging on Equity.

      And then thoughts appeared unbidden in his head: Survive. A way out. Prairie. Trust. Sarai. Do they have souls? Is it ‘chasing pavements’ or ‘chase in savings’? It doesn’t make sense. I’m not enough. My father would give me that look if he saw me now. That look. I hate it. I hate him. No, I just resent him. Focus.

      The TransperaView Boogled Galen’s questions, barreled through streams, songs, sent up products before his eyes. As fast as his thoughts flew, the UltraSphere offered until Galen was dizzy. He willed it away, and the bus—slowing now, momentum jerking him against the handhold—eased out of the UltraLink into the street. They slid to another overhang, this one overfull with the same black-suited, electric-haired workers.

      He fell into the stream of passengers through the doors, came out into a central artery of Equity. Galen staggered to the sidewalk, lips parted beneath the technicolor. Here rose the jewels of this world in all their shining, sky-scraping grandeur. The tallest buildings speared the grey clouds—or was it smog?—thousands of windows stacked floor by floor, mirrors set into the black stone. Every building was the color of coal, and from them jutted transparencies like the one on the bus, shimmering over the workers in their black suits. They filled the roads, and when he unfocused his eyes, they all seemed to vibrate together, so many footsteps that there were no rhythms, no constancy, just a long and endless white noise.

      The White Noise world. That was how he’d come to think of this place in the unarticulated ether of his mind.

      He willed the TransperaView back on. Find Prairie. The map appeared. Her green circle still hovered over the northern end of the city. An estimate at the bottom corner of his view predicted a 4 mile—or 80 minute—walk.

      Contact Prairie. A dialpad appeared. So he’d have to know her number. An old-fashioned conceit, seeing as how their brains interfaced with the UltraSphere. But fine: what is Prairie Powell’s number?

      A series of numbers appeared. He input them into the dialpad, a different tone sounding with each one. At the end, a pulsing noise. It sounded once, twice, and then:

      “Yo, compañero.”

      He stepped to the side of one of the behemoth buildings, shielding his mouth with his hand. “You aren’t going to ask me how my voice is inside your head right now?”

      “The TransperaView. You figured out my digits.”

      “Why didn’t you call me, then?”

      “Aww.” Her voice sounded clear, confident. “Was bae sitting by the phone?”

      He let a sharp exhale through his nose. “I’m in Equity. Four miles away.”

      “I see your little circle on the map. I’m coming.”

      “Prairie, I think we should—”

      “Gotta go. Meet me at Centra in two hours.” A pause, and then: “Oh, and don’t freak out when you look inside the briefcase. Do not freak, Cole.”

      And she was gone.

      He Boogled Amy’s number, dialed. She picked up during the first half of the first pulse. “This is a big improvement over the wild, hinter-fucking west.”

      Galen snorted. “I can see why every set of eyes in this world has a TransperaView.”

      “Did you already find Prairie?”

      “She told me to meet her at Centra in two hours. I’m Boogling it now—looks like a transit hub near the center of Equity.”

      “That’s right. I’ll be there, too.”

      Galen’s grip tightened. “Do you have a briefcase?”

      A pause. “Yep—just like everyone else. Call me Jane Doe.”

      “Have you looked inside?”

      He shook the case; something clacked inside. “I will. Have you?”

      Amy was silent.

      “Park?”

      “You need to check the inside of your briefcase right now. Go somewhere secluded. Don’t hang up.”

      “Amy, Prairie told us not to freak when we opened it.” He regripped the briefcase in his fingers, which seemed at once slippery, too heavy. Galen stared around the intersection—how could he possibly isolate himself here? The TransperaView reacted, blipped over to another map. This one offered him a four minute walk to the nearest private restroom. He started at once down the street, keeping to the wall, his eyes penitent and low.

      “I’m definitely freaking. Cole, did you hang up on me?”

      “I’m here,” he said. “I’ll be alone in three minutes.”

      The map pinged when he’d reached a corner of his directed path, and he spun around the geometric corner of the building, came into a restaurant district, cantilevered shades out over the sidewalks, iron-wrought chairs pushed under tables. The TransperaView wanted him to enter a patisserie, where croissants and bagels and baguettes pressed against the picture window like captives. The door belled at his entry, and the owner raised his shiny, flour-patted head. “Bonjour.”

      “Bathroom?” Galen said.

      The owner cast his thumb over his shoulder, bent down to the fruit circles he was inserting into the display.

      Galen pressed himself through a tight hall, swung into the bathroom, slitted the lock. He set the case on the sink, his thumbs at the latches. “Should I know something before I open it, Park?”

      “Don’t throw it around or anything.”

      He breathed. “You were supposed to tell me that before.”

      “Just open it.”

      He did. The latches swung easy, and the lid came open to reveal the prettiest little set of explosives Galen could imagine.
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      Five black cylinders, their sides shining with polish. They were inlaid like jewels to a velvet case, yellow wire garlanding the top of one to the bottom of the next. Each blinked with a light as small as a sniper’s dot.

      “What are these?” At once, the TransperaView was Boogling, processing. Cancel, he thought. Stop. Stop request. No Boogling without my explicit consent.

      “We have to ditch them,” Amy said. “I left mine in a trash can.”

      “No—we can’t just do that.” Galen was sitting on the toilet, his eyes on the open case. “Do you have the detonator?”

      “Not that I can tell.”

      “I don’t either. But someone does, right?” he asked.

      “Unless we’re the worst criminals ever, yes. Someone does. Do you think it’s one of the other players?”

      Galen set his forehead in his hands. Sicora was smart. Sicora adapted. And the players had split into two factions: Galen’s group, and Wilt’s.

      Factions. “Probably,” he said. “Can you get Prairie on the horn?”

      “She won’t answer. Do you think the game gave her the detonator?”

      If there was a detonator, the game would definitely bequeath it to Prairie Powell. “I guess we’ll find out, either at Centra or if our shit blows up. Until then, you need to get that case out of the trash, Park.”

      “I’m going now.”

      He tried to dial Prairie again, but she didn’t answer. In lieu, Galen began to investigate Equity, the environs. Boogle, tell me about this world. After a millisecond, the search returned two trillion hits. He selected the first one, which called this world Earth. The year was 2102, and Galen was seated on a toilet in the center of what used to be Columbia City, the capital.

      Eighteen years ago, following another nuclear war, Columbia had been renamed by popular vote, as with every major city: Freedom; Justice; Democracy. Hollywood sprawled along what remained of the west coast. The single upside was the wide acceptance of dupes, who had achieved nearly the same rights as humans.

      All in all, the same problems that existed in his Earth. But it was a better future than Galen had imagined his world, which he secretly expected would become a massive set of barren craters in his lifetime.

      He boogled Equity. The city had been named with fruitless, motherly optimism: long ago it had become a hub for both consumerism and crippling crime. Terrorism had resulted in an ongoing 9pm curfew and strict surveillance that verged on martial law. The most recent attack was conducted by a group called Hexagon, three of whose members had broken overnight into the main branch of the National Bank, set off an explosion that shot shills out the windows to rain over the cross streets like hail. The next morning, and for days after, people found shills eddied into the gutters, nestled into decorative plants. None of the perpetrators had been caught. The bank was the latest attack in a series of orchestrations by Hexagon, but none, Galen noted, had ever resulted in deaths.

      He boogled “terrorism.” An act of violence designed to create fear among the populace for a political, religious, or ideological aim. Hexagon was described by the National Times as a “communist organization conducting pernicious attacks designed to destroy the opportunities offered by capitalism.”

      Galen stood, staring down at the explosives. His fingers reached out to the first one, and when the tips settled on the cool metal he half expected to be blown away right there. With aching tenderness he turned it in its sheath, revealing the hidden side. Something was etched in white lines.

      Three knocks sounded on the door, echoed through the tiny bathroom, and Galen flinched so hard his teeth ground. “Almost done,” he called. Before he pressed the case shut, he rotated the first cylinder, the etching sliding fully into view.

      Hexagon. He closed the lid, flipped the latches, lifted it from the sink. He pressed the toilet lever and slid himself from the bathroom and down the hall, his eyes sliding across the woman who waited, unimpressed, for him to vacate the toilet.

      When he was outside, Amy’s voice carried a tremble over the TransperaView. “Cole,” she said, “my case is gone.”

      Two hours later he stood at the center join of a twisting metal arch, a monument so abstract or familiar that no one seemed any longer to notice it. The two ends of the arch encompassed Centra, which was as round and decorative as a wedding cake, circling in smaller and smaller layers to the wide sky.

      He followed a path fringed with white-faced purple pansies and bushes groomed to exact angles. Along the way sat benches, workers lunching and sunning. It was a strange, earthy cultivation, especially with the buildings spearing the sky around them, the giant projections of impossibly beautiful, impossibly intrigued women staring at him from their sides. He sat on a bench, the briefcase upright beside him, and for a time watched the same cowboy he’d seen on the side of the bus, all his desires satisfied by that one gigantic e-cig whose smoke now sailed over ten stories of building.

      Someone dropped next to him. “I kind of like this place.”

      He turned. Prairie was staring at the Roundtree lookalike. She wore the black suit better than him, her hair pulled into an appropriate bun at the top of her neck. But she was still Prairie: some strands had fallen, hung to her chin. She sat with her hands together, elbows on knees, fingers interlaced.

      “Why?” he asked.

      “Dupes aren’t freaks or slaves. I have a sweet apartment and a cat. We’re members of a pretty badass organization.”

      His fingers clenched beside him, his eyes surveying the workers who couldn’t be less interested in the two of them. “Shit, Prairie.”

      Her mouth formed the comma-curl smile he’d seen her wearing the first time they met. “Any guesses as to who gets to hold the keys?”

      He shook his head. “I don’t want to guess.”

      She leaned to him. “Deactivate your TransperaView.”

      “It’s been off,” he said.

      “Is it off, or is it running in standby?”

      Galen blinked, willed his interface to appear. He inspected the TransperaView, which was still equipped to his tiny model. When he willed the description to scroll, he found the current status: STANDBY. The other options were ON and OFF. Clever, and a bit scary. He turned the TransperaView off. “That’s a hell of a thing.”

      “It gets worse. Check your pulse on your neck.”

      He did. Galen set two fingers, followed the line of the artery down to a bump that rolled under his fingertips like a pebble. “What the hell is it?”

      “Insurance. I think it doubles as a tracking chip and a promise,”—she made an exploding sound, her fingers splaying out from the side of her neck—“in case we do anything weird.”

      “Is that our organization’s doing, or is everyone insured?” His eyes traveled the space around them, settling on one neck and then another.

      “I haven’t asked any strangers if I can touch their necks yet, but I’m gonna take a wild, uninformed guess,” she said.

      “It’s everyone,” Amy said. She sat on Prairie’s other side. “Boogle it. They claim it’s for our safety, like microchipping pets. And don’t worry—my TransperaView is off.”

      Galen and Prairie turned. “Where’s your briefcase?” Prairie asked.

      “I had a moment, okay? I freaked. And you’ll be happy to know trash disposal is super efficient in Equity.”

      Prairie cursed, leaned forward with her fingers at her temples. “We can still do it with Galen’s.”

      “Do what?” Galen asked.

      Two pairs of eyes flashed on him. “Check your quests lately?” Amy asked.

      He brought up his interface. There in his journal was a single quest that he’d missed entirely:

      
        
        QUEST IN PROGRESS: Sharing the Blessings. With Hexagon reduced to only three agents in Equity, you need to remind folks who you’re fighting for—and against. Swap your briefcase for Ehren “Moneybags” Ellery’s and watch the shills fly.

      

        

      
        REWARD: Increased standing with the people of Equity. Chance of recruiting new members.

      

      

      Galen boogled Ehren Ellery. The CEO of ElleryCorp, his cherubic, jowly face serene in the headshot, the wisps of his hair a white halo atop his scalp. The richest man in Equity, and the founder of The Ellery Foundation, which “promoted the interests of free trade and capital.” In other words, a corporate lobbying organization that had backed legislation allowing for the ubiquity of the UltraSphere, among other technological developments.

      “Dark money,” Galen murmured.

      “Apparently Equity used to have height restrictions on their buildings,” Amy said, her eyes cast up. “Before ElleryCorp.”

      “He’s a real shithead,” Prairie said. He’d never heard her so harsh.

      Galen closed his interface. “That means he deserves it?”

      Prairie didn’t hesitate. “Sure does.”

      “Powell, haven’t you noticed that we’re pitted against another faction in every level—”

      “Of course. I’m not dumb, Cole,” she interrupted.

      “—and every time we think we’ve joined the ‘good guys,’ there’s always another perspective?”

      “Everyone’s got an opinion,” she said.

      “What I’m saying is: it’s never black and white,” he said.

      “You’ve got about ten more seconds for your moral deliberations, Cole,” Amy said.

      “Why is that?”

      “Because it’s lunch time,” Prairie said. Her gaze was on the far end of the platform, where a man had just sat with his briefcase. Cherubic face, white hair. By the time his nameplate appeared, Prairie had already stood, her fingers lifting the handle of Galen’s briefcase. It was identical to Ellery’s. “Wait,” Galen said, catching her wrist.

      She turned. Her face was almost pitying. “Galen.”

      He stared up, shook his head. “Don’t.”

      She came around, her slender body blocking the sun. She leant over him, one hand at the side of his face. “Do you know who carries a bolt gun?”

      The shot of nerves made him flinch. His eyes were narrow on her face. “Why are we–”

      “Dupes. Only dupes,” she said. “It was a dupe who did it to your brother.”

      Letting go of her wrist was easy then. His hand dropped, his eyes unfocused into the penumbra of light around her. He watched her turn, press her hair behind an ear. She started toward Ellery, and her training shifted her walk into one of sweet uncertainty. This was a pink-cheeked, blushing Prairie, an “is this seat taken?” Prairie, an eyes down, can’t-let-my-briefcase touch the ground Prairie. And there the two leather cases sat, side by side, as identical as Prairie and Ellery were different. And yet he was captivated. Of course he was.

      The two of them spent ten minutes chatting. Galen spent all of them trying not to double and vomit onto the concrete. “We can’t do this,” he murmured.

      “To an NPC? Come on, Cole—he’s not real,” Amy said. “How many thousands of times have you killed in games?”

      “Tens of thousands,” he said. Everything was moving too fast. He needed time. He couldn’t think properly. “But this is different.”

      “Always? Every time? Every little squirrel whose pelt you’ve shucked from its lifeless corpse?”

      Prairie was laughing, her hand touching Ellery’s shoulder. A low shiver ran through Galen, and he couldn’t separate out the jealousy and the fear—they both came in equal parts. Any minute she would get up to leave.

      “Not every time, but—our organization doesn’t kill.”

      “A change in tack. That guy is everything that’s awful about this world. He’s a non-player character, Cole. Non-player. He’s lines of code and if/else statements.”

      But Galen was already standing. Amy’s voice continued like a telestream with a bad connection, her words floating, incomprehensible through the blood in his ears. He crossed under the arch, the thin shadow passing over him in a cool wave, and then he was back in the exposing sunlight. Prairie was laughing with her head back, her teeth as white as that first night they’d met, the dinner where the dupe had sat next to him. But she had proven it, to him and everyone: she was human. Sometimes, in the pool of his thoughts, he’d floated the idea that she was more human that Galen himself. More vibrant, more alive, keener on life.

      Maybe that was why he closed the distance between himself and Prairie under the noonday sun, and when he came to her those blue eyes set on him with surprise he’d never seen. Maybe that was why Galen grabbed the briefcase. Maybe that was why he took off with it held to his chest, as fast a walk as he could manage across Centra and down the path.

      He was really strange now—an anomaly. People were staring. He kept walking, and when the first shout went up—it wasn’t Amy or Prairie, just a concerned worker—he began to run. He’d never run so hard, and in this virtual world he was fitter than in life, his stamina carrying him around and around the stone cake, dodging and stumbling and pressing on, on, on.  He knew what his fate would be before it arrived. He didn’t stop.

      Galen had nearly reached the street. He came to a bench that faced back at him, a man seated on it with a sandwich frozen before his mouth, his eyes wide and alarmed as the arterial blood burst over the path. It happened just like that: a whirring hum and then a pop that sent the blood out in one aggressive arc that sprayed like paint before the man’s feet. And Galen, the briefcase still pressed to his chest, ran on in incomprehension as the spray stopped, started again, pulsing forth weaker and weaker until at once he dropped to his knees and then his side. Still the blood oozed, his health ticking down in his interface.

      His last sight wasn’t of Prairie dropping to his side. It wasn’t of the flowers or the sky. No—Sicora’s worlds were never so much a fairytale, a pretty story. He saw the man with the sandwich, his small eyes wide under his eyebrows, a dollop of mayonnaise on his mouth. That was how Galen Cole died.

      He didn’t let go of the briefcase.
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      For once, Jon had nothing to say when the capsule unsealed. He got to work unhooking Galen from the machine, yanking the neural hookup from his head with uncommon force.

      Galen lay silent, eyes unfocused. Two people stood over him: Jon, and pink-haired Scarlet from marketing. A recorder drone hovered over her shoulder. “What happened in there, Galen?” she asked. The drone flitted over to him, its single eye blinking an anticipatory red.

      Galen’s eyes flicked to Jon. “Is Prairie still in?”

      Jon shrugged, pulling the sensors from Galen’s temples. “I don’t keep tabs on the women.”

      Scarlet’s hand went up, fingers snapping. “What a loss. How is it you could be out after three levels? You had just formed an alliance with Prairie Powell and Amy Park, hadn’t you?”

      Galen pulled himself to a seat, the recorder drone strafing left. He pulled the sensors from his hands and feet, Jon objecting all the while. When Galen was free, he stumbled from the capsule, bracing himself on its hood.

      “Hey, Galen,” Scarlet said, one set of lacquered nails going out to him, “are you okay?”

      Galen jerked his shoulder away, steadied himself. When he made it to the hallway, Jon and the woman followed him out. “Dude, where are you going?” Jon said. “We still need to do your readout.” Scarlet called out to him, too, but Galen was too far down the hall, and he didn’t care to listen anyway.

      He arrived at the women’s capsule room, pressed through the door. Anya sat cross-legged with a tablet in front of her, picking the crumbs from a plate. Galen started down the line of capsules, staring in each one. “What are you doing?” Anya said, her voice deep and hard. The first two capsules were empty. The third one contained Amy Park, her short black hair jutting from beneath the visor. The fourth and fifth were empty. The sixth contained Sarai Waters he’d never spoken to. Seven, eight, nine were empty.

      He came to the tenth capsule and set his hands on the glass portal. Her lips were parted around the retainer, flaxen hair fallen back onto the pad to reveal a fingernail scar on her neck that Galen had never noticed before. Anya stepped behind him, wrapped her fingers around his bicep. “You can’t be in here.”

      He stared at the monitor above the capsule. Her readout jerked along, the rise and fall of a mountain ridge. “She’s still in,” Galen said. “They’re all still in.”

      “Yes,” Anya said, pulling at his arm. Galen didn’t move. “Did you hear me? Everything here is off limits. You need to leave.”

      Galen turned. At the far end of the room, Jon had just opened the door, was surveying the scene. “I think there’s something wrong. She isn’t coming out of the game properly,” Galen said.

      “That’s because she’s still in the level,” Jon said. “Kiddo, if you don’t come with me we’ll both be in trouble.”

      “No, she’s still in there after the level is over,” Galen said. Anya was pulling him away now, and he took slow steps after her. Why was allowing them to railroad him? “I’ll leave the room. Just let me stay in the compound until the level is done.”

      “We’re monitoring her,” Anya said, delivering Galen to Jon. “She’ll be fine.”

      “Just let me stay until the afternoon,” Galen said, passing into the hall.

      Jon closed the door, stood with his back to it, and he wore faux-sympathy better than most: his eyebrows lifted at the center even as his head shook. One arm slid over Galen’s shoulder as he walked him toward the dorm. “Sorry, son. You signed the NDA: once you’re out, you’re out. There’s next year, though. You should try out for the pre-release testing—I bet you’ll have a shot.”

      Next year. Galen couldn’t even fathom what the next day would bring.

      [image: ]
* * *

      He was back in his apartment in Houston by that evening. And then, watching Pyro’s stream the next afternoon, he saw her. She stood outside the compound for an interview, blonde hair streaking over her face in the breeze, a smile broader than he’d ever seen. She seemed composed as she talked about the game and her death in the third level, which she described as “unforgettable.”

      “I know you can’t tell us about the game itself,” Scarlet said, “but I think most of our viewers are interested in your experiences as a duplicate alongside humans. You’re the first clone to play this game. Why did you choose to join the team?”

      “Well, I was selected. How could I say no to such an amazing opportunity?”

      Galen made a face; he hadn’t seen this side of Prairie before: camera-ready, speaking in pretty, comfortable sound bytes, dashing off phrases like “amazing opportunity.”

      “You had 100% efficiency as a security clone, and I’ve heard you described as ‘a miracle of physicality.’ How is it possible you died during the third level, Prairie?” Scarlet asked.

      The comma curls appeared next to Prairie’s mouth. She shrugged. “I got cocky, I guess.”

      “You killed a major NPC in that world and got away with it, though. That was pretty amazing, especially after Galen Cole stole your explosives.”

      Galen dropped his spoon into his bowl of toasted o’s. The display was showing a replay of the events that ended with him bleeding out on the sidewalk. His oxygenated blood resembled a fountain out his neck. And he saw, for the first time, Prairie retrieving the briefcase from the clutch of his dead body. She’d found a way.

      “He was a pretty awful mofo. Oops, can I say that?” Her hand went to her mouth.

      “It’s a real shame you died in the process,” Scarlet said, shaking her head. “You had quite a few fans, you know. And also some detractors. A few of our viewers believe all clones are untrustworthy, that they can’t possibly exist alongside humans in a game like Sicora Online. Do you have anything to say in response to those folks?”

      “There’s some truth to that,” Prairie admitted. “By design, we don’t have the same emotional range as most humans. Our decisions are often based more on objective factors than feelings like empathy.”

      What was she talking about? If he knew her at all, she would take this opportunity to tell the truth, to let the world know what she had been trying to convince him of all along.

      “And do you plan to try out again next year?”

      Prairie lowered her eyes, shook her head. Her hair passed behind her shoulder, revealing the long length of her neck. Untouched. Galen couldn’t see the scar. And he understood as she spoke—“No, the developers feel I’ve had enough adventure for one lifetime, and I have to agree. I’m being sent back to Columbia”—that they had replaced a dupe with a dupe.

      That wasn’t Prairie Powell.

      The note sat on his desk, still unread. Galen lifted the paper, unfolded it fully for the first time. Prairie hadn’t written anything he could even read: she’d used a ballpoint pen to press a series of dots into the paper that made an approximation of letters. And he flipped it around as though that might make a difference, but it didn’t. It was only when he’d spent a stupidly long time staring at the lettering that he remembered Prairie had said her sister was blind. The note was written in braille. She hadn’t lied.

      He stared at the writing for a long time before he tucked it into his wallet. Veda lived in Columbia City, near the reclaimed east coast. He would deliver it to her, and the next summer he would return to the game. He would return, and return again until he found her or what was left of her, and he would bring back whatever he could, however he could. Because as it turned out, Prairie Powell was wrong about one thing.

      Galen Cole wasn’t lawful good.

      

      
        
        THE END
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* * *

      
        
        The series continues with THE SORTING. The next book in the Sicora Online series is available for pre-order.
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      First they brought in the dupe. Then she disappeared.

      One year ago, Veda Powell's sister—a clone designed for combat—was selected for the first trial of Sicora Online. At some point Veda's sister was swapped out, and the person who came back wasn't Prairie.

      Such is a clone’s life: they live and die quietly. And they are easily replaced. No one noticed—except Veda.

      Six months later, the note arrived in Braille. Just one word: "Mayday." Help. Veda knew her real sister was still alive.

      Eighteen-year-old Veda isn't a gamer, and as a blind clone she definitely doesn't have Prairie's physical prowess. She manages small-time fast food AI, servicing kiosks in a world without color. But she doesn't have a choice: she has to survive long enough inside the ever-shifting world of Sicora to find Prairie.

      And that means Veda's got to toughen up.

      
        
        To read on, check out THE SORTING, available for pre-order on Amazon.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A note from S.W. Clarke

          

        

      

    

    
      Hi friend —

      If you’re here, there’s a 99% chance you’ve finished The Ringer. And there’s a 100% chance I love you. Full on, V for Vendetta love to you, fellow human being, for being a reader (the world needs more of you).

      And since you’re still here, I’ll share an extra tidbit about this book: I listen to a lot of music while I write. If you want to hear the song that ended up the unofficial theme song of Books 0 & 1 of Sicora Online as I wrote, check out Bassnectar’s Chasing Heaven.

      It would greatly help me if you would take a moment to leave a review of the book on Amazon. That way, other readers—like you!—can find the series, and I can connect with them, too.

      —Shavonne

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      S.W. Clarke is the author of the Sicora Online series. She’s a lifelong gamer currently living in Houston, Texas.

      

      Join her reader group to be notified of her newest releases and receive periodic outpourings of love and appreciation: http://eepurl.com/dhjiYT
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