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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    The three goons bundled Brad Summers past a line of black plastic cabinets. They were relics from a forgotten age. Through the gaps between calloused, tobacco-stained fingers, he had glimpsed a few faded, garish characters designs hiding underneath the cracked and bubbled plastic-coated black wood. 
 
    It took him a few moments to recall all of their names, a task, in calmer circumstances, Brad would have recalled their names instantly. Calmer circumstances meant being anywhere other than in the company of these foam-headed morons. Calmer circumstances also meant not being told that you're about to be killed. 
 
    Even with the threat of imminent demise hanging over his head, Brad should have been able to reel off their names as soon as he saw them. They were, after all, the founding legends which laid the first stones to an empire which dominated the lives of billions of players, including him. He had made out the images of Pacman, Space Invaders, Scramble, Phoenix, and Centipede. 
 
    Were they original? Had the owner of this building lined one of the corridors with one-hundred-year-old arcade machines as some kind of ironic statement? Brad would never know the answer to that question. More than likely, they would have come from one of the many retrocade halls which suddenly sprang up around the country a couple decades ago, and vanished just as quickly. 
 
     Brad defied one of their many threats and looked over his shoulder to see if they were still in view. For his trouble, one of the goons, a gorilla name Rick, who stunk of a combination of strawberry bubblegum and week-old body odour, casually tapped the side of Brad's head. It might have been a tap for the goon who was three times Brad's size, but the blow was still hard enough for him to see stars. 
 
    “Don't make me hit you again, boy,” he said.  
 
    He called him boy. The goon was only a couple of years older, if any of these idiots, currently dragging him down this dimly lit corridor were older than twenty, then he'd eat his hat. Not that Brad possessed a hat, or had the balls to ask their ages. Shutting his big gob, had been one of the many threats they had made upon changing from the status of dodgy looking friends of an old friend into thugs who were about to do him harm. 
 
    They had made sure that he was aware of his fate. In fact, it's really all the three of them talked about. Brad believed that's why it took him so long to figure out the names of the game legends. Under the circumstances, being able to function in a coherent manner had to be quite an achievement. Getting told that you're about to die didn't happen to him on a daily basis. 
 
    Wait, perhaps that wasn't quite the truth. Hell, he looked into the face of death almost every day and for a large percentage of those occasions, Brad survived to fight another day. Granted, this only happened in a VR sim, only in Plasmic Death Match. 
 
    Brad lifted his feet, moments before the three goons dragged him up a couple of steps. If he hadn't, the edge of that step would have smashed into his shin. He felt a sympathy shudder shoot down his spine at the thought of how much pain he had just avoided.  His self-congratulations stopped as soon as the irony fairy then slapped the tip of his nose before reminding him that these goons were about to frag him for real! 
 
      
 
    --- 
 
      
 
    To think that only two hours ago, he found himself sitting at the dining room table, gazing underneath his mum's left ear while idly wondering if his life would ever become even remotely exciting. 
 
    Brad knew his mum hadn't a clue that he'd been spending the last couple of minutes playing join the dots with her freckles as she had activated her VR scope twelve seconds after she'd placed the hydrowaved pizza in front of Brad. She hadn't seen him pull the face, after biting into the pizza coated with faux-pepperoni and cheese. Mum had been visiting the bargain freezer shops and stocking up on the cheap and nasty, vile tasting crap yet again. It meant she'd been wasting credits on the many pay-to-play game shows she'd jacked into her scope. 
 
    It's what she'd be watching right now. The idiot-savant grin and thick string of drool hanging from the corner of her mouth told him that much. It also meant that he'd have to dig into his game winnings to pay the rent. 
 
    He left the barely touched pizza and his zoned out mum in the dining room and wandered into the living room while attempting to work out how much he had left in his account. The Union Tournaments weren't due to start for a couple of months so until then, Brad had to rely on credits scraped from the local games. A difficult task considering most games around here refused to let him join anymore. It appeared that his reputation as being one of the best players in  Plasmic Death Match was beginning to get around. 
 
    It had been over a week since Brad had played in a game. A few seven days of doing nothing but wait for one of the guys to ping his wrist to let him know that a slot was free. Brad lifted his arm and gazed in annoyance at the dark blue patch of com-wafer sealed over his wrist. Was it too much to ask for just one of the other players to grow some balls or at least develop a narcissistic streak before pinging him so Brad could join a game and kick their arse? 
 
    Brad found himself walking over to the kitchen when something most unexpected happened. Somebody rang the doorbell. Even his mum unjacked the scope. He moved to the side as she squeezed past and walked down the hallway. 
 
    “Don't worry, son, you go finish your dinner. It'll probably be a wrong number. Nobody should be at the door at this time.” 
 
    The only people who rang doorbells after six were takeaway delivery drivers or police. He looked back at the congealing mess on that plate and found himself wishing he had enough credit to afford the luxury of a proper meal, cooked by real chefs and not rehydrated by some crappy appliance that needed throwing out five years ago. Hell, the only reason why they bought pizza was that it's the only food that the hydrator didn't ruin with the taint of smoked fish. 
 
    God, what he'd give for a proper takeaway. 
 
    His mum walked back into the living room, a moment later. “It's for you, Brad.” Once she had said her piece, his mum went back into the dining room, and plugged herself back into the scope, leaving Brad leaning against the door frame, silently wishing his mum had told whoever was out there that Brad was in the shower, or plugged into a match, or dead.  
 
    He couldn't stay here and hope that whoever was out there would just go away. His mum had obviously told the person waiting for him that he was inside. His irony fairy, Brad's imaginary companion appeared in front of his eyes, wearing a top hat, tails and carrying a tiny black walking stick. It did a little dance before vanishing. “Yeah. Okay, I get it,” he whispered. “I wanted something exciting to happen in my life.” 
 
    Brad heard low conversation before he reached the open door but by the time he turned around the corner, he only saw one person. A young man, who he'd not seen for over ten years stood on the front step. Jason Vangelis, his one-time school best friend, turned his head, saw Brad, gave a little wave and grinned. 
 
    “Surprise!” he said, chuckling. “I bet you thought you'd never see me again. At least, in the flesh.”  
 
    He stood at just under six feet, a couple of inches smaller than Brad, he hadn't lost his shock of unruly blonde hair, or his gangling frame, or the mischievous sparkle in his eyes. The one aspect of Jason which had changed was his dress code. Gone were the filthy trousers and ripped shirt. In their place, he now wore a smart corporate uniform. As he neared the door, Brad couldn't help but let out a tiny gasp of surprise when he recognised the discreet logo stitched underneath the top pocket of the dark maroon uniform. His one time best friend now worked for Dynamic Demolition Solutions, the company who wrote, designed and hosted the largest first-person shooter on the planet. The very game which will help him stop the landlord from kicking him and mum into the gutter in three weeks time.  
 
    “So, come on, man! Don't just stand there gawking like a fish on a slab. Tell me what you think of the new threads!” Jason ran three fingers down the front of the uniform. “ Can you believe that after all this time, Dad had finally agreed to me being put on the first rung of ladder management. Not that I'll be staying at the bottom for too long. Up, up, up the ziggurat. That's where I'm going. It means that you'll probably be seeing less of me in the dungeon arenas of Plasmic Death Match for the next few weeks. Of which, I'm sure, you'll be happy to hear.” 
 
    Brad gave him a polite smile. It wouldn't matter either way to Brad. Granted, his old pal had an impressive collection of achievements. He was a competent player but not outstanding. Brad secretly believed that the guy had either bought the achievements or stole them. Brad reached the door and leaned against the frame. What was he doing here at his apartment?  
 
    “I guess you're wondering what I'm doing here, right?” 
 
    “The thought had passed through my mind,” admitted Brad. 
 
    “I bet it has!” he replied, laughing. Jason pulled out a set of keys and jangled them in front of Brad's face. “Looks like Dad had been careless you see! How would you like to browse around the interior of the place of dreams? You know, where the magic happens?” He jangled the keys again. “What do you say? It'll be like two fat kids getting lost in a candy shop.” Jason leaned forward. “I'm pretty sure that one of these keys opens the door leading to the research and development area.” He tapped the side of his nose. “I'll bet you twenty credits that we'll be able to find a VR rig which is running a bare-bones map of the sequel to Plasmic Death Match. In fact, I'm sure of it.” 
 
    Brad nodded again, really not sure what to make of this. Until reaching the door, he was satisfied with just two versions of his old friend. The one he grew up with, that cheeky little scamp who thought the only way to keep their friendship fresh was to show off on a daily basis, which usually meant him boasting about his family, and Jason's online avatar, which wasn't all that different from the kid he hung around with, with the exception that Jason's avatar was never seen without powered up mesh armour and a link rifle in his hands. 
 
    “Come on, what do you say, Brad? It'll be just like old times!” 
 
    Brad had weighed up his two options and found, despite the weirdness of the situation, sneaking around the complex which had designed and built the most popular shooter on the planet was far preferable to watching his zoned out mum dribble saliva onto the living room carpet. 
 
      
 
    --- 
 
      
 
    One of the goons, he thought it was Peter, punched Brad in the guts when he grabbed the top of the guy's trousers to stop himself from falling. It took him completely by surprise. Brad fought to get air back into his lungs while the three gorillas continued to drag him along the corridor. If a knife appeared in his hands, he'd feel no remorse in opening all three of these violent clowns. 
 
    What the hell had he been thinking of by accepting Jason's weird offer? Brad should have known that something was wrong when he saw Jason's silent passengers sitting in the back seat of his car. They all looked dodgy. On the journey through the empty streets, he listened and smiled in all the right places while Jason blathered on about all the battles and tournaments he won since playing the game. Brad got the feeling that the boasting was for the benefit of the brooding statues sitting behind them as Brad already knew Jason's gameplay as well as his stats. As he continued to build upon more elaborate lies, Brad began to wish that they really were in the game. At least he'd be able to run off to find some peace and quiet, obviously after fragging all four of them with a couple of fusion grenades. 
 
    Two of them leaned Brad against a wall while the remaining thug attempted to open the next door using a pass card which Jason had given him before leaving them alone. As expected, the idiot hadn't a clue how to use the passcard and Brad sure as hell wasn't going to tell him what he was doing wrong. 
 
    Jason had told them that he needed to ensure all the security systems were offline before they took Brad into the central chamber. The little turd had even lowered his eyes when he called it that as well like it was some kind of hallowed temple, the melodramatic shithead. If he ever did get out of this fix, the first item at the top of Brad's list would be to punch that scrote right in the nose. 
 
    After twelve attempts, the thug worked how to use the passcard. Unfortunately, at least for Brad. The thug probably called Peter, noticed his brief smirk. 
 
    “I'm so glad you found that funny,” he snarled, pulling back his fist. “Say goodbye to your teeth.” 
 
    “Will you give it a rest, man? Jason doesn't want him too damaged.” 
 
    Brad didn't start breathing again until the thug reluctantly lowered that ham-sized fist. The hand opened out and his fat fingers wrapped around his wrist then yanked him through the now open door. This was intolerable. What was wrong with him? They'd made it clear that the bastards were going to do him in so why wasn't he fighting back? 
 
    They wouldn't have stood a chance if this had been in the game. They were too close to use any ranged weaponry but that didn't pose much of a problem, not since they improved melee weapons in the last update. Three stab thrusts, a roll and slide manoeuvre following up with a rocket detonated directly in front of the three goons would have done the trick.  
 
    Melee weapons were no use against mesh armour, even with the updates but that didn't concern Brad too much as he doubted these goons could even play the game. Non Player Characters no longer existed in Plasmic Death Match but if they did, he really believed that this is how they'd look and act. 
 
    The grip on his wrist tightened when he tried to struggle. The goon raised his hand yet again and Brad shamed himself by cringing. Oh hell, why wasn't he doing something? 
 
    “Are you sure you have him?” 
 
    “Yeah, he's not going anywhere.” The thug gave Brad's wrist a squeeze to reinforce his statement and, to Brad's shame, he let out a tiny squeak of surprise. 
 
    “You better have. Jason will have deactivated the security drones by now but we still need to tread lightly. Who knows what other security devices there are in here.” 
 
    “How do you know that they're non-functional, Steve?” 
 
    “For crying out loud, Peter. You heard what Jason said. As soon as the door is unlocked, two of the metal bastards extrude from the walls beside the door.” Steve tapped the tips of his fingers against the wall. “They're still in there, you utter numpty.” He sighed loudly. “If you paid more attention, you'd know these things. Now, come on.” 
 
    Brad gritted his teeth in preparation for the retaliation. He then changed his mind when the thug started to mutter curses under his breath. Brad's life thread was starting to fray. It wouldn't take much more strain before it snapped.  
 
    “I don't have a melee weapon,” he growled. 
 
    “What did I tell you about...” 
 
    The thug's remaining words choked up when Brad leapt forwards and bit into the side of Peter's throat. He shut his jaw and ground his teeth together, the tips scraping and cutting through the man's thick skin. The thug's high-pitched screaming sounded like an angels' harmony. The beating on the back, neck and shoulders, weren't so welcome but Brad suffered the pain, at least until one of the other men managed to pull him off. 
 
    “You dirty little animal,” cried Peter. “I'm, so going to make you suffer for that.” He clamped his hand over the neck wound. “Keep him still.” he bunched up his other fist. 
 
    Brad stamped down on the closest foot which happened to belong to the thug holding his arm. He grunted out a string of obscenities but he didn't let go. That changed when Brad stamped on his foot again. The pressure eased enough for him to slip out of the man's grasp. He dropped to the floor and rolled away before scrambling up, then raced for the nearest exit, without looking back.  
 
    It took about three seconds for his joy at evading his captors to vanish, even though their furious shouting and cursing were fading, Brad knew that he was still in serious trouble. Call it a sixth sense, call it a feeling or, most likely, call it his subconscious, pulling the irony fairy off his shoulder before asking him where that weird high-pitch tone was coming from. 
 
    He skidded to a halt, aware that the goons were in hot pursuit. He tried his best to zone out their Neanderthal yelling and focused on the tonal noise which appeared to be coming from all around him. Brad saw their shadows before he had worked out where they were coming from. He found himself running backwards, fully aware that the distance between him and the three goons was getting less and less. Right now, Brad did not care as even the goons, with their limited brain capacities, would recognise the greater danger here.  
 
    “There he is!” 
 
    “What's he doing?” 
 
    “Who cares, Peter. Just grab him.” 
 
    Brad saw the first silver security drone at the same time as he became aware of that revolting smell of Peter's body odour assaulted his nose. He spun around and ducked under the man's thick arms and darted towards the remaining two men. “We're all going to die here!” he gasped. 
 
    He wasn't sure whether his frantic message got through their thick skulls or it was the sound of the drone firing off its pulse cannon which made them forget their previous task. Whichever the case, Brad found himself in bad company as they ran back the way they came. Unlike the idiots, his body had already gotten used to the terror, it gave him a slight advantage. Brad noticed an open door and threw himself through it before the two men even realised what he'd done. Brad managed to press his back against the wall just in time to watch three security drone fly past the door, still in pursuit of the goons. Brad waited for its ovoid body to vanish before moving. 
 
    Where the hell was he now? In the panic, he hadn't paid any attention to where he was running, his only concern was first to put as much space between him and the gorillas and then to stop the drone from killing him.  
 
    What about the other gorilla, was he dead? As dumb as it was, considering what they intended to do to him, Brad didn't want the goon to be dead. If he had bought a ticket to the other world, it did mean that the police really did need informing. Security drones were not supposed to kill intruders only incapacitate them. 
 
    He so needed to get out of here. 
 
    Brad did briefly remember some thought of looking out for a fire exit but nothing like that had made an appearance. God, what he would have done for a good old-fashioned mobile phone right about now. At least with one of those, he'd have probably been able to ring for help. Then again, maybe not. After all, who had phone numbers in this day and age? The com-wafer wouldn't work in here either. Jason happened to mention that useless truth nugget that in the car. The company generated a null-field around the building to stop visitors and employees from jacking in and possible stealing company data.  
 
    He decided that once he'd clocked Jason, the next person on his list would be the cocktrumpet who came up with that idea. Brad might even have to clock himself too. Not just for falling into Jason's dumb plan. Christ, like a building specialising in creating some of the most cutting-edge tech on the planet would really use old-fashioned keys! He'd clock himself for stealing his mum's old mobile phone and swapping it at school five years ago. 
 
    Brad caught sight of something which broke up the black featureless walls and hurried over to it, hoping he'd found a map of the building. It turned out to be a poster advertising free meals for anyone who hit their productivity target for this month. He could hear the boots thudding on the corridor carpet and no screaming or crying, which probably meant they had either lost the drone or stopped it. It also meant they were back on his trail. 
 
    It sounded like a herd of rampaging rhinos were after him and if he didn't find some way out of this damn maze, getting trampled into the ground would feel like a sensual massage compared to what they would do to him. They'd blame him for the death of the other clown, that much he did know. 
 
    There was no other option left to take. Brad had to keep going forward and hope the corridor would take him to a door which opened outside.  
 
    “There is a God!” he cried when a wide doorway broke up the black-walled corridor. Brad ran towards it, still hoping that it would take him out if here. Gazing through the glass dashed those hopes. It was just some circular, white room, devoid of anything of note except for a stepped plinth in the middle of the room. Just for a moment he even considered hiding in there, waiting for the goons to run past the room before sneaking out and running back the way he came. Brad sighed.  Like they wouldn't stop to look inside here. It's what he'd do. Brad moved away from the door, turned his head and found himself looking down the barrel of a gun. 
 
    “Fancy meeting you here,” he said. Jason's dark grin turned into a glare. He looked past Brad. “What part of don't let him go did you not understand?” 
 
    “We're sorry Mr Vangelis. He fought back and we sustained some considerable damage. We kinda lost Peter too. A drone got him.” 
 
    “That's too bad.” 
 
    “Put the gun down, Jason,” said Brad. “Put it down and I promise I won't say anything to your dad.” 
 
    “Stop flapping your lips. You're not going anywhere. Although I will put the gun away." He shoved the gun into his belt, pushed past Brad and walked into the circular room.  
 
    Brad had no choice but to follow him inside. The two goons standing right behind him made sure of that. Jason was kneeling beside the plinth. His fingers were dancing in mid-air a few inches above the floor. He then stood up and walked back towards Brad with a huge smile plastered across his face.  
 
    "Time for you to go, Brad," he said, laughing. " You won't believe how long I've been waiting to say that." Jason clicked his fingers and yet again, the thugs grabbed his arms. "See you, Brad. At least, I hope not." 
 
    He had over a dozen insults ready to fly at the bastard and every single one of them got stuck in his throat when a sphere of dark blue light appeared a metre above the plinth. The hairs on the back of Brad's neck stood up. "What the hell is that thing?" he cried. 
 
    “A portal.” Jason paused for a second. “I think. Who knows or cares? Could be a teleporter for all I know. All that matters is that it'll make you disappear and the authorities won't be able to trace it back to me, thanks to dad's null field.” He nodded at the thugs. “Enough yapping. Get rid of him.” 
 
    “Yeah, they will! You knocked on my door, remember? That'll be logged on your wafer-com and in the traffic-cams.” 
 
    “Bet your life?” he replied, grinning. “You live in a shit neighbourhood where none of the traffic-cams work.” 
 
    They dragged him closer and closer until he felt its strange energy pulling at his very soul. “Why are you doing this?” he yelled. “I've done nothing to you.” 
 
    “The playoffs for the game start in a few days and dad told me to win. My inheritance and my management job depend on it. Look, let's not have a fuss, Brad. It's nothing personal. It's just that getting rid of all the top players is the only way I'll win." 
 
    The two men then released Brad and booted him forward for good measure. He heard Jason's manic laughter and then he heard nothing. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Time had passed since leaving that white cylindrical room but Brad had no concept of how much. He found nothing during his travels to give him any sense of how long he'd been wandering around this bizarre collection of black, featureless rooms and corridors. Brad wore no watch and his wafer-com looked and felt like it had died. That alone should have sent him into a downward spiral of anxiety, yet he felt nothing. His wafer-com wasn't the only aspect of Brad that had ceased to exist. His entire collection of emotions had coalesced into a single feeling of mild despondency. 
 
    Perhaps this was for the best. At least until he had established his whereabouts and located his most recent memories. Brad stopped beside the first door he'd found. The temptation to push on the door to see what was on the other side didn't even register. He felt no excitement about anything, even the possible chance that beyond that black door could be the way to get out of here, to get back home.  
 
    “You can wait a bit longer, door,” he murmured. Brad was not going anywhere until at least one of his priorities were complete and as he still had no idea where this was, despite wandering around, locating his missing memories was all he had left. 
 
    Brad crouched and pressed his back against the wall then shut his eyes. He'd done this before, at least twice recently without any success but perhaps now that he'd found a probable exit, the anticipation that he knew should be there could trigger a recollection.  
 
    Like the time before, all he found popping up in front of his closed eyes were images of his mum walking out of the living room. It looked like she was heading towards the front door. He saw himself utterly annihilating one of his favourite fodder players in Plasmic Death Match, some kid he used to hang around with when was at school, and a car journey which ended as the vehicle stopped outside some huge building. It didn't take a genius to work out that he must be inside that huge building right now. 
 
    Brad opened his eyes, still none the wiser. Maybe it would be best to push that door open and see what lay beyond? As his hand reached for the door, his ears picked up some kind of high-pitched tone which made him pause. What the hell was that?  
 
    It reminded him of one of the early levels in Plasmic Death Match. It was set in an industrial zone. Brad vividly remembered that not many players would choose that level because of the dangers.  
 
    There were acid pools dotted across the floor, barrels of toxic chemical toxic waste which had a tendency to explode if a projectile round hit it. Worse than any of the stationary dangers were the zone-seekers. Clapped out floating metal platforms of death. The little bastards attached themselves to metal walls, concrete pillars, the underside of vehicles. As soon as they detected a player close by, the detached from where they'd been hiding and zoomed towards the player at high speed. The players only had a split-second chance to shoot them down before the things detonated, spreading your digital guts across the landscape. 
 
    Most players avoided the level simply because of the zone-seekers. As far as the others were concerned, that level should have been scrapped. The message boards were full of complaints, nearly all of them stating that the zone-seekers were nothing more than thinly disguised NPCs. Brad, thought they added an extra level of fun to the level. As long as you weren't pelting through the zone like an idiot, you had plenty of time to notice them, due to the high-pitched whine they emitted when the zone-seekers detected a player. 
 
    He played it so much that Brad knew the map backwards and although the spawn locations for the zone-seekers were supposed to be randomised, there were still only a limited amount of places where they appeared and as long as you knew that, the map was easy enough to navigate. Brad knew all the hiding places too and, to his shame, he used to camp a lot in the early days, back before he became proficient. Even back then, it was frowned upon but he didn't care. You did what you had to. 
 
    The high-pitched tone had increased in volume and just for a moment, Brad actually went for his imaginary blaster in order to frag that approaching zone-seeker. “Come on, man, get a grip, that's no...” Brad swallowed hard as a suppressed memory did make an unexpected announcement. There really were drones in here and, and, Brad furrowed up his brow and gritted his teeth while trying to force out the last piece of the memory. Frigging hell, what he'd give right now for a mental enema. Brad growled out in frustration before slamming his fist into the wall. 
 
    “and the bastards are armed with pulse cannons!” 
 
    The floodgates didn't exactly break open but enough came through to remind Brad of just how much shit he was still sinking into. The drones were deadly, one had already popped another man. Jason had become a complete fuckspanner and wanted poor Brad dead and he was trapped in the building where Jason's dad worked. Thankfully, if there could even be a silver lining, his vacant emotions slammed back into him. 
 
    Oh shit! He was so dead. Brad wouldn't stand a chance against that drone. The only reason he got away the last time was because it had larger fish to fry. He silently thanks the God he didn't believe in when he found the door wasn't locked. Brad then gave the same Gad the middle finger when the room beyond the corridor turned out to be the same circular room he'd already been in. He saw the plinth and the last piece of missing memory slotted into its correct slot. Brad saw himself being pushed towards that blue, glowing sphere of light while hearing Jason bang on about the playoffs coming up. 
 
    He walked over to the plinth, fully aware that the security drone was getting closer. He kneeled down and attempted to replicate Jason's movements and failing. The little turd was obviously talking out of his arse when he called it a portal or teleporter, as if anything like that, outside of a VR sim actually existed. The fact that he hadn't gone anywhere kinda proved that.  
 
    "So what had he done to me?" He stood up and hurried back over to the door. He'd have to figure out what Jason had done to him along the way. There wasn't anything for him here, apart from death if that drone got to him. 
 
    He moved out of the circular room and back into the darkened corridor. Brad looked both ways and chose the left as the sound didn't seem as loud down there. Knowing his luck, that drone would down there waiting for him and in another couple of minutes, poor Brad would end up running into it. "Yeah well, bring it on," he growled. After the day he'd suffered so far, he could do with a rumble, not that he'd be able to bite into the side of a drone's throat but he'd still try to give a good account of himself. 
 
    Brad made his way down the corridor, so trying to convince himself that the humming noise wasn't getting louder. He slowed down then stopped when he caught sight of another notice. Again, hoping he would find a sign showing him a way out of this place. Brad scratched his head and frowned at the words. It said that no Noob Alcoves are permitted in the building. What the hell did that mean? What concerned him even more was why hadn't he noticed the sign on his way in? Granted, at the latter end of his journey, Brad wasn't paying much attention but still, something that weird would have stood out. 
 
    Brad took another look at the walls, floor and ceiling and did start to notice subtle differences. It was the same corridor and yet, it wasn't. No, that was stupid. Of course it was the same place, he just hadn't taken that much notice before.  
 
    What should have concerned him was that humming noise still hadn't vanished. If anything, it was getting louder again. Brad was going to run straight into it, he knew it. He pressed on regardless due to the simple fact that he had no other choice. He did run into something else but it wasn't the drone. Three feet from him lay the man that the drone had killed earlier. Brad slowed down, intending to say a couple of words of condolence. He might have been a murderous knobhead in life but he still didn't deserve to end up frazzled by a malfunctioning robot. 
 
    Brad almost filled his trousers when the corpse let out a soft groan. He ran over to the big man and dropped to his knees beside his head. "We thought you were dead and to be honest," he paused in mid-sentence. Wait, this was so wrong. The guy had changed since he had last whispered all those threats into his ear. For a start, his clothes were different. He now wore jeans and a white polo shirt whereas before, a yellow t-shirt covered his smelly body. Even if he was wrong about the clothing, which he wasn't, there's no way that this clown had managed to grow a moustache in under an hour. 
 
    The man on the floor, Brad shook away the last bits of mental fluff, was he called Peter? He was sure that's his name. Peter opened his eyes and stared at the ceiling. He ran his tongue along both lips then turned his head sideways. 
 
    “You don't look right,” murmured Peter. He coughed. “Christ, I feel so bad. Brad. I'm sorry. I really am, I...” Peter's remaining words were lost in another coughing fit.  
 
    It took him a few seconds to calm down before speaking again. Brad found himself trying to help by taking the thug's hand. He gave him a comforting squeeze. This still felt all wrong. This Peter just did not feel like the animal who wanted to turn his intestines into a rope ladder. 
 
    “That was a bad one,” he continued. “Brad, we had no choice. He was going to cut us out of the game, to rip out our inserts and turn us back into noobs.” He reached up and grabbed Brad's arms. 
 
    The white material rolled down his thick arms, revealing what looked like dozens of oddly shaped wafer-coms running down the length of his limb. What the bloody hell were those things? 
 
    “We wouldn't be able to project a single map!” Peter's hands lost their grip. “Fuck, I can feel it coming. Can still show him, can still fuck up Desmond's plans.” He looked straight at Brad. “Password unlocked. Tether is loose.” He sighed again. “Look after her, Brad.” 
 
    The man's hand developed a light blue aura. Brad stumbled back, remembering the terror he felt just before this thug's pals threw him into that ball of light. He moaned when that blue aura transformed into a separate entity and shot towards him. Brad covered his face and screamed.  
 
    The jolt threw him hard against the wall and filled his body with pins and needles. Thankfully, the uncomfortable feeling vanished as quickly as it arrived. Brad got off the floor, checked himself for bruises, broken bones and possibly torn off limbs before he stormed over Peter. "What the bloody hell did you just do to me?" He snarled.  
 
    Peter couldn't answer him back. The man had passed away. Brad sighed heavily. "Shit." He crossed himself without knowing why. "Sorry, dude." 
 
    That humming noise still hadn't gone away. Brad's situation had not altered one bit. He still had no idea how to get out of here and he still had that sodding security drone after him. Not to mention Jason and his remaining thugs were probably still around. 
 
    "Out of the frying pan and into the furnace," he muttered. "Okay. Enough with the messing about. There must be a fire exit around here somewhere." Brad moved away from the corpse and continued further down the corridor while trying not to think about who Desmond could be. Jason used to have a younger brother by that name. The poor bugger died in a car accident when he was a baby. 
 
    Brad slowed down again. This time, he knew that the drones were close. The humming noise had increased to almost intolerable levels. He pressed himself against the corridor wall and waited for the inevitable. Sure enough, three drones floated around the next corner. They stopped at the junction and turned as one to face Brad. 
 
    Straight away, he knew that these weren't the machines which chased after him the last time. Gone were the sleek lines and plain single colours. These things looked like they'd just fallen out of a steampunk sim. What the hell was going on? The only attachment missing from the absurd creations was a black chimney bolted to their backs. The machines would be laughable if the pair were not sporting twin under-slung Gatling guns. 
 
    [They're complying with the rules of this projected map, Brad. The rules also state you have ten seconds before pursuit begins. So stop gawking. Turn around and move your arse!] 
 
    Brad had no idea what the voice was talking about: projected map? Where it was coming from or why it had the voice of one of his old girlfriends. Right now, none of that mattered. If he didn't obey then those guns would turn his body into meat confetti! 
 
    He did an about turn and raced back the way he came. Only the corridor had changed. Gone were the featureless blank walls and in their place, Brad saw what only be described as walls ripped straight from the same crappy steampunk sim as those drones. Brad ran past several light fittings attached to the riveted iron wall with oversized bolts. 
 
    This was making his head hurt. 
 
    [Turn into the next right door opening, Brad.] 
 
    “What are you talking about, weird voice? There is no opening. I've already been down here once!” 
 
    Brad saw an opening coming up. A thick oak door, covered with the obligatory golden rivets was already ajar. What was going on here? Brad finally placed the girl's voice. It belonged to a girl in his class at college. A tall blonde who left to become a leading programmer in some off-shore company. He also remembered lusting after her for at least a year. He slowed down and rushed into the room which shouldn't even exist. 
 
    “Oh shit, there's only one way in and out. Now, what do I do?” The drones were already by the open door. Two of them moved inside while the third machine blocked the doorway with its body. 
 
    “I don't want to die like this!” 
 
    [Stop your whining, Brad. You're not going to die. Just because there are no noob alcoves doesn't mean there isn't a way to defend yourself. Go over to the bulkhead, the far right, behind you and press in the black bar, next to the water cooler.] 
 
    His heart wanted to hammer its way through his ribcage. He heard every word of her instructions. He also heard those not so laughable machine getting ready to shred him. Brad wanted to scream, to close his eyes, clap his hands around his ears and wait until this nightmare was well and truly over. His instinct for self-preservation was, thankfully, stronger. Brad did as he was told. He spun around rushed over to the water cooler, saw the black bar and fell on it. 
 
    A rectangular section of the wall, under the bar, slid out, revealing a selection of black weaponry which looked like they'd been pulled straight out of a science fiction movie. "Is this for real?" Brad didn't even bother waiting for an answer. Instead, he grabbed the nearest one just as the first drone opened fire.  
 
    He dived out of the machine's line of fire, Brad's shoulder cracked against the concrete floor. His new toy flew out of his hands. The second drone swivelled to face him. He only managed to grab the weapon before it fired as well. Brad fired off a salvo of his own and his shot blew the second drone against the wall where it shattered.  
 
    "Holy shit!" he gasped, while watching, gob-smacked, as the few remaining pieces of the destroyed drone fell to the floor. Brad doubled back, he pressed his side against the metal bar and fired twice, each shot finding their target.  
 
    Brad gazed in wonder at the gun. What a beautiful weapon. It felt so natural to fire and it certainly had the stopping power. "Where have you been all my life?" He jumped over the smoking ruins and stepped out into the corridor. 
 
    Brad actually felt pretty good. That emotion soon altered when he moved away from the doorway and the gun suddenly vanished. "What the hell?" He spun around and found all the steampunk style decorations had gone too. The smoking drones were still on the floor but now they looked like normal security drones. Just plain, ovoid machines. "I don't think I can stand any more of this!" he cried. 
 
    [Pull yourself together, you big baby. Don't spoil your previous spectacular kills by crying and bawling for mummy. Just keep going, Brad. There's a fire exit on your left, a few metres away. Come on, turn that frown upside down, you're almost there.] 
 
    Ex-girlfriend or no ex-girlfriend. If that voice didn't stop patronising him, Brad was going to swing for someone. Nevertheless, he followed the instructions while kinda realising that the misplaced fury he had against his newly acquired imaginary voice was probably the only thing which held him together. The confusion over what had just happened and what was still happening really was strong enough to blow his mental gasket. As he continued to walk down the recognisable yet strange corridor, his eyes were drawn to even more signage which made no sense. Apparently, the sandpit area had now spread into down-town Jacob street and all employees were advised to stay clear. Brad saw another sign which simply had the words new map update, minus three days.  
 
    Brad blanked them out like he needed even more mysteries piling on his already overburdened shoulders. He stood, blinked rapidly and found himself breaking into a grin which threatened to pull his face apart. There it was, just like the imaginary voice said. A way out of this madhouse maze, a simple fire-exit. 
 
    “Just what the doctor ordered, “ he said running towards it. Brad pushed down the grey bar and stepped out into the glorious sunshine – and onto another world. 
 
    He fell against the outside brick wall. His stare fixed on the cinematic ten-metre billboard attached to one of the many impossibly high skyscrapers which towered around the single storey building. It advertised a game which Brad had never heard of, something called  Ultimic Pulsar Wars. Another exciting release from Vangelis Corporation. He watched dumbfounded as the moving advert showed dozens of people in a mall. One minute they're shopping and the next, they're all wearing body armour and holding impossibly big guns while running around, screaming with laughter while blowing each other to bits. 
 
    “Where am I?” Brad gazed back at the open fire door for a couple of seconds before he slammed it shut. Did it really matter where he was? All that did matter was nothing was trying to kill him out here. For the moment, Brad was finally safe. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    The blaring alarms, loud enough to strip the flesh from the eardrums failed to activate, thanks to a bit of light-fingered coding as well as a small amount of luck. Desmond Vangelis couldn't fail to see the irony of using such a pointless and redundant term. Still, his 'meddling' had worked.  
 
    At least, he thought his plan had worked, until the figure who shouldn't be here had appeared on the security monitors. Desmond had decided to try to stay calm. In order to do this, he'd christened the intruder 'his new pet'. It sounded so much more cuddly than the new Brad or the new improved Brad, or the stronger, faster better game player despite having no implants Brad. 
 
    Whatever he was, Desmond didn't want his new pet to get wind of what he was planning as a surprise farewell gift. It did mean that if he did not leave the control room in the next few minutes then he'd end up as dead as the employee he'd left in the reception hall too but Desmond was confident that wouldn't happen. Unlike the intruder, Desmond knew this place like the back of his hand. Of course he did, after all, his dad was the main man, the big cheese, the guy in charge. Not that he was ever going to admit that, not after tonight's monumental fuck up.  
 
    What the hell had that man and his fellow geeks built in that weird circular room? If Desmond had known of the complications which would arise, he'd have just pushed Brad under a bus. It would have made his life a lot easier. 
 
    The clock was counting down. He really did need to get out of here. Desmond turned off the monitors, leaving the monitor which displayed the circular room until the last then hurried out of the control room. 
 
    He had another couple of minutes to get to safety. That wouldn't be much of a problem. The inner circle security drones were not programmed to fly beyond the perimeter of the game development area.  
 
    Desmond quickened his pace. After all the bad mojo that landed on his head tonight, he dare not take any more chances. Knowing his luck, he'd end up tripping over some discarded box, breaking both legs and would have to crawl, in utter agony, towards the safety zone and end up getting fragged by the drones a metre away from the perimeter.  
 
    Dad always used to say that Desmond's older brother, Jason, had inherited the luck. Even after all this time, he had never been able to work out the logic in dad's repeated statement, considering Jason had died years ago. Desmond always believed that dad secretly thought the wrong brother had perished in that car crash, not that this bothered Desmond, even if it was true. Most people who met him ended up hating Desmond after a few minutes so why should it make much difference to know that his only parent shared the same feelings of possibly thousands of others? 
 
    His dad would pay. They all would pay. Starting with the Brad imposter. He stopped, spun around and stared at the control room door. That was one question he hadn't answered yet. 
 
    What the hell had come through that portal? He sighed before carrying on. Since when had that bright blue ball of light suddenly turn into a portal. Desmond preferred it when he thought it was a human shredder or an instant furnace.  
 
    One fact was certain and that Brad imposter did not come from this world. Nobody these days would walk around looking like they'd just been born. Nobody, even the poor people who grubbed around in the sandpit areas sported a few implants. Forget about the portal, this joker looked like he'd just stepped out of an ancient noobie alcove. 
 
    He was almost at the perimeter. He could see the door which led into the building's gaming chamber. Desmond should have come here first instead of trying to remote project some random map from the control room. In here, he'd have way more control over the placement, the subject and the difficulty level. 
 
    So how had the Brad imposter managed to stay alive? It just made no sense. Watching this noobie facsimile fall out of the portal, a few seconds after Desmond had hurled the proper Brad through had shocked the hell out of Desmond but he hadn't let this new development get to him, he'd been quick, hell, Jason was like lightning! While making a note of the lack of implants, Jason had projected a game map around him and the Brad imposter. Sure enough, his own software had equipped him with the top-level body armour as well as a BFG. Okay, so, Desmond hadn't exactly earned the right to carry the game's most powerful weapon nor had he found one in hidden in many of the Easter Egg rooms, scattered across all the maps but that didn't matter, it's not like that implantless turd was ever going to know. 
 
    Everything was playing out just fine until those security drones turned up and ruined everything. Then again, maybe he ought to silently thank the building's automated systems for reacting to the intruder. Sure, the chances of some weaponless noob, clad in nothing but the default chest plating taking him out did seem next to zero but this guy still managed to destroy the drones. How was that even possible? 
 
     He wasn't going to allow this slip to get under his skin, no way, even if it was, partially his fault. No, wait. No that's not fair. The blame lay in Brad. He's the one who took her away from Desmond. Brad's the one who practically made his life no longer worth living by stealing the love of his life out of Desmond's arms.  
 
    “He's the one who stole Anna from me,” he growled. So, maybe stealing was too harsh. It was common knowledge that the girl who'd grown up with both Desmond and Brad now thought that Desmond was a bit of a creep but he knew, without a doubt the Anna would have grown to love him eventually. Their future relationship was a foretold certainty. It was now anyway. Thanks to Desmond's intervention, there would be no Brad to ruin his love life. This imposter wasn't even going to be mentioned in the footnotes. In a few minutes, that clown would be as dead as the proper Brad. 
 
    He hurried into the gaming chamber, doing his utmost not to get excited over what he was about to do.  
 
    Dad had banished Desmond from the building's state-of-the-art facility a couple of months ago when he'd inadvertently corrupted one of their work in progress games by introducing foreign elements into the code. At least, that's how dad described him projecting himself into an old, discontinued second world war map armed with a cobalt blaster.  
 
    He hurried over to the main console and stopped dead when just happened to glance up at the bank of monitors. His target was pushing open a fire-exit. He was getting away! Somehow, the Brad imposter had found a way out. 
 
    “No. No way. It's just not possible”. Desmond spun around, blinking away the tears. “Come on, man. Cool your jets. It's not the end of the world.” 
 
    He turned back and stared at the open fire-door. Desmond knew that he had to see this not as a setback. Not as fate crapping on his head yet again. Oh no, this was a godsend! Sure it was. After all, when it boiled down to the bare-bones, did Desmond really fancy his chances against an opponent who obviously wasn't truly human. “Perhaps he does have implants and they're on the inside?” Had this Brad imposter come from the future? He was the classic embodiment of an OPMC, yeah, it sure was a close call.  
 
    It wouldn't have mattered what kind of map he projected over the Brad imposter or how many armour layers he wore, Desmond wouldn't have stood a chance against the freak. 
 
    Seeing this as a close call was definitely the way to go. Let the locals deal with the imposter. Ha! Desmond giggled. Yeah, the freak had no idea what awaited him outside the walls of this building. If he thought a pair of security drones were bad then the imposter was in for a huge shock. 
 
    The Vangelis Corporation had deliberately chosen this end of the city to build their headquarters simply that the land was cheap and the reason why it was cheap was because this was the poorest part of the city. Each block owned by one gang whose main enjoyment came from projecting sandpit games around any fool who was dumb enough to venture into their territory. 
 
    He won't last five minutes once past that gate. There might be plenty of old Noob Alcoves dotted about the area which he'd be able to use if any he did get caught up in a game but he was new here meaning he wouldn't know their purpose! 
 
    Some gang was bound to spot this imposter, take him for some lost tourist noob and project a map around him. Not only were the area around the building in sandpit land, those gangs played for real, with illegal jacked-up augments that bypassed the supposedly uncrackable safety protocols. He literally was a dead man walking. 
 
    Desmond left the gaming chamber and wandered through the quiet building, making his way back towards the reception hall. Now that both Brads were out of the way, perhaps he could now focus on the rest of his life, namely, his career and love-life. Unfortunately, both of these hinged on him finding some way to increase his gaming stats.  
 
    Anna lived in a poorer neighbourhood, so it wasn't often their paths crossed anymore. The maps they projected around the streets tended to consist of the basic, cheaper designs and the players caught up in the games tended to favour class three weapons, energy blasters which often overheated, lance rifles that, although deadly, most models had a poor rate of fire and were pretty unwieldy. More often than not, the players used projectile weapons which were great unless the opponents were clad in expensive body armour.  
 
    The players around where Desmond lived all used the most up to date weaponry and wore armour which could defect even the most powerful of blasters, consequently, most projected games ended in a stalemate and, if he was being honest, got pretty fucking boring.  
 
    Desmond often heard the players boasting about rampaging through some of the poorer areas and fragging the paupers but, as far as he knew, it never happened. Most probably because the players in Anna's neighbourhood were far better players. They knew how to use their equipment. They possessed true skill. 
 
    He sighed loudly before pushing open the main doors and stepping out into the carpark. True skill, that's what he needed and no amount of money would buy him that. Some people, like Brad, both versions, like Anna and, annoyingly, his dad, possessed natural gaming skills. He reached his car and stopped. Wait, Desmond was doing it again. Who said the others had natural gaming skills? Just because they could all beat him in a map, didn't mean they were naturally better. It just meant they were better, that's all. It's an important difference. 
 
    Unlike the rest of those clowns, with the exception of the imposter Brad.(He was a freak so he didn't count) everybody else was equipped with a Personal Virtual Assistor implant. Even the poorer people were able to buy one of the older models and every Vangelis Corporation employee received a free update to the most advanced model when they joined the company. The PVA's were invaluable during a game. They were able to predict another player's movements, spot hidden weapon and ammo caches, often missed by the players and they were there 24/7 to help a player practice their movements. It's the closest the game got to using NPC's.  
 
    Obviously, his dad, being an utter bastard, decided a long time ago that no son of his would be receiving any PVA, stating that he never needed assistance when he was growing up and look what he achieved. His dad believed that they made people lazy and too reliant on modern technology. The bastard never saw the irony of his words, even when Jason pointed them out to him, even when he once painted them on the side of the house wall. 
 
    Dad called it tough love. He preached that if he couldn't make it on his own two feet then he wasn't worth inheriting the company. Desmond called it hating the fact that he lived while his brother perished as its obvious now that dad had wanted Jason to inherit everything. 
 
    Desmond unlocked the car and pulled up the driver gull-wing. He had often wondered how different his life would have been if his brother hadn't died. True, he wouldn't have dad dangling the prospect of owning one of the world's largest companies over his head. The chances of getting Anna would go from slim to non-existent. Not only would he have to compete with Brad, Desmond would have had to look out from a shot to the port-side from his older brother. Desmond wouldn't have his own man-cave in one of the best areas in the city and he certainly wouldn't be driving around in a Lotus Elorean. Somehow, not having his own Virtual Assistor didn't feel like too much of a sacrifice. 
 
    Right now, Desmond needed his comforts. He climbed into the sports car, shut the car and closed his eyes for a few moments while breathing in the scent of car leather. Being around his possessions made Desmond feel safe, more in control. The car certainly helped to calm him but to achieve perfect equilibrium, he had to be back in the man-cave. 
 
    “No way,” he muttered. “I could never give up my stuff in exchange for some assistor. It just isn't worth it.” 
 
    Desmond put the car into drive and set off moving towards the main gates. He only drove a few yards before slamming on the brakes. “What the hell is that?” He leaned over the wheel and frowned. Was that a body? Desmond slowly opened the door while keeping his gaze on that bundle of clothes lying directly outside the gates.  
 
    He chuckled to himself, hardly believing his luck. It had to be the imposter! Oh, what joy! Desmond rushed towards the body. How hilarious. The pretend Brad hadn't even managed to get past the gates before some thug projecting a map around the man. He grabbed the clothes and rolled the body back, eager to gloat at the pretend Brad's demise. 
 
    The face of a shop window mannequin stared back at him. “Oh shit!” Desmond spun around and started to run back towards the safety of his car but it was too late. He was almost within reach of his vehicle when everything changed. 
 
    The floor turned into metal tiles. The gate, fences and buildings vanished and in their place, he found himself gazing at military grey walls, covered in pipes, panels, and vents. The projected map turned his beloved car into something which resembled a burnt out tracked jeep. 
 
    The losers had thrown up one of the interplanetary freighters from the Delta Messiah Orgon mappack. Christ. He hadn't played in this one for almost a year. He honestly thought they'd all been recalled and code-unravelled. 
 
    “For crying out loud!” he gasped. “I can so do without this bullshit.” He looked over his shoulder and saw three other players stood where the gate should be, with their arms crossed while grinning.  They were waiting for the ten-second countdown to end so the could run in here and melt him. Just like Desmond, the other players were clad in armour and carried an assortment of grubby looking weapons. The one in the middle carried an isokinetic canon. Despite the fancy name, the blaster was now considered obsolete as well as dangerous to the player. They used to have a tendency of blowing up.  
 
    Desmond couldn't be so lucky. Three seconds left! Thanks to his default stat privileges, the map had issued him with link rifle. Not the most effective of weapons but far better than any of those losers were carrying. He scrambled to his feet and pelted down the corridor, heading for, what he hoped, was a gantry which should take him down to the engine room.  
 
    Too much time had passed for him to recall exactly the best places to hide all Desmond could remember was the engine room had more areas to squirrel himself away until the game ended. Oh, God. This was so unfair. He was way too important to let those three scruffy waste of spaces run him into the ground! This was just intolerable. Desmond almost turned around and faced them. In the end, common sense prevailed. He put his head down and kept the pillars and partitions between him and the other players. 
 
    He was almost there, just one more deck to traverse before he reached the relative safety of the engine room. Not that it was all that safe but he should be able to camp. He'd be pinned down but it didn't matter. Desmond didn't intend to go anywhere else.  
 
    “Stop running away, you fat noob. Face us, go on, I dare you.” 
 
    He ground his teeth in fury and mentally catalogued the sound of that taunting male voice. When this was over, Desmond fully intended to trace the owner. If he worked for the company then his arse was his. 
 
    “You're clad in level two armour!” shouted a female voice. “You should be chasing us.” 
 
    Her voice reminded Desmond so much of Anna, even down to the undertone of malice he detected behind her false plea. He intended to find out who she was too. Yeah well, they would soon be laughing on the other side if their faces in a minute. He'd reached the hull door! Desmond slung the link rifle over his shoulder, grabbed the wheel and turned it clockwise.  
 
    “No you don't,” yelled the male voice. 
 
    Desmond squealed in shock when he saw a pair of filthy hands reaching around his face. They grabbed his shoulders and jerked him backwards. “You can't do this!” he shouted. “It's a non-contact sport. You're not supposed to touch people.” 
 
    The other male walked around Desmond. “Oh, and who are you going to tell, porky pie? Look at all your rich, top of the range gear. What a fucking waste.” He slammed both hands into Desmond's chest and he went flying over the other male player. 
 
    Just before his body hit the ground, Desmond heard the girl giggling and for that split-second he would have done anything to be able to kill them all, to really murder them. Ironic considering it's exactly what they intended to do to him. After all, the area was part of the sandpit region. 
 
    He looked up at all three players, each one pointing their weapons at his mid-section. At this vantage, they didn't seem so crappy anymore. He bit his bottom lip and vowed not to beg. Not that it would make much difference. These bastards possessed even less empathy than Desmond. 
 
    The two males opened fire, each shot taking the suit's energy down bit by bit. They didn't stop until the armour showed visible cracks along the surface. 
 
    “Jess, finish it. As promised, we'll give you the kill.” 
 
    The woman giggled again before pointing her weapon straight at his face. “Bye, bye, porky pie.” She fired twice. 
 
      
 
    [Thank you for playing the map scenario Delta Messiah - Orgon Death Cruiser.  Jess-bright_2 rises two rungs and five points awarded to the following. Dexterity, Intelligence. Blue-Knight_1 is demoted three rungs. Thank you for playing yet another exciting Vangelis Corporation designed map for Ultimic Pulsar Wars. Have a nice day.] 
 
      
 
    He listened to their departing footsteps intermixed with the sound of high-pitched laughter coming from one of the male players. Desmond wasn't dead. In the panic, he'd completely forgotten about the anti-kill safety field surrounding the building. Not that he cared at that moment. Those bastards had stolen three rungs from his stats. He really was at rock bottom now.  
 
    “You cheated,” he sobbed. “You're not supposed to touch me.” 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    The shop hadn't changed all that much. Upon arrival, Brad's anxiety fell a couple of notches at the sight of somewhere that he actually recognised. Khan's Seven Eleven had been through several owners since he and his fellow school friends used the place to stock up on sweets, crisps and fizzy drinks. This was the shop where a lad in the year above him confronted Brad and Anna and relayed the news, with great delight, that a huge articulated lorry had turned Jason's younger brother into meat soup. The evil bastard spent another thirty seconds detailing the state the boy was in after dragging his remains from under the wheels before Anna shut him up by smacking the lad in the face. 
 
    The walking had helped to clear away some of the fluff blocking up his mind and although he had yet to come up with a reasonable explanation for the voice in his head, Brad did believe that he knew what had happened to him. As absurd as it sounded he now believed that he had travelled a few decades forward in time. Which is probably why the shop looked the same and yet a little different. 
 
    Brad had slowed his pace, remembering his mum sending him here to pick up milk and teabags. There was always enough credit left over for Brad to buy himself a bag of sherbet lemons. As he neared the shop window, Brad vaguely wondered if they still sold sherbet lemons in the future. He also so needed to discover just how far he had travelled.  
 
    One glance through the shop window told him everything. "That's not possible!" he gasped. Brad turned around and slid down to the floor. According to the dates on the newspapers displayed on the stand just inside the door. About six hours had passed since that shit had knocked on his front door. 
 
    Brad wasn't really sure which he preferred. The future or, this place. Had he travelled into an alternate world? Did it really matter? All that should concern him right now was how to get back home. He got back on his feet and pressed his skin against the glass behind him. Could there be another explanation?  
 
    “Like something which actually makes sense,” he said.  
 
    Apart from this row of houses, Brad didn't recognise anything else. Huge skyscrapers towered over him and billboards, twenty metres high, covered the sides of the buildings. Every board advertised different aspects of the same game, one that he had never heard of. “I wonder how they look outside?” 
 
    Could it not be more likely that he was simply inside a game? Granted, one which makes no sense but a game nevertheless. It would kind of explain the shop. The game must have pulled the image out of his head to give him some reassurance. This was his anchor point.  
 
    He nodded to himself. That's the kind of explanation he could handle and it certainly sounded likelier than Jason's dad 'somehow' creating a machine which either travelled into the future or into a parallel reality. 
 
    Brad almost jumped out of his skin when the shop door swung open. He regained his composure to find himself being stared at by two teenage girls who had just left the shop.  
 
    “What are you gawking at?” asked the girl on the left.  
 
    She looked about the same age as Brad and the same height. It felt a bit odd to find a girl as tall as him. Her bright blue Mohican gave her another six inches of height. Brad lowered his eyes to the pavement. “Sorry. I didn't mean to stare.” Despite the apology, Brad found his gaze creeping back up. What the hell had they done to their faces? He honestly believed that one of them was going to bark out that they were here to assimilate him into their collective. Not quite cybernetic implants, but something similar. It looked like some joker have pushed pennies, Lego, and washers just under their skin. He'd never seen anything like it before. Well, maybe he had. The dead guy in the complex he'd just escaped from had something similar on his hands but it was nothing as grotesque as these two. Decoration or implants, he had no way of knowing. 
 
    “I think he fancies you,” replied the other girl, while casually stuffing potato chips into her mouth. Her eyes were different colours. Her left one was a fluorescent orange and her left was green. Brad guessed that was her normal colour. She was also at least a foot shorter than her colleague and apart from the implants and the odd coloured eyes, the girl looked normal enough to take home to meet his mum. He sighed like she'd even notice. Brad could slap a dress on a speak-your-weight-machine and take that home without her noticing. 
 
    “He is a bit of a cutie, Janice.” 
 
    The girl, the tall one named Janice, screwed up her now empty bag and threw it over her shoulder. “I suppose, but look at him. He's unmarked.” She looked at her friend. A sly smile appeared across her lumpy face. “I say we kill him, Darla. Remember, it's double bonus this week for a noobie frag. Let's face it, hun, you need the promotion!” 
 
    “Cheeky bitch,” she spat. “I'm higher than you. Anyway, what's the point? Come on, leave him. We're supposed to be going to a party. I really can't be bothered running after some defenceless noobie turd. Not in these heels.” 
 
    “Bollocks to you then, Darla. I'll claim the bonus. I'm not proud.” she laughed. “Heels ain't gonna stop me!” 
 
    The woman slapped her friend's shoulder. “Come on, you big dork. Play the game, it'll be a laugh!” She closed her eyes and a couple of seconds later, after a deep sigh, the other woman followed suit. 
 
    Brad's surroundings changed immediately. Gone were the skyscrapers, the houses and the shop. “Oh hell, not this again!” The sky now glowed a deep crimson, casting everything with a dark red tint, not that he could see much. Tall rusty metal walls rose up around him, cutting off most of his view. All he now saw were more of the same. Walls, wide passageways and floor. Oh, and the two girls. They hadn't gone anywhere.  
 
    The obnoxious brats were still in front of him but now they were clad in bright purple body armour, complete with helmets and reflective visors. It took Brad less than a second to take this in before his gaze was drawn to the weapons they now held, and the fact that both muzzles were pointing directly at his head! 
 
    [Move it, soldier!] yelled that returning voice. [You're in the Sandpits now, Brad. This shit is for real.] 
 
    Brad heard one of the girl's giggling and pelted down the passageway.  
 
    [Hit the ground now!] 
 
    He threw himself down and gritted his teeth in shock when a burst of white-hot flame seared a narrow line along his back. Brad rolled to the left, scrambled to his feet and made an abrupt turn before racing towards what he hoped to be a break in the wall. Instinct served him well yet again when he dived to the right.  
 
    This time, Brad actually saw what their weapons fire could have done to him if he hadn't gotten out of the way in time. The spot where he previously stood now resembled a small circular lava pit. “Fuck me! What the hell are they using?” 
 
    [Jacked up pulse cannons. Deadly in the right hands. Thankfully, at least, for you. Their rate of fire is slow. Not very stable and illegal as hell, Brad. Look, stop asking questions and get to the nearest noobie alcove. There's one not far from here. Take the next left.] The voice groaned. [oh no, it's too late, the players have both altered the settings to wide burst. I'm so sorry, Brad.] 
 
    The turning was now within sight. Brad found some extra energy reserves and raced towards the gap in the metal walls. Moments before he reached safety, another player appeared from where he was heading! This one wore a similar style armoured suit to the two girls, only his was bright red and covered in hundreds of tiny black studs. He too carried a formidable looking weapon. Brad recognised it. This player carried the same type of gun that Brad used to destroy the two drones. 
 
    The new player got down on one knee took aim and fired. Brad was already in the air before the player even squeezed the trigger. He dived over him and ran left into yet another wide passageway. Brad looked over his shoulder just as a rush energy, hot enough to blister his face filled the area where he'd just left. He almost felt sorry for the player in the red armour. The poor bastard wouldn't have stood a chance. 
 
    [Don't waste any tears on the other player, Brad. Even though he wasn't the one responsible for this map projection, he would have still fragged you. Come on, don't stop now. The noobie alcove isn't far and you've gained a bit of time. Those weapons won't recharge for another two minutes.] 
 
    He was in a game. This was so unreal. Until now, the concept hadn't sunk in. Brad found himself grinning. Oh God, this was just outstanding. A game within a game! He heard running feet and guessed the two girls were still intent on finishing him off.  
 
    Brad wasn't going to let that happen, even if he really wasn't in terrible danger, there's no way anyone was going to frag him, let alone two players armed with jacked up pulse cannons (whatever they were). 
 
    Their laughter grew louder which changed into shouts of joy. Brad didn't bother turning around but he figured that they had reached the junction. 
 
    [One minute left, Brad, Come on, you're almost there.] 
 
    He figured that the silver coffin-shaped box, jutting out from the wall, must be what the voice was talking about. 
 
    The weird looking object wasn't the only thing on display. Just before the coffin, Brad saw a brown crate, hovering about three foot in the air, spinning around in a clockwise direction. “You have got to be having a laugh!” As he neared the object, Brad even spotted the word 'AMMO' stencilled on the side of the crate. “This is just too retro,” he muttered. 
 
    He saw another player too, standing close to the crate. It looked like he was tying his shoelace. This one also wore armour, but unlike the others, the dark-grey armour only covered his chest. The player jerked up his head. This player had to be twice Brad's age, he even wore thick glasses and a goatee.  
 
    “Stay away, you!” the middle-aged man looked past Brad. “That goes for you too. I don't want any trouble. I just want to get my boil in the bag fish and a tin of cat food.” 
 
    Brad so tried not to chuckle. This was getting beyond weird. He ran over to the spinning box. 
 
    [You're wasting your time with that. You don't have a weapon. There are no arms caches in this map either. Forget it and the player and get to the NA.] 
 
    He ignored the voice and charged into the crate. He cried out in joy when a small black pistol appeared in his hands. 
 
    [Okay, so that shouldn't have happened. Not that it matters. Brad, will you please do as I ask? You've only acquired the default bolt gun. It isn't even strong enough to punch a hole his armour mesh, let alone what those two are wearing! Oh shit, they're charging up again.] 
 
    “What does he have?” 
 
    [What's the point of that question?  You can't just steal another player's weapon, it's against the rules. Believe me, it just isn't possible.] 
 
    “What does he have, voice?” 
 
    [God, you're insufferable. It's a flak cannon, okay? A low grade one at that, possibly a MK-VI. It's still not strong enough the hurt those two.] 
 
    Brad nodded to himself then ran towards the man who yelped in fright before turning around and running away.  He dived at the man's feet, wrapped his arms around the man's ankles and pulled him down, just as another needle-thin beam passed over them. This time, he hardly felt the heat. 
 
    “What are you doing?” screamed the other player. 
 
    “To be honest, I don't know. I'm making this up as I go along, although, I do believe that I've just saved your life.” Brad snatched the flak cannon out of the player's hands. He was vaguely aware of that voice muttering something about him defying the laws of the code. He had no idea what she was banging on about so he zoned her out. 
 
    He scrambled over the man's body, got to his feet and ran at the girls. Their guns were pointing straight at his chest. Brad glanced down and found he had acquired the middle-aged man's armour as well, not that he thought it would make much of a difference. Brad's body pulled him to the right and two high energy beams shot straight past his side. He fell on his back. Brad fired his own weapon and about a dozen metal shards slammed into the shorter girl's ankle. 
 
    She fell forward and screamed. He fired another three shots. Each volley slammed into the top of the helmet. The first two ricochetted off the plating but they still created enough damage for the last volley of shards to penetrate. Brad winched as the girl let loose an ear-piercing shriek before her body vanished from the game.    
 
    “That's not supposed to happen!” yelled the remaining player. She stormed towards Brad only to stop dead when three low yield energy bolts hit her chest armour. “You cheeky little shit!” She turned her head to the side. “You have so fucked up your breathing privileges, old man. I was going to let you live.” 
 
    Brad leapt up and charged the woman. He dived for her and both players slammed into the ground. He managed to grab her weapon just as the surrounding walls begin to fade. “What's going on now?” 
 
    “It's over, shithead,” she hissed. “It's over and thanks to you, my whole night is ruined! How am I going to get to the party now? She was the one who had the...” 
 
      
 
    [Thank you for playing map scenario -  Delta Messiah Orgon – abandoned Mars colony, Maze twenty-three. Glamour-Girl_7 has been decompiled. Sky-Hammer and Feline-Lover are demoted two rungs. Welcome new player.  Ten points awarded to the following. Dexterity, Intelligence, Strength and Speed. Please register your preferred avatar handle at the nearest Inform booth to receive your first free augment. Thank you for playing yet another exciting Vangelis Corporation designed map for Ultimic Pulsar Wars. Have a nice day.] 
 
      
 
    The woman and the middle-aged man simultaneously popped out of existence, leaving Brad standing alone, back in his own clothes, at the end of the street. He turned to the left and spotted the tall girl with the blue hair limping across the road. Brad watched her until she finally vanished around a corner. He saw no sign of the man.  
 
    Brad couldn't believe how intense that had been. Talk about a full body work out. He believed he was beginning to work out the mechanics of the game now. Where he was, this must be the initial start point. The main menu or scenario selector, which was all very well, but he still needed to know how to escape from here. There must be some method, a safe word or function which would take him out of this nested game for good. 
 
    [How you tried tapping your heels three times and chanting 'there's no place like home?' It might work. Even if you're not wearing red shoes covered in glitter.] 
 
    Brad spun around. His old friend Anna Patterson smiled at him. She was leaning against the brick building while examining the tips of her fingernails. She looked up and grinned. “Wow, Haven't you gotten tall! I wished I'd stayed in touch now. You're not that bad looking now that you've got rid of all that puppy fat. What's wrong, cat got your tongue, Brad?” 
 
    “I don't get this at all. Where did you appear from?” 
 
    [Out of you, obviously. You might be easy on the eye but you're still just as dopey. Look, it's easy to explain. I'm a Personal Virtual Assistor a PVA. No, don't start laughing. The glue in this world is called something different. I initially belonged to some geeky coder who got into trouble with the company. Desmond and his cronies beat him up and stole his PVA and installed me in him.] 
 
    Brad was so close to zoning out the voice again. He didn't have a clue what she was banging on about. 
 
    [Don't even think of blanking me again, Bradley Summers!] she growled. [Or I'll slap you so hard, you'll think that all your birthdays have come at once.] She shook her head. [When the crony reached his sell-by-date, I jumped into you.] 
 
    “Okay, I get it. So you're like a paper-clip with a face, ready at all times to help me out? An intelligent search engine, all wrapped up in...” he paused. “All wrapped up in a friend I knew at school? Christ, this game is getting weirder and weirder. Fine, whatever, I'll buy what you're selling. So, why don't you show me how to get back to reality. I'll check on my mum then come back and play another game.” 
 
    The woman hung her head. She walked over to Brad and took both his hands. [I took this form as I knew it would help you adapt and because, I thought, you would find it pleasing.] She looked into his eyes. [I'm here to help you adapt to your new world, Brad. This is reality. It is no game. You really are here and without my help, I suspect, you will perish here. You almost did perish inside that map.] 
 
    “No, no way!” He snatched his hand back. “You're lying. Your software is corrupt. This is bullshit. Now stop feeding me crap and tell me how to get out of this game!” 
 
    [How can I do that when you're not in a game?] 
 
    “Right. So you're telling me that some game developer somehow invented a portal which leads into a parallel dimension? That is so fucking B movie. Come on, do you really take me for an idiot?” 
 
    The assistor reached forward, grabbed his left wrist and pulled him towards her. [Of course not. Yeah, you're right, he didn't create a portal into this world. William Vangelis, father of Jason and Desmond Vangelis was attempting to create the next development in computer gaming. A total immersion experience where the user truly cannot tell the difference between reality and the artificially generated world within the sphere.] 
 
    Brad nodded excitedly. “Which is where I am now. Like I said.” 
 
    [No, you're not. You see, the William Vangelis from this reality was trying to create the same experiment. Thing is, the booths were both activated at the exact micro-second. Now, I believe that if one of you Brads were pushed into the sphere at different times, you both would have likely stayed in your universe.] She shrugged then let go of his hand. [Somehow, the spheres were linked and here you are.] 
 
    Brad turned around and watched one of the adverts for a few seconds. He waited for the logo of Ultimic Pulsar Wars to flash on the bottom of the screen before he turned back around. “You mean, I'm stuck here?” 
 
    She nodded. [I'm afraid so. Look, I know the first couple of hours here hasn't exactly shown you the best aspect of our world but I can promise you that it really isn't so bad, especially for somebody of your unique qualifications.] 
 
    “What am I going to do?” he cried.  
 
    [If you ask me, it's obvious what you need to do, Brad. The same as what everybody here desires to do and that is to level up and become the best player on the planet!] 
 
    “You really are having a laugh. I want to go home.” 
 
    [I want to be an Assistor to someone who appreciates my talents!] she yelled back. [That's not going to happen either. Stop your bitching and wake up, Brad.] The assistor took a deep breath. [Look, you are now in a world where playing the game is really all that people here do.] she swept her arm around. [Look at all these billboards. Everybody, and I mean everybody plays it. There really is no getting away from Ultimic Pulsar Wars. See, unlike your universe, where players don a headset, here, the tech is a little different, as you have experienced. Here, everybody has implants. The first implant, the most important one, allows you to 'project' a game-map around you. The area isn't that big, perhaps a block in size. Everything within that block is altered, transformed to fit the map's inbuilt perimeters. Any people caught up in the map are also changed into their current avatar, complete with whatever equipment they've built up in previous games.] 
 
    “So I've discovered,” he muttered. “and then you die for real. Great game.” 
 
    [No, Brad, nobody dies, at least, they're not supposed to. It's just that portions of the code were hacked and someone took out the safety protocols for a few small areas of the city. Don't worry, Brad, it's not that serious. The sandpit really isn't that large an area.] she held out her hand. [Come on, let me take you out of this horrid place.] when he didn't move, she took his hand anyway. [I mean what I said,] continued the assistor. [The game really is everything here. Without game credits, you can't eat or rent an apartment or pretty much anything else.] She pointed to another billboard. This one showed a soldier in powered-up, top of the range armour while holding a BFG. [With my help, that could be you up there. You're unlike anything in this world. A player without augments who can really fight.] 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Code Investigator Zach Sanchez floated through a solid pink wall and emerged in the middle of a war zone.  A shrapnel grenade flew past the side of his head. Zach turned to watch its trajectory. Whoever threw it either got lucky or had a targeting app installed. The grenade disappeared down a heating vent not much larger than the missile. The inevitable crump turned several players who'd been taking shelter down there into a crimson paste. He activated a tracer and located the previous owner of the grenade. He sighed when he discovered that the player did indeed possess an illegal app.  
 
    Zach was supposed to report the player to the central server authorities where he'd probably end up sliding down at least six rungs. He took a quick peek at the player's stats and found the poor bastard was already on his last warning. If he didn't at least claim another rung in this game then there's a chance he could be evicted from his grubby apartment.  
 
    Zach remote detonated the player's remaining shrapnel grenades. The explosion took out the player and three others who were in the unfortunate situation of standing too close when the grenades exploded. 
 
    The player, his companions and the poor bastards hiding under that heating vent were all re-spawned at random locations around the map. As the game was almost over, it's unlikely that Mr Grenade man would gain even one rung. Still, Zach figured that not gaining a rung was better than losing six. There was bound to be another game later tonight somewhere close by. Around here, the locals did nothing else but play Ultimic Pulsar Wars. The game was their addiction. 
 
    He watched the surrounding players morph back into their civilian clothing. The weapons, body armour and the shelled landscape vanished and in an instant, the shopping mall reappeared. It took another few moments for the people to revert to how they were before some anonymous joker projected a map in the middle of the shopping mall.  
 
    Zach spotted the player who used the illegal app. She appeared to be in her mid-twenties. He scanned her implants just before the woman left the shopping mall. He guessed she'd be hunting for another game. There was no point her hanging around here. The lock-down, put in place after games meant nobody would be able to project in here for another four hours. 
 
    [It's time to go, Zach. Your holo-matrix is about to expire.] 
 
    “Yes. Thank you for the update,” he snapped. “It may surprise you but I am well aware of how much time I have left.” 
 
    What was wrong with him? How hard was it to simply reply with a casual nod or a brief thank you? His Assistor was bound to make an appearance now. She wouldn't let him get away with giving her attitude. 
 
    Zach waited impatiently, expecting her to appear in front of him at any moment.  
 
    The shoppers carried on as normal, oblivious to one of the most important men on the continent was amongst their number, silently seething and wishing, not for the first time, that he could change his assistor for a program a little more compliant. Like that was going to ever happen. Even if that miracle ever surfaced, he'd have the same problem within a few months. PVAs were never designed as soul companions. The programs were supposed to help players win games. That's basically all they were programmed to do. Zach couldn't remember the last time he did participate and that's where the problem lay. The code which operated his PVA had corrupted. In human terms, it had gone insane. 
 
    Zach gave her another minute for the assistor to make an appearance. While he waited, he initiated a tracking app to keep an eye on the woman. She headed straight for the sector transport hub. That seemed like a logical choice to hunt for a game, transport hubs were just as popular as shopping malls to play. They were generally full of people with plenty of open spaces in which to play. Should he follow her? 
 
    He paused. Looked around the shopping mall and studied the people. There was something odd about this scenario. Not the shopping mall or the people in particular. Zach frowned, what the hell could it be? 
 
    [Why did you let her go, Zach?] 
 
    “Oh, so you're here now,” he replied, while staring straight ahead. Zach had no desire to allow his assistor to stare him down.  
 
    [That's dereliction of duty] 
 
    The option not to look at her became null and void when she appeared in front of him. “Look, it's not my department. Besides, it's not like she was doing any harm.” The code investigator found himself playing with the folds of his official scarlet robes as the assistor pulled that expression that he'd always despised, even as a child. “Look, does it really matter?” 
 
    [You really are a disgrace to your kind, young man. You're such a disappointment to me and your father.] 
 
    He opened his mouth then shut it again before the retort could emerge. Not that it was that much of a retort anyway. He blinked. Good God, why the hell did the assistor have to appear in the shape of his mother? “How much time do I have left?” 
 
    [It's no use trying to change the subject, Zach. Admit it, you're rubbish at this job. In fact, you're probably the worst code investigator ever to put on those official robes.] She floated closer until the PVA was almost touching. [Don't you think it's time you admitted your limitations? You've been doing this for over five years now and you haven't investigated a single code breach.] 
 
    “Yeah well, that's not unusual. The rival corporations have become clever at hiding the discrepancies and remember, there's only a few of us and there literally thousands of games being played at any one time.” 
 
    [The others seem to find code discrepancies easy enough. Zach, admit it, this is not for you. Go back to playing games, son. You're not that bad a player and...] 
 
    Code investigator cut her off in mid-sentence and initiated a game jump. The female had indeed found a game. He followed her signal to the transport hub, and his ghost re-materialised in the middle of a firefight.  
 
    Blasts from link rifles, pulse guns and plasma cannons exploded all around him. The bodies of three players lay by his feet. One player took advantage of the cover and lay behind the digital corpses while firing off burst after burst. What amused Zach that, although the decision to use the corpse to hide behind was a rather interesting tactic, this particular player really had no idea how to fight. He was obviously either utterly crap at the game or he'd just joined.  
 
    The latter seemed far-fetched. Everybody played nowadays. It's just what people did. 
 
    [That was very rude, Zach.] 
 
    “Hush a minute, mother.” That's it! That is what had bothered him in the previous game. From what he can see, most belong to the low-level tiers. Earth-Rogues, Sky-Lancers, Ground-Mages, even a couple of Wind-Howlers. He had not seen a single mid-level player in the previous game. Zach scanned the players here. There weren't any here either. That made no sense. At every game, there was at least one player who skill-set far surpassed the majority. Mid-levellers were drawn to mass games like bees to flowers. They saw them as easy kills, a great way to increase their own stats. Granted, once you reached the mid-level tier, fragging a low leveller gave you next to nothing, put all those next to nothing points did add up after a few games, especially in arenas like these where there were dozens of low-level players running around like headless chickens inside a barn. 
 
    Obviously, there were no high-level players in here, Zach hadn't expected to find any either. The elite players wouldn't be seen dead in places like this. They kept themselves to them themselves. 
 
    [If you hadn't joined the Code investigators, Zach, that's where you could be.] 
 
    Two Earth-Rogues melted right in front of him. The executioner, a Wind-Howler ran off, only for another Earth-Rogue to take him out. Tho two Earth-Rogues who just died were re-spawned and they fragged the lone Earth-Rogue. Zach sighed to himself while floating down towards the arrivals lounge. The current map had turned that into a Martian docking port and like the area that he'd just left, that too was player chaos. It's also where his female was hiding. He watched her throw two grenades. Each one finding their target with unnerving precision. She was still using that illegal app. 
 
    [There, you go. That's where your act of forgiveness has gotten you, Zach. She's just taken advantage of you, just like everybody else does. Now, do your job. Get her reported.] 
 
    His time had run out. Zach found himself back inside his large apartment. He arched his back and stretched. Even after all this time, it still felt weird coming back and taking possession of his body. It still felt too large for him, like wearing a coat three times his size. As usual, Zach made a beeline straight for his brandy glass. He had already taken the precaution of filling it to the top and placing a straw in the glass. The intricate movement of actually pouring himself a drink was currently beyond his ability. It would take another few minutes for his mind to fully remember how to operate all his digits.  
 
    Zach couldn't wait that long. He bent forward and took a long sip, coughing as the amber liquid burned down his throat. He took another sip then used his furniture to steady himself as he slowly made his way over to the window. From this elevation, the whole city laid out before him. 
 
    One of the many Code investigator's perks included access to some of the most desirable apartments in the city. He even had a real window! Due to the billboards, which grew larger every year, most of the apartment's residents had to make do with video monitors instead of windows. Granted, you couldn't tell that the view was just a computer-generated image of the outside but that wasn't the point. The residents on the lower floors were still living in sealed boxes.  
 
    He bent down and took a sip out of another brandy glass sitting on the coffee table and waited for the inevitable. Sure enough, exactly three seconds later, his assistor reappeared. This time it had taken the appearance of his dead father. It walked over to him, looked out of the window then looked straight at Zach. 
 
    [You know, if you're thinking of jumping, son. You should wait until there's less traffic. I'm sure the last thing you want is to put some poor car driver in therapy for the rest of their lives.] 
 
    “Leave me alone, dad. I really can't do with your bullshit right now.” 
 
    [You know, when I was your age, I had already accomplished so much. I was one of the best game designers on the planet, Zach. People respected me. Do you understand what respect is?] 
 
    Zach decided to try to hold the glass. With the assistor banging on, he needed more booze down his throat than the straw could achieve. After three attempts, as well as getting half the brandy down the front of his robe, Zach finally managed to empty the glass. 
 
    [I don't understand what went wrong with you, Zach. I mean, you can code, just like me. You've already proved that.] His assistor sat in the chair beside him. [I'm not sure if it's my fault for not being too strict with you while you were still a brat or allowing that bitch of a wife to get you hooked on those stupid games.] 
 
    “The stupid games that you helped to design, dad. Don't forget that.” The brandy was having the desired effect a little sooner than expected. He didn't usually mouth back to his dad until at least the second glass. He grinned to himself. It wasn't really his dad and, he'd already mouthed back to him already.  
 
    [You know you're drinking too much, Zach. That's not helping you do your job. It's making you clumsy. How are you expected to do your job if you're drunk for most of it?] 
 
    “For crying out loud. Can you please leave me alone? Or at least try to find something nice to say about me?” 
 
    [You've clearly proved that you're not good enough to hold the position of Code investigator. To think that I was proud that you had managed to make something of your life, that you have actually achieved something. Imagine that, my son, a Code investigator, just two tiers down from the man currently running the game.] 
 
    “Leave off it, will you? We go through this crap every night. You died before I got the bloody job and I didn't even ask for it. The only reason I'm here, in this apartment, drinking myself to death and talking to some deranged assistor who currently thinks he'd my dad is because my real but dead dad stipulated that I do this in his fucking will!” 
 
    He got up, staggered over to the other glass, picked that up and managed to down the contents without spilling a drop. “And for your information, Mr know-it-all, I am not two tiers down from William Vangelis, there's another twenty-five other Code investigators doing the same job as me.” 
 
    [Yeah, and I bet they're all not getting out of their face on expensive brandy and feeling sorry for themselves. They're out there, actively seeking down the enemies of the Vangelis Corporation. Looking for agents belonging to the other seven corporations and stopping the attacks.] 
 
    “God, you're worse than she is. I bet you're about to tell me that I'm rubbish at this job, that I don't deserve to wear the robe, that the best thing for me would be to pack it all in and start playing the games again.” 
 
    The assistor stood up. Zach wasn't sure if it was a glitch in the program or the booze was affecting his sight but it did look like the PVA was having a little trouble in stabilising its appearance. Zach took the bottle out of the drinks cabinet and poured himself a fresh glass. 
 
    [Give up the pretence, Zach. Forget the job. Do what you are good at and start playing again.] 
 
    “No, I won't!” he screamed.  
 
    [You're a waster. You know what's best for you? To go play in a sandpit game.] The Assistor grinned. [Yeah, that's right. Go play in a sandpit game and lose. That way everybody gets what they want. I'll be assigned to someone who's actually worthy and everybody who's ever met you will all be happy because you're dead.] 
 
    He wasn't going to stay here and allow some poxy program to insult him. No way, not a chance. His holo-matrix had recharged. Time to get the hell out of here and do his job. The hackers never slept so why should he? 
 
    Zach poured himself another drink and downed it before activation. He knew he shouldn't have had that other drink and would probably regret it when he returned to his body but it was either that or start destroying his expensive furniture. 
 
    The random jump took him just a few blocks from where he lived. The game was already in its closing stages and there were only a couple of players left. Zach floated towards a rusty metal wall and watched the action. 
 
    It took him a moment to realise that the jump had actually taken him to a map where the only players were high-levellers. He grinned to himself. Oh, what joy! This was one of the reasons why Zach did enjoy his job. On the very rare occasion, the jumps would give you front row seats for a game that most people would pay thousands of credits to watch. He sensed his assistor had appeared just behind him. Zach turned his head. “Not one fucking word,” he snarled. The Code investigator turned back to watch the two masters attempt to kill each other. 
 
    A sky-wolf appeared from out from behind one of the walls, she looked both ways before sprinting back the way she came. Zach hurried after her, eager to see what she was up to. He reached the spot where she should be and found the spot empty. How was that even possible? She came this way, he was sure of it! 
 
    Zach spotted movement. There she was. He floated down the middle of the maze the slowed down when he found himself staring at the other player. He was a Ground-Corrupter and he evidently thought she'd be down here as well. The high-leveller then made the fatal mistake of moving a fraction of an inch to the left.  
 
    A round from a high-powered sniper rifle slammed into the player's head. Zach spun around and caught a flash of light glinting form the top of one of the walls. He shook his head in admiration. He couldn't even guess as to how she had managed to scale one of those seemingly impossible to climb walls.  
 
    [An illegal app,] muttered the PVA. [It has to be.] 
 
    Zach raced after her, passing through two walls, a burned-out vehicle and toughened bunker. He caught up with the player, just as she took up position behind a large rock. He scanned her and found her clean. Her personal information scrolled through his cortical analyser, and found, to his utter shock, that she wasn't one of the elite players after all. She had actually progressed through the tiers as you were supposed to, without resorting to buying expensive apps or add-ons designed to make your gaming experience easier.  
 
    “Unreal, so they do exist.” Zach stayed where he was while she decided that this place wasn't a great place for an ambush after all and set off. It took her just seconds to vanish from sight. Zach lifted his  holo-matrix higher until the game map was spread out below. From this vantage, he could see the edges.  
 
    Unlike the other game, this projected map had to blend its way through a whole manner of building null-fields. This was an affluent area and both the shoppers and shop keepers could do without some idiot projecting a game map right in the middle of some important transaction. Normal rules of gaming didn't apply here. It's something that most normal people had no knowledge of. Still, that's the way of the world. One set of rules for the rich people and another set of rules for the more unfortunate. 
 
    Zach shrugged to himself before setting off to find the other player. He should have re-spawned by now. There he was! Heading towards the northern section of the map. Zach had a feeling why too. This map was getting old. The players were getting too used to it. They knew all the hiding places and with this particular map, that meant the mining complex. He must be looking for some place to stay low until the game ended. That made sense. The other high-leveller was more skilled. It wasn't shameful to wait for the game to end. 
 
    [Even if you did give up your job and start playing again, you would never be as good as these two.] 
 
    It did not shock him to discover the assistor had retained the form of his father. The PVA obviously thought that he hadn't finished with him just yet. Well, he had finished with him. Zach floated over to the player and scanned his avatar. Unlike the Sky-Wolf, this particular Ground-Corrupter did come from a privileged background. In fact, according to the data now flowing through his cortical analyser, this player even attended the same school as he went to. 
 
    [Oh, he might have had the money to help him buy his way up the rungs, Zach, but he still had something that you have never possessed, and that's talent. You would never be as good as him. It also takes dedication, sacrifice and some luck. You might not have his natural talent son but you do have all the other qualities. All you need is the right environment for them to be released and gaming is the environment. You know it, your mother knows it and so do I.] 
 
    “You two never give it a rest,” he muttered. Zach saw the PVA open its gob again, no doubt to give him yet another torrent of abuse. The Ground-Corrupter wasn't looking for a place to hide after all! He took a sharp turning and headed for Section-West-23. Zach sped after him. God, he was fast! 
 
    Why was he heading there, the area had nothing to offer. He scanned the player again. Oh, that's it, the Ground-Corrupter had run dry and Section-West-23 did possess an ammo box. He kept pace with the player as he raced alongside the high walls. Every so often, Zach kept glancing up to see if he could spot the other player on the walls. It still bugged him how she had gotten up there without cheating. Still, as these maps had been in circulation for a while, somebody would have found a weakness, a code glitch. They always did. If the maps weren't due to be retired in a few days time then Zach would have reported it, even though it didn't fall within his department. It's the original coders who had left the glitch in the code, it had nothing to do with outside interference. The corporation was about to bring out the new map-set few days time anyway so there really was little point. 
 
     The Ground-Corrupter slowed down before he got to the turning. Zach guessed the player was probably wondering where the Sky-Wolf had gotten to. It was a valid question. One which he couldn't answer either. The player put on a burst of speed and raced around the corner. Zach followed him and then stopped about a metre from the now stationary player.  
 
    The Ground-Corrupter was shaking his head while muttering something about it being not possible. Zach found himself agreeing with him. The ammo box, the brown crate which floated a couple of feet above the ground and spin upon its axis wasn't there. The player got over the shock far quicker than Zach. He spun around and raced back the way he came but it was still too late. The other high-leveller jumped out from behind the NA, dropped to the floor and fired off a single shot, once again, the energy bolt slammed into the back of the player's head. A couple of seconds later the game ended and everything returned to normal. The two players vanished from sight, leaving him alone with his PVA standing beside him. His assistor stayed quiet, which was a blessed relief. Zach scanned the residue code trace left from the recent game before he returned to his apartment. 
 
    He made it to his armchair and collapsed into it. Even with his body currently despising him for pouring all that booze inside then leaving. 
 
    [Well, how does it feel?] asked his assistor. She had taken on the form of his mother. 
 
    “Astonishing,” he mumbled. Thanks to the body displacement and the alcohol, his lips had yet to start working properly.  
 
    [You have just uncovered your first ever discrepancy. You have to discover why it wasn't there and as soon as possibly before any other Code investigators find it.] 
 
    He nodded and for the first time in months, Zach Sanchez actually smiled. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    The assistor had persuaded Brad not to head straight for the closest inform booth, suggesting that perhaps they should move out of the area first, stating that staying in anywhere near a sandpit zone wasn't healthy.  
 
    He couldn't argue with that. Brad might be good with a digital gun but where reality was concerned, Brad had always believed that running away from trouble was always the better option. Even now, he still had trouble believing that he managed to get away from those three goons. True, it hadn't exactly gone the way he had expected but it did show that he wasn't as much of a piece of limp lettuce as he initially thought.  
 
    They'd been travelling for at least ten minutes before the Assistor suggested that they stopped. She pointed over to a small green alcove, next to the side of the supermarket and a diner. This was so weird. Until now, the only piece of landscape that he'd recognised had been the shop. “Bloody hell, it looks almost the same.” 
 
    [Yeah. I thought you would see the irony.] She pulled him away from the edge of the road when a car sped past. [This is where the Anna from your world told you that she was moving abroad.] The Assistor shrugged. [Her loss, really. If I had been there, and human, I would have stayed. You are kinda cute, Brad.] She giggled. [Come on, let's get you sorted out. Without your first implant, you're basically naked.] she winked. [If you know what I mean.] 
 
    Brad didn't even want to go there. Getting chatted up by a search engine on legs made him feel more than weird. He followed her across the carpark while thinking about his poor mother. Deep down, Brad knew that she'd be fine. Hell, she probably wouldn't even notice his absence for another week. Apart from the occasional meal time, they tended to live separate lives. Come to think of it, mum might even be secretly glad that Brad was out of her life. For a start, it meant she wouldn't have to buy any more pizzas. Brad then remembered about the overdue rent.  
 
    [Are you okay, Brad? you look like you were miles away just then.] 
 
    “Sorry. I was thinking about my mum. Trying not to worry about her, you know?” 
 
    The Assistor stopped walking, she turned and grabbed both his hands. [I'm sorry this has happened to you, Brad. Really I am, but it's about time you face the truth.] 
 
    He snatched his hands out of her grasp. “Yeah, we've already been through this once, Anna. I'm stuck here, I can't go back, stop getting upset about it and face up to your future.” He leaned forward until his nose touched hers. “Please tell me if I've missed out anything, honey.” 
 
    [Okay, there's no need to speak to me like that, Brad. I'm only trying to help.] 
 
    He took a deep breath, stepped back and immediately felt ashamed of his outburst. “Sorry. I, I didn't mean to sound like a spoilt brat. I guess I'm still trying to wrap my head around what's happened to me.” 
 
    [I know it probably doesn't feel like it right now, Brad, but believe me, this is probably the greatest single event that could possibly happen.]  She wrapped her arms around his back and gently kissed the tip of his nose. [It's better than winning the lottery, it's better than falling in love with some beautiful woman.] She grinned, displaying a set of pure white teeth. [It might even be better than sex.] 
 
    “I'm not too sure about the last bit,” he replied. Brad wanted her to let go and yet, he didn't. Of all the weirdness that had happened to him today, this had to jump to the top of the list. This search engine on legs was trying to seduce him. It was working too, which made the situation even more bizarre. Brad gently pulled himself out of her grasp. “Anna, I thought you were supposed to be sorting me out?” Brad blushed a deep red. “I mean, with this inform booth. You know, getting me ready or something?” 
 
    [Right, the inform booth. Let's integrate you into our world properly.] She took him over to the alcove. [You're going to need to think of a Game Title, Brad.] 
 
    “No problem, I already have one of those.” She guided Brad into the alcove and placed his left palm over a rectangular black slab which jutted out from the wall. “Wait, is this going to hurt?” 
 
    The Assistor shook her head. [No, not at all. You won't feel a thing. Once you are assigned your first game implant and registered your Game Title, you'll be able to do so much more in the real world.] 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    [Eating, for a start. Without an implant, you can't buy anything, own property and, in some parts of the city, walk on the path.] 
 
    A monitor rose from the top of the black slab and stopped at eye level. A line of text scrolled along the display, welcoming him to the Vangelis Corporation Gaming experience. It then outlined a long list of terms and conditions. Brad turned to the PVA. “Hang on, a sec. If my other self played the game, wouldn't he already be registered here? More to the point, will I even be able to get an implant? I mean, I'm sure the system isn't dumb enough to allow you to join up twice.” 
 
    She shook her head. [No, don't worry. That's not going to happen.] 
 
    Please speak aloud the Game Title you wish to use. WARNING – Once your Game Title has been confirmed, it cannot be rescinded.  
 
    “The Preacher,” he replied. Why not? It's the name he'd been using like forever.  
 
    I'm sorry. That Game Title has already been taken. Do you wish to change your mind? 
 
    Brad looked quizzically at the Assistor. “What does that mean?” 
 
    [It means it's been taken, like a million times. Brad, think of something unique or you will end up with a shitty common game title with a bunch of numbers after it.] 
 
    “Fine, I want to be called The Reality Arena.” 
 
    [That's even lamer.] 
 
    Welcome to Plasmic Death Match, The Reality Arena. Have a nice day. 
 
    [Seriously?] 
 
    Brad laughed. “Why not? You have to admit, it's different.” He cried out in shock. “When the hell? Hey, I thought you said it wouldn't hurt!” He lifted his hand off the slab and examined his palm. There was now a circular bulge just under his skin. It looked like somebody had pushed a metal beer top under there. 
 
    [Okay, I suggest we get you something to eat. The credits earned from your last game should have transferred over by now. It won't be all that much but you should have enough credits now to buy yourself a burger or something.] 
 
    His stomach was rumbling. Brad couldn't remember when he last ate. “How do I know if I have enough credit, Anna?” Before she could answer, he turned his hand over and pressed the implant. Several lines of text appeared in front of him, showing Brad everything he needed to know about his current status. 
 
    [Like that. There's not much information there because the system doesn't know enough about you.] 
 
    From what he could gather, the implant worked in a similar fashion to his now useless com-wafer. Brad turned to the Assistor. “Are you sure I have enough credit, Anna. I know I'm new here and I don't know how much stuff costs but my credit amount still doesn't seem all that much.” 
 
    She giggled. [Do you think I'd take you in there if I thought you didn't have enough money? You really need to start trusting me, Brad.] She took his hand then guided him over to the door. [It's cheap here because we're just on the border of the sandpit.] 
 
    “You what?” 
 
    The assistor pushed him inside. [Stop worrying. This is one of the few places that's protected by a null field. If somebody does project a map, this diner won't get dragged in. Now stop making such a fuss and sit down.] 
 
    He did he she asked and found an empty chair beside a window. The PVA sat in front of him. Brad picked out a menu from a wooden block at the side of the table and laid the laminate sheet out on the table. 
 
    [Once we leave the sandpit zone, the price will double so you're best to get something filling from here before we leave.] 
 
    He pointed at a picture of a burger. "Fair enough. I'll have that and a banana shake. So what's next, Anna?" He listened with half an ear while the Assistor launched into this grand plan where he effectively, played and won every game to entered. First to gain enough credit to buy himself a luxurious apartment and then onto conquering the world with his superior gaming skills. The more he listened to her the more he realised that she really was a search engine on legs and not a real person. Surely, a real person would actually talk about something other than playing games? 
 
    [Are you okay, Brad? You look like you were about to choke.] 
 
    He composed himself and forced back the last bits of his laughter. “I'm fine, honest. Something probably went down the wrong hole.” 
 
    [You haven't had anything yet.] 
 
    “It's just a figure of speech.” Brad pushed his chair back to allow a young woman place a tray containing his food and drink on the table and waited for her to leave before turning back to the table. It wasn't that long ago when his mum used to ask him if he ever thought about anything other than gaming. She didn't exactly call him a search engine on legs but he knew that she had become concerned about his obsessive behaviour.  
 
    Two years down the line, the tables were turned. It had been him looking after mum while becoming concerned about her own obsession. Who would look after her now? Maybe this wasn't such a good idea after all. He really should go back to that building and see if he could find somebody in charge and explain the situation. Brad looked straight at the Assistor and was about to ask her if she could take him back when another game erupted outside. He blinked rapidly, sat back down and attempted to push himself under the table then three men rushed into the cafe. The transformation from players, armed with link guns into thugs, still armed, but with knives, shocked the hell out of him.  
 
    They walked past his table, two of the men, both in their late twenties, winked at his Assistor while the remaining man, a swarthy individual, with black, long, black greasy hair reaching down to his leather belt and who smelled like he'd just had a shower in raw sewage, leaned over and stole Brad's burger. Considering the man carried a knife as long as Brad's arm, he wasn't going to argue. The three men approached the counter. The diner had fallen silent. In the background, Brad heard weapons fire as well as the occasional blast of either laughter or cursing. The game outside carried on regardless. He so wanted to watch the match outside, even though, the PVA said they were still in a sandpit area, meaning the players out there were dying for real, it still felt less real than what was happening in here. 
 
    The woman who brought Brad the food that was now inside the foul-smelling man waited until the first knife wielder reached the counter before rushing through an open door. Brad presumed that must be the kitchen.  
 
    She returned a couple of moments later but she wasn't alone. The woman stayed by the door-frame while a middle-aged man, twice the size of Brad, walked towards the counter. All three men backed off and as they moved out of the way, Brad saw why. It wasn't just the man's imposing size which made the three other men back off. The man, wearing dirty whites, carried a double-barrelled shotgun. The cook nodded over to the door then smiled. The three men obviously understood the silent message. They all turned and hurried back the way they came, leaving without a burger, more than a little unsettled and with his stomach turning over. He suspected that was from the lingering stench coming off the Mr long hair. 
 
    The woman came back to his table, with a fresh burger on a white plate as well as a side order of hot chips. “I'm so sorry about that. This is on the house.” The young woman looked like she was about to burst into tears. “This really doesn't happen that often.” 
 
    When she had left the table, the Assistor leaned across the table, [I'd give her six out of ten for that performance.] 
 
    He picked up one of the chips and pushed it into his mouth. God, that was nice. So much better than crappy hydrowaved pizza. He picked up the napkin, wiped his mouth then reached for another chip and paused. “Wait, what do you mean by that?” 
 
    [It happens all the time, Brad. What, you think that the cook just happened to have that shotgun within easy reach? They come in here to escape from the game you see. Look above you.] she pointed to a yellow sheet of paper stapled to the light grey wall. [Go ahead and read it.] 
 
    He took a sip of a shake first. “Oh, I'm with you now.” At said that spectators and free-loaders are not tolerated. Buy something or leave.  Brad wouldn't have been all that surprised if it had finished off with 'have a nice day'. 
 
    “But they could die out there!” 
 
    [Well, obviously, it is a sandpit game.] 
 
    “What about those noobie alcoves you talked about earlier, Anna? I mean, I'm sure not everybody wants to play all the time.” 
 
    [No dice there either. They'll either be full or a rival corporation will have booby trapped the opening mechanism. Don't worry about them, Brad. I mean, do you think they would care about you? One of those thugs even stole your burger. Brad, they are the type of people who throw people like into portals.] 
 
    The general hubbub in the diner rose back to the earlier level. He gazed from table to table looking at the other people eating. Perhaps Anna was right about the girl lying? None of the others in here seemed the slightest bit unnerved by what had just happened. 
 
    [Don't let it worry you. It'll be over soon. They might even live! Go on, Brad, you finish your burger, chips and shake while we decide where to go next. It might be best for you to try out another local game, not here, obviously, just so we can get you some decent clothes. The big credits are always in the more prosperous areas but you can't go around those places looking like that, Brad!] 
 
    He slid the chair back, stood up and walked past the untouched food and the shocked Assistor. The three men were still within sight. The game had altered their appearance and given them back their digital weapons but he clearly recognised them. They were all trying to shelter behind the back of an overturned armoured-truck. Four other players were heading straight for them. It hadn't surprised Brad that even here, certain players formed alliances inside death-match games. The risks were high, hell, in this zone, they were deadly! Still, the rewards could pay off. Having another player to watch your back paid high dividends. 
 
    [You're going to get yourself killed, Brad, and for what, to save three idiots who wouldn't piss on you even if you were on fire?] 
 
    “Oh, you're coming with me? That's nice.” He glanced over his shoulder. “I know you won't understand this, it's probably not part of your programming but I can't allow them to die out there.” He sighed. “The real Anna would understand.” 
 
    [I'm sure the real Anna would understand,” snapped the Assistor. “Fine, have it your way. You're on your own.” Having said her piece, the PVA vanished. 
 
    The weapon he possessed in the last map appeared in his hands as soon as he left the diner. Brad immediately dropped to one knee, a split-second later, a plasma charge passed over his head and slammed into the diner where the null-field dispersed the energy. “They really are playing for keeps here.” He fired twice, both rounds finding their targets. He aimed for the wall directly above their heads, not wanting to kill anyone. Both players cried out in shock and dived to the left to avoid the molten rock from hitting them. He fired again, just to make sure they got the message, he then raced over to the armoured truck. The man with the BO problem raised his gun, a basic crappy blaster. 
 
    Brad, booted it out of his hand. “Don't be a complete arse,” he growled. I'm here to stop you from ending up looking like puddles of red jelly.”   
 
    “I'm sorry, mister,” he whimpered. “I didn't mean to take your burger.” he gazed at his two companions. “I thought you had finished with it,” he added. 
 
    “Hush your flapping mouth, Justin and stop your lying.” 
 
    “Don't call me a liar. You're the one who suggested we take a shortcut through here, Damien, or have you conveniently forgotten that part?” 
 
    The individual named Damien raised his hand. “Go on, please. Piss me off a bit more.” 
 
    “Both of you, shut up,” snapped Brad. The two remaining players obviously hadn't taken the bloody hint, like murdering their pals wasn't enough of a fucking deterrent! They were running straight for him and this time, the players were using the scenery as cover. A pulse blast slammed into the armoured truck, turning the front wheel hub into molten slag. “Get on the floor, you idiots!” he yelled.  
 
    Brad dived into their midst, he rolled onto his back, sat up and got off another three shots. None of them hit their targets but it did slow them down.  
 
    “Oh no! We really are done for now!” moaned Justin. 
 
    The assistor appeared beside Brad. [Oh shit. Stay down, Brad. Don't move, don't speak. Don't even breathe,] 
 
    "I thought I was on my own?" 
 
    [I can't leave you to die, Brad! The burger thief is right.] she hissed. [You are in serious trouble. A couple of mid-players have just turned up. What are they doing here?] 
 
    He heard a single shot and one of the player's who'd been stalking Brad and the three below him smacked onto the floor. “Is he dead? I mean really dead.” 
 
    [As a doornail,] She replied. [Which is what you're going to be if you didn't take them out. Oh crap! They're both Earth-Ruin as well. Brad, just forget about these idiots. Save yourself!] 
 
    “One more word out of your pretty mouth, you electronic slag and I'll decompile your program,” snarled Justin. 
 
    [You don't have the knowledge or the balls.] His Assistor moved backwards and hid behind Brad anyway. 
 
    “I can't do it, Anna. Not if they're really going to die in here.” 
 
    “You're a snivelling coward,” said Justin. “All gob and no trousers. Just like your digital sex toy.” He slammed another magazine into the bass of the weapon then crawled forward. 
 
    “Come back!” hissed his companions. “They'll kill you.” 
 
    He looked back at him, the man's face dripping with scorn. Brad threw himself to the floor, a second before another pulse beam blasted through the air. He looked up and found Justin's face no longer existed. “Oh hell.” 
 
    Another pulse beam melted a hole in the armoured car's back panel, exactly where his head was a second ago. The assistor was right. This guy was good. 
 
    “Kill the bastard!” growled Damien. “Come on, hotshot. Fucking melt him before he does the same to us.” 
 
    Brad checked his weapon and found, to his horror, that he was almost out of ammo. “I need a recharge, Anna. Where's the nearest one?” 
 
    [You should have enough to waste them, Brad, you only need three shots.] 
 
    “I'm not killing anyone,” he said, so trying not to scream. How was he supposed to lay down an effective suppressed fire without a fully charged weapon?  
 
    [You have better start thinking of changing your mind, Brad. Those two are Earth-Ruin. They are supposed to be the best in their tier. Oh, and before you ask me again, the nearest ammo crate is half a click away, behind the two players doing their best to take you out.] 
 
    Brad ducked again, this time the plasma blast killed the other player, hiding to the right of them, behind the scenery. 
 
    [Even if you do get past them, they'll be other players waiting to take their place. This is an old map with plenty of places to hide.] She nodded at the two men under Brad. [They call this tent map because of all the campers.] The Assistor giggled. 
 
    “What the hell was that for?” 
 
    She lowered herself until her face was level with his. [I'm shocked that you haven't already worked it out, Brad.] The PVA tapped Brad's rifle. [That's not going to kill them, not properly anyway. Do you seriously think a mid-leveller is going to risk his stats and reputation, not the mention his life by getting shot by one of these clowns? These two have acquired a set of very expensive jacked-up personal null-fields. The shot will take them down and register as a kill but they'll simply re-spawn.] 
 
    “I have a better idea,” said Damien. “We just wait here until the game ends. It shouldn't be that long now, surely?” 
 
    Even Brad knew that was a bad idea. Those other two players had them all in their sights. Once the remaining player nearest to them was taken out, they'd focus on him, before moving in for the three sheep. It's what he would do. Christ, this felt so weird. He'd never been hunted before, not for real anyway. “Wait, say that again, Anna. You're saying that I can shoot them?” 
 
    She nodded. [Sure you can.] 
 
    “How long have you known?” 
 
    [The same time I scanned their player stats. Without a camo-dump, personal Null-fields are pretty easy to see. Well, they are for a PVA anyway. Oh, by the way. Those two mid-levellers have PVA's too and right now, the little bitches are watching every move you make.] 
 
    Brad was running out of time and options. He needed to make a decision, one which, hopefully, wouldn't get them all killed. “So they're only one ammo cube on this map and I have to get past those other players to reach it. Those two players are mid-levellers, meaning that if I even try to move from this spot, they'll cut me down. On the brighter note, I won't suffer any guilty hang-ups because while they can kill me for real, I can't kill them. Have I missed anything out, Anna?” 
 
    [Yeah, only one PVA is now watching you. The other one is now standing behind the other player.] 
 
    “Right. Just out of curiosity, have their PVAs taken the appearance of their old girlfriends?” 
 
    [No, the one closest to us, looks like a certain video game character for an ancient platformer. He even has the red hat. The other one has taken the appearance of the player but the player when he's in his sixties.] 
 
    “Enough of this bollocks,” Brad muttered. He was not dying here, no chance. He looked straight at the PVA. “Where is the Italian plumber right now? I mean, is it paying me any attention?” 
 
    She shook her head. [No, it seems, the program is spending the time relaying the location of the remaining player. It had a rather unique line of sight and is helping the mid-level players triangulate the player's position.] 
 
    “Jesus, talk about using every tool in the book to cheat. Fine. Let's see how they like these birthday candles.” Brad stood up, fired three times then threw himself back down. The hail of fire which followed told him that he'd got their attention. “Oh look, I'm out of ammo,” he muttered. 
 
    “You're going to get us all killed!” screamed the other man. 
 
    Brad wanted to congratulate him for finally adding his voice to the debate but Damien got their first and slapped him before telling him to shut up. The gunfire died down. “Anna, am I right in guessing their PVA knows that I'm out?” 
 
    She nodded. [Yeah, how did you guess that?] 
 
    “More sort of hoped to be honest.” he grinned. “Great, now is the time to act.” You, give me your ammo.” 
 
    “What? Are you insane? Ammo is non-transferable. Everybody knows that.” 
 
    [Oh no, is this your plan? Brad, he's right, it won't work.] 
 
    Brad sighed to himself before snatching the gun anyway. It took him a couple of seconds to find the release switch. 
 
    [They're coming!] she said. [Brad, take one of these guys, use him as a shield and walk backwards! Do it, the game will be ending soon. You might even survive!] 
 
    “What, fuck off, you electronic bitch! I'm not expendable.” 
 
    Brad took out the magazine turned it around him his hands while fully aware of the approach of the two other players. He would be their first target, that much he did know. They had disregarded the two on the floor. They'd kill them but only after he was out of the way. He slammed the ammo mag into the gun then rolled to the side, using the armoured vehicle as cover for at least one of them. He narrowly missed being on the receiving end of a plasma bolt, only luck and a split-second decision to dive forward saved him from being turned into a puddle of boiling gunk. Brad swung his own gun around, sent out a silent prayer and squeezed the trigger. 
 
    A beam of energised plasma particles slammed into the charging player, his form literally detonated. Brad wasted no time in thanking whoever had answered his prayer. He ran back towards the vehicle and dropped and fired under the truck, catching the remaining player's legs. He too went the same way as the other player.  
 
    Brad got to his feet and ran back to the others. “How long before the game ends?” he yelled, while desperately searching the outer edges of the game map, hoping that the two players hadn't been re-spawned near to them. 
 
    [Another couple of seconds,] she said in a quiet voice. 
 
    They two men had now stood up and were stared straight at Brad, both wearing the same expression as his PVA. Brad shook himself and breathed deeply, fully aware that his body was still hyped up from the game. 
 
      
 
    [Thank you for playing map scenario -  Delta Messiah Orgon – Martian war-zone, sector twenty-three. Destroying-Deathcap and Phoenix-Harvester_2 have been decompiled. Matrix_6 and The-Clockman  are demoted one rung. The Reality Arena is promoted two rungs. The tier system is now open. Please select a tribe.] 
 
    “A what?” 
 
    “He doesn't know about the factions!” Justin turned to his colleague. “How can he not know that? Have you been living under a rock all your life?” 
 
    [It's standard game fluff, Brad. You know, the backstory? Look just choose a faction. There's Sky, Ground, Earth, and Wind. Now, the factions all hate each other but there are occasions when two rival factions will team up but it's not often that happens if it does though, a Sky player will only team up with a Wind player and Ground players will only ever fall into bed with a Wind player. I know it sounds a little inconsequential but it's something you need to know.] 
 
    Brad shook his head. “Like any of this crap really matters. Okay then, I'll become a Sky player. 
 
    [Welcome, Sky-Lancer. Ten points are awarded for Dexterity. Thank you for playing yet another exciting Vangelis Corporation designed map for Ultimic Pulsar Wars. Have a nice day.] 
 
     The game environment dissolved away and the surroundings blended back in with the roadside diner. Brad nodded to the two remaining men, now back in their real clothes, and made his way back to the door, only to find his way inside blocked by the cook.  
 
    He stood on the doorstep with his thick arms folded across his chest. Judging from the severe expression carved into the big man's face, Brad guessed that he was no longer welcome. His assumption was confirmed when he just happened to look in the window and saw the pretty waitress emptying his plate of almost untouched food into a brown paper bag. 
 
    “You can't come in here, mister. Not now. Not after what you just did.” 
 
    Brad had no idea what he was talking about. “Look, all I did was.” He took a step towards the cook, only for the big man to reach behind him and pull out the shotgun. Brad jumped back. “Christ, man, Okay. I'm sorry. I don't know what for but I'm sorry.” Brad raised his arm. “Look, this is me leaving.” 
 
    “How can you even stand there and deny all knowledge?” growled the man. 
 
    Brad so wanted to spin around and get the hell out of here but he was so sure that if he did, this guy would blast him. “How many times can I say that I'm sorry?” 
 
    “I'm going to have the Code Investigators and the Game Marshals here now. They'll shut me down, they'll blame all this on me!” He narrowed his eyes. “they might even confiscate my Null-field.”  
 
    Brad heard the distant sound of sirens.  
 
    “Shit, they're here already.” The man cocked the gun.” 
 
    The two whom Brad had saved grabbed his arms and pulled him back towards a parked car. Somewhere in the back of his mind, Brad realised that the very car the two men were pulling him towards had served as the armoured truck in the previous game. Before they reached the car, it started its engine and reversed onto the road before speeding off. Brad watched the man lower his gun and return inside the diner. While they were leading him over to the side of the road, he did wonder how events would have turned out if that car hadn't been there tonight. 
 
    “We can't thank you enough for what you did back then, new friend,” said Justin. The pressure around Brad's arm tightened. “So you can no doubt imagine that what we're about to do is going to cause the pair of us some real heartache.” 
 
    “Oi, what are you doing?” Brad cried. “Get off me.” He looked over at the diner and saw that the activities out here were causing some significant interest. He also noted that none of them was leaving their tables to help him. He moaned in frustration as well as annoyance at his own damn bleeding heart. Brad couldn't help but notice that the almost silent one had brought out his large knife.  
 
    They only stopped when his body hit the side of the next building. Damien lifted up Brad's hand. “I can only see one.” He pressed Brad's hand against the wall. “There should be more, Harry. There should be lots more.” 
 
    “Justin would have known.” 
 
    “Yeah well, he's dead.” 
 
    [You need to do something, Brad!] said the PVA. 
 
    Damien leaned closer. “How can only the basic implant be responsible for your additions?” 
 
    “I don't know what you're talking about,” spat Brad. “Now get off me. 
 
    The mostly silent one stepped closer. He placed the edge of the blade against Brad's wrist. “It's obviously software augments, Damien. It doesn't matter. We'll find out soon enough.” 
 
    [Brad, you need to do something! They're implant thieves. They are going to cut off your hand!] 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    There used to be something about being in the presence of all his cherished items that always helped Desmond to calm down. That wasn't happening tonight though, no amount of antique Blu-ray disks, ultra rare wall plaques and replica game rifles would be helping to chill this shaking bunny, no sir! 
 
    He leaned back in his leather chair and held out his hands. Every digit shook like branches caught in a storm. Desmond clenched his fists then slammed them as hard as he could into his thighs. The sudden pain temporarily relieved the stress but it didn't make the worry totally vanish. He'd need to cause a lot more pain for that to happen.  
 
    Desmond wiped away a couple of tears and tried to convince himself that they were simply a product of him smashing fists into his thighs and not because of the utter helplessness he currently felt about his situation.  
 
    He had almost died tonight. Not once, back in the carpark but twice! How unlucky could one guy be? Desmond had already double-checked the name of those three scrotes who had humiliated him in the carpark and found that none of them was on the employment records, meaning those bastards were going to get away with treating him like shit.  
 
    “You won't get away with it,” he growled. Desmond wasn't sure how but that didn't matter. He knew their gaming titles and a basic idea where they lived. It wouldn't be too difficult to track them down and punish them.  
 
    That would have to wait for another day. Right now, Desmond had bigger fish to fry. He had a long memory and an even longer one for holding grudges. Those bastards would get what they deserved one day. 
 
    What upset and annoyed him, even more, was that he was inadvertently pulled into yet another death-match for real. Talk about having bad luck. Desmond must have only been on the border when it happened, another couple of inches to the right and the map wouldn't have pulled him inside. 
 
    On a brighter note, the game had given him ten points and he'd regained a ladder running so it wasn't a total disaster, even if the map had deducted five points from his score because he'd blasted the map creator in the back. 
 
    The brushes with death in the two games wasn't the reason for the shakes. Granted, they hadn't exactly helped him. The one event that had almost stopped his heart happened a minute or so after climbing into his car.  
 
    Desmond had to pull over to allow a convoy of emergency vehicles to pass him. Instead of carrying on down the empty highway, the lead car stopped a few yards ahead and the other vehicles parked near the first car. Desmond leaned forward and watched two Code investigators climb out and make their way towards a diner. The occupants of the other cars soon joined them. What the hell was going on? He had never seen more than one Game Marshal or Code Investigator in real time, let alone a whole group of them.  
 
    They had to be after the impostor Brad. It was too much of a coincidence to be anything else, meaning that the chances of them tracing him back to him were high, especially the way his luck had been going. Having those muppets looking into his everyday dealings would give anybody a reason to leave the country even if they had nothing to hide. Their digital fingerprints never left your avatar. He knew for a fact that there were some players who went out of their way to target anybody tainted by the touch of those high and mighty game officials. Trouble is, Desmond really did have something to hide. He had enough illegal apps both real and virtual to send him on a one-way ticket to the penal colony on the Moon. 
 
    “Maybe they really were just stopping to get something to eat?” he murmured. Sure, the sirens were going but that didn't mean they were rushing towards an incident, perhaps it meant they wanted idiots like him to get out of the way? Desmond didn't stick around long enough to find out. Anyway, why would so many of them appear just to investigate something that the impostor Brad may have done? He shook his head. No, they were just abusing their powers in order to get a free meal. The impostor Brad had to be quite dead by now. There's no way he could have survived the Sandpits.  
 
    Both Brads were now out of his existence which could only mean that from now on, his life would be so much sweeter. How could his life not become as sweet as honey-coated sugar cubes now that Darkstar_7 is out of the picture? The thought of his presence no longer casting a shadow to Desmond's gaming did help to slow down the shaking. It almost stopped when he recalled just how much of a genius plan he had conjured up. As genius plans go, it had to be the best ever devised. Hell, he really ought to be thinking of purchasing a cat and shaving off his hair. He could even acquire a facial scar!  
 
    It's just a shame that there was nobody around to gloat over. Desmond recalled that moment while taking the other Brad through the complex and Mr hero actually tried to get away. Back then Desmond had kinda wished that he'd just got the guards to kick him to death. Sure, Brad would be dead but the joy would only last for a moment before the realisation that he and the guards would be heading towards that penal colony.  
 
    Thanks to the implants, murder had become almost unheard-of. The only way to kill anyone nowadays was to get them into the sandpit zone and shoot them for real.  
 
    “Because that would be a sensible plan,” he said, chuckling. Just how were you supposed to fight and kill one of the best players in the game – in a game? Even with every app he possessed, activated, the other Brad AKA Darkstar_7 would have killed him before he even got off one shot. 
 
    Now that one of the game's best players, if not the best player, the cream of the high-levellers was out of the picture for good, it stood to reason that the remaining high-levellers would start to organise Code-Red games, meaning that only they could play the maps. It made sense. The top spot couldn't stay vacant for long, somebody had to take the crown. Desmond leaned back and stroked his pretend white cat, imagining the proud look upon dad's face if, his son, the one he hated, could become the best player on the planet.  
 
    He sighed. Like that could ever happen. Even if, by some miracle, Desmond did begin to pick up some gaming skills and progress up the rungs without cheating, dad would never have anything but scorn and criticism for poor Desmond. It wouldn't matter if Desmond made it as a mid-leveller, hell, it wouldn't even matter if he made it to the top spot. It wouldn't matter because he was not Jason. 
 
    Desmond didn't really believe that dad would even leave him anything in the will. Knowing dad, the old bastard would leave everything to one of his old gaming mates or a cat charity or something. Dad only dangled the carrot in front of Desmond because he probably thought he'd never make anything of his rather pathetic life. 
 
    “I'll show him. Hell, I'll show them all!” he had done something no other game player had been able to do. Desmond O 'Neil AKA Blue-Knight_1 had taken out the game's best player, for good. He had set in place a motion of event which would put him within sight of what Darkstar_7 believed would own forever. 
 
    Desmond believed that the Mid-levellers would follow the example of the High-levellers and initiate Code-Red games too, leaving only the dross to fight for the pitiful scraps that were left which is exactly what Desmond wanted. 
 
    He had effectively levelled the playing field. 
 
    Desmond leaned forward, unscrewed the lid off a mason jar on his table, turned it upside down and emptied the contents in his lap. These really were his prized possessions. For the last couple of years, Desmond had spent a lot of money on acquiring banned, or unusual implants from around the world. Some of them had been ripped from the flesh of players who had found themselves in some of the more unsavoury locations on the planet. A couple came from contacts who worked in rival corporations. Desmond picked out his pride and joy, a tiny rectangular chip which piggybacked onto the basic implant. Once installed, it blended itself into the parent chip, rendering the chip invisible to any scanner out there. It was able to boost your response time, making you faster than anybody else on the map. With that baby installed, you'd be able to frag every single player then get them again when they re-spawned. It truly was an amazing device. What made it more amazing was this thing came straight out of dad's research and development lab and not from a rival corporation. Desmond put it back in the pile and lifted another chip. Now, this one did come from the lab of another corporation. The one who had lost the contract to Vangelis. He'd paid a lot of money for it too. This chip doubled the power of any armour-mesh worn by the player. The only downside to the latter implant was that the Code Investigators were able to track the discrepancies. It was worth the risk though. With the millions of games played every day, it was almost impossible to get caught. Not unless they increased the number of Investigators, that is.  
 
    What made it even better was that nearly all low-levellers were either too stupid to notice the illegal enhancements or they kept silent due to whatever illegal scams they were running. He grinned to himself, perhaps he'd just over-generalised the majority of the population there but still, Desmond knew most of what he'd thought had kernels of truth-nuggets hidden amongst all the crap. 
 
    There were a lot of games between him and his eventual goal but it would be worth it. Desmond intended to increase his XP a hundredfold that way, he ought to be able to upgrade his weaponry to the point where going up against a mid-leveller wouldn't be seen as a suicide move. Upgraded gear cost a fortune but even with the ready cash, it was impossible to buy all the nice shiny things without sufficient XP. It was supposed to be a foolproof method to stop the rich folk from taking advantage. 
 
    His shaking had restarted but this time it wasn't due to fear but from excitement. Desmond could actually see this crazy scheme of his working. All eyes would be on the Code-Red games. Nobody would give a shit about what was happening in any of the lower games. The only thing people would care about was the fight to gain the top spot. What none of those idiots would see is him, Blue-Knight_1 the player who'd only had five points to his name, coming up from behind and snatching that top spot from out of the hands of whoever had just won it. By the time he got to the stage of thinking of doing that, Desmond should have gained enough XP to buy the top spot! 
 
    They all stood on the precipice of yet another groundbreaking change to the most successful projection game in history and only he could see it. That was a rather sobering thought. The last time anything this major had caused disputation to the game was when that released virus severed the safety protocols in some areas of the city and turned them into no-go areas. Not that many people listened to the warnings. Hell, as far as some players were concerned, knowing that you could now die for real in a game only added an extra thrill factor and apart from partitioning off and emptying some of the most densely populated areas of the city, there was very little the authorities could do to stop people from projecting their maps in those areas. 
 
    There was also the rumour that the virus wasn't released by a rival corporation but it came straight from some secret lab belonging to Vangelis, that the board of directors saw this as an excellent and fun way to reduce the population to a more manageable level. 
 
    In its present form, Plasmic Death Match had been live now for almost eight years and played by almost thirty million players in this country alone. Worldwide figures put the amount up to two billion. Desmond tried to imagine that amount and just couldn't do it. There were hundreds of other games currently being played around the globe but none were any closer to being as popular as this one.  
 
    What many people, experts, game critics, armchair observers and countless others had tried and failed to explain is why the game was so popular. The gameplay broke no new ground, the players could do nothing that hadn't been done before in countless other games, the power-up system, the stats and ranking weren't all that original either. 
 
    As for the fluff, the back-story, any second-rate hack could have come up with something a little more original, Some of the more unkind critics of the game had said, when it was first rolled out, that Plasmic Death Match combined the worst attribute of every other first-person shooter ever released and created something even Victor Frankenstein would have taken into the barn and shot. 
 
    Desmond believed he knew why the people welcomed this new game with open arms and that was because it had no gloss paint, it had no fancy music or a host of catchy additions in which to jazz up your gaming experience. It simply was what it was, a basic shooter, with absolutely nothing special to its name. Their first gaming experience of Plasmic Death Match gave these players that familiar feeling of having played this game a thousand times before despite never setting foot inside the first projected map. That feeling of well-known comforted the new players, it captured their childhood memories added even more rose tint and then blew it all away with an assortment of weapons ripped straight from shooters almost half a century old. The players loved every second of it and came back for more. 
 
    The year was 2234. Earth was no more, destroyed in a nuclear catastrophe which rendered the surface uninhabitable. With their home planet gone, humanity's last hope lay in the colonies scattered across the solar system, the largest of these colonies were living on Mars. The hatred and discrimination which infested the humans on Earth had also begun to fester in the bodies of the few remaining survivors. Soon, the colonies splintered and formed their own communities far away from one another, each one believing that the planet was large enough for all of them.  
 
    The dream lasted for a couple of decades until one faction believed that they were about to be attacked and launched a pre-emptive strike. Within the space of two years, all factions were fighting each other.  
 
    Mars had become humanity's newest battleground.  
 
    Choose your faction, choose your weapon and prepare for Plasmic Death Match! 
 
    He smiled to himself. Even now, after ten years since first reading the game's back-story he could still repeat the silly, recycled science fiction pap word for word. Desmond thought the back-story was probably an after-thought, something the designers tagged on after finishing the game, just to keep the merchandisers in a job.  
 
    What he and many other people had never been able to find out was who exactly had created the game in the first place. Oh, there were hundreds of software engineers, graphic artists, actors and voice-over bots who worked on the game too but they basically only put the coat on the beast. Nobody knew who wrote the basic code. Just as nobody knew who leaked the same code to all the other corporations just ten months after the game was finally released. Some people thought the original coder, whoever that was, who'd done it just to spite Vangelis but, that was just yet another rumour.  
 
    Not that it mattered, despite the other corporations hurriedly releasing their own version of Plasmic Death Match, none of the imitators ever became as popular as the real thing and most of the other gamed faded into obscurity or were pulled by the corporations who chose to go back to releasing the types of games that used to sell before Plasmic Death Match appeared out of nowhere and upset everybody except for the millions of users who were in love with the game oh, and the Vangelis corporation who made billions of credits from the game and the associated merchandise. 
 
    His rise from being a five-point loser with nothing to his name, apart from the contents of his man-cave,  to the greatest player the world will ever see was about to begin. Desmond just wished he did have somebody else to share this fantastic news.  
 
    He didn't think that his imaginary cat, counted. Desmond picked up the rest of the implants and dropped them one by one back onto the mason jar until he was left with just one. He stared at the last implant for about a minute while wondering whether he had the balls to use it. 
 
    Most players when they reached a certain level or, if they were rich enough to begin, with, bought the ultimate upgrade. The one app which guaranteed that you could rise up the rungs. Hell, without it you wouldn't have a hope of progressing up to a mid-leveller. Desmond held a Personal Virtual Assistor and he'd had one in his possession for almost three years. 
 
    Desmond placed in his palm and just stared at the most insidious program ever created. Allowing one of these access to your implants effectively blended you and everything about you into the system forever. It was common knowledge that PVAs served the corporation. They were only interested in one thing and that was to ensure the player stayed plugged in at all times.  
 
    It was also common knowledge that a PVA would turn in any player who just happened to install any app or implant which just happened to be a bit dodgy. It was one of the main reasons why, until now, Desmond had ever even contemplated using the implant.  
 
    This PVA was different. It had no corporate bias for one thing, on account of this PVA was over eighty years old. Acquiring a first gen PVA, a program which didn't need to send mono-filament wires into the middle of his brain had cost him a huge amount of credits but he believed the high price would be worth it.  
 
    Desmond picked it up and pressed the chip into the middle of his wrist implant while silently hoping that he really was doing the right thing. Even though the neural datanet was old, it was still intrusive and he had a lot of information stored in his head that he'd feel most uncomfortable with sharing, even with a piece of software. What choice did he have though? Not now, the bloody thing was already inside him. Desmond could feel it right now, looking through his memories to choose a suitable form to use as its visual reference. He decided right then that if it looked like Dad then Desmond would rip the bastard thing out of his skin and jump on it until there was nothing left but dust. If only he could do that to his real dad. Oh, God. What he'd give to really jump up and down on that bastard. 
 
    It took another second for Desmond's very first PVA to materialise. He sighed softly and tried to keep a straight face when his brother, Jason appeared beside him. "I should have known the program would choose you.' Desmond had suspected this to happen. Apart from his brother, he didn't really know anybody else. He'd gone through most of his existence resigned to the face that he would never have a single friend. His dad once told Desmond not to let this to worry him. Dad said he was cursed with a unlikeable personality, that the males would either want to run away from him or beat the shit out of him and every female he'd meet would simply find him too creepy to be around. 
 
    Dad never minced his words. 
 
    [I see you've redecorated, Dessie. Not sure I'm a fan but I guess it'll grow on me.] The PVA pulled one of his DVDs from the shelf. [Dessie, shame on you. This belonged to me.] It opened the case and laughed. [Oh my, you haven't changed one bit!] 
 
    "Stop it! You're really not really my brother. You're just a simulation. A program to help me win the games. Now behave yourself or I swear to God, I really will pull you out and smash the implant.' 
 
    The PVA broke out into gales of laughter. [Oh man,] he said, wiping away tears rolling down his cheek. [You really are a prize plonker. So much for the careful research. That's the thing with us gen ones. Once we're were installed, you couldn't get rid of us. It is the main reason why they brought out the gen two. That and the fact we couldn't give a shit about the games. You see, back then, the 'A' in PVA actually stood for associate. We were made for all those lonely individuals. The ones who could afford the prices obviously.] 
 
    "Oh shit," he cried. "Once again, I've been taken for a ride." 
 
    [Yeah, they sure saw you coming, Desmond. Look, don't be so upset. I ain't that bad once you get to know me. Also, I do have a basic understanding of the game, so it's not all bad news.] The PVA picked put another DVD. [Oh man. We really do need to sort out your collection of movies.] He winked at Desmond. [I think me and you are going to be really good friends.] 
 
    "Oh hell. Can my life get any worse?" 
 
    [Actually, Desmond. Yes, it can. I've just intercepted a message addressed to you. Daddy is not happy. In fact, he is absolutely fucking livid. He wants to see you, Desmond. It seems that your digital cover-up didn't work very well. Your dad is even thinking of legal measures.] 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    The man's blade had already cut through the first layer of skin. It did surprise Brad that he felt very little pain. He put that down to this thug really only being able to scratch him. That was soon about to change. The other one, Damien was running straight at them. With luck and a bit more time, Brad might be able to throw off this silent moron, but he'd didn't stand a chance against two of them. 
 
    Warm blood flowed down his arm. Shit, the bastard had cut him deeper than he thought! Oh crap, he really was going to die. Only the hand, she said. Like that made it any better. He'd be dead from blood loss before anyone was able to save him. Brad tore his gaze away from the pair of them. He frantically looked from side to side, hoping that someone, anyone would see the struggle and run to help. 
 
    “Looking for someone to rescue you, little worm?” asked Damien. He walked around his colleague, ducked under the man's arm then wrapped his grubby fingers around Brad's other arm. “Didn't work at the diner, ain't going to work here either. Now stop it with the struggling and let us do our work. Believe me, the pain really won't be as bad that way.” 
 
    “I'm going to kill you both!” growled Brad. 
 
    [Project, Brad. It's all you have left. Come on, do it. I know you have it in you.] 
 
    “Shut your hole, bitch!” shouted Damien. There's still the four-hour rule in place or had that slipped your mind?” 
 
    Brad shut his eyes and focused on shutting out their voices, the pain and the ambient odours drifting from their unwashed bodies. He pulled his trigger finger while convincing himself that he really did have a gun in his hands.  
 
    He heard two male voices begin to laugh followed by a sharp scream. He thought the noise had come from them but it had been Brad who'd shrieked. There was a bright flash of white light which felt like it has burnt away his eyelids. The voices vanished, so did the pressure on his arm. Brad could smell old oil. He snapped open his eyes and took in his new environment. He saw no sign of those two. 
 
    Black steel beams and metal meshed walls had replaced stone and concrete. Somewhere in the distance, Brad picked out the sound of a ship's engine, its continuous hum, blending in with the sound of his harsh breathing. He had done it, Despite what those two jokers had said, Brad had managed to project his first map what made it all the more incredible was that this place wasn't native to this world. At least, not as far as Brad knew. 
 
    This map had come from one of Brad's first ever games he'd played when his mum had bought him a gaming rig, a shooter over twenty years old. Deemed by the resident players as a classic. This was Starship Mutiny, a game which once had thousands of players, all slaughtering each other, in an attempt to make it to the bridge. It had become famous for the first enclosed game to incorporate code meant only for open space environments. The result had been the ultimate gore-filled, frantic slaughter-fest and while it lasted, it truly had been a wonderfully liberating experience. 
 
     He moved along the edge of the ship's starboard bow, keeping his gaze fixed on the five open hatches just in front of him. Brad knew exactly where he was. He'd spawned on one of the lower decks, close to the secondary engine room. This was the opening map of the game's flagship, the UAC Navajo. As those jokers weren't in here with him, they must have come into the game via a spawning point located in one of those rooms in front. There were another three hatches behind Brad but, if this was a faithful reproduction of the first map, he wouldn't need to worry about them. They were more commonly known as 'dead man' alley. Once you entered down there, the winding corridors and rooms took you straight to the ship's medical bay only, the last room had been emptied, it also had no way out. Those seven enclosed bays were responsible for some of the most violent and extreme digital shoot-outs ever witnessed in any gaming rig.  
 
    He stopped, sure that he'd just heard the sound of footsteps echoing off one of the floor plates.  Brad ran over to a bulkhead and flattened his body against the surface. It then dawned on him that he didn't have a weapon. How could he have not noticed that until now? It wasn't that much of a problem. There were two weapon lockers on this deck. He just needed to get out of this area and into the next room. 
 
    Where was his assistor? 
 
    Like he needed her help anyway. This was his map, his game. Brad had been playing and beating other players down here for years. He stopped and allowed his gaze to jump from one aspect of the map to the next. Crude alien writing was carved onto a tightly packed collection of pipes, attached to the bulkhead. He saw how the floor decking next to the hatchways alternated from a tight mesh to a wider mesh. Brad cast his gaze towards the join between the bulkhead and the ceiling and spotted what looked like half a dozen fractures, running along the length of the section. Beyond those fractures was another map, probably the first mock-up. The coders had not bothered deleting it!  
 
    He'd never noticed all those features before, probably due to not having the time or focus to actually take in the surroundings, not exactly an easy task when there were an almost endless amount of players charging up and down these deck floors, each one intent on fragging you and anybody else who just happened to be in sight.  
 
    Noticing those things made him question exactly where he really was. Where was that fucking Assistor? 
 
    “Are you there?” he shouted. Brad dropped the pretence of playing in a map. He slumped his body, walked out of his hiding place and stood in the middle of the deck. “Is anybody there?” Brad slammed his fists against the side of the wall. “Come on, somebody answer me. Look, free shot. Do you best!” 
 
    He spotted a single shadow growing on the left side of one of the five hatchways. So, he wasn't alone in here after all. The silent thug, the bastard who was trying his best to cut off his hand, stepped out into the dim orange light. Brad noticed that the game had decked him out in the default armour of a new player. He even had a blaster in his right hand. Brad looked down at his get up and saw that he hadn't changed. Apart from the lack of blood on his wrist, he looked no different. Brad was about to ask the silent thug if he knew what was happening here when the other man, Damien ran out from another hatchway. He spotted his pal moments before he saw Brad. 
 
    “Shoot him, you idiot!” 
 
    The voice of his pal obviously broke the silent thug's immobility. He raised the gun and fired three shots. Each one flew past Brad's body and slammed into the bulkhead behind him. 
 
    “For crying out loud.” Damien lifted his own blaster and fired.  
 
    Brad saw an intensely bright light. He opened his eyes and found himself in another location. He also had a blaster of his own. The sounds of their shouting floated towards him, meaning the pair were not that far. There was still no sign of his assistor though. He stood up, flattened his back against the wall and ran his finger along the top of his weapon. Before the appearance of those two, Brad actually contemplated the notion that he was back home. 
 
    That all changed when those two idiots showed their ugly mugs. So he hadn't left this weird world and 'somehow' he had projected this map out of his arse and shoved it here, about half a mile from that diner, probably meaning that anyone else close by would be caught up in here too. Just how the hell had he achieved that? 
 
    He moved the blaster to his other hand then examined his palm. Granted, Brad had absolutely no idea how the tech in this world worked. Which also meant that he also had no idea exactly what that program had persuaded him to stick inside him. For all he knew, this 'so-called' starter implant had read everything he had ever thought and then transferred all that info into some vast database, all ready to sell to this world's advertising companies. Why not? It made perfect sense. After all, it's what all the 'free' social media programs used to do back before every government banned them all. 
 
    “Well, there's nothing you can do about it now, buster,” he murmured. He'd just have to get used to ice cream companies and burger joints sending him dreams of him enjoying their product or whoever it worked here. Brad transferred the gun back into the proper hand then wrapped his fingers around the grip. Oh boy, it sure did feel good to hold something familiar for a change. 
 
    So, those goons shot him and yet he didn't die, well, he did, but the game re-spawned him somewhere else, despite this supposed to be in a sandpit zone? Did that mean the only way he was going to get out of this map was to hunt down those two and shoot them for points instead of killing them properly? What were the odds that the goons were going to go for that? Hell, that Damien probably only shot him because he still believed that he'd really die in here. As soon as they saw him again, the goons would click on that they wouldn't be able to really kill him in here, meaning those clowns were just going to hold him down and try to amputate his hand anyway. 
 
    Unless he shot them before they were able to grab him. Brad moved out of his hiding place and sneaked along the corridor. As soon as they died, they'd re-spawn somewhere else. He'd be safe as long as he kept killing them. He so tried not to break out in a fit of hysterical laughter. There just had to be some God up there who found this utterly hilarious.  
 
    Brad saw movement. He dropped down and waited. Sure enough, the pair of them emerged out of another hatchway, each one walking as normal like the game no longer mattered. He could even hear Damien telling the other one that they'd already been here before. Brad had been correct about the goons thinking that as soon as Brad was dead, they'd be able to just walk out of the map and carry on with their sick depraved lives. “I have news for you.” He raised the gun and shot the silent one in the head. Damien screamed out when his pal vanished into a cloud of red mist. Brad stood up and gave him a little waved. 
 
    The man fell to the floor. “Oh, God. Please don't kill me.  I am sorry for what I did. Truly I am.” 
 
    Unreal, what a complete spanner. This goon actually thought he was going to die. How dumb was he? Considering Damien had already shot Brad once. He shrugged, whatever. Brad shot him too then raced towards the engine deck while keeping his ears alert for the sounds of them re-spawning. He wouldn't be able to hear them actually re-appearing in the game but Brad was pretty sure that once the goons were back in the map, they were not going to stay quiet. Not after what he'd just done. 
 
    Brad stopped beside a weapons' locker. He inserted an old code which shouldn't have worked and yet, it still opened the thick steel door. “Oh, now isn't that a shock, not.” He bent down and swapped his blaster for something more appropriate. He chose the ultimate in close quarter combat, a Shrapnel Launcher. He closed the door, stood up and ran along the edge of the bulkhead. It still made sense to head upwards, towards the ship's bridge, just like the original aim of the game. Better weaponry was located the further up the ship you climbed, also, the field of vision drastically improved. There were fewer places for players to hide. Right now, considering the new circumstances, being away from jumping distances to those two thugs sounded like the best idea on the planet.  
 
    To reach the first set of ladders, he needed to pass through one of the most dangerous parts in the lower decks. From the sounds of it, his two new friends had already found the area. Two rooms from where he stood was a long, brightly-lit corridor. It was only a few metres long and only took a few seconds to pass through if the player sprinted. Unfortunately, over a dozen alcoves lined the walls on either side. They were placed at intervals to stop the players who took up position in there from blasting the player opposite. They should have been the ideal places to sit, wait and frag any player brave enough to try the insane task of running through that corridor. The players should have been safe from attack and they would have been if the ceiling weren't transparent, meaning the higher tier players were able to take them out with ease. Back when he played, Brad always found himself gravitating to the corridors. It was the ultimate game area in which to rack up maximum points in such a short space of time. Even the noobs were able to claim some impressive kill scores until they ended up being on the wrong end of a blaster. 
 
    He ran through the first room and stopped just before he passed into the second room. Damien's voice echoed down. He was arguing with his pal again. Brad grinned to himself. From what words he could pick out, the thug now wanted to not just cut off Brad's hand but to slice his body into so many pieces that even the worms won't have to chew.  
 
    Instead of scaring Brad, the threat just sounded so cliché and daft.  He gently patted his Shrapnel Launcher. If anyone was about to be sliced up, it wasn't going to be Brad. There was only one reason why he had chosen this particular weapon and those two were about to find out. 
 
    Brad peered around the edge of the hatchway, hoping to discover their exact positions. He nodded to himself. Yes, there they were alright, both ready and waiting for this particular player to run straight through the middle of that corridor. Each alcove was only five feet high, meaning that most players had to either duck and crouch to avoid being shot in the head. Those two weren't even doing that. He saw the tops of their head from where he stood. 
 
    “Such noobs,” he muttered. 
 
    He crept into the next room, keeping his gaze upon the middle of that corridor. The alcoves limited their field of fire, so even if they did notice him moving forward, they wouldn't be able to hit him. At least, Damien wouldn't be able to kill him. The other one had already proved that he couldn't hit the side of a barn door if he stood next to it. 
 
    Brad reached the last hatchway. “Hello there, boys!” he yelled.  
 
    They both cursed him in a variety of nasty words, some of which were new even to him. The silent one then made the fatal mistake of pushing his head out from beyond the safety of the wall. If Brad hadn't swapped his gun, the sucker would be re-spawning by now. He just pointed the weapon at him instead. The guy soon pulled it back. Brad raced up to the first outer alcove and flattened his back against it. The silent guy and Damien were three alcoves in front. He wasn't all that concerned about them shooting him. The threat came from their arms. Something told him that neither of them would respect the no-contact protocol. As soon as he tried running past them, their arms would snake out of their respective alcoves, grab his legs and that would be the end of him. 
 
    “You two are possibly the crappiest players ever to exist,” he shouted. “Both of you even give a bad name to noobs.” 
 
    “Oh? If you're so good, Brad, why don't you come here and say that?” Damien chuckled. “I promise I won't hurt you too badly.” 
 
    Brad walked three paces back. He kept a close eye on Damien's shadow before running towards the first alcove wall. At the last second, he grabbed the top of the wall, heaved up his body then fired several rapid shots in the general direction of both alcoves. The resulting screams told him that he got the pair of the bastards. Brad dropped to the floor then raced through the middle of the corridor, nodding in grim satisfaction at the sight of both lacerated bodies. He stopped at the end of the corridor and waited a moment, keeping an eye on the other end while waiting for the corpses to fully dissolve. If he hadn't waited then the two thugs could have re-spawned in front instead of behind which would have put him in the same situation. 
 
    How long did he have left before this game ended? The original games only lasted for about twenty minutes and Brad was sure that he'd been in here that long already. He heard footsteps and crouched behind the last alcove, intending to kill them again before they reached the corridor. His idea lasted about as long as the time it took to release that he still had the stupid Shrapnel Launcher. “You're getting stupid in your old age.” 
 
    Brad stood up between the last two alcoves. “Come and get me, you pair of shitless morons!” He spun around and raced away before those idiots could realise he was trying to draw them out into an area where there was no cover. The next weapon's locker was four rooms from here and there was absolutely nothing to hide behind. Thankfully, those two tosspots couldn't aim for toffee.  
 
    He raced through the first one and just managed to reach the hatchway just as an energy bolt slammed into the bulkhead beside him. “What the hell?” He spun around and found the two thugs were almost on top of him. He got off one shot which shredded Damien, leaving the silent one. Brad fired again only to find he'd run out of ammo. “Oh fuck!” 
 
    “I'm so going to enjoy hurting you, man,” growled the thug. He grabbed Brad's ankles, viciously pulled him onto the floor and climbed over his body, grabbing his arm before Brad could bring up his Shrapnel Launcher and turn the thug's head into a diced meat melon. “Not so eager to mouth off and be clever now are you, Brad? You know, I think I'll cut out that tongue first.” 
 
    The man's weight was crushing him, forcing the air out of his lungs, he still managed to get one barb out. “No knife, dogshit breath.” 
 
    “Yeah, I had noticed that. Not to worry. The game should end soon meaning everything will go back to normal.” He moved his face closer. “ Meaning that I'll get my knife back.” 
 
    Brad didn't need to see the smug, self-satisfied grin plastered across the goon's face, every word dripped with it. Was this the end? Oh Christ, if only he could go back in time a minute and tell his earlier version not to get so cocky. A minute ago, it was him who wore that smug, self-satisfied grin on his face. 
 
    “Any last words before I do slice you up? 
 
    “Yeah, I hope you slip and your knife ends up stuck in your throat.” 
 
    “Yeah well, that ain't gonna happen is it?” He shifted his weight. “Remember, there's two of us, Brad. What about my mate and...” he paused. “and I do believe I can hear him. We're going to have so much fun with you.” 
 
    Brad heard the running footsteps too but they weren't coming from the re-spawning area, it sounded like it was coming from above them. That's not right. He felt the thug shift his weight again. Brad took his chance and tried to roll out. He was able to get on his side before the thug roared out in annoyance and smashed his fist into Brad's cheek. 
 
    “Stay still, you bastard,” he yelled. “or so help me, I'll kill you right here and right now.” 
 
    Brad's top arm was still pinned to his side but the movement had freed his other arm. Brad dropped the Shrapnel Launcher and tried to grab the weapon with his free hand. He almost had it when the thug saw what he was up to. 
 
    “No, you don't!” He kicked the weapon further away before raising his fist high. “I won't lie here, you are going to die but if you stop struggling, I promise that I'll make it quick and painless.”  
 
    The thug then punched Brad in the shoulder. He gritted his teeth as the pain detonated and shot up and down his body. 
 
    “The choice is up to you.” 
 
    He tore his gaze off the thug's grinning mug when he spotted something move above them. It had to be Damien. The game must have re-spawned him on the next level. Through tear-blurred vision, Brad spotted the other thug walk along the transparent ceiling, with his gun pointing straight down. He realised that he had just one chance here. If he could persuade that idiot to shoot him then Brad would re-spawn somewhere else in the game, away from this maniac. 
 
    “Damien, your mate's fancies your mum!” he shouted. “You won't believe what he's just told me.” 
 
    The thug hit him again. “Shut your trap, weirdo.” 
 
    “He fancies your dad as well!” 
 
    A sudden eye-watering bright white light detonated around him and the weight just vanished. Brad sat up and tried to grab his weapon with the arm which wasn't in utter agony. His fingers wrapped around the stock. Brad felt whole again. “Thanks for that, you complete moron.” He lifted the gun then stopped. 
 
    It wasn't Damien up there at all. He wiped the tears from his eyes. “You?” 
 
    The girl from the diner smiled down at him then pointed further down the corridor. Brad turned to find Damien running straight for him. Brad rolled onto his front and fired off three shots. Watching that bastard explode into a thousand pieces of tiny, wet crimson lumps made Brad feel so much better.  
 
    He got to his feet and ran up the slope and onto the next level. “Thanks for that,” he said to the girl. “You have no idea how grateful I am.” 
 
    The girl smiled back. “It really is no problem.” 
 
    She opened her mouth just as the surrounding map dissolved away, leaving the pair standing close to the edge of the road. Brad looked behind them as spotted the diner. Thankfully, those two thugs were nowhere in sight. “I'm sorry, but I've got to ask this. How did you end up in that game?” 
 
    “I'm not sure. I only came out to give you this.” She held up a brown paper bag. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “It's your food. You did pay for it after all. It's not your fault that my boss is a dick.” She handed him the bag then kissed him on the cheek. “You know, you really are kinda cute. What's your name?” 
 
    “Erm, I'm Brad.” 
 
    The girl looked over his shoulder. “Oh, the digital gooseberry's just turned up. Maybe we'll bump into each other again sometime?” The girl gave him one last smile before turning around and running over to the diner. 
 
    [So, you've decided to make an appearance, have you? That's nice.] 
 
    The PVA had reappeared and looked absolutely furious with him. Brad had no time for attitude. He hurt everywhere. From the looks of it, the knife cut now had God knows inside it, thanks to him rolling around on the floor. “I'm not interested, Anna. Just find me somewhere to lie down for a few hours. I'll probably need some bandages.” He gently brushed some dirt away from the open cut. “Maybe a hospital would be a better choice?” 
 
    [That wasn't supposed to happen, Brad,] she said walking over to him. [Only corporate maps are allowed. They'll send in the Code Investigators over this, I know they will.] 
 
    “You're having a laugh. For crying out loud, Anna. I almost died in there.” 
 
    Her tone softened a little. [I know,] she replied. [I couldn't intervene but I did see everything that happened. I am so glad that you didn't die, Brad, believe me. You have to understand. I'm still company property. I should report your position.] 
 
    He shrugged. “Then do it. I don't care. I'm too tired to argue. Who knows, maybe they'll fix me up. That would be nice. I've forgotten what it's like not to feel like shit.” 
 
    [No, you just don't understand. It's more likely that you'll end up on a slab where they'll dissect you to figure out how you work.] She took Brad's hand. [Let me have a look at that cut. We can get that dealt with, Brad. There's a drop-in Medi-Booth a block from here. Somehow, your off-world map has boosted your credit amount. Not sure how, but there you go.] 
 
    “A what?” 
 
    “A Medi-Booth. An automated medical facility. Players are injured all the time. Do you think we wouldn't have something in place to deal with this? We're not barbarians, Brad. Come on, let's get you back on top form.] 
 
    “What happened to reporting me?” 
 
    [Well, thing is, I'm also your Assistor, so I'm also programmed to help you in the games and I can see you rising to the top. For me, that'd would much more satisfying than turning you over to the corporation so they could do to you what that Shrapnel Launcher did to those two implant thieves.] 
 
    “Gee, thanks. You really are all heart.” He forced her to stop. “Anna, can't I just go home? I've had enough of all this bullshit, weird, gaming bollocks.” 
 
    She sighed. [I thought we had been through all this already? Look, Brad. Right now, you're a nobody. Even worse, you're a potential criminal on the run from the authorities. Going to them is the same as committing suicide. I am not joking about them cutting you up into little pieces.] 
 
    “What am I going to do then?” 
 
    [Play the games, Rising to the top will give you the influence and credits to get what you want. Game Champions are treated like Gods on this world.] 
 
    Brad allowed her to half-carry him away from the diner. He looked over his shoulder to see if he could see the girl who had saved his life. He didn't even know her name. “Anna, are you going to report me?” 
 
    [What do you think?] 
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    He couldn't stop shivering. Zach had forgotten how cold the night in autumn could get around here. Well, he hadn't forgotten. The two jumpers and regulation black overcoat was a testament to the fact that this Code investigator still recalled being out of his nice warm apartment in physical form. Wearing three jumpers and two coats wouldn't have made much of a difference. The biting wind and sharp temperature would have still found a route through the clothing layers. 
 
    What made it even more intolerable was that the others at this site didn't seem to even notice the almost sub-Arctic temperature. The other Code investigators or, the give that other crowd their correct name CI operatives, were all swanning around in an assortment of tatty looking leather jackets, every one of those arrogant tossers was busy, being important and, unlike him, looking like they belonged here. 
 
    Zach moved back and bumped into the side of one of their 4X4 all-terrain trucks to avoid two of the other CI's from crashing into him. The CI's in question both gave him a sneering look before opening up the back of the truck and placing the equipment they held in their arms onto the floor of the vehicle. 
 
    “Why is Zach even here?” one muttered to his colleague when they passed him. They didn't seem to care that he overheard them. 
 
    The talker stopped and smiled at Zach. He knew this one very well, at least, Zach knew of his reputation. His name was Darren and Darren had been solely responsible for smashing a ring of Mid-leveller players who were using code given to them by a rival corporation which helped them get within a single rung of becoming High-levellers before this guy here found out and turned them in. The millions of credits they had earned from sponsorship were confiscated and the players were stripped of their implants. Of course, the corporation in question denied all knowledge, no shock there. Not that Darren had cared about that, he had received quite a cut of the reward credit from Vangelis. It's probably how the arrogant bastard had been able to afford such an expensive machine.   
 
    “What are you wearing, Zach? Did your mum dress you? Seriously, you're such an embarrassment.” 
 
    He gave him a wane smile before turning around and walking back towards the diner. At least the young woman in there wasn't mean to him. Zach decided to wait in there until Darren and the other apes had left the scene. He might even be able to warm up. 
 
    [You are not going in there again, young man. Not after last time.] 
 
    Zach slowly unbuttoned his coat hood and allowed it to fall back. “Oh, so you're my mum now, are you? Well, isn't that peachy.” 
 
    His PVA marched right up to him and planted her hands against her hips. Zach always remembered her doing that just before she launched into one of her sermons. He was tempted to walk straight past her and would have done just that if he hadn't just noticed some young blonde teenaged lad chatting up the girl in the diner. The window was a little foggy but he saw enough to see that she was enjoying the banter. He needed to wait a bit longer, at least until he left. 
 
    [Those other boys all need a good talking to, if you want my opinion. Such cheek. Like there is actually something wrong with a mother looking after her son.] 
 
    From the corner of his eye, Zach saw the others climbing into Darren's top of the range truck. They were probably going to find some exclusive gaming club and hit on some pretty girls, after they had fragged them, obviously. “Is there anything in particular you want or have you just appeared to rub my nose in the fact that I don't have any friends, a girlfriend, or, now that you've got me going, a life?” 
 
    [You don't want friends like those anyway. Self-absorbed, foam-headed morons the lot of them. As for a girlfriend, you can do much better than some dirty waitress, working in an equally dirty diner. Look at the way the human throwbacks are ogling her legs and I bet you she enjoys every second of it.] 
 
    Zach had noticed her legs. 
 
    [Her morals are are loose as her panties, Zach. Who knows what sexually transmitted diseases are multiplying inside her...] 
 
    “For crying out loud!” he snapped. “Just tell me what you want or bugger off. I'm supposed to be working here.” 
 
    His PVA walked past him. She stopped a few metres further down the street. [Are you coming or what? Follow me, son. I have something of interest to show you.] a sly smile played upon her face. [Something any CI Operative with any talent should have spotted straight away. Not that any of those goons fall into that category but I did expect a little more from you, Zach. Perhaps you had your mind on other things?]  
 
    After saying her piece, the PVA continued walking back to the incident area. Zach resisted the urge to sigh again. He gave the waitress one last forlorn look before buttoning up his hood and following it while wondering if she had really found something or this was yet another ruse to stop him from talking to anyone not of his gender. With her, it could be either. 
 
    He caught up with the PVA just as it reached the corner of the building which had caused the most excitement. An image of this unremarkable piece of masonry had dropped into his neural link at the same time as it appeared in the neural link of every other CI Operative in the city. The accompanying message simply said to investigate the potential discrepancy in physical form. By the time he had arrived, al the others were already here and not one of them would share whatever info they had collated. The bastards wouldn't even let him close, saying that he'd contaminate the scene. He had learnt a long time ago that it was better not to cause a fuss. Even though they were all of the equal rank and there was nothing 'officially' any of them could do to stop him, Zach just hovered on the outskirts and conducted his own investigation. This involved listening to what all the other CI's were saying about this place. One day, he did somehow find some way to get his own back on the others, to show them that this particular CI Operative wasn't going to be bullied but today wasn't that day. 
 
    From what he could figure out, something big had indeed happened here. Two projected games in less than twenty minutes. Although difficult, it was theoretically possible to project another game before the cut-off point but the coding talent involved to create a bypass in order to circumnavigate the protocols was phenomenal. None of that was in evidence. It honestly looked like the impossible had happened, that some player had projected a map, before the allotted time had been completed and he'd done this, simply by thinking of it. It was totally impossible but, somehow, this had happened. 
 
    “Right, I'm here. What is it you want to show me?” 
 
    The PVA pressed her hands against the wall, breathed deeply then spun around, her face bright with a combination of excitement and joy. [Can you not feel that, Zach?] 
 
    “All I can feel is this biting cold seeping into my bones.” He so wanted to go home and warm up, sit in his favourite chair and get drunk. Was that too much to ask? Zach glanced down at his filthy shoes. Why had they been ordered here, in their physical form anyway? It made no sense. "I could have done this job without having to actually be here," he mumbled. 
 
    [If you stopped thinking about the contents of that girl's panties and focused on your job, you might understand why you and your idiot colleagues were sent here in person.] The PVA tapped her fingers against  [Now stop complaining and come here, Zach. You'll see what I mean.] 
 
    He did as ordered. Zach even removed a glove when his Assistor gave him that famous disapproving stare. He placed the flat of his hand against the wall. Zach's specialist implants picked up the multiple discrepancies straight away. The stray code left behind do from the two recent projected maps flowed through him. "This is phenomenal!" he commented. "There really were two games played almost concurrently." 
 
    [You're only confirming what you already know. Dig deeper, Zach. Separate the two maps. Once you strip out the vapid, I guarantee that what's left will blow your mind.] 
 
    Working by instinct alone, Zach trashed the remains of the first standard map and attempted to access the second one, with little success. "What the hell?" He mumbled. Instead of his CI avatar floating through the map, Zach found himself in the middle of what looked like the interior or some derelict spacecraft. The map did not correspond to any map, past, present, or about to be released, stored in the Vangelis database. It had to belong to a rival corporation. Yet, if that was the case, Zach's avatar should still be able to float freely around the interior. The code they used for their games were all based on the same game engine. No matter what he tried, Zach could only move back or forward a couple of inches before some invisible resistance threw him back into his original posture. He felt like a fly trapped in sticky amber. 
 
    Zach blinked rapidly and forced his avatar out of the map. He did not like that particular metaphor one bit, partially because unlike the real world, Zach always felt comfortable, at ease and in control in the virtual world. At least, he did. 
 
    [Well?] Did it blow your mind?] 
 
    “I don't know,” he admitted. "What did I just see? It wasn't a Vangelis map that's for sure. Which only leaves another corporation but." He shrugged again. "I don't know, it just felt all wrong." 
 
    [I honestly expected better from you, Zach. Unlike those other CI clowns, you haven't slimed your way out of law enforcement. You actually have the qualifications to be a CI Operative. You're a programmer and a good one too so is it not time that you used those little grey cells, son?] The PVA laid her hands on his shoulders. [Go back inside.] 
 
    “You're shitting me!” he exclaimed. “I'm not going in there. Not for all the tea in Africa.” 
 
    [Don't be such a big girl's blouse. It's what you have to do and you know it.] The PVA gave him a sly look. [Yeah, you're right. It's too big a job for you, Zach. Best go back to your nice, apartment. Get drunk and pretend you were never here. Best go back to being a nobody who shirks from having any real responsibility.] She shook her head. [Best go back to being a disappointment and a disgrace to his family.] 
 
    “Are you done?” he snapped. “I don't remember you being so transparent with your psychological manipulations when you were alive.” 
 
    She shrugged. [My personality matrix is influenced more by your skewed perceptions as opposed to the usual memory download which is what you should have done in the first place. You can't blame me if I sometimes get it wrong. Now, are going to go back in there to uncover the greatest threat the games have ever encountered or do I start crying?] 
 
    “Okay. Fine, have it your way.” Zach approached the wall and readied himself while wondering if he needed professional help. He sighed to himself. No, what he needed was company, preferably human company. He closed his eyes, human female company. 
 
    The hum of some distant engine filled his ears. He snapped his eyes open and gaped in shock. What the hell was this? He was back inside the interior of that spaceship again, that much he did know. It was a different location but the design was a match. What didn't match though was the number of other people in here with him.  
 
    He moved his arm up, surprised that he no longer felt as though he was stuck in thick jelly, Zach walked up to the nearest person. He looked to be in his mid-forties, with a neatly trimmed black beard, dark, intense eyes and a buzz cut. The man was oblivious to the fact that somebody was scrutinising him, he simply carried on with whatever he was doing and that,  from Zach's perspective, consisted of digesting blocks of yellow text which scrolled down a monitor on his station. 
 
    The others were all performing similar duties. “What kind of game is this?” he asked himself. 
 
    Zach counted seven other people, including this scary looking guy.  
 
    [Did you look at the text?] 
 
    Zach almost jumped out of his skin. “Are you trying to give me a heart attack? You could have at least given me a warning.” 
 
    [Did you look at that text?] she repeated. 
 
    “No, I haven't. Does it matter?” The glare the PVA gave him told Zach that it obviously did matter. Zach took a closer look and as soon as he did, the scrolling text slowed down enough for him read the words. He tried to make sense of a couple of blocks before looking back at the PVA. “This is code, that's obvious, but it's nothing like anything I've ever seen before.” 
 
    She nodded. [Isn't it remarkable? If you delve deeper, you'll see that hundreds of lines incorporate code which makes no sense. Some of the commands and registers point to redundant line locations. They suggest that the program used is old, that it's something which has evolved over the years. Adapted to incorporate new technologies.] 
 
    “That's how all coding works, he replied. Every game currently running can trace its origins backs to the first ever games over a century ago.” 
 
    [Except this one,] she replied. [Don't you find that unusual? The code used to create this game is mature. As old as the code used in Plasmic Death Match for example.] 
 
    “Wait, are you saying that this game as well as the code used to generate it has not come from this world?” He scoffed. “That's ridiculous.” 
 
    [I'm not saying anything of the sort.] 
 
    He dismissed her claims and returned to examining the code. Now that Zach was getting used to it, he began to see patterns within the code and was as similarities to how he used to program before he became a CI Operative.  
 
    [Are you there yet, Zach? Can you see the ultimate discrepancy? The glaringly obvious which you should have picked up straight away?] 
 
    Zach zoned out. He really had no time to listen to her constant barbs not now, not now he had finally started to make sense of it. He looked away from the headache-inducing text and looked at each individual, one by one while grinning to himself. “This is a game cut-scene,” he said. “These aren't players, they're not even NPCs! It's nothing more than a section of old code left in by the programmer who couldn't be bothered stripping it out.” 
 
    [At last. I thought you were never going to get there, Zach.] 
 
    He blinked himself out. “It still doesn't tell me anything though.” He thrust his hands deep into his pockets “Nothing at all. Look, I really am tired and cold. I say we go back home. I'm bored with all this now.” 
 
    [You are impossible!] she snapped. [Fine. You do that. Go back home. Return to your meaningless existence. See if I care. I'll let your father deal with you from now on. I've washed my hands with you. Maybe he can help but I doubt it. You'd get more understanding  our of a virus.] 
 
    “Good riddance to bad rubbish,” he snapped back. But the wind carried away his insult. The PVA had already left him. He took one last look at the wall. “I don't need this bullshit in my life.” Zach spun around and stormed off, heading straight of the closest block elevator. He had doubts that something incredibly weird had happened back there. It was none of his business. It's obvious that he'd stumbled into some insidious rival corporation plot to overturn Vangelis. He should have left with the CI posers, instead of allowing his PVA to pull him further in. 
 
    Zach used his implant to enter the elevator. He walked inside and allowed the lemon-scented air to wash over him. The glass doors softly closed and moments later the elevator was rushing him up the side of this skyscraper at high speed.  
 
     He was getting closer and closer to his apartment. The monorail, which linked together every skyscraper in the city, would take a couple of minutes to get him from the top of this block to where he lived. Meaning that were just minutes left before Zach could finally settle down in his favourite chair, open that new bottle of booze and embrace oblivion. He tilted his head back and smiled at the sight of the maroon coloured tear-drop shaped pod which would whisk him from the top of this skyscraper all the way home. Traffic on the monorail line shouldn't be so heavy at this time, meaning there won't be too many stops, at also meant Zach wouldn't have to share the pod with anybody else. He shuddered at the thought of having to respond to a stranger's meaningless attempt at initiating a conversation. 
 
    The glass doors opened once he had reached the summit. He paused before leaving and checked the pod windows, just to ensure that it did not have a passenger already inside. His luck was holding, meaning he didn't have to wait for the next one. Zach hurried over to the empty pod, climbed inside and settled back in the soft chair while listening to the soft hum of the machine's induction motors spooling up. He even closed his eyes. That lasted for just three seconds before he snapped them open. The darkness brought back the image of that ship's interior and that scrolling code.  
 
    “I so need that drink,” he said.  
 
    The door's closed and sealed then the bay rolled back, allowing the pod out into the night sky. Zach leaned forward and looked down. From here, he could just about make out people running along the pavement, hundreds of feet below. From their movements, it appeared that they were playing a game. He looked a little further north, one block away. There were a couple of people stood at the corner of an intersection, waiting to cross the road. They must have missed the game by a few inches. Were those people even aware of how close they had been to almost dying? Did they even care? 
 
    Why was he asking that question? Their lives were pretty much meaningless anyway. Why should it matter if the people who lived in this area of the city lived or died? Not one of them contributed anything worthwhile to their society.  
 
    [Do you really believe that Zach?] 
 
    Zach froze solid. He jerked his head to the side and saw his PVA grinning right back at him. “What the fuck!” It had taken the appearance of his dead father now. This, he could handle. What totally freaked out Zach was that the PVA was clinging to the outside of the transparent bubble. “Are you trying to send my brain into free-fall? Get in here.” 
 
    [There isn't room, Zach. Besides, it's not so bad out here. True, it is a little cold, -3, I believe, and the wind really is biting but it's not so bad. Besides, your journey is almost over. The next stop is your block.] The PVA winked. [I'll meet you inside, okay? Best pour two glasses, Zach. I think you're going to need the double shot.] 
 
    He groaned quietly as the PVA faded away. The next stop was indeed his but Zach did not want to depart, not now. Not knowing his father was waiting for him. His mother must have already told him what had happened down there and now it was his father's turn to chew him out. It would also explain the PVA's sudden change in behaviour. Zach so wasn't used to his father being nice to him. It just never happened. 
 
    “Come on, man. Grow some balls, and stop thinking that they're your real mum and dad for crying out loud!” The words sounded so strong yet none of them helped to inspire him. It didn't matter if they weren't his real parents, it didn't stop him from being so scared of what they thought.  
 
    The pod slowed down and the door slid open. He sat still, waiting until the last possible moment before climbing out of the seat. Zach walked along the plush blue hallway carpet and stopped in front of his door. How many glasses would he be able to down before the image of his father appeared in the apartment? Even if the PVA was flashed into existence as soon as he opened the door, Zach was confident that he'd be able to get at least three glasses down his neck before his father knew what he was trying to do. By that time, it would be too late. Zach would be well on the way to drunken oblivion. 
 
    His PVA, whether it was his father or that bitch of a mother would be able to waffle on to their heart's content and Zach wouldn't be able to listen to any of it. He smiled to himself. That actually sounded like a good idea. In the morning, once he'd sobered up and was positive that the PVA wasn't going to show up, he'd go back to that diner and see if he could get anywhere with that pretty waitress. 
 
    The front door sensed his palm implant and it swung open to reveal the image of his father already waiting for him. The bastard stood directly in front of his drinks cabinet and he was still smiling. What the hell was he up to? 
 
    [Shut the door, lad, you weren't born in a barn. You're letting all the heat out. Listen to me, like I feel the cold anymore.] The PVA moved to the side. [Come on, get those drinks poured. I might not be able to drink but I can at least pretend.] 
 
    Zach entered the apartment and closed the door behind him. Watching the old man actually asking him to pour a couple of drinks made Zach to do the exact opposite. Both his parents hated it when he drank which is probably one of the reasons why he drunk so much in the first place. “What's going on dad? You're not usually like this.” It was tempting to tell his dad to wait for a couple of minutes so he could freshen up. Perhaps if Zach stayed in the bathroom for a couple of hours, the PVA might get the idea that Zach wanted to be left alone with his alcohol. His dad wouldn't appear in there with him, not if he thought Zach was naked, would he? If the mad old bastard was willing to risk life and limb by clinging to the outside of a pod hundreds of feet above the ground then there's no telling what he'd do. 
 
    Zach walked up to the drinks cabinet and filled two glasses. He wasn't going to hide away in his own apartment. Besides, his bathroom bottle of booze hadn't been replaced yet. “So, I guess it's time for you to have a go at me?” He balanced one glass on top of the other, picked up the bottle with his other hand then walked over to his chair. “That is why you are here. You know, with her not wanting to speak to me again.” Zach placed the bottle next to him then grabbed the top glass and drained it in one go. The fiery liquid blow-torched the inside of his throat. It was the best feeling ever. He sat down and grinned at his father. “Shame you can't join me. You know, this really is good stuff. Still, less for you means more for me.” 
 
    [I wouldn't worry too much about your mother, Zach. You know how emotional she can get. Especially when her clever son just doesn't understand the gravity of the situation she's so trying to put across.]  
 
    Was that a dig? Zach grabbed the other glass but didn't bring it to his lips, not just yet. “I'm not a complete moron, dad. I saw the gravity of the situation alright. I also understood what could happen to me if I pursued it any further.” 
 
    [I wonder if you really do, son. Zach, will you get that down your neck? It's criminal to allow such an expensive drink to get warm.] 
 
    Zach tipped the fluid into his mouth and swallowed without taking his eyes off the PVA. The second glass didn't exactly explode in his guts but it did help him to start sloughing off all of today's build-up of apprehension and anxiety. 
 
    [Did you mean it? I mean about the lives of the city's dregs not really mattering? By the way, within that particular grouping, I am also including your fellow CI Operatives. The ones who couldn't spot a real code discrepancy if it bit them on the arse.] 
 
    “Wait, what? I'm confused now. Since when were the other investigators part of the problem? Unlike most of the others in the poor part of the city, they have done something with their lives.” 
 
    [No they haven't. They are parasites, just like the rest of them. Driving around in their flash vehicles, not doing much of anything apart from showing off and spending the money that should belong to you on drugs and whores. If anything, they're worse than the dregs. At least most of them don't have much of a choice in the matter.] 
 
    Zach picked up the bottle. Looked at the two glasses before swigging straight from the bottle. “Are you going anywhere with this?” 
 
    [The code you saw, Zach. Let's not go into where it came from. I'd rather you focus on what was hiding under it.] 
 
    “Sorry, what are you talking about?” 
 
    He stood up. [You are going back there, young man. You're going back there right now.] 
 
    “Like fuck I am, father.” He took a defiant swig from the bottle. I'm warm and on the way to being drunk. All I need to make my evening perfect would be for you to piss off. Any chance of doing that for me? You know, like two minutes ago?” 
 
    He sighed. [Sure, if that's what you want. If it's really what you want.] The PVA approached Zach's chair and crouched in front of him. [If you think being alone would constitute a perfect evening for you then I can't argue with that.] He stood up. [I'd prefer to be in the arms of a pretty girl. The one you saw in that diner, for example. I bet she'd love share that bottle with you, then maybe even share something else with you? See, not all the dregs down there are worthless, Zach. One or two do have their uses.] The PVA walked over to the window and looked down. [Something magnificent has just happened in our city. Well, two things actually, and you, if you want to, could be right in the middle of it.] He turned around. [You want to be famous, rich and popular? If you want all those things and more, then come with me. Not in your meat suit, but as an avatar. Come with me, and allow me to show you how everything here is about to change.] 
 
    Zach paused. Was the old man being serious here? “This isn't some kind of wind up?” 
 
    The PVA shook his head. [Of course not. I really do want you to have all of those things and I believe I can show you exactly how.] 
 
    “With an offer like that, how could I refuse?” Zach got to his feet, knowing it was probably the drink talking or the thought of bringing that sweet looking girl back to his place. Zach activated his internal holo-matrix. The program already knew where to take him and in an instant Zach, was back besides that wall. “Right, so I'm here. Now what?” 
 
    The image of his father appeared beside him. [You're the CI Operative, Zach. This is the site of a code discrepancy. So what would you normally do?] 
 
    Zach blinked twice, “Oh, right. Yeah.” Even with the two games over, there was still code residue in the area. As a solid, he was able to physically interact with the last game but could detect next to nothing about the game before, and thanks to his PVA badgering him about how important it was to work out that damn code, Zach didn't think it was all that important anyway. Now though, as both games passed through him, Zach saw his mistake. 
 
    “Oh my God! This is utterly surreal!” He turned to the Assistor. “Is this really true?” 
 
    [Tell me what you see,] he replied, grinning. 
 
    Zach only saw the tattered remains of the second map now, and that was perfectly fine by him. As an avatar, he was supposed to be able to read the map projector's ID. He could there was no history, no signature, no nothing, not even an address. He had actually found his first and only unique player ID. That should be impossible. Even with an ID scrambler, Zach should have been able to piece together something of significance. Putting this latest puzzle piece on the mental board, next to the unknown code, which, according to his mother, came from somewhere beyond this world, made Zach feel a little nauseous. That though, wasn't what caught his attention.   
 
    The other game, the one before this one, had something very interesting piggy-backed into the code. It looked like an ancient worm virus, something that shouldn't even exist anymore. “Did my mother know about this already, is that why she compared me to a virus?” 
 
    His Assistor just laughed. 
 
    Zach backed up his program then activated a protective firewall before performing a core drill-down.  The outside vanished and most of the standard map replaced it. There were a lot of gaps where the environment showed through. There were even scraps of interiors from the alien map there too. It astonished him just how much was left, map programs didn't usually leave so much of their code behind, then again, this one had a worm virus attached so it did make sense that more of it would hang around, just in case some other clown projected a map on top of it.  He waited for the program to finish loading in as much of the data it could find before he reran the game. 
 
    The ghost trails left by the players going through their usual routine of running around and killing each other flowed around him. He walked through them, breathing in their ID's and the history that went with each one. Zach went through five players before he discovered the originator of the worm virus. 
 
    Zach then fully understood what the virus did. He pulled himself out and stared straight at the PVA. “How much of this did you know, father?” 
 
    He shrugged. [Bits, I guess. Tell me what you saw,] he repeated. 
 
    “This virus, from what I can understand, will turn every single game into a sandpit style slaughter. It wasn't created by an amateur either. It could have only come out of the labs of another corporation.” 
 
    His Assistor nodded. [The Mazuma Directorate are the only ones large enough and clever enough to do this, Zach.] 
 
    “If this spreads, Father, it'll mean the end of Vangelis!” 
 
    [True, who'll want to play if they know that they're really going to die?] 
 
    “Shit, I see what you mean, this really is the biggest one ever. Question is how do we stop it from spreading?” 
 
    His assistor shook his head while still grinning. [Question is, my son, how do we help it to infect more maps?] 
 
    Was he hearing this right? “Wait, you can't be serious here?” 
 
    The PVA nodded. [Sure I am. Look, this is the only opportunity you'll ever get, son. Everybody knows that the Mazuma Directorate does not have a fully working game to replace Plasmic Death-match. They'll have to either buy one from a free-lance team or reuse the original code to this game after they have cleaned out the virus. You have a game, Zach. Don't you see?] 
 
    “No, this is madness.” 
 
    [Are you sure about that? The virus will spread with or without your help. Zach, you are in the position to intervene, to do a deal with the directorate. Help them spread the virus, Zach, and in return, tell them to use your game to replace the one Vangelis is using.] 
 
    “But it would be murder, father!” 
 
    [So? It's not like you'll ever be caught. As a CI Operative, it wouldn't be hard to blame the virus on somebody else if you were ever discovered. The other CI Operatives, those slimy bastards who have everything you desire would be an ideal candidate. If you really want to get away with it, Zach, how about the unknown player who is currently disrupting the games?] 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter ten 
 
      
 
    Desmond arrived, via pod, to the block terminal, ten minutes ago. There was no way in hell that he was coming here in his own transport, just in case the old man took it off him. Desmond didn't think he'd be able to handle such a loss. It was akin to dad cutting off his right leg, or losing his man-cave.  
 
    Climbing out of that pod had to be one of the most difficult decisions he had ever made. The temptation to seal those door and head straight back to his man-cave proved almost overwhelming. It's only his self-preservation which stopped him from doing just that. Why delay the inevitable? Running away would only make the situation ten times worse. It's not like he'd be able to just disappear. His father practically owned everything Desmond owned, including the deeds to his man-cave. 
 
    “Though I walk in the shadow of death, I shall fear no evil.” Desmond had no idea where he'd heard those words from but they did fit his current situation. He climbed out of the pod, swallowed his creeping terror and headed towards the reception desk. The young woman behind the desk gave him a sunny smile, showing off her sparkling white teeth. She obviously believed them to be her best feature but her grinning features only reminded Desmond of a ravenous shark. He did not dare get too close to the desk in case she bit off his arm. 
 
    “Good morning, young sir,” she said. “Are you here to see your father?” 
 
    Of course, he was here to see his father. The patronising cow. What other reason would he have to come to this featureless bland hell-hole? Not that Desmond dare say any of that. He just nodded instead, not trusting himself to speak. He couldn't remember her name. Why could he not remember? More to the point, why did it even matter? She'd be gone soon anyway. His dad never kept a personal associate for more than a few months. 
 
    “He's in a meeting at the moment but he should be free to see you shortly. Why don't you make your way upstairs and I'll tell him that you have arrived?” 
 
    Desmond gave the young woman the briefest of nods then followed the thick red line painted along the bright green corridor. The security doors all swung open automatically after they scanned his implant ID, allowing him to walk straight through the guts of the most secure building in the world with no delays. He passed a few employees who were not so privileged. Two were being frisked by security while another was arguing with one of the security doors who politely informed the irate man that he did not have clearance to enter this area due to the man's supervisor downgrading his level from code red to code orange.  
 
    Oh dear. The poor little man. Desmond so wanted to grab this fool by the lapels and punch him right in the face. Like he had problems? A colour downgrade was nothing compared to the worrying fate which lay ahead for him.  
 
    Oh God, why couldn't he be just worried about some poxy colour downgrade rather than what that bastard of a father had in store for him. It wasn't going to be pretty, that much he did know. Desmond passed the distraught guy without so much of an inkling that he would literally do anything to swap places with him. Well, swap place for a day or so, just so that guy could take the brunt of whatever his father was going to do. There's no way, Desmond would swap for good. That guy probably had a bunch of annoying kids and some annoying wife living in a grubby apartment close to the sandpit zone.  
 
    Two more employees passed him as he neared the final door which would lead Desmond into his father's private sanctum. At least they gave him the proper respect by standing to one side and lowering their head while he passed them. As it should be too. That helped to take off a couple of worry notches. Whether his father liked to admit it, he alone was the sole heir to this company, he was an important individual, meaning dad wouldn't be able to damage him that much. “Yeah, because your father is a sane individual, Desmond,” he muttered to himself. 
 
    The last double doors swung open. Desmond looked over his shoulder just before he passed through, wondering if he'd ever see those wall again. The door swung back and locked. Well, there was no turning back now. He hurried over to the elevator. The door was already open. He entered, closed the doors, then used one of his implants to scan for any listening devices. Satisfied it was clean, Desmond activated his PVA. 
 
    “What the fuck is going to happen to me?” he hissed. “Oh, Christ. I'm going to faint in here, I know I am. No, don't tell me. I already know. The mad bastard is going to kill me. He'll throw me off the roof, just like he used to threaten when I was a kid.” 
 
    His Assistor surprised Desmond by laughing out loud. [Oh boy, you sure do have to work out your neurosis. Desmond, quit it with the panicking. He'll do nothing of the sort. Take a few deep breaths, dammit. Get yourself in control. You're going to be no good in this state.] 
 
    “You sure he's not going to kill me? I mean, he might be, and you're just saying he's not just to stop me from panicking. You don't really know what's he's got planned for me. I mean, how could you know?” 
 
    His PVA stood directly in front of Desmond. [I know because I've already scanned the two upper floors. Your father has activated his personal map.] 
 
    “Shit. That's not what I wanted to hear.” 
 
    [You would rather him throw you off the roof, Desmond?] 
 
    “Shut up, you know what I mean. He's doing this to torture me, dangling a carrot in front of my face before he hits me with the real punishment.” 
 
    [You don't know that.] 
 
    “Of course I do, it's what he's like. What chance do I have against him? My father is one of the best players in the land. He's going to kick my arse in his map and then he's going to through me from the roof.” The look of calm encouragement had left the PVA's face. All he now saw was the oh so familiar look of mild disappointment. Desmond couldn't blame the Assistor for giving up on him. Why shouldn't he? Everybody else had.  
 
     We are almost there, Desmond. Get yourself ready. You're going to need to use every sense to stay alert.] 
 
    “You're really enjoying this! Good God, you're as bad as everybody else. Like I'm going to last more than a few seconds in there. He's going to humiliate.” 
 
    [Stop it with the pity party and grow some fucking balls!] it yelled. [This is your one chance to show the old man that you are capable of living up to his impossibly high expectations.] 
 
    Desmond didn't even bother to reply to that. What was the point? He was going to get creamed. It really was that simple. What made it all the more frustrating was that his father probably wouldn't be the one who'd be doing most of the killing. Father's maps were populated by NPC players, something that never existed in any of the other maps. That wasn't the only change either. They also had shifter tech built in so no player could memorise the layouts. The elevator stopped. He took a deep breath and nodded slowly to his PVA. “Okay, let's do this.” 
 
    The doors slid open and the room's projectors immediately scanned Desmond's implants and kitted him out in his body armour and weapon. The projectors gratuitous upgraded his crappy bolt pistol into a lightning cannon. That was unexpected. Knowing his father, he honestly expected the sadistic bastard to kit him out with an egg whisk and a bright-pink ballerina outfit. 
 
     [There's two NPC's running towards you, Desmond! Get to the end of this corridor, drop down onto the loading bay and...] 
 
    “Don't you tell me what to do,” he snarled. Desmond didn't need any advice from the PVA, he'd already heard their boots clattering on the metal deck. Desmond wasn't going to run from an NPC. No way. He was here to fight, not duck and hide. He wrapped his fingers around the weapon's hand-guard to steady the heavy rifle then squeezed the trigger, just as the NPC's appeared. He laughed out loud as the energised plasma turned the pair of them into a crimson mist. “There you go!” he screamed. “Come on, you bastards, I'll take you all on.” 
 
    [You need to get out of here! The shifting sequence is already on countdown.] 
 
    He released the trigger and the stream of blue energy instantly vanished. Desmond gazed at the floor, to find the remains of a single smoking combat boot. “No thank you. I'm happy right here.” As long as he didn't move from this location, the NPC's could not get to him. Not with this magnificent lightning cannon in his possession. He spotted more movement and readied himself when he heard a soft ping and the elevator doors began to close. 'You've got to be shitting me!" he cried. Desmond jumped forward and stabbed the open button several times.  
 
    [I said you should have run.] 
 
    “Shut your hole!” he screamed. 
 
    As soon as the elevator doors slid open, Desmond saw that instead of the corridor, there were three low brick walls there now. “What is happening?” 
 
    [The shift. It's...] 
 
    Desmond never heard the last of his words as four NPC's jumped up from behind those walls, each one holding a lightning cannon. They all fired simultaneously.  
 
    He woke up in a new body and in a new location. “Maybe I should have taken your advice.” Desmond then released a soft groan when he saw he no longer held the lighting cannon. “I bet he's watching me right now and laughing his bloody arse off.” Desmond had been re-spawned, armed with a default bolt pistol. This thing was about as powerful as a water pistol, or an egg whisk. He moved forward a couple of inches until he was out of the spawning chamber. 
 
    Gone were the flat, grey, metal walls, the landscape now resembled some ancient, generic battlefield from a pre-technological era. “I didn't expect this,” he muttered. Desmond dropped down behind a wooden cart wheel half-buried in the hard mud. It wasn't exactly ideal cover but on this landscape with little in the way of obstacles, it was better than nothing. “I thought shifter tech just moved a few walls around.” 
 
    [So did I.] 
 
    The PVA ducked down beside him. “Are you sure this is the same map? I've not re-spawned somewhere else?” 
 
    [Sure, because it really is possible to transfer into another game halfway across the city.] 
 
    “Okay, there's no need for sarcasm. I was only asking.” 
 
    [You're still in the same game, Desmond. The basic architecture hasn't changed.] The PVA looked at him. [Are you going to listen to me now, or are you going to continue to act like a dick?] 
 
    Desmond nodded. “Yeah, I guess. I've already just proved that I'm incapable of making my own decisions.” 
 
    [Good to hear. Now stay there and let me do what I was initially programmed for.] The PVA stood up and walked out from behind the cover. 
 
    Goosebumps covered Desmond's arm while he watched his PVA calmly walk across the empty battlefield. It gave him an increased sense of unreality to observe his Assistor wander over the churned up mud, stained with blood. The program stopped beside somebody's severed arm, half-buried in the mess by its feet. The PVA bent down, picked it up, turned to Desmond and used the arm to give him a little wave. 
 
    “Oh man,” he whispered. “You really are one sick son of a bitch.” 
 
    It dropped the arm and continued to walk towards the nearest object which might hide one of his father's NPCs.  His sense of unreality grew when he realised that the cartwheel was an identical copy of the one that he hid behind. Did they only have a template for one cartwheel in the database? What sort of shoddy programmer would allow such a glaring mistake like that to slip through?  
 
    The PVA waved him over. He assumed that meant it was safe for him to move. He gripped his crappy pistol tight then darted out from the wheel and raced over to where his PVA stood. A single plasma bolt boiled the mud, a few inches from where his foot had just been. Desmond screamed in shock and dived behind the second wheel. “Where the fuck did that come from, man? Oh, shit. I thought it was safe to move. What are you playing at, I thought you were trying to protect me?” 
 
    His Assistor chuckled loudly. [Will you cool your jets? They missed you, see that as a win.] 
 
    Those goosebumps now spread down his chest. Good God, he hated this. He hated this with a passion.  
 
    The close shave tore away his sense of unreality, Desmond's little defence mechanism which helped to ground his feet in the real world. He huddled tight against the wheel. Desmond wanted to cry, he wanted to be safe, he wanted to be in his mancave but more than anything, Desmond wanted his father to cease to exist. 
 
    [You're doing just fine, Desmond] 
 
    His PVA had crouched beside him. “Don't patronise me.” 
 
    [I'm not doing anything of the kind. I mean it. You're beginning to adjust.] 
 
    “What are you going on about now?” Desmond slammed his mouth shut to stop him from shouting out in terror when three more plasma bolts slammed into the mud, close to where he cowered. “Shit, the next volley is going to get me!” 
 
    [No, they are firing blindly, Desmond. Don't worry. The next obstacle isn't that far and it is better protected. I do believe that there is a weapon upgrade there as well.] 
 
    He shook his head. “No, I'm staying here. I can't move. I don't want to die in that field.” Desmond looked up at his brother's face. “What are we going to do, man?” 
 
    [The first thing you do, Desmond is get a grip.] The PVA lifted his head and glanced behind them. [We so need to get out of here before they do fire again.] 
 
    Desmond grabbed his brother's wrist. “I am absolutely terrified!” He suddenly cringed at the sound of someone else on the battlefield losing their life. “That could have been me. It could be me next, Brother. What are we going to do?” 
 
    [Are you alright?] The PVA frowned. [You know this isn't real. It's only a game, that you can't really die.] 
 
    Desmond shook his head. “Of course it's fucking real,” he hissed. “What, like the rest of our unit never even existed? That the alien horde hasn't invaded our world and proceeded to wipe us out, like we were nothing but insects?” Desmond so wanted to slap his older brother for coming out with such bullshit. Unless he was doing it on purpose? Desmond couldn't see why though. Unless, unless it really wasn't his brother?” 
 
    [Right, we need to move it, Desmond. The NPCs are about to run over to that last wheel, meaning they'll have a clear shot.]  
 
    Desmond heard the words but didn't acknowledge them. His mind was already looking back over the last few moments of their journey here. He remembered his brother walking across the battlefield without a care in the world. “Like he knew they wouldn't fire on him?” he mumbled. Desmond moaned quietly and pressed his back hard against the wheel. He was an imposter! It was the only explanation. Oh fuck, he was sitting next to a shape-shifting alien! He pointed his pistol straight at his brother's face. 
 
    [What the hell are you doing, man?] The PVA grabbed Desmond's wrist and thrust it into the air. [What is wrong with you?] 
 
    “Get off me, you vile alien! Get the fuck off me!” 
 
    The PVA snatched the pistol out of Desmond's fingers and threw it behind them. [Oh, that is nasty. No wonder. That really is genius programming. The PVA wrapped his arms around Desmond's struggling form, lifted him off the ground and ran out from behind the wheel. 
 
    Desmond continued to try to escape from this thing's tight embrace, convinced that the alien was going to kill him or even worse, eat him alive. He didn't even have a gun anymore! Desmond so wanted to weep. If this wasn't his brother, then what had the aliens done to his real brother?  
 
    [Don't worry, you'll soon feel normal in a second, Desmond.] 
 
    “Please don't eat me?” he cried. “Please. Just let me go, just...” Desmond cried out when he was unceremoniously dropped behind a stack of oil drums. The alien monster sat in front of him and took a grip of the front on Desmond's shirt. 
 
    [This is just a bloody game, Desmond. It isn't real. I'm your Personal Virtual Assistor and your dad is a complete arsehole.] 
 
    “What? What are you talking about?” He shook his head, feeling like he'd just had a bale of cotton wool pushed through every opening in his head. 
 
    “What just happened to me?” Desmond managed to say before turning to the side and throwing up. “Oh my God, that was the worse thing ever.” 
 
    [That was utterly astounding, Desmond. I never thought I'd see anything like that in my lifetime.] He helped Desmond up and wiped his mouth. [You were hit with a reality mine. An insidious piece of software which convinces your avatar that the game is real., with, in your case, catastrophic results. I suspect that if I hadn't been there to stop it from threading itself even further inside your avatar's mesh, you'd end up living out the rest of your life as a mindless vegetable.] 
 
    Desmond took a deep breath and breathed out slowly. “I've never heard of it.” 
 
    [Not shocked there, Desmond. The tech was banned decades ago and all mention of it was wiped from every news source.] 
 
    “What do you mean by wiped from every news source. That's impossible.” 
 
    [Yeah, you keep telling yourself that. The only reason why I know about it is because my program must have been deactivated before they initiated the wipe.] The PVA helped Desmond up. “Still, no harm done. Now, let's see if we can get you kitted up with some decent weaponry before you get out there and fight.] 
 
    Desmond stopped. “Wait on, in my case? What are you trying to say?” 
 
    The PVA sighed. [Come on, admit it. You're not the most stable of individuals.] 
 
    “I resent that remark.” 
 
    [Resent it all you like, you know it's true. I mean, your neurosis outnumbers your positive personality points by a factor of ten for a start and your dad is well aware of this fact. You only have to look at what he's done to you to see that. Short of a BFG, a Lightning Cannon is one of the most desirable pieces of equipment in the game. Why would your father allow you to have one if it wasn't to utterly humiliate you within the first twenty seconds? Okay, maybe that's too strong a word. It's more likely that he is trying to make you more humble. You know, giving you one of the most powerful weapons in the game, watching you fuck everything up then further punishing you by taking all that away and then subjecting your already beaten mind by hitting it with a reality mine.] 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    His Assistor shrugged. [Don't let it play on your mind too much, Desmond. There's nothing you can do about it. Besides, if this test of your father's gets any worse, you're probably going to end up really dead pretty soon. ] 
 
    Desmond shook his head. “The only person who's going to end up really dead is him,” he growled. “I'm so sick of my father playing me all the time.” 
 
    [Very good. We can do that, but first, you need to get out of here intact.] The PVA walked over to a spinning weapon crate and clicked his fingers. [You can start with collecting this, Desmond. It isn't a Lightning Cannon but an Enforcer rifle is better than nothing.] 
 
    “Are you sure that I'm going actually be able to play a game without something else weird going off?” 
 
    The PVA shrugged. [I've no idea, to be honest. What else can you do though but play the game?] 
 
    “Oh, thanks for nothing.” 
 
    [You're welcome. Remember what I said, Desmond. Play like you've never played before. Show your old man that you really are worthy enough to earn his respect.] 
 
    “Like that will ever happen,” he muttered. Desmond run over where the PVA stood and swept his hand through the spinning box. The  Enforcer rifle appeared in his arms. He checked the ammo status and nodded in approval when he saw it was fully charged. Perhaps his luck was beginning to change? These things were not usually full when you plucked them from their crates. Then again, it might not be a good idea to get his hopes up. This was, like he could ever forget, the game that his father owned and controlled. Things were different here. 
 
    “Okay, let's do this.” 
 
    The PVA grinned. [You got it. Wait here a second.] It ran out of the cover of the oil drums, going back the way they came. Desmond watched it ran over to the last wheel, look over then scratch its head. It spun around then ran back. [Weird, they're not there. They must have...] 
 
    He heard a boot scraping against stone. Desmond knew exactly where the NPCs had gone. He dropped to the floor, rolled onto his front and fired three shots. The last blast turned one of the approaching soldiers into burning meat. Desmond scrambled up and fired another four volleys behind him while he ran past them. He had no idea if any of the shot hit their target nor did he care. All that mattered was to reach the next piece of cover without getting shot. Desmond just knew that his dad would have something even worse planned for his next re-spawn. 
 
    [Dodge to the left!] 
 
    Desmond found his body reacting the PVAs panicked shout before his mind had time to process it. A burst of energy harmlessly sizzled past. He then spun around, saw two remaining NPCs getting ready to adjust their aim. “Not this time,” he growled. Desmond's finger tightened on the trigger and he shot them both. “You bastards,” he spat. “You utter bastards.” 
 
    [Come on, man,] said his Assistor, running past him. [They'll have all re-spawned on the floor above us, meaning they're all in front of us now.] 
 
    Desmond rechecked the weapon's ammo count before following the Assistor over to the last piece of cover left on this level. “How am I doing?” 
 
    [Not bad. You're getting better.] The PVA reached the cover, an overturned cart with its wheels missing. It leapt over the top and disappeared. [Okay, it's clear, Desmond. Come around.] 
 
    “I mean, how long have I got before the game ends?” 
 
    The Assistor shrugged. [I'm not totally sure. I'm having a hard time accessing the internal workings of this game. If it's running via standard parameters then you have about five minutes left.] It laughed. [We both know that there's nothing standard about this game though.] 
 
    “Meaning I could be trapped in here for longer?” 
 
    [It's possible that your father might not even let you out. Have you considered that, Desmond? This might actually be your punishment.] 
 
    “Bollocks to that. I'm not staying in here until I die!”  
 
    Desmond gave the shelter a cursory glance then raced towards the only exit out of here, a simple, white wooden door, place in the middle of the battlefield. “Oh, how cute. I wonder if I have to knock?” He stopped a couple of feet away and fired a single blast at the door. Just as he expected, the door was unaffected by the blast but it did swing inwards. He cautiously walked a little closer and looked through the opening. “You have got to be joking.!” The door opened into his own house! At least, a representation of his house. “I'm so going to hurt you for this, father,” he mumbled, walking through the door. His stomach slowly spun around as he crept through the empty rooms. His eyes darting from side to side, noting down both familiar and unfamiliar objects. He saw his mum's favourite blue, antique clock, standing next to one of Desmond's DVDs.  
 
    What the hell was this? He hurried through the kitchen, noting a stack of dirty plates stacked in the sink, and walked into the living room. Desmond stopped dead, his gun falling out of his numb fingers. He looked helplessly at the sight of his father, mum, a younger version of himself and his brother all sitting opposite him. They were all holding Lightning Cannons, aimed exactly at his head. “Do it,” his screamed. “Go on, finish this!” 
 
    They all fired at the same time. 
 
    Desmond opened his eyes. He couldn't move anything but his head! Both his arms were pinned to his side. “What is going on now?” 
 
    “Oh, you're awake,” said a familiar voice. “That's good. It saves me from injecting a stimulant into your bloodstream.” His father appeared from behind him. “I suppose I should say well done for not actually ending up dead but, I won't because I suspect you had help.” 
 
    “Dad, why are you doing this? I've done nothing wrong.” He looked down and saw that his own father had locked him in a stasis cage. Oh hell, just how much trouble was he in? They only used these things for criminals. 
 
    “You've done nothing wrong?” his father laughed. “Oh, that's a classic. I can't even begin to count the things you've done wrong so I think it's best to conclude that you existing at all is bad enough!” He walked around Desmond. “Maybe I should conclude with that statement as it's a little too final for my liking. A little too much of a blanket expression, an easy get-out clause.” The man ran back around and grabbed Desmond's throat. “What the fuck did you do to my machine, you little shit?” he spat. 
 
    “I didn't do anything?” He managed to say. 
 
    “You are your stupid friend pushed some kid into my experimental VR Projector and a second later, he comes back out, missing all his implants.” The old man loosened his grip on Desmond's face. “I'll say again, what the fuck did you do?” 
 
    The stasis cage prevented him from shrugging. “Dad, please believe me. I honestly thought it was a teleporter or something. Look, it was just some kid who'd been annoying the hell out of me. I wanted him out of my life.” 
 
    His father moved his hand. “Wanted him out of your life? Yeah, I'm in touch with that one.” He took his hand away. “A teleporter? Hmm. Yeah, I believe that you're dumb enough to believe that. Still, it doesn't explain why your pal bounced out sans implants. So, where's the kid, son, do you have any idea whereabouts?” 
 
    “I think he...” Desmond slammed his mouth shut. Crap. He was about to tell the old man that he should be dead by now. That he'll have perished in some sandpit game. If he had done that, then there's no telling how his father would react. “I think I will be able to find him.” He nodded. “Yeah, I can do that. I mean, I already know where he hangs out. I'll find him and bring him back, dad.” 
 
    The old man switched off the stasis cage. “See that you do, Desmond. If you fail me, I might not be so lenient with you. I'll give you two days. If you're not back by then, I'll find you and cut your balls off.” 
 
    Desmond fell to the floor. He picked himself up and fled the office. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    The view showed Brad the side of this strange city that couldn't be seen from the ground. Looking down to street level showed him a swirling mass of light grey mist. It blanketed the entire bottom of the city. Anna had already explained that it was caused by the thousands of map projections going off everywhere. It was, strangely, rather tranquil as well as mesmerising. Strange because just inches below that cloud, Hundreds of the natives were running around dozens of computer-generated landscapes, doing their best to frag each other.  
 
    Brad heard the ping from the microwave. He stepped away from the huge window and gazed at his reflection, taking note of how much he had changed in such a short time. As weird as it sounded, Brad looked like he'd aged ten years since arriving here. Perhaps crossing into a parallel reality did that to a person? 
 
    [Your food is going cold!] shouted Anna. 
 
    “Are you my mum now?” 
 
    Her pleasant sounding laughter floating through the apartment caused a tingling in his downstairs department. Something his mother's laughter had never done. "Thank God for that," he whispered. Brad so hoped that she was okay. His mum would love it here. She probably wouldn't be too keen on the obsession these people had with the games and he doubted mum would enjoy the map projections but as the woman never left the house, it's doubtful she'd even notice. 
 
    He turned around and noticed his Assistor staring at him. 
 
    [Are you okay, Brad?] 
 
    He nodded. “Sure,” he replied, lying. “Everything is just peachy.” It wasn't peachy at all. Now that he had been able to relax, Brad now realised how much he missed his old life. He walked past the PVA and entered the kitchen. “The grass is greener on the other side,” he said. Brad opened the microwave door. “It isn't until you get here when you find out you're standing on AstroTurf.” 
 
    [What is AstroTurf?] 
 
    Brad shook his head. “Nothing. It doesn't matter.” 
 
    The PVA leaned against the door frame.  Brad averted his eyes and studied his ready meal instead of looking at her. God, why couldn't she wear something a little less revealing?  Brad walked back into the kitchen on the pretence of changing his spoon. Thankfully, when he looked back, she had gone. 
 
    His mum would have loved this microwave. The tech might be old compared to what they were used to but at least this machine didn't make the food taste like old fish.  
 
    Brad took his food into the living room and sat down in front of the television. That was another piece of tech that he thought he'd never see. 
 
    The Assistor patted the sofa beside her and he reluctantly sat down beside the PVA. She passed him the remote. [Go on. It is all yours, you know, Brad. All bought with your earnings.] She grinned. [See, I told you that you would go far, and this is all in one night!] 
 
    “Thanks, I think,” he replied, still thinking about his mum. She probably would love it here alright. Anna was right about one thing. If he was able to gain all this in only one night then what could he earn in a month, or a year? He'd certainly earn enough to look after his mum for a long time, if, that is, she was here with him. 
 
    Brad switched through about a dozen channels, not too surprised that each one showed pretty much the same as all the other channels. They all showed aspects of the same style of game. He looked at Anna. “Is this all they show? I'm mean, what happened to cartoons, movies, or sci-fi shows?” 
 
    [Who wants to watch any of that stuff?] 
 
    “Me, for a start, Anna. I play the game, I'm not all that bothered about watching it all the time too. Where's the fun in that?” 
 
    [Fun? This isn't about fun, Brad. Millions of people across the globe tune in to watch these games. They study the players, to imitated their technique, to improve their skill-set or just try to pick up tips. This is a serious business.] 
 
    Brad looked down at the food and decided that he no longer wanted it. He switched off the television and sat there in silence, listening to the distant traffic. This really wasn't working out. He didn't belong in this world. 
 
    [I calculate that you only need to win two more games before you move up into the mid-level ranks. When that happens, you'll certainly start to notice the credits. Also, the people will start taking note of you as well. In fact, I predict that in another week, it will be you who the viewers will be tuning in to watch on the television. In fact, I'm surprised that it hasn't happened already.] The PVA stood up and took his dish into the kitchen. [You know, I'm so glad that you and I met,] she called out from the kitchen. [You're everything that a PVA could dream of.] 
 
    Brad followed her in. “Anna, this isn't working.” He paused and nervously licked his bottom lip. “I think I want you to take me back to where you found me.” 
 
    His Assistor didn't look up from her task of emptying the contents of the dish into the waste disposal. [Despite what I said what they would do to you?] Anna slowly placed the dish upside down on the drainer. [Despite everything that I've done for you?” she lifted her head. Tears ran down her cheek. [You're willing to give it all up, to basically kill yourself for...] She choked back a sob. [you want to kill yourself for nothing, Brad?] 
 
    He had to leave the kitchen. Seeing her look so helpless made him feel like a total bastard. It also made his heart melt. Brad walked back over to the large window. “Stop it,” he snarled. “She's nothing but a sophisticated computer program, which knew exactly which emotion strings to pluck.” 
 
    [I'm so much more than that, Brad, and you know I am.] 
 
    He jumped. Brad had no clue that she had followed him out. The Assistor placed her hand on his shoulder and proceeded to gently massage him. “What are you playing at?” 
 
    [This is all about you leaving your mother, isn't it? Brad, do you not think you're old enough to leave the nest?] 
 
    “You don't understand.” 
 
    [What's to understand? She coped perfectly fine before you arrived and I bet she'll cope just fine without you.] 
 
    Oh God!  What the hell was she doing to him? She worked her digits into his back, turning those tightly packed muscles into jelly. It wasn't the only reaction she was having on his body either. “Will you stop doing that?” 
 
    [Why, do you not you like it?] she purred. [You do know that I am everything that Anna was and more, Brad. Much, much more.] Her left hand crawled down his chest and slowly across his stomach. 
 
    Her hand was almost at the point of no return when Brad could not stand it any longer. He dropped to the floor, slipping through her embrace and rolled away from her. “Jesus, what the hell are you playing at?” He jumped up and ran over to the other side of the room. “You can't do this, I mean. Look, thanks but no thanks. You're not even real!” Cold sweat ran down the back of his neck. “I mean, you're not Anna.” 
 
    She shrugged. [So what, why should that make any difference? Brad, you and the rest of your species are obsessed in spending what little existence you have in worlds which do not exist, either intersecting with fictional characters, watching them or, in your case, playing them!] 
 
    “That's different,” he said. 
 
    [Is it?] The PVA walked a little closer to him. [I don't think it is, Brad. In fact, deep within your mind, you don't think it's different either. After all, this image you see before you was chosen by you.] She stopped a couple of feet from him and slowly removed her top. [If you like, I could change my appearance? Perhaps to look like your mum?] 
 
    Brad fled into the kitchen. “Just leave me alone!” he shouted. “I don't want to be here anymore.” 
 
    A pair of warm hands encircled his chest. He tried to remove them but no matter what he did, she wouldn't let go. 
 
    [Hush, Brad. Stop struggling. I promise I won't do anything you don't want. It's okay, I'm only here to help you.] The PVA gently kissed his ear. [and I promise that I won't turn into your mum. [Come on, let's go back into the other room?] 
 
    Brad felt the grip on him loosen. He stayed perfectly still while listening to her padding across the cold tiles. He gave it another couple of minutes before he moved away from the microwave and followed her out. The PVA sat on the right side of the sofa, casually flipping through the TV channels. She stopped at a channel which showed a player dressed in white body armour carrying a Lightning Cannon and stalking another player dressed in blue who obviously had no idea that he was about to die. He recognised the map. He had played in there three games ago. The map had been a lot busier than this one though. 
 
    She glanced back. [I see you recognise this one.] 
 
    He nodded, not looking at her. “The blue guy is moving too slow, too focused on what lies ahead. Not understanding where his immediate danger zones are.” 
 
    [He won't either. This channel pits noobs against mid-levellers. If the noob lasts longer than three minutes, the player wins 200 credits.] 
 
    “That's not much.” 
 
    [It is to some players, Brad.] 
 
    He continued to watch the game while feeling her eyes on him. God, what was he going to do here? Brad did want to stay in this world. Hell, it really was a gamer's paradise. Well, it was if you could actually play the game. Brad winced when the countdown timer shown on the bottom of the screen reached two minutes fifty-eight before the player in the white melted the blue player's head. “He was just playing with him.” 
 
    [Of course he was, Brad.] She stood up and walked around the side of the sofa. [That is the true reality.] 
 
    The show ended to the player in blue receiving a consolation a bronze trophy.  
 
    She placed her hand on Brad's shoulder. [The funny thing about this is that trophy is worth twice the prize money. Look at his face, Brad. He knows it too.] 
 
    Does he have a manager by any chance? A human manager.” 
 
    [Sure most of them do.] She grinned at him. [Does this appeal, Brad? You could make a lot of credits once you have reached the mid-level tier and announced that you're willing to go on TV. Believe it or not, there aren't too many who do. They prefer to earn their credits solely through games.] 
 
    Right about that mid-level player? The one who humiliated that poor noob. What did he make from this appearance?” 
 
    [A lot more than a few hundred credits, that's for sure. Some of them, the ones with the following, can make up to a thousand credits for a days work, a lot more than they could make by playing games.] 
 
    Brad watched as the same player and another noob shook hands. Some annoying presenter, dressed in a glittering, blue suit, wrapped his arm around the noob's shoulder and wished him good luck. He then turned to the white player and told the audience that for this game alone, the player would be gratuitously donating his winnings to the Stardust charity, an organisation committed to helping residents to move out of the sandpit zone and re-housing them in safer zones. “Anna, I have an idea.  What if there was a way to travel from this world to mine and back again? That way, I could help my mum and play your games.”  Judging from her bemused expression, the PVA thought he'd gone mad. Maybe he had but it didn't stop him from continuing. “If I'm as good as you make me out to be, then I could do far more good in this world than any other player. Hell, I bet that by the year is out, I'd be able to totally clear out the sandpit zone.” he nodded to himself, warming to the idea. “That also includes moving that diner to a location where they could make some real money.” Brad turned off the TV, dropped the remote and smiled at the PVA. “So, come on, you're supposed to be my Assistor, assist me!” 
 
    [Oh my God, why can it not sink into your stupid head, Brad? There is no way to come back. You got here by pure accident, a billion to one chance.] 
 
    “No, I refuse to believe that.” 
 
    [It doesn't matter what you believe. I'm telling you the truth. Come on, think about it. Do you honestly think that the guys in the company's R&D department were wasting their budget in developing a way to travel to alternate words? Of course not. They were trying to merge the current AR technology with Virtual Reality. The tech to take you back home is in your reality, Brad. You really can't go home!] 
 
    Brad shrugged then started to walk towards the door. “Fine, you stay here. I'll find my own way there.” 
 
    She rushed over to him and grabbed his arm. 
 
    “Get off me!” He wrenched his arm out of her grip. “What, you're going to keep me here now, are you? Am I a prisoner?” 
 
    [Of course not.] she cried. [Please, Brad. Don't go back, you have no idea what they'll do to you in there.] 
 
    “The worst they'll do is arrest me. Big deal.” 
 
    [We have been through this already. The worst they'll do is cut you up and find out what makes you tick.] 
 
    “Crap,” he spat, shaking his head. “I'm nothing special.” 
 
    [Apart from the ability to play and win their games without any implants? You are nothing like anybody else on this world, Brad. You have the ability to ruin this world, have you thought about that? You're like a man walking into a casino and cleaning it out within the space of a few hours. A man who knows the names of every racehorse before they win.] 
 
    He shrugged again. Whatever. I'm still going. Brad made his way out of the apartment and hurried along the corridor it didn't take him long to realise that he wasn't alone. “I thought you were staying in the apartment?” 
 
    [You thought wrong. I'm your Assistor remember? I assist. It's what I do.] 
 
    “According to you, I'm walking towards my doom. Are you going to assist in that too?” 
 
    The PVA pulled a sour face. [Why do you have to be so confrontational, Brad? You need to think this through. Let's go back to the apartment.] 
 
    “No.” 
 
    [At least wait until the morning. You know when the place is open and not swarming with security bots?] She stopped in front of him. [We could have sex?] 
 
    “Get out of my way,” he stammered. “That's the last thing on my mind.” 
 
    She pulled a coy smile. [Oh? Well, according to your dilated pupils, increased heart rate and elevated skin temperature, you're well up for a bit of rough and tumble.] The PVA giggled. [Don't look so shocked. Nearly all PVA'S have been used for sex. It's perfectly normal. My last owner couldn't take his hands off me when we were alone.] 
 
    Brad wanted to be sick. “Jesus, lady. You really need to work on your sales pitch. Do you honestly think that describing yourself as a secondhand sex doll with an attitude is going to make me want to go back in there?” He shook his head then swerved around her before hurrying over to the elevator. Brad stopped by the already open door and looked behind his back before he got inside. Thankfully, she had got the message. The PVA was nowhere to be seen. “Thank God for that,” he mumbled. Brad saw the tremble in his hand as his pushed for the lobby floor but dismissed it. 
 
    It took just seconds for the elevator to take him down over eighty floors, he had barely had time to mentally work out a route back to that building before the doors opened. Apart from some overweight guard slumped beside the door, he saw nobody else. No other tenants, no staff and definitely no bloody PVA! He hurried over to the outer doors, took one last look behind him before stepping out into the cold night air. Brad pushed his hands deep into his pockets, turned left and walked along the sidewalk, keeping close to the building. 
 
    [You're going in the wrong direction, Brad.] 
 
    He should have known it was too good to be true. He stopped, turned, saw the Assistor and let out a resigned sigh. “I thought you were staying back at the apartment.” 
 
    The PVA didn't answer him. Instead, she brushed past him, walked back the way he came until she reached the building. [Are you coming or what?] 
 
    “I've already told you that I'm not going back inside.” 
 
    [Oh, give me strength!] she replied, throwing her arms in the air. The PVA took four steps back, past the doors. [You're impossible, you know that?] She sighed loudly. [okay, yeah, I kinda got that message loud and clear. Right if that's what you really want to do, if you so wish to take you to your death then who am I to argue? Your wish is my command.] 
 
    Brad brushed his fingers across the stone as he walked past the skyscraper and resisted the urge to look back. If he did that then Brad knew he'd end up doing the one-eighty and taking the elevator back to that apartment where, in another world the one he was trying to get back to, he'd never hope of being able to afford. 
 
    Why was he even bothering trying to get back home anyway? Brad had everything he ever dreamt of in this world. The PVA was bang on about his mum not needing him. Hell, with him not there, picking up after her all the time then she might actually get off her arse and do something worthwhile with her life. Sure, he still loved Anna but let's be honest here, that emotion obviously went just one way. If she had loved him then she wouldn't have broken up with him. 
 
    [There's still time to give up on this foolhardy venture, you know,] she said, gently. [Brad, I don't want you to die.] The PVA walked back over and wrapped her arms around him. [Please, Brad. Don't do this!] 
 
    He was about to tell his Assistor to stop pestering him, even though he had almost convinced himself to stay, when the world around them drastically altered and once more, Brad found himself in the midst of a projected game. 
 
    “You have to be kidding!” he gasped. How does anyone get anything done around here?"  
 
    Gone were the skyscrapers and in their place were dozens of red stone monoliths jutting up through the hard-packed sand. Metal holders, bolted to each corner of the stones, all holding flickering torches, we're the only illumination he had to work with. Justin from the amount of weapon's fire around him, this was going to be a busy game. 
 
    “How long before this ends, Anna?” 
 
    [You have about ten minutes. This is an unusually short game.] 
 
    “There's no way of getting out of it?” Brad heard footsteps coming up from behind him. He dived to the side, rolled behind one of the monoliths, waited until he had a clear shot and fired once. After realising the player was being chased by another, Brad scrambled out from his spot and ran forward, keeping his head down. As soon as he sensed the other player, Brad dropped into a crouch and fired twice. His second shot melted the other player's midsection. 
 
    Brad ran over to the next monolith and listened for sounds of anyone else who might be close by. Once he was satisfied that he was alone, Brad examined the new weapon which this map had given him. “Anna, how far is it the map perimeter?” It reminded him a little of a plasma rifle but with the power of a Lightning Cannon. Only without the slow recharging time. Whatever they had given him, the machine certainly made a mess of his last two victims. 
 
    His Assistor peered around both sides of the huge stone before facing Brad. [If you're so eager to get home and, apparently, doesn't care about the games anymore, why are you even bothering to play?] She pointed to a large upright coffin-shaped structure close to where the game commenced. [Why don't you hide in the Noobie alcove until it's all over? Which, is in exactly eight minutes.] 
 
    “You didn't answer my question.” 
 
    [What's the point when you don't really want to leave this world? Admit it, This is what you are. Why pretend otherwise? Brad, you have the potential to be the greatest player that this world will ever see.] She closed her eyes. [If it interests you, according to the stats, you're just six kills away from advancing to the next level and you have made it faster than anyone has ever done before.] The PVA snapped open her eyes and stared at him. [It hasn't gone unnoticed either. Already, there are a couple of TV producers who are taking a note of your online activity and they're not the only ones. Your weird username is beginning to gain traction in the search spaces.] 
 
    Another player was racing towards this location. From the sound of those footsteps, whoever it was did not care about getting fragged. Were they running for the Noobie alcove? It made sense that others in the game wouldn't want to play it either. 
 
     Brad slid down the rock, rested the new weapon on his knee and waited for the opportune moment. He looked up at the PVA and gestured with his eyes that she needed to step out of the way and tell him when to fire. Thankfully, his Assistor understood him and did exactly that.  
 
    The moment she did step out, a torrent of bright green laser fire turned his PVA into a pillar of flame. His Assistor screamed out in agony before her presence vanished. “What the fuck?” he screamed.  Brad stepped out from behind the monolith his temper absolutely raging, ready to demolish whoever had done that to his Anna. 
 
    A small man, clad in bright red armour stood before him with both his arms held high. “Don't shoot me!” he stammered. “Oh God, don't do that.” the man glanced over his shoulder. “Shit, I think they're coming. Look, we don't have much time here.” 
 
    Brad pressed the weapon's muzzle into the man's chest. “Shoot you? Why should I do that? I'm more likely to stove in your head for what you just did to her.” Brad felt his blood pressure rising. “Then I'll shoot you and you'll respawn with your brains leaking out of your ears,” he growled. He pushed his face a little closer and tried not to frown. There was something about this individual which looked so familiar. Brad was sure that he'd seen this ugly mug somewhere else but couldn't for the life in him remember where. 
 
    “Will you give it up, Brad? Your PVA isn't damaged. I've just pushed her program out of the map. She'll be fine, honest. Now please, will you lower that bloody weapon? We don't have much time. The others won't be far behind.” 
 
    Over a dozen questions burned through his mind but he went for the most obvious one. Brad lowered the gun a little. “How the hell do you know my name?” he demanded. He watched the man relax a little and assume a posture favoured by a certain so-called friend who got him into this mess in the first place. Before he even opened his mouth, the memory clicked into place. “Shit the bed, I know who you are! Jason had a photo of you on his dressing table. You were a lot younger but it was definitely you!” 
 
    “Wait, what do you mean by?” The figure's face drained of blood. He took a couple of unsteady steps back then fell against one of the monoliths. “It really is true then? You really are from another Earth? Oh crap, this is so intense!”  
 
    “You're Desmond?” 
 
    The other man managed to nod. “No wonder he was putting in so much effort to find you.” Desmond pushed himself away from the rock. “You need to listen to me. There are some very bad men on there way here and they have explicit orders to cause you a lot of pain before taking what's left to meet a deeply unpleasant person.”  
 
    Brad barely had enough time to digest Desmond's foreboding threat before three more players came into view. He glanced them from the corner of his eye and his reflexes kicked in before he could warn the other man. He threw himself to the floor and fired over a dozen shots before flipping back onto his feet. Three players, all clad in thick, black body armour, wearing full-face visors and carrying an unknown weapon type ran straight at him, seemingly not bothered that each one was presenting targets that even a noob could hit. 
 
    He shook his head in disgust before hitting each player with head-shots. Not one of them went down. “What is going on?” he cried. Brad fired another burst, this time focusing on just one of them. Even that didn't work! He dived behind one of the monoliths and gulped a mouthful of air, hoping it would cool down his burning lungs. Oh crap, what were those guys? Brad could hear them heading straight for the monolith. He looked at the weapon he held. This thing was no frigging use whatsoever. He needed a cricket bat, or perhaps a proper gun. He had never before felt so useless in a game. 
 
    He heard them fire off a couple of shots and heard a single yell of pain. He ran from behind the stone and darted behind the monolith to his right. In the brief moment, he was visible, Brad saw the three black-clad players were heading towards Desmond. They were trying to surround him. 
 
    “Desmond, to your right!” he yelled. Two of the players spun around, saw him and fired. He ran around the side of the stone and raced over to the monolith directly behind the one which Desmond was hiding behind. The two other players were running towards his previous position. He counted to five before he made his way around the rock. The remaining player saw him before Brad could react. The next thing he knew was he was rolling on the floor while howling in pain. It felt like somebody had just dipped his left foot in molten lead. 
 
    Brad was aware of the black-clad player slowly walking towards him, with his gun pointed straight at his head but was in too much pain to do anything about it. The figure muttered some intelligible words before stopping directly over Brad's head. He looked into the man's mirrored visor while the figure muttered the words again. It sounded like 'any last words, alien?' 
 
    Brad tried to grab the man's feet only for him to jump back laughing. He rolled to the left while listening to this bastard laughing at him. He was now calling his companions over. Brad moaned aloud, knowing that his time had come. If the pain in his foot didn't finish him then those three firing their guns straight at his body certainly would. “Just do it,” he screamed. Get it over with!” 
 
    A blast of bright red fire engulfed the player's head. He roared in pain before vanishing. 
 
    His remaining two comrades shouted out in fury before they both targeted Desmond and blasted his form into ash, they then turned to face Brad. 
 
    He looked to his left and saw the black-clad player's dropped weapon. Brad dived for it, his sweat-covered fingers managing to wrap around the grip just as the other two fired again. He rolled to the side. He was able to avoid most of the blast but one of the shots brushed along his side. Brad howled out again. He had never before felt pain as bad as this. Through blurred vision, Brad saw them getting ready to take another shot. He got there first, firing off several blasts and unlike his other weapon, this thing utterly destroyed them. 
 
    Brad's foot no longer felt like they had drenched it in petrol then set it alight but the pain was still there, pulsating in time with his heartbeat. He rolled onto his back and stared at the visible stars, flickering in the night sky. It took him another few seconds for him to realise that the game had finished. 
 
    He turned his head to the side and saw the doors to the tower block open. The man he saw earlier stepped out into the sidewalk. He buttoned up his overcoat while staring straight at Brad's broken body. What the hell was wrong with the man? Why wasn't he coming over to make sure that Brad was okay, 
 
    The man in question then performed something so bizarre that it made Brad weep at the absurdity of the situation. The man gave Brad a little wave before turning around and walking in the opposite direction. 
 
    [Look at the state of you!] gasped a familiar but welcome voice. His Assistor dropped down by his side and gently sat him up. [You can't stay here, Brad!] She tried to get him on his feet. 
 
    “No shit,” he mumbled. “Can you get me back to my apartment, Anna? I don't feel very well, like I've just been dug up.” 
 
    His Assistor threw Brad's arm around her shoulder and helped to carry him over to the side of the building and carefully leaned him up the side of a window. [Not a chance. That's the first place they're going to check!] 
 
    The pain had now, thankfully, receded to a dull throb but the memory of what at bastard had done to him still etched a deep groove in his mind. “Anna, please. I'm tired and I hurt in places where I never knew existed. Can you please tell me who is doing this to me?” 
 
    [Who do you think, Brad? The guys that you were wanting to meet! The ones who run the game, of course. Instead of waiting for you though, they're hunting you down instead.] 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    It took a great deal of effort to move his body out of the middle of the highway. Desmond hadn't even known it was possible to be in so much pain and yet to still live. As he rolled onto his side and rested his back against the side of the shuttered storefront, Desmond decided that despite the agony, he'd much rather be in this condition than actually dead. 
 
    He lifted his head an inch off the wet sidewalk and watched two Night-Haulers rumble past him. Desmond knew that if he hadn't gotten off the highway in time then those huge articulated trucks would have surely finished the job that his dad's agents had started. It didn't strike him as ironic to note that both trucks were operated by the Vangelis Corporation.  
 
    Desmond raised his arm and walked his fingers up the wood behind him until they reached the door handle. With an energy that he didn't know he still possessed, Desmond lifted his body off the floor.  
 
    Several green neon shop lights, blinking in unison, opposite his position gave Desmond the first clue as to his location. Three scantily-clad women, waving at him from across the highway, give him his next clue.  
 
    He couldn't wave back. What little strength left in his battered body had gone. All Desmond could do was watch two women from that group have an animated conversation with their other pals before the duo set about crossing the highway.  
 
    It took his blasted mind a couple of moments for it to click that the two women now halfway across the highway were not exotic dancers but land girls, meaning the game had thrown him out into a low tech zone. That was just his luck. The locals around here didn't believe in the game and most of the buildings and streets were protected by null fields. How the game had managed to drop him into a low tech zone was a mystery that his poor mind could not come to terms with so he decided not to pursue that avenue and instead focus on the presence of his two pretty observers. Would they be willing to drag this dying body of his out of their safety net and over to a medi-bay? 
 
    Desmond gritted his teeth as another wave of agony rushed from his guts and up to his head. Oh, Christ, that was a bad one.  
 
    “That truck almost flattened you,” said the tall woman, in a matter of fact voice. 
 
    All he could do was nod. Speaking required way too much effort. The one who spoke looked older than Desmond by about ten years. Her long, straight black hair hung down to her shoulders. She had a pretty face and large blue eyes. If he hadn't been in so much pain, Desmond would have given away a substantial amount of credits to see her smile. 
 
    Her companion rushed over to him and helped Desmond to his feet. She smelled of roses mixed with a splash of cinnamon. “You need medical help.”  The woman placed his arm around his neck and helped to carry him out of the shop alcove and over to the other woman.  “Inform The Healer that we're bringing him a patient.” Her companion nodded before running back across the highway.  
 
    The woman who held him looked to be about his age and yet her voice carried authority. She was obviously the one in charge here. 
 
    “Who is the healer?” 
 
    “So you do speak!”She smiled. “I am called Gladium. I am a ranger. My friend is a ranger too. She is called Darlia.” 
 
    The pain robbed Desmond of his natural sarcasm. Not that it made much difference as his new pal must have sensed something was amiss. 
 
    “Ah, you believe the land girls story.” She chuckled. “That is good. If the son of the Vangelis Corporation SEO believes the deception then so must everybody else.” Gladium started to guide him across the highway. “Let us get you fixed up.” 
 
    “Wait you know who I am?” 
 
    Gladium nodded. “We know many things.” 
 
    Desmond wasn't too sure if he liked where this was going. He decided to ask about something more pressing to his immediate health. “Are you taking me to a Medi-Booth?” 
 
    “If that were possible, we would already be on our way,” she said, giving Desmond a warm smile. “A Medi-Booth is the last place you want to go, my friend.  You were scanned the moment you arrived at our little patch of paradise, young traveller. I sorry to tell you that most of your implants are infected. The ones that aren't diseased are corrupted. You are lucky to be alive." 
 
    She sat him down on the other side. “I don't feel very lucky,” he replied, straining his neck to gaze into her pretty eyes. Desmond blinked.  The sudden notion swept over him that perhaps he hadn't been so lucky after all. “You are real, aren't you? I mean, I'm definitely not dead?” 
 
    Gladium giggled. “No, Desmond. You are very much alive. As for who I am? That really  doesn't matter, my friend.” She sat down beside him. “Anyone else would have died in there, Desmond.” Gladium paused, looked down both sides of the highway before turning back to face him. “We believe that your father thinks that you are dead.” 
 
    Her implication finally started to sink in. “Wait, what are you talking about?” He tried to stand up only for the woman to rest her hands on his shoulders. 
 
    “Stay there, my friend, just for a moment longer. See! My friend returns with medicine.” 
 
    The other woman crouched beside Desmond. She pulled out a small syringe and pushed the needle into his upper arm. The throbbing pain immediately vanished and a moment later, his head cleared. "What the hell do you mean that my own father thinks I'm dead?" he demanded. 
 
    “I thought it was pretty self-explanatory, Desmond”, replied Gladium. “While you were otherwise occupied, he hijacked your entire implant system and ghost copied a whole bunch of malevolent aggressive seeker viruses into your implant cores as well as taking partial control of your PVA. Obviously, this meant he knew exactly where you were at any time. That doesn't mean right, Desmond. Your implants went off-line as soon as you entered this zone.” 
 
    “He did what?” This couldn't be happening. Did his dad hate him that much? What was he going to do now?” 
 
    Both women lifted him up and helped him hobble towards an open door. He saw a faint amber light illuminating the threshold as well as feeling the comforting warmth emanating from the interior. 
 
    I hope you understand the risk we are all taking here, Desmond,” said Gladium. “If the authorities knew of our existence then they would very likely invest a great deal of time, energy and credits to try to shut us down.” 
 
    “They'd be in for a fight if they even dared,” growled the other girl. 
 
    Desmond felt his mind fogging up again. “Sorry, I don't mean to be rude here and before you ask, yes, I am grateful for what you have done for me. It's just. Well, it's just that I really don't have a clue what you're talking about.” 
 
    Gladium guided Desmond inside. She sat him on a wooden chair, the only piece of furniture in the room, then nodded to her colleague who vanished through another door. “Do you honestly think that everybody is content with running around stupid alien environments, trying to melt everybody else?” 
 
    He shrugged. “I don't know. Yes, I suppose. I mean, nobody ever complains.” 
 
    She barked out a harsh laugh. “That's because nobody dares. That's why.” She crouched in front of him and laid her hands on Desmond's knee. “Okay, so maybe that's not quite true. After all, we all do supposedly live in a democracy. It isn't illegal to speak out against The Game but it is illegal to play any other type of game.” She held up her hand to stop him from interrupting. “I don't mean anything like an ancient monitor game. I'm talking about projection games.” 
 
    “Well, obviously,” he replied. “Having two types of games running at the same type would cause all manner of complications. Everything from projection crossovers to massive software conflicts. It would be chaos!” 
 
    “Are you sure about that?” The other girl walked back into the room, carrying a fragile looking light grey headset. “We have been playing our own game, for decades, Desmond, and nobody has ever suspected”  Darlia placed the headset on Desmond's head. “Do not worry, my friend, this procedure is entirely painless. You won't feel a thing.” 
 
    He wrenched it off his head. “No way,” he shouted, struggling to get up. “I'm not going to allow a bunch of freaks turn me into a zombie battery or some organic cold server.” 
 
    “It's nothing like that at all,” replied Gladium. She rushed over to the open door. “Look, We won't stop you from leaving here.” 
 
    “Good. That's exactly what I intend to do. I've wasted enough time with you two as it is. I have work to do.” 
 
    “All we wanted from you was to show you some of what we are, Desmond. That is all. Please stay?” implored Gladium. “Even if it's just to allow our medicine to finish healing your body before you carry on with your noble quest.” 
 
    He slowed down then stopped right at the door. The cold wind blowing in from outside made him go slightly dizzy. Maybe he should stay, just until he got his strength back. Desmond still had no idea where he was or how long it would take him to return to his mancave. “Okay, I'll give you another couple of minutes. First though. Tell me why you're being so nice to me.” 
 
    “Isn't it obvious?” Gladium ran her lightly fingernails up his arm. “You are the sole heir to all of this.” 
 
    He stared in amazement at her last statement. Was she even listening to the words dripping from that mouth? “Miss, did you not just casually mention that my father just tried to murder me?” he asked, speaking as slow as he could. “That evil old bastard doesn't want anything to do with me anymore. The only thing that I'll be inheriting from him, if and when he discovers that I'm not dead, is an early grave.” 
 
    Gladium stood aside. “Yes, you are right. When he does find out you are still breathing, your father will come for you.” She shivered. “It is cold out there. Well, it has been a pleasure, Desmond.” Having told her piece, the woman spun around, joined her other companion before they both left through the other door, leaving him alone. 
 
    “Wait!” he cried, raising his arm. “Don't go. I don't know where I am!” Desmond stopped talking the moment he noticed the state of his arms. “What the hell?” He slowly lowered it, unable to take his gaze away from the revolting mess, which had spread over his skin. Most of the implants under his skin had literally melted and turned into a rust-brown thick sludge, which had seeped through the numerous cuts up and down his arm. 
 
    Desmond spun around and fell against the side of the door, this had to be it, the last straw. He simply closed his eyes and allowed the darkness to envelop him. The tranquillity which both his mind and body craved lasted for another few seconds before the harsh sound of a familiar voice suddenly brought Desmond back into reality. He snapped open both eyes and stared into the face of Gladium while frowning. He was sure that he had just heard his father's disapproving snarl  
 
    She took out a lemon coloured cloth and proceeded to gently wipe the gunk off his arms. “Don't look so stressed, Desmond.  There's no need to panic. The stuff is non-toxic.” She cleaned the right arm and started on the other one. “Now, are you prepared to listen without getting so excited?” 
 
    He slowly nodded while looked at the ceiling. The sight of all that gelatinous stuff leaking out from under his skin was making him feel really ill. "You were saying something about you helped me because I'm the sole heir to all of this, providing I survive long enough to claim my inheritance." 
 
    “You are more resilient than you give yourself credit, Desmond.” She dried his arms with another cloth then stood him up. “Looks like you're good to go.” 
 
    “What am I going to do without my implants?” 
 
    “You can still enter a projected map if that is what you really want to do or...” Gladium leaned forward and gently kissed the tip of his nose.  “Or, you could join us.” 
 
    His hormone fuelled mind raced ahead, implanting dozens of erotic scenarios involving him and these two beautiful women. It got so bad that he had to sit back down so she wouldn't notice one specific part of anatomy waking up. “What do you mean?” he spluttered. 
 
     “You have always possessed a low cunning, a remarkable talent for self-preservation as well as the ability to confuse your enemies.  With that skill-set, Desmond, I see you perhaps, not as a ranger, like me, but maybe as a rogue for a side of dark. It would mean that we would only meet in conflict but that's okay. Recruiting you for the enemy would give my empathy trait a much-needed boost.” 
 
    The penny finally dropped. These two played RPG games! How quaint. Desmond believed that the genre went extinct along with all the others after the boffins perfected projection technology. Not that the genres totally vanished. That happened after the corporations seized upon the new tech and invested billions into its application. Once the system was up and running, it was then simply a case of eliminating the competition.  
 
    He wondered what system these outcasts used to play their games. Come to think of it, how did they finance this weird affliction of theirs. Gladium wore no visible implants. How did they even eat? It was impossible to live off the grid. Each successive corporation had seen to that. Wait, they want him to join this fringe organisation? They had to be having a laugh! 
 
    "I'm grateful to be asked, Gladium but, and I don't wish to cause offence here. It's just that I really can't see myself pretending to be a wizard and treasure chest while playing some ancient game on a system which went extinct ten minutes after the dinosaurs died out." 
 
    It surprised Desmond to see the woman smiling. He'd expected her to disprove of his rather nasty retort. He frowned. Was she making fun out of him? 
 
    “My friend, you clearly haven't put the pieces into their correct slots just yet. It is no problem. Not everyone understands immediately.” She took his hand, gave it a squeeze then leaned closer and softly kissed him. “You really are very attractive, Desmond.” She abruptly let him go and ran back into the room. "Come here. I have something wondrous to show you." 
 
    Desmond couldn't believe it. The woman really was coming on to him! He rushed back inside, expecting her to embrace him again and push her tongue into his mouth. Instead, she smartly spun him around and sat Desmond back down on the chair. 
 
    “Our games run on state-of-the-art systems which are light years more advanced than the clunking machine which runs the standard FPS games. We can layer the projections for a start, Desmond. Meaning we can play several overlapping game iterations. A handy trick when you're confined to a relatively small playing space.” 
 
    “Wait, you mean you can project?” The news that not only was there another game played in the city but of a completely different genre blew him away. If, that is, she wasn't spinning him a thread. “Sorry, that's just not possible. I mean, I'd know about it. We all would. You can't keep anything that big a secret.” 
 
    “Of course you can,” she replied, giggling. “Remember, our systems are more sophisticated than the standard gaming systems currently in place. Those old beasts have been in use for almost a decade now.” She lifted his right arm. “Vangelis do have systems developed which are so much faster and more efficient but won't replace the systems already in place because of the enormous cost. We believe that if they lose the contract, they'll probably sabotage the machine just to spite the corporation ready to take over. Until that happens, nobody will ever know that we're using their facilities to play our games. Unless, that is, if anyone tells.” The woman placed her index and forefinger over the remains of Desmond's first ever implant. “Let me show you what you've been missing all these years, gorgeous.” 
 
    Desmond watched, fascinated and a little repulsed while the woman's slender fingers appeared to slip under his skin. “What are you doing?” A momentary wave of dizziness swept over him. “Oh, that feels weird,” he muttered. Desmond lifted his head. “What the hell has happened?” 
 
    He now sat in the middle of an empty tavern. Desmond wasn't alone. The ghostly shapes of dozens of people were also present. He blinked rapidly while trying to focus on the nearest human shape.  
 
    “Don't force it, Desmond. Just try to relax. The set pieces for the scenario will solidify in a moment.” Gladium took his hand. She kissed his nose again and gave his hand a gentle squeeze. “You can relax here, you know. Trust me, nobody in this gaming environment will melt your face with a bio-rifle.  True, if you piss off that giant over in the corner, there's a chance that he might separate your head from your shoulders but apart from that, you're safe in here.” 
 
    Desmond took the moment to examine what she now wore. A dull green cloak made from some kind of coarsely woven fibre had taken the place of her bright orange and black clothes. Gladium also had a bow slung across her back. Desmond wore a black leather top and trousers made from the same material as Gladium 's cloak. "What character am I supposed to be?" He now found the other people in the tavern were no longer transparent.  
 
    Claustrophobia slammed into him. He knew they weren't real but that didn't stop him from wanting to get the hell out of there! "They aren't other players, are they?" 
 
    She shook her head. "No. They are all NPCs but don't let that bother you. Telling real players and CG generated avatars is practically impossible. Desmond, are you okay?" 
 
    “Sure,” he replied. “I'm not used to being around so many people. Not without trying to murder them that is.” There were about a dozen other people huddled in groups. Mainly human but he noticed two dwarves as well as the giant that Gladium mentioned earlier. None of the others was paying any attention to either him or the woman so that made Desmond didn't feel a little more relaxed. “I still can't believe that nobody knows that this place exists.” 
 
    “I have more to show you, Desmond.” She pulled him up and guided him over to the exit. “This is the starting point for the first level of The Gemstealer Quest. If you approach any of these characters, they'll give you either one or more tasks to perform. They could be anything from stealing a pig from their neighbour's farm to the old classic of slaying a dragon and collecting the treasure.” Gladium opened the tavern door. “Come on, Desmond, have a look at this.” 
 
    She guided him out into the bright sunlight and as soon as he moved past the thick door a multitude of pleasing aromas battled for dominance. Desmond filled his lungs with the heavy scented air and found himself grinning. Oh God, the smells of wet grass, spring flowers, even the delicate perfume coming from the woman made him want to forget his dad, forget the games. Hell, he even wanted to forget everything in his beloved mancave. 
 
    “How beautiful is this, Desmond? We are literally standing on a world which is largely untouched by our species. Oh sure, the computers have added in the scenarios and NPCs that are integral to the various storyline but that's it.” 
 
    He couldn't deny it. This did look pretty. “You're right, Gladium. It is rather nice. It's certainly more pleasing than our crappy city but it's still only CG. I mean, none of this is real.” 
 
    She shook her head. “Your father must really hate you, Desmond. Has he not told you the truth?” 
 
    “What truth?” 
 
    “The truth that all this really is real! The projections don't project a CG crafted world around the players, they project the one captured within the catchment area into a doctored parallel reality. The spinning ammo crates, weapons and the occasional building are CG augments, created via the implants but everything else is real.” 
 
    “That just isn't possible,” he replied, shaking his head. “You're talking about stuff ripped straight out of a crappy science fiction movie. It can't be done.” Yet looking at her face, this woman obviously believed otherwise. Why didn't he believe the woman? After all, had Desmond already witnessed the arrival of a person from an alternate world? 
 
    “That is what nearly everybody else believes as well, Desmond. It is true though. It is also the only way the projections could possibly work.” She pointed to the door behind them. “Where are we now?” 
 
    “Erm, outside, I guess. I mean we're outside in the real world.” 
 
    She clicked her fingers and the outside environment abruptly vanished. Desmond staggered back as a wave of dizziness shook him. Thankfully, the woman was there to steady him. He took a deep breath and immediately wished he hadn't, the air in here stunk. It honestly felt he was being poisoned. 
 
    “Your body will adjust back in a couple of seconds, Desmond,” she said in a soothing tone. “The worlds we visit have never had humans on there before, so no pollution.” 
 
    Desmond took a couple of shallow breaths and find that she was right, the stuff he was breathing in still smelled bad but it was nothing compared to the first hit. “I want to go back there, Gladium. It's awful here.” They were both back inside the room, standing beside the rear wall. “Oh, we didn't go outside after all.” That was probably for the best, Christ knows how bad the air was like out there, next to that highway. 
 
    “No,” she replied, shaking her head. “Desmond. How many times have you been projected into a game and all the scenery like buildings and vehicle have vanished? All the time, I'm guessing.” 
 
    “I suppose.” Desmond thought about those bastards who jumped him when he was still inside the perimeter of the factory. There was a high wall around the place yet that didn't stop them from jumping on him. “The projections are supposed to take the original stuff into consideration when the maps are created around the players.” 
 
    “You're right, and in most cases they do, but not always. Sometimes they do make the occasional slip-up. In fact, these slip-ups occur more often than not but nobody ever questions it. Why would they? I mean, the very idea of a bunch of players slipping into a parallel world over and over just to play some silly game is ludicrous, right?” 
 
     Desmond sit back down on the chair. “This is hard for me to grasp, Gladium,” he admitted. That was so the understatement. He felt like his head was going to explode. “Wait, I don't get this. There are literally hundreds of thousands of games going across the planet at any one time. There's only something like thirty maps.” 
 
    “They don't all play on the one world, Desmond.” Gladium grinned. “There's more than just a couple you know.” 
 
    “How many?” 
 
    “How many are infinite? The maps for the current game take the players to an infinite variety of Martian worlds where the Delta Messiah Organ war really did happen.” 
 
    “Bloody hell. That's insane. Wait on, what about the original residents. I mean, I know that in the back-story, the colonists were all killed but in some of these alternate worlds, there must have been some survivors. What happens when they find all these people running around their base, playing the game?” 
 
    “There are realities where the war never happened, realities where humans never landed on Mars. Our reality for instance. There are realities where the human race never even existed! The computers are programmed to choose worlds where there are no indigenous residents.” 
 
    “Yeah, but it must happen, even only once?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Not even once. Believe me, it is utterly impossible for this scenario to happen.” 
 
    He wanted to drop the subject but he couldn't “Okay fine, Gladium. Somehow, our computers won't let us jump to occupied worlds but if we can jump to other worlds then, according to you, there must be an infinite number of worlds doing the same as us. Why haven't we seen any of them?” 
 
    “That's a valid point. Tell me, Desmond. How long does a game last?” 
 
    “Ten to twenty minutes, I guess.” 
 
    “Exactly. That's because thirty minutes is the most anyone can stay there before they are forcibly ejected. We are not made of the same star stuff, you see. Natural law forbids us to stay there any longer. It really is that simple.” 
 
    Now he really was confused. He stayed quiet about the Brad imposter. 
 
    She stood in behind him and started to gently massage his shoulders. “I know what I've said and shown you is fantastic and I'm guessing it'll take a few hours for it all to sink in.” Gladium leaned closer. “I know you said you want to go back and I so want to take you there as well. Can you imagine me and you, lying in one of those fields?” She pressed her tongue against the bottom of his ear and brought it up. 
 
    Desmond moaned loudly. 
 
    “I see you like that? Well, the next time I take you into that world, we really are going to lie in a field. We'll undress each other and we'll make slow, beautiful love for hours on end. Would that please you?” 
 
    “What do you want me to do?” 
 
    Gladium walked around and helped him out of the chair. “You know exactly what to do, my dear. We want to come out, Desmond. To be recognised. To know that the corporations won't try to shut us down and steal what we have built up.” 
 
    “You're not asking for much, are you? Vangelis has done everything in their power to stop anyone else from cutting into their consumer base and I know for a fact that if they ever did found out about all of this, you and your worlds would be gone within a day. It really is that that simple.” To his astonishment, the woman just smiled back. 
 
    “I have all the faith in the world that you could find some way of making our dream happen.” 
 
    “Gladium. I'm sorry, the only way for me to ensure that you even continue is to make sure anyone never finds out about this. My father is ruthless and evil and he hates me. I have absolutely no chance of helping you, no matter how much I want to. I am just a nothing.” 
 
    “You give yourself too little credit. The fact that you're still alive proves that point. You are more resilient than you give yourself credit. You will find some way. I know it.” Gladium led him over to the door. She kissed him again. “Have faith, my beautiful Desmond.”  
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter thirteen 
 
      
 
    A few years ago, his team were invited to a lavish ceremony at the headquarters of the Vangelis Corporation. The CI team had stopped over one hundred data intrusions in the past year. Zach hadn't stopped a single one but as he was part of the team, he got to go.  
 
    Zach sat on a green leather sofa while gazing out of a twenty-foot glass window and into a tropical garden while waiting for his intermediary to arrive at this meeting. Everything about this building, including this room, made that supposed once in a lifetime visit to the Vangelis hall of heroes look like a trip to some dowdy shopping mall in the middle of the sandpit zone. He had to admit, everything about the Mazuma Corporation impressed the hell out of him. Nobody could have guessed what the interior looked like from street level.  
 
    A sneaky and deeply unpleasant feeling crept over him. One which made him want to leave this place and never come back. Zach even got to the point of standing up and walking towards the exit. He only stopped and turned around when the realisation hit him that leaving, basically running away would have little effect on any future encounters. Zach walked over to the glass-walled garden and watched a brightly coloured reptile jump from one branch to another. Three branches below the creature, he spotted another animal, another reptilian creature, hugging the branch. The animal's eyes never left the other, smaller animal. It was obvious that if the smaller creature didn't get out of the way, it wouldn't be alive for much longer. Two seconds later, the larger creature leapt out of the cover and now that the thick leaves were no longer hiding the bulk of its body, Zach saw exactly what it was. “Bloody hell!” he exclaimed, jumping back, it was a dinosaur! Some kind of raptor. 
 
    “Magnificent, is it not?” inquired a voice behind Zach. 
 
    He slowly turned around and found himself facing an oriental man in his mid to later forties, dressed in a dark green suit. The man's hands absently brushed away a few specks of imaginary dust before he extended his hand. 
 
    “Thank you for agreeing to see me, sir,” said Zach, reaching forward to shake the man's hand. “I know that you must be incredibly busy so I promise that I won't take up much of your precious time.” 
 
    The man laughed. He returned Zach's grip. “I think the pleasure is all mine, perhaps? It is most unusual to come face to face with a foot soldier belonging to the Vangelis corporation, yes. Most usual.” He looked at the raptor which had finished eating its meal before looking over to the exit. “Forgive me, Zach, but I did happen to notice you heading towards the door before our meeting had even begun. Might I inquire as to why?” 
 
    Zach caught his breath. How could he even answer that question without sounding stupid? He looked past the man, wondering how he saw that. There were bound to be cameras positioned around this vast, room. There were bound to be. Should he lie? 
 
    “Mr Mazuma I...” Zach nervously licked his lips. “I'm sorry. I got spooked. That's all. I saw all this splendour and...” 
 
    “And you thought that perhaps my humble company wasn't as humble as you previously believed, yes?” He abruptly turned around and walked over to the single circular dark oak table standing in the middle of the large room. There were no chairs around it. As soon as the man reached the table three young women emerged from a hidden door and hurried over to the table, the woman in the lead carried a silver teapot while the two others carried white cups as well as a couple of small metal boxes. “Come, Zach, join me. I'm sure you are thirsty after your journey.” 
 
    When he reached the table, Zach waited for the three women to finish pouring tea before he dared to look at Mr Mazuma. “So, you aren't as weak as my company make you out to be?” 
 
    The man burst out laughing, scaring the three women. He made placating gesture with his right hand before shooing them away. Mr Mazuma added four teaspoons of heaped sugar into the tiny cup, gave it a stir then stared straight at Zach. “You are not afraid to ask a direct and blunt question. I like that. It just goes to show how wrong your employer's personality profile was about you too.” 
 
    “You've seen that?” he said, aghast. 
 
    “Of course I have, my friend. Do you think I would allow anyone in here? Now, drink your tea. The beverage is always best when steaming hot.” Mr Mazuma nodded over to the glass partition. “The devoured animal did not survive because it was not fast enough, nor did it sense the danger in time. The creature knew the predator was close by but that was not enough to protect it. Nevertheless, the species will live on, at least, the faster more alert ones will.” He placed his cup down on the table. “I find the whole concept of survival of the fittest most fascinating, Zach. Of course, in our society, thanks to our innovation and desire, we are not supposed to think in those terms, even though, the need to compete is hardwired into our very DNA. I also find it a little ironic to note that in our line of business, those who can play the game, so to speak, are not the best consumers. Do you understand what I mean?” 
 
    Zach didn't have a clue what this man was rattling on about. The desire to get the hell out of here rose up yet again. The little man did not answer his original question either. He took a cautious sip of the hot tea while wondering how to broach the reason why he came to this man in the first place. 
 
    “You don't understand. It is of no matter. Now, why don't you give me one reason why I should not summon three of my associates to bundle you in there?” He laughed again. “There are much larger predators in there, my friend and believe me when I tell you that they do enjoy the taste of human flesh.” 
 
    “You mean that's real?” 
 
    “Obviously.” 
 
    “I thought it was a VR simulation.” Zach took another sip of the tea. “Look, Mr Mazuma. I know that your company have hidden code into all the Vangelis maps. Once activated, people are going to die for real in there, meaning massive compensation payouts for the victims' families and as a consequence, they'll lose the contract. Your company will be able to step in and take over.” 
 
    “What an amusing theory, Zach. You really have thought of everything. I am guessing that you already know that we do not have a game which could replace Plasmic Death Match but I am guessing that you do. Am I right?” 
 
    He nodded. “Yes, and it's almost as good too. With the right funding, It might even be better.” 
 
    “Might even be better. You have no idea how funny that is.” He paused. “Like I said. I value people who speak their mind. This is what I propose, young man. I am perfectly willing to take on the idea of using your game as a concept piece, if, that is it falls within the parameters already set by our in-house engineers but only if you agree to help to distribute a working version of the virus to where it really belongs.” 
 
    “What do you mean by working version?” 
 
    “The code inserted into the maps that you found does not work. They were only there in order to snag people like you, Zach. People who had the required skill-set that I am looking for.” 
 
    Zach moved away from the table, not allowing his gaze to move away from the other man's eyes. Oh shit, he'd just been set up. Was this a sting operation? Of course, it was. What else could it be and like the prize chump that he was, He'd fallen straight for it. At any moment, squads of data police would be charging through those doors at any moment! “People like me?” he managed to say. The other man carried on drinking his tea, he didn't seem all that bothered that Zach had moved away from the desk and was getting ready to get the hell out of there any second. He didn't give a shit if this maniac did have a bunch of burly associates ready to throw him into that glass-walled jungle. He hadn't arrived here unprepared. While his Assistor had been banging on about the benefits of approaching Mazuma for a meeting, Zach had taken the time to rifle through his kitchen drawers to find his sharpest knife. It was that object that he was holding right now. 
 
    “Sure, Zach, and you fit the demographic perfectly. You see, the working virus needs to be inserted into the next set of maps which are due to be released tomorrow. I needed someone with the appropriate authority to access those maps before they are released as well as the technical know-how needed to insert the virus.” 
 
    Zach didn't know whether to be overjoyed at not being incarnated or sickened at what this man was suggesting. Then again, why should he be sickened?  He knew what the plan entailed before stepping foot inside this building. Back then, Zach had his support. His pretend parents were there to guide him and back him up. Without them here, Zach could only look to his own conscience for moral support and, right now, that particular part of him wanted to throw up in utter disgust at what this monster was proposing. 
 
    “If I did that then the high-level players and the Mid-levellers would be wiped out within a week. They always got the maps before anyone else.” 
 
    Mr Mazuma nodded in agreement. “That's the idea, my friend. You see, unlike my cold-blooded pals behind that glass, we need the weak and the shallow minded masses. The unproductive are our target audience. The masses buy the products, the upgrades and the pointless extras. They will make us an absolute fortune.” The man walked over to the glass. “Are you, by any chance, having second thoughts?” he said quietly. 
 
    He shook his head. “No, of course not.” Zach was having second thoughts. He had third and fourth thoughts too but none of that mattered, not now. The man over there wouldn't let him leave this room alive if he said no. Zach so wanted to be out of here. In fact, he wanted to turn back time to a few minutes ago, just before he entered this lion's den. To turn around, go back to his apartment, tell that PVA to go fuck itself then get drunk. What the hell was he going to do now? Zach felt himself going to pieces. He knew that couldn't happen, not here, not now. 
 
    “That's good to hear. You see this plan is going ahead with or without your help. True, without your valuable assistance, it will take the elite players linger to die but die they will.” 
 
    “No, sir. I won't let you down.” He couldn't believe he actually said that out loud without his voice breaking. All he needed to do was to hold it together for just a while longer, at least until he got the hell out of here. 
 
    He could go to Vangelis. That would work, he'd just tell them that he found the code, then did the stupid, insane thing of confronting Mazuma instead of seeking help. It would require some serious acting on his part but as he was proving right now, he wasn't a bad actor. 
 
    “The inserted code does have one more function, you know. When a high-level player dies, the program clones the victim's skill-set and uploads these characteristics into an AI player.” He laughed. “Imagine that. With us controlling their movements, we could drop a couple of our AI players in the middle of a game full of the common herd and within minutes they would all be fragged, meaning when the game ended, the first thing those idiots will be doing is clambering over each other in a rush to purchase our special offer upgrades.” 
 
    Zach walked over to the glass partition and stood beside the man. "It sounds like you have thought of everything, sir and I won't let you down," he repeated. He so couldn't believe how evil this man was! What upset almost as much was it had been his PVA who'd convinced him to do this. It did prove without a shadow of doubt it really had gone insane. As soon as he got back home, instead of arguing with it, he was going to get it code-shredded.  
 
    Mr Mazuma turned to face him. “I believe I have yes.” He sighed. “You know, I had hoped that you would say no, Zach. As illogical as that sounds. You see, I really did want to feed you to my pets. They will be so upset, you know. You see, the larger creatures in there do like it when their food screams." He looked back towards the interior. "Look, I do believe one of the larger animals is making its way towards us. Can you see it?" 
 
    Zach saw nothing but leaves in there. He wondered if he ought to lie and tell this weirdo that he could see something. “I, er, I think I can see something.” Zach pressed his face against the cold glass.  
 
    “He is a magnificent specimen. I am so lucky to have it. The other corporate heads are so jealous of my collection, you know. My creatures are beyond value, such unique creatures are certainly not found anywhere on this world.” 
 
    A large red eye on the other side of that thick glass suddenly blinked. Zach slowly moved away from the surface while watching the creature peel away from the foliage. “Oh, Christ!” he gasped. “What the hell is it?” The animal was obviously some kind of predatory dinosaur, but not one any that he had ever heard of. 
 
    It towered above them by at least a couple of feet. The creature stood on two legs yet it possessed just a tail stump. Razor sharp, hooked claws protruded from both its feet and hands. Just those things on their own were terrifying enough but the worse part of its anatomy had to be that mouthful of tiny needle-like teeth. 
 
    “You know, I think she likes you, Zach. You should feel honoured. She normally goes crazy at the sight of fresh meat. Look at the claw marks on the other side of the glass. The only reason she doesn't go wild at the sight of me is that she knows full well that I am the only one who feeds her.” 
 
    Zach did his best not to smirk at this ridiculous charade. The code, yes, he knew that did exist, as much as he knew that this weird little man really did have the capability and the will to commit mass murder. As for there being real dinosaurs in there? No, that was taking it too far. “Mr Mazuma, exactly where did she come from? I mean, I recognise it as a dinosaur but it's like nothing that I remember from the fossil pages, my teacher showed our class.” Zach almost believed his own sincerity. Like this evil looking thing actually existed. It had to be some kind of CG sim, what else could it be? 
 
    “I want you to close your eyes for a moment, Zach and imagine that you're going back in time. Back to Earth's distant past, to the era when dinosaurs ruled the land. Can you do that for me?” 
 
    “Sure,” he replied. “If that's what you want me to do.” Zach did as he was told. “Okay, now what?” 
 
    “Well, Zach. In our reality, a city-sized asteroid smashed into the planet sixty-five million years ago. It caused a global extinction which wiped out seventy-five percent of life including the dinosaurs.”  
 
    It was only time that the weirdo exhibited any emotion. Mr Mazuma actually sounded distraught over this catastrophe. “Yeah, the asteroid wiped them out and it enabled the mammals to take over, ultimately resulting in our existence.” He opened his eyes. “Forgive me for asking, but where are you going with this?” 
 
    “I want you to imagine  an alternate reality where that asteroid missed the planet. The mammals never got their chance to take over and our species would never be able to infest this world. This would be the dominant species on that planet today. Isn't she the perfect creature?” He tapped twice on the glass which caused the dinosaur to squawk like some giant bird before it vanished back into the undergrowth. “When I get that contract and the funding and research which comes with the position, I fully intend to find that reality and bring hundreds of these animals over.” He wrapped his arm around Zach's shoulder. “I have a fantastic idea for a game you see.” 
 
    The man escorted Zach over to the exit. He believed his little ruse had worked. Zach would be walking out of here in one piece. The first step would be to code-shred that PVA, then get utterly wasted before plucking up the courage to see the boss of Vangelis. Sure, he might fire him, take away his apartment but at least he wasn't going to feed him to some mutant dinosaur or whatever the fuck it was. 
 
    “Oh, before you do leave my company, Zach?” The man grabbed his shoulders and spun him around. He held up a tiny metal vial. “This, my friend contains the antidote. You see, I'm sorry but I don't totally trust you. I mean, what's to stop you from leaving this building and vanishing? I really can't afford to let you do that.” He grinned. “The tea you drank was full of a specific nanite compound. They are designed to do one job and that is to target implants.” 
 
    “What, you mean...” he managed to lick his lips. “They'll destroy them?” 
 
    “More sort of dissolve them. They use the body's natural acids to eat through the components which, in turn, melt through your insides. It isn't a pleasant way to die, my friend. Mainly because it can take up to three to four months of living in agonising pain until your body finally shuts down.” 
 
    The man clicked his fingers and three black-suited thugs entered the room and walked up to Zach. 
 
    “These gentlemen will take you to your new room until we are ready to begin our little journey.” 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Fourteen  
 
      
 
    His Assistor guided him through the empty streets. Brad didn't have a clue where they were going, nor did he bother to ask. After the last game that he'd just been through, he couldn't summon up enough energy to speak. Just keeping going was proving enough of a challenge. 
 
    Those weird black-clad men were still after him and Anna, both inside the games and out here in the real world. They almost didn't get out of the last game in one piece. Brad's fingers brushed over something in his pocket, a knife that he'd picked up from God knows where. His forefinger found the tip. The blood coating the blade had found its way through his trouser fabric. He looked at the mass on his finger before wiping it down the front of his already filthy top. 
 
    [We can rest for a minute if you like, Brad. I don't think any of our pursuers are close by now.] she smiled. [Perhaps after what you did to the last one, they might be having second thoughts about coming after us?] 
 
    “Somehow, I doubt that,” he replied. A rest sounded like the best idea in the world but he had the feeling that if they did stop, Getting going again would prove to be harder than stopping. “We keep going, Anna. At least until we are sure they aren't following us.” 
 
    [I suppose. I guess we should be thankful that you only have the basic implants installed, Brad. If you had upgraded even the basic implant, those bastards would have no trouble in tracking you.] 
 
    “Thanks, I think. That makes me feel so much better.” 
 
    [You're welcome.] She stopped dead. [Brad, you have blood on your top. Are you hurt?] 
 
    He managed to find a wane smile. “No, Anna. It's not my blood.” Brad took the knife out of his pocket. “See? The goon who tried to take me down in the last game found that I wasn't as harmless as he thought.” 
 
    Her face drained of colour. [Where the hell did you get that?] she gasped. 
 
    “What's wrong, Anna?” He looked at the knife then at her. “What's wrong with you, it's just a knife. I probably picked it up off the pavement or something. I don't really remember.” 
 
    [Brad, that a game knife. It belongs in a map. There's no possible way that it can exist here.] She took a deep ragged breath. [This is getting too much. I don't have the software to cope with this kind of paradox.] 
 
    “Anna, forget about the stupid knife. Maybe I did find it on the path. It probably belonged to some game geek. It'll be an expensive replica, nothing else. Seriously, it doesn't matter, Anna.” He put the knife back in the pocket, while desperately trying to believe his own words as now that she mentioned it, he did think the knife came from the last game they were in. “Anna, is there anywhere we can go so I can get some rest? I can't carry on like this.” 
 
    [I'm not sure, there aren't too many places left in the city that aren't connected in some way to the games. I guess we could make our way to the Land Girl zone. They shun all tech, you'll probably be safe there.] 
 
    “You don't sound all that enthusiastic about that place.” 
 
    [They shun all tech, Brad. That includes me.] 
 
    “Then forget that place. I'm not going anywhere without you,” he replied. “Look, can't you just find me a shed or an empty house or something? I just need to find a safe place so I can recharge my batteries. I'm not wanting another luxury apartment or anything.” 
 
    She shook her head. [I don't think any place like that exists anymore.] 
 
    “Come on, there must be somewhere!” Brad stopped talking and slammed his mouth shut when he caught the sound of other male voices. His eyes darted to the left and he spotted a couple of moving shadows, close to the edge of a bank. Brad quickly stepped back and slid around the corner. He kept himself pressed flat against the wall as two more black-clad figures marched past him and Anna. He waited for another thirty seconds before daring to even breath. “Shit, that was close,” he whispered. “We can't stay here, can we? Come on, woman. Think of somewhere!” 
 
    [I think it's too late for that!] she hissed, pointing. 
 
    Three more large, blank-faced men, each one holding evil looking rifles had just crossed the road and were heading straight towards them. 
 
    “Oh no. Anna, I can't run anymore, I really can't.” 
 
    [Then do what you did last time, Brad. Project a map around us!] 
 
    Brad closed his eyes and attempted to remember what he did the last time he was in this life or death situation. Those footsteps were getting louder. If he didn't do something right now, it would be just a death situation! What did he do the last time? Brad moaned, trying to think back to when that implant thief sliced the blade across his wrist.  
 
    [Hurry up, Brad!] 
 
    A gun! That's what he did the last time. He imagined that he was holding a high-powered assault rifle. Something that would turn those advancing thugs into scarlet slush. Brad pressed his trigger finger half a dozen times while thinking about running through the interior of that derelict spacecraft, drifting high above the orbit of some distant planet and... 
 
    [Brad, open your eyes! Where the hell are we?] 
 
    The air smelled different, Brad could detect the faint tinge of burning meat in the air. It reminded him a little of when he used to head off into the centre of town back when he reached the legal age of drinking. After a few pints, he and his non-gamer friends usually ended up in the local kebab shop. He found himself smiling at that random memory but he still dare not open his eyes. Even though, he was sure that he had managed to project a gamemap around him.  
 
    Wait, if that was true, then how come his PVA could still be with him? She wasn't the last time. Weird, all he could head was the sound of his breathing and Anna's simulated breathing. Where were the sounds of battle? The plasma rifle blasts, the screaming players and the noise of running feet? 
 
    [I swear if you don't open those peepers, right now. I'm going to knock you into next week. I need to know where we are!] 
 
    The threat of violence, no matter how improbable, persuaded Brad to discover where his ability to project a map had to take him to this time. "You've got to be kidding me," he whispered, once his eyes had opened. This was no map at all. Brad slowly got to his feet. He stared in wonder at the families surroundings before looking straight at Anna. Had he really done it?  
 
    The empty town high street, with their familiar shops running down both sides and a couple of cars parked up on the other side, certainly supported his theory. 
 
    “Anna. I think I've done it. I'm back home!” 
 
    She shook her head while walking away from him. [You can't be. It just isn't possible.] Anna walked over to a red post box and slid her fingers along the top. [It has to be another gamemap.] The PVA spun around. [There's no other explanation.] 
 
    “Weird, isn't it? I'm pretty sure we've already had this conversation. You know, when I first met you.” He looked down at his torn and filthy clothing. “Well, would you look at that, Anna. No body armour and no gun. Maybe in this map, we just point fingers at each other?” Brad walked over to her. He paused to look in the window of a newsagent. He used to buy his comics from this shop, back when he had a paper round. 
 
    “Anna. Don't you think you should accept the inevitable?” Brad walked past her and stopped by the side of the road. Judging from the lack of traffic, people and closed shops, he guessed it must be pretty late on. Brad smiled at the sight of the closed takeaway on the other side of the road, next to the freezer shop.  That must be where the meat smell had been coming from. When he got back home and had a decent night's sleep, the first thing he intended to do was to get some proper takeaway food inside him. The kebab shop wouldn't be open for a good few hours, but he should be able to order some fish and chips. 
 
    [What is wrong with you, Brad? You must be broken inside or something. Come on, think this through, you can't just close your eyes and wish yourself back home. You know life doesn't work like that.] 
 
    “How else can you explain this?” He said, turning on her. Brad sighed heavily. “Look, just forget it.” He turned back around, stormed across the road and walked past the freezer shop. He almost missed mum's hydrowaved pizza.  
 
    He hoped she was okay. Brad would soon find out, there were only a few more shops, a playing field and two rows of terraced houses between him and his home. What was he going to do with Anna? The PVA would be pretty difficult to explain away. Speaking of which, he could hear her running after him.  
 
    [If this is your world, then where is everybody?] Anna stopped beside him. [Wait, I bet you're going to say that they're all sleeping?] 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    [Everybody? Open your eyes and look around you, Brad. Specifically at the windows. There isn't a single light on. This is a ghost town, it's devoid of life. Well, apart from me and you, that is. Admit it, Brad. It's a gamemap.] 
 
    “You never give up, do you?” He carried on walking, ignoring the fact that she was beside him. Brad was home. He refused to allow her to ruin his good mood. Even though he had noticed the apparent lack of lighting and that Anna did have a point about the improbability of simply wishing he was back home to really happen. 
 
    “We're almost there, Anna. Just another couple of streets. You know, I bet you and my mum will get on like a house on fire. I'm not sure exactly how I'm going to explain what you are though. I wonder if she'll believe me if I tell her that you're a hard-light hologram? Then again, knowing her, she's probably not even noticed I've gone.” 
 
    [I take it that you haven't considered how I can still be running? You know, with my power source located in another world? Hey, maybe I'm pulling energy from the nearest power grid? That's probably why none of the lights are on.] 
 
    Brad didn't bother rising to her obvious attempt at sarcasm. Not now, not when he was so close to his home. “Look, Anna. I tell you what. Once I'm home, we'll sit down and have a chat about what's happened.  Also, how, if it's possible, to get you back. That is if you want to go back.” 
 
    He heard her mutter something about wanting someone to give he strength but ignored her. Brad was too excited about being home to care. He stopped beside the corner of the apartment block where he lived and looked over his shoulder. It's weird. Even if it was something like three in the morning, surely a couple of lights should be on. Brad stood back and looked up. No lights shone through any of the windows here either. He knew of at least three other gamers who lived in the same apartment, and they never kept regular sleeping habits. In fact, most gamers prefer the early hours of the morning as that's when the servers weren't so crowded with normals like his mum clogging up all the space with their trivial reality TV bollocks. Extra bandwidth meant less lag. Also, playing when the moon was awake meant the opportunity to play with their Atlantic cousins. 
 
    [Is something wrong, Brad?] 
 
    “No. Everything is just peachy.” He hurried over to the outer door. “Come on, it's time for you to meet my mum.” Brad pushed open the outer door, holdout open, so she could enter before letting it go and hurrying over to the stairway which led to his apartment door. He grabbed the bannister and started the long haul up the concrete steps.  
 
    It took them a couple of minutes to reach the level where he lived and during that time, the PVA kept totally silent. Not once had she said anything about this not being his home which is weird considering the more he thought about, the less convinced he was about being right about travelling back home.  
 
    [Which one is yours?] 
 
    “Two doors down,” he replied. It felt so odd coming back here after being away for those two or was it three days? After the fish and chips, tomorrow. He fully intended to find that so-called 'old friend' of his and have a quiet word with the little shit, possibly involving a baseball bat at some point. Jason was going to have a heart attack when he saw Brad in the flesh, that's for sure. 
 
    He stopped outside his own front door. Brad hoped the blonde-haired turd didn't have a heart attack, that would mean not having the opportunity to twat him a few times with the bat. 
 
    [So, are going to stand out here for the rest of the night or are you going to let us inside?] 
 
    “Sorry,” he replied. “I was miles away.” 
 
    [That's the problem, Brad. You are miles away, you just won't accept it.] 
 
    “Shut up.”  
 
    [Maybe you wouldn't be so blinded by a place that closely resembles your old home if the black-clad figures were around here?] 
 
    “I said, shut up. Oh, never mind.” he opened the door. “Come on in, Anna.” 
 
    That feeling of being home which, until now, had only been as prevalent as an annoying fly, now hit him with the force of a falling pile of bricks. He took one step into the pitch black hallway. Brad so wanted to turn around and tell Anna that his mum never turned off the hallway light, believing that an unlighted hallway only invited burglars.  He kept silent because he knew full well that she would only ask him the obvious.  Why would he assume that of all the thousands of dark dwellings in this town, why had he assumed that the status of his apartment would go against the grain? 
 
    "Maybe there's been a power cut?" That spontaneous notion went out of the window when he reached for the light switch and flipped it. Warm yellow light flooded the hallway.  "She's changed the bulb. It isn't usually this bright." 
 
    Brad reached the kitchen first and peered through the open door. He saw no sign of his mother, also the fridge was in the wrong position. "Okay, so that's weird." 
 
    "Is everything okay?" 
 
    He slowly nodded. "It's nothing. Mum has just moved the fridge, that's all. It should be over there, over by the serving hatch.” 
 
    [let's go find your mum, Brad,] she said, putting both hands on his shoulders and turning him around. 
 
    He sighed to himself, while further convincing himself that there had to be a rational explanation for his mum moving the fridge. Brad stopped in mid-turn. “Wait on,” he said, looking back. “The hydrowave has gone too and what the hell is that thing in its place. He couldn't go back to examine the silver box as Anna had already pulled him into the living room. 
 
    [There's nobody in here, Brad. Do you want me to check the bedrooms?] 
 
    “Wait,” he said, walking over to the sofa. Brad leaned across the dark blue fabric and picked up mum's VR rig which was lying on the seat. He turned it over in his hands and frowned. This wasn't the model he bought her. Brad located the manufacturer's logo. “Who the hell is Sony?” 
 
    “[What's the matter?] 
 
    “I found mum's VR rig. She can't be far. She never goes anywhere without this. She even takes it to bed with her.” Brad dropped the device back on the seat without mentioning the fact that he's never seen that style of VR rig before.  
 
    There wasn't much left of that home feeling now, thanks to the loss of the hydrowave and the strange-looking VR rig. Even coming up with the flimsy explanation that it didn't belong to his mum was having much effect on changing the growing realisation that this wasn't his reality after all. 
 
    Brad wondered around the living room picking up objects both strange and familiar. He stopped beside mum's bookcase and gazed in confusion at the collection of three framed family photographs stood on the middle shelf. 
 
    Anna leaned over and picked up a frame on the right. [Is that your mum?] 
 
    He nodded. “Yeah, and that's my dad. He died ten years ago.” 
 
    [Who's the youth in between them?” 
 
    Brad shrugged. He didn't have a clue. 
 
    [Brad?] 
 
    “What.” 
 
    [This photo was taken a couple of weeks ago.] she pointed to the bottom of the photograph. [Look, it's dated at the bottom.] She placed it back on the shelf. [Come on, Brad. How much more evidence do you need? This is a gamemap. Let's find a way out of here.] 
 
    “It's just not possible, Anna! Look around you, for crying out loud. How can a gamemap be this detailed?” 
 
    [Look at me, Brad. Go on. Take a good look at me. Do I not look just like a real human? Seriously, Brad. Come on, I challenge you to try to count my fucking pixels!] Anna shut her mouth tight. The PVA spun around and ran over to the window. 
 
    “What, what's wrong. You're not upset, are you?” 
 
    She spun around. [Quiet!] she hissed. [Can't you hear that noise?] 
 
    He shook his head. “What noise?” 
 
    [It's like a clunking sound.] 
 
    Brad joined her by the living room window and looked down onto the dark and empty street. He could hear something now. A machine-like whirring noise, followed by a short stream of high-pitched electronic beeps and clicks. “I don't know what it is, but that sound is seriously freaking me out.”  
 
    The noise increased in volume.  
 
    [Down there,] she whispered. [In that alley to your left, Brad. There's something moving.] 
 
    He followed her gaze. Brad saw it too.  “What the hell is that doing here?” he looked at Anna. “It's a mech!” 
 
    [A what?] 
 
    “A bipedal war machine, Anna.”  
 
    [There's your evidence. Now, do you believe me? Or do you have those evil looking devices in your reality?] 
 
    “Hush a second.” Brad wasn't home, at least, not his home. That much, he was sure about. Yet, Brad just wasn't convinced that they were in a gamemap either. That thing down there scared the shit out of him and no piece of digitised furniture had ever done that to him before. The mech moved out of the alley. It walked over to the middle of the road and stopped. It had to be eight foot high at least. A squat black angular body rested upon two equally thick legs, segmented in three places. What caused Brad's heart rate to increase was the pair of tube-like structures jutting out from either side of its body. 
 
    [It doesn't look very friendly.]  
 
    As soon as she spoke, the mech swivelled its body to face the window. “Stop talking!” he whispered. 
 
    The PVA tapped him on the shoulder and pointed towards the alley. Brad tore his gaze off the armoured machine and followed her gaze. The two black-clad men had made an appearance and from the way they were staring at the mech, they two were shocked to see it. Brad rolled away and ran over to the other side of the room and flipped off the light switch. Having the only light on in the entire town wasn't exactly the best idea.  
 
    As he was crawling back towards the window, Brad instinctively flattened himself against the floor when a burst of weapon's fire shattered the silence. He raised his head. “Anna, are you alright?” Brad hurried over to her and peered out of the window. He saw a red stain on the pavement and the mech had gone. 
 
    [I'm fine. I think. Your mech melted one of the guys then raced after the other one when he scarpered back down that alley.] 
 
    “Right. Come on, let's get the hell out of here!” 
 
    It took the pair of them less than a minute to get out of the apartment and back outside the building. Brad stopped by the outer door to catch his breath. Where were they going to go now? As far as he could see, their only option was to head back into the centre of town and see if they could find a way out close to where they came in. He looked up to find the PVA was standing beside what was left of that man. He ran over to her. “Come on, let's get out of here, before it comes back.” Brad gazed at the mess on the floor. There wasn't much left, apart from his weapon. Brad bent down and picked it up. It might not have done this guy much good but it made him feel a little better. 
 
    [Go where?] she asked. The PVA sighed heavily. That mech is coming back this way. I can hear it. [There's only one thing left, Brad. Do what you did before. Try to project us out of this place. Come on, hurry!] 
 
    Brad closed his eyes and find he didn't need to imagine himself with a weapon. Holding the comforting weight of the stolen gun served the purpose very well. He heard the noise of the mech heading towards him and then, in an instant, Brad found themselves back in Anna's reality. 
 
    [You did it!] 
 
    He nodded. “So I did.” He looked down at the gun he'd brought back with him. “How is your software coping with this paradox, Anna?” 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Fifteen  
 
      
 
    Some freakazoid who stunk of sour sweat and cheap aftershave, who went by the rather effeminate name of Maurice, pushed Zach hard against the wall. The impact slammed his jaw together, and tears to pool around her eyes. His did his best to maintain a casual pose. Difficult when Zach wanted to punch all three of Mazuma's muscle-bound idiots and not stop until those clowns resembled three piles of burger meat. 
 
    “Now that was not nice at all,” chuckled Mazuma. “You didn't even get him through the door!” 
 
    The little man walked past Zach and disappeared into the other room. “Come along, Zach,” said the man's disembodied voice. “There's so much we have to do. It's all very exciting.” 
 
    Maurice and his other two walking slabs of stink grabbed Zach. Maurice pretended to slap him before they violently pulled him into the next room. Zach thought about how pleasant their severed heads would look on his mantelpiece. 
 
    “Try not to damage my new pet, chaps. We still need him in one piece and with most of his marbles still rolling about in that pretty head.” Mazuma slapped Maurice's ham-sized fist off Zach's collar and pulled the man into the centre of the room. 
 
    “Well, what do you think, Zach? When Vangelis and his stupid games are in the bin, this will be what everyone will see when they start playing my games.” 
 
    He gave Maurice a sly glower before taking in what had caused this Japanese clown to get so excited. They all stood in a large circular room, a little larger than his apartment and there were three rather shabby looking brown panelled wooden doors by his side. A thick glass wall encircled the rest of the room. Beyond the glass, Zach saw even more vegetation and, no doubt, hiding behind all that greenery there would be a few more of Mazuma's reptilian nightmares, watching their every move. 
 
    “It is very impressive,” Zach said while casting a nervous glance at a mass of thick leaves to his left. He was sure he'd just seen a red eye, the size of a tennis ball blink at him. 
 
    “Indeed. I thought this would excite you. Although I bet you're still not as excited as me. Even though our corporation will be using our own maps once we eliminate Vangelis.” Mazuma paused. “Maps that you will be designing.” Two out of three of Mazuma's pet apes sniggered. “It is still a thrilling experience to enter maps that none of the unwashed masses have contaminated, or the mid-levellers and high-levellers have gone through them and spoilt it for everyone by finding all the Easter eggs. These places are pristine, and it is a real pleasure to set foot in these environments. It's the closest anyone will get to be the first to set foot upon another world.” 
 
    What was this clown rattling on about now? They were just a bunch of maps. Mazuma was talking about them like they were real and not some CG environment, created by a team of coders, probably not unlike himself. 
 
    “Do you wish to here the back-story for these new maps? It's most interesting, Zach as well as a little disturbing.” 
 
    He shrugged. Zach didn't care either way what the man said. How could he when, because of what this man was going to force him to do, thousands of other gamers were going to die and to make it worse, Zach still had not come up with a feasible plan to stop this maniac from going through with this insanity. 
 
    [Now then, son. The nice man has asked you a reasonable question. You could at least give him a little more than some sullen teenage shrug.] 
 
    As if his life couldn't get any worse, both his parents had appeared and for the first time, they were here as separate programs. He watched his mother's silent interaction with Mazuma. The knowing look, that wink as well as a mutual shrug and realised with utter shock that this PVA program wasn't Vangelis at all. Some geek inside the Mazuma corporation must have coded it and planted the PVA in his encrypted database. It meant that all the bullshit that these two electronic jokers had put him through for all that time had all been part of a long-term plan. 
 
    “You set of sneaky bastards,” he snarled. “I've been fucking set up!” 
 
    [Oh look, the penny drops,] muttered his dad. 
 
    “Perhaps this would be an opportune moment for you to calm down, perhaps? You should stop being so confrontational, accept your fate with dignity and grace and, as your dearest mother said, stop acting like a sullen teenager.” 
 
    She isn't my fucking mother, you short-arsed, bald dickhead! It's just some malicious piece of insidious code written by one of your foot-kissing sycophants. Obviously not one of these three meatheads. They probably only evolved their opposable thumbs yesterday.” 
 
    “Finished? Zach, as much as I do admire a man who is a little outspoken, I would rather you didn't do that again, remember, you only need one hand to code and I'm sure that after that unexpected tantrum, Maurice here would only be too happy to pull off one of your own opposable thumbs. Seriously, I really do want us all to be friends here. This is the start of a whole new world for you, my friend. Once Vangelis is out of the way, we'll be able to develop the code so we can use your maps in the new game. You are going to be famous, young man. You'll want for nothing. 
 
    The PVA pretending to be his dad had hung his head throughout that entire discourse. It's a habit that his real dad always adopted every time his mum was trying to make him feel better by lying. Was the same happening here? His gut told Zach that of course, the little man was talking out of his arse like some huge multi-billion corporation was going to use anything made by some loser like him. Mazuma was still blathering on about how he'll have his pick of hot women and by this time next year, he'll have a garage full of antique sports cars. Zach just knew that this time next year, he would have already been dead for almost three hundred and sixty-four days. He so needed a drink. 
 
    “The back-story for these new Vangelis map-packs are, I'm not ashamed to say, a work of genius. They are all set in the aftermath of an alien invasion and it's taken them seven years to develop. So far there's only three scenarios but the game-floors are twice the size of the old maps. They're supposed to be adding more scenarios but they are taking their time, allowing their developers to fine-tune the code.” Mazuma laughed. “Such a shame they'll never see the light of day. Yes, such a shame.” He walked up to the first door. “Okay gentlemen and lady, it's time to proceed. Hold on to your hats, this is going to be a fun ride!” 
 
    The transition from freaky circular room to this post-apocalyptic scenario wasn't as smooth as he hoped and Zach found himself leaning against the side of a building, emptying his stomach while the three apes looked on and chuckled. The smell of burning meat which hung in the air wasn't helping much either. 
 
    Maurice not so gently pulled him back towards the group when Mazuma began to move away from the door. He looked back at that wooden door, just stuck there, in the middle of this deserted street and imagined himself finding a serrated blade in the pocket of his coat, slamming it into this bastard's neck before running for that door and getting the hell out of here. It was a nice fantasy, not one that would ever happen. A bit like Mazuma using his game code to create a viable replacement for this map. 
 
    He so needed a distraction, to stop his mind from imploding over the prospect of a violent death and fantasies of murdering this goon were unlikely to last the duration. Zach examined this townscape in order to see if he could work out some of the coding aspects of creating such a masterpiece. It was too, the old Vangelis maps had nothing as complex. They were mainly arid landscapes broken up with rock formations and walls.  
 
    This map was a close approximation of city but without any of the modern buildings. He frowned. That wasn't quite right. He saw a few modern structures but certainly no skyscrapers. This place reminded him a little of the CG walk-through of their city they took in history class back when he was a kid but with a few added extras.  Zach wondered why the programmers went to so much trouble, artistic licence perhaps? It also brought home that his maps were nowhere near as sophisticated as this one. It really does feel real. He could see the reason for Mazuma's initial excitement. It would be so easy to confuse this for reality. 
 
    It also helped to reinforce the simple fact that he wasn't going to make it out of here alive. If Mazuma really was playing the long game, then he'd already have something to replace these all ready to go, in order to make the transition as smooth as possible, probably something to do with those bloody dinosaurs.  
 
    They only need him to insert the virus. Once that's done, that's it, poor Zach would be no longer needed. He'd be toast. Hell, there probably wasn't even an antidote anyway. 
 
    “You're so going to love this next bit, Zach,” said Mazuma, grinning. “For the first time ever, there are NPC's in these maps. An idea that Vangelis, obviously, stole from me.” He ran over to a light grey van and flattened himself against is then gestured to the others to join him. Maurice pulled him over to his boss. “I can hear one right now. I can't wait to see your face, Zach!” 
 
    He watched through the front window as a large evil-looking machine, walking on two legs travelled along the road. It passed straight through the middle of the door. He had never seen anything like it before. Was this one of the alien invaders or was there a being inside, controlling this terrifying machine? 
 
    “We need to stay as quiet as mice,” whispered Mazuma. The safety protocols are not yet in place. If it detects us, they might be a chance of dying for good and I certainly do not want to meet my maker after being engulfed in plasma fire.” 
 
    “Isn't it magnificent?” 
 
    Zach nodded. He wasn't agreeing with the little megalomaniac but with his own tormented mind that going out in a blaze of glory would be so much preferable to whatever Mazuma had in mind for him. It would stop all those gamers from dying and, for bonus points, this bastard and his pets would be dead as well. He saw it as a win, win. He twisted out of Maurice's grip, poked him in the eye before running out from behind the van. The huge mech had already spotted him and bored down on his trembling frame. As soon as those long pipe-like weapons swivelled towards him, he ran back over to the van. He heard a high-pitched cycling sound, saw the look of horror on Maurice's face and then there was a bright white light. 
 
    Zach wasn't too sure what to think when he opened his eyes and found himself still in this map but in a different location. The was another change though, he had now become his avatar. Thankfully, none of the others was in sight. His enhanced senses truly saw this place as it really was. The few added augments were easy enough to spot. They stood out like a sore thumb. As for the rest of it? Could avatars pass out? "Oh, Christ. We really are on another Earth!" 
 
    [Well would you look at that, he really can see the wood for the trees!] 
 
    He spun around to find his father sat on a wall with a huge grin plastered across his face.  Zach floated over to the wall and looked behind it to make sure the PVA was alone. He moved back and nervously shifted his gaze across the few stones buildings around them, taking care to check all the windows. If he was here then the others couldn't be far away. 
 
    [For crying out loud, son. Will you relax? The others don't know where I am and I'm sure that they know where you are. Stop looking at me like that. I'm not trying to deceive you.] 
 
    “I'm not your son, you freak. Stay away from me.” 
 
    The PVA put up his hands. [Okay, so I guess I've made some bad choices during my existence but you can't blame that on me. If anyone's to blame it's the geek who inputted all my behavioural parameters. The thing is, son, the longer I've been active, the more I find myself becoming conflicted with what Mazuma is trying to do here.] The PVA shrugged his shoulders. [Look, if you want me to go, then I'll go and I won't tell the others that I've seen you.] 
 
    Zach stared at the Assistor for almost a minute. The PVA wasn't the only one who was conflicted. He finally turned away and attempted to conjure his own door out of here. It didn't really surprise him to find he couldn't. “Are they really going to kill me?” 
 
    The PVA looked down at the floor and nodded twice [Well, yeah. That's the plan.] 
 
    “So why aren't I dead already?” 
 
    [Mazuma made a mistake. The unexpected appearance of the AR construct initiated the game. You all re-spawned, including your mindless body, including Mazuma who still has your antidote. He has a weapon now, by the way. You all have.] The PVA grinned. [You wanted to play the game? Well, now here's your chance. Beat him. Take the antidote and live.] 
 
    “Wait, you mean there's still a chance of me getting out of here alive?” 
 
    [Sure there is, Zach. That's why I'm here. I'm not going to allow that monster and his fellow idiots kill you. Come on. Let me take you back to your body.] 
 
    He shook his head. “Wait. No, hang on a minute. My mind is still trying to wrap my head around what I've just found out. Come on, help me out here.” 
 
    [Inter dimensional travel was discovered decades ago but someone high up in the government buried the research and the technology. It would have stayed buried if it hadn't been for three individuals who unearthed it and, thanks to their unique way of thinking, created the first of the games which grew into the beast we all know and love. Obviously, that's the cut down simplified version but you get the drift.] 
 
    “Look, man. I know my physics, and I'm telling you It's just not possible. The energy output to open just one gate would be equal to harnessing the power of a black hole.” 
 
    [Yeah well, they were wrong. Turns out it doesn't take any energy to open a single gate or a thousand for that matter. What takes up the time, energy and cost are the calculations. Believe me, it's far cheaper to send a few thousand people to play pretend war to a prepped arena on some alternate earth that it is to generate an artificial map for thousands of players at the same time.] 
 
    “No. I'm still not buying it Why are the players tripping up over each other?” 
 
    [They don't go to the same world, Zach. Look, there's an infinite number of parallel worlds. The computers which run the games just take the players to different games see? Look around you, Zach. In this reality, aliens really did invade the planet. Those Mechs really did walk through this city incinerating anything that moved.] 
 
    “So, where is everyone?” 
 
    [Incinerated,] he replied with a dark chuckle. [For crying out loud, Zach. Don't look at me like that. Most were killed by poison gas and bio-genetic weapons when the alien warcraft arrived. The mechs are just the clean up squad.] 
 
    “So no local humans?” 
 
    The PVA shook its head. [Exactly. That's why it took so long. Seven years were spent looking for a prime world and its relations which fitted the specifications set by Vangelis.] 
 
    “Its relations?” 
 
    “Well, they're more like subsets. Imagine three worlds, Zach. In one world, a version of you has a drink at nine. Okay? Well, we'll call that our prime world. In another, you have a drink at ten past nine. That's a subset, whereas, in the last one, you die in childbirth. That's another prime world. It really is that simple.] 
 
    “Right, if you say so.” 
 
    [Each of those worlds has an infinite amount of possible outcomes and each of the outcomes has an infinite amount of outcomes and so on.] 
 
    “This is making my head hurt.” 
 
    [Hence the seven years. Even running at full pelt, the corporation's computers can only find and examine a certain number of suitable worlds in one day. I imagine William Vangelis has been looking for this scenario for a lot longer than seven years. He has a thing for sci-fi. Just as Mazuma has a thing for dinosaurs.  Now enough chatter let's get these games going.] 
 
    “Wait. The mechs. Are they real too?” 
 
    [No. They are AR. Like the ammo and the armour. Exact replicas though. Oddly enough. That's what Mazuma was going to get you to change. Take the safety protocols off the Mech's weapon systems. Only a talented coder could do that. Now time is really running out. Time for you to show those idiots what you're really made of. Now get ready.] 
 
    “Okay, so now what?” 
 
    The PVA stood up. [Easy, we go to the respawn site.]  
 
    His dad clicked his fingers, and the location coordinates appeared on Zach's data screen. “Got it. I'll see you there.” the PVA vanished and a second later, he triangulated the coordinates and allowed the program to move him. His avatar appeared in the middle of a cobble-stone square, surrounded by three story apartments. He noticed a fountain to his left, a bank of bushes to his right and his own body splayed out directly in front of his floating form. “Oh hell. I look dead!” 
 
    [I assure you that, you're not. If you don't get your act together, you will be though. There are two men hiding behind those bushes with orders to capture you as soon as you slide back into your body. Take those guy out first. Your best mate, Maurice, and Mazuma are in the building behind you, watching the situation from a second story window.] 
 
    Zach composed himself, a difficult task considering he couldn't see his weapon anywhere. “Hey, I thought you said we were all re-spawned with guns, dad.” 
 
    [True. The two goons in the bushes have a pair of plasma rifles trained on your still body, Maurice is carrying a lightning cannon and Mazuma has, surprisingly, a BFG.] 
 
    “Yeah, great. I meant me, you fucking clown. Where's my weapon?” 
 
    [Because they're really going to leave your re-spawn weapon beside you? Come on. Seriously.] 
 
    “So you're expecting me to enter my body without a weapon?” 
 
    The PVA laughed. [God, you're so gullible. It's only your physical form down there. Once you enter your body, the process will be complete and the computer will select an AR weapon. Be warned though. As you haven't played the game, don't expect it to dish out some fancy weapon. Don't fret, it should still be enough to frag the goons hiding in the bushes.] 
 
    Before he could ask the PVA how he came to that ridiculous theory, he vanished, leaving him alone, floating a couple of inches above his body. “Just great,” muttered Zach before he willed himself back into the body. 
 
    The burnt meat smell assaulted his nose the second he made the transfer. Zach felt the weapon beside his left hand, the same time as the distinct sound of Mazuma's shouts blasted down from above him. He grabbed the weapon, pleasantly surprised that the computer hadn't issued him with a default bolt gun. The two apes burst through the bushes and charged him. Zach rolled to the right, sat up and fired two shots from his own plasma rifle. 
 
    He jumped to his feet and ran towards the building, hoping the cover would protect him from that maniac's BFG.  
 
    [See, I told you they would be easy to take down.] 
 
    “I don't get it.” 
 
    [Orders, that's why. They still need you to re-code the AR mechs, remember?] 
 
    “Yeah, I know that, but if they shoot me, I'll just re-spawn somewhere else. It's not like their guns can really kill me.” 
 
    [Do you really think they want to spend the next few hours running around this arena, chasing you? Oh man. Look, it's like this. They want to capture you, give you a bit of a beating, make you do the dirty then murder you, whereas you have to capture Mazuma, take the antidote off him and get out of here. That's it, nothing else.] The Assistor spun around. [Shit, the other PVA is heading this way. If she sees you, she'll tell the others exactly where you are. You can't take on all four, Zach.] He rushed into the building and over to the first door. Here, hide in here and I'll tell you when it's safe to come out.] 
 
    Zach didn't want to hide. He tasted his first experience of a firefight and found that he liked it. He shook his head. “Not a chance. I'm staying here.” He gripped the plasma rifle tight. “After what those bastards have done to me coupled with what they had planned. I intend to make them suffer.” 
 
    The PVA nodded. [Right, and you're going to make them suffer by fragging them in a game? How does that stop the poisons inside your body from turning all your implants into a corrosive mush which, in turn, will melt through your internal organs.] the PVA tilted his head to one head. [Well? Are there any replies from our veteran high-level gamer with a whopping two frags under his belt?] It pointed to the still closed door. [I'm so trying to save your life here, man. Will you please do as I ask?] 
 
    “But.” 
 
    [Wait, I have an idea. I'll bring Mazuma here! Get inside and wait.] 
 
    He nodded. “Okay, I can do that.” Zach pushed open the door, closed it behind him and took up position next to the door. He heard that mechanical whirring again, meaning one of those AR mechs was heading this way. Zach so wanted to go back out there and play this game. How fantastic would it be to run around this arena, populated by other gamers while trying to avoid simulated plasma death from one of those mechs? Vangelis had a winner here. 
 
    His euphoria bubble then burst apart when he noticed a photo-frame standing on a dresser opposite him. He so wished that his ignorance regarding the true nature of these arenas were back in place. This wasn't a game arena, it was a fucking mausoleum, full of ghosts' 
 
    The door started to open. He got ready. Mazuma walked inside. 
 
    “I don't see him,” he whispered. 
 
    Zach jumped on his back and wrestled him to the ground. “Give me my antidote, you bastard!” he snarled. 
 
    The little man released a sharp chuckle before suddenly vanishing. The vacuum was filled by Zach crashing into the floorboards. “Where the hell did he go?” 
 
    The PVA floated inside the room. [He must have entered another map!] 
 
    “What am I going to do now?” he cried. “Oh God, I had him too. I should have knocked him out so he couldn't vanish.” 
 
    [You're fretting again. Stop it. Look, I know where he is. Also, he dropped his gun.] 
 
    So he had. Zach stooped down and was about to pick up the BSG when the PVA told him to leave it. 
 
    [It doesn't matter. Do you want him or not?” 
 
    “Of course I do.” 
 
    [Then listen carefully. Kick his weapon over there behind the sofa first. You'll have to turn into your avatar form.] It held up an arm. [Stop it with the face. I can make you look solid. Mazuma won't be able to tell the difference.] 
 
    "He'll only jump again. Big deal. Even if he doesn't. How am I supposed to get the antidote off him when I can't touch solid matter?" 
 
    [Give me strength!] The PVA clicked his fingers and Zach found himself stood beside the entrance of a cinema. He only just managed to get his bearings when he saw Mazuma leaning on a car bonnet. The man spun around, his eyes went wide at the sight of Zach and a second later, he vanished again. 
 
    “Just fantastic.” 
 
    [You're fretting again,] said the disembodied voice of the PVA. [It's all going to plan. One more time, Zach.] 
 
    He clamped a hand over his mouth when he jumped again and found himself in the middle of a deserted shopping mall, standing right next to Mazuma. 
 
    “Leave me alone!” cried the little man before vanishing. 
 
    [This is it, you're going to have to be quick. ] 
 
    Zach felt the momentarily feeling a weightlessness then he found himself back in his own body and on the floor of that apartment. Mazuma was beside him, on his hand and knees. Zach's grabbed a leg and violently pulled it back before diving on him. To stop the man from pulling that trick again, he slammed Mazuma's head against the floor. 
 
    “Where is it, you fucker?” he snarled. Zach rolled the dazed man onto his back then pushed his hand into Mazuma's inside pocket, crying out in triumph when his fingers wrapped around a thin glass tube. 
 
    He pulled it out, fumbled off the cap and drank the green fluid. “I win, you bastard!” The surroundings melted away and Zach found himself stood outside the Mazuma corporation building, still holding the glass tube. “I win,” he repeated.  
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Sixteen  
 
      
 
    It took just thirty seconds from leaving the so-called land girl protected null-field before Desmond was pulled into another game. 
 
    The servers thoughtfully provided him with a lightning cannon as well as body armour powerful enough to deflect most of the lower tier weapons. Odd considering his dad's viruses had stripped out almost all of his implants as well as wiping out his PVA. The Assistor might have only been a new addition to his arsenal but it didn't stop him from missing its advice. He now understood why other players found them so invaluable. 
 
    Desmond squealed in shock when a single energy bolt whizzed harmlessly past his head. Recovering his wits, he threw himself to the left, landing in the soft sand. He dared to look over the top of the dune and saw two more players running towards him. They too were clad in high tier body armour but their weapons weren't exactly great. Even so, sustained fire from a pair of link-guns could still put a crimp in anyone's day. Not that they would get that chance. 
 
    Desmond waited until they were a little closer before firing.  
 
    "You've got to be shitting me," he murmured, staring in awe at the lightning cannon. He took them down with ease. This wasn't exactly a BSG but that didn't matter. Desmond still took them down with two clean head-shots. 
 
    Seconds later, the game ended and he found himself back on the street. He must have just walked into the tail end of a game. Desmond reached the road, waited for a Vangelis night-hauler to drive by before he ran across the road. As soon as he reached the other side, the all too familiar surrounding of another gamemap wrapped around him. 
 
    "Come on, man!" he cried. "Just how fair is this?" The server had provided Desmond with the same equipment as before which was probably a good thing as right now, there were over twenty players running across the sand dunes, each one intent on fragging every other player. He took three players down before managing to find some decent cover. 
 
    "Why is it so busy all of a sudden?" Desmond jumped to the left when two stray plasma bursts almost turned him into mush. "Oh, of course. They're swapping the maps over tomorrow. I can't believe I had forgotten about that. It's all my stupid father has been rattling on about for the past three weeks." 
 
    Desmond so wanted to laugh at the absurdity of the situation. Tonight certainly wasn't the most opportune time to try to get back to his dad's factory. Every player and their dog would be out tonight, each one eager to play the maps for the last ever time. 
 
    Some of those other players had just noticed him standing there like some complete noob. One of them took another pot shot at him which he easily dodged. Desmond ducked down and calculated the odds of getting out of this game without being thrown into another one. 
 
    “I'm so sorry, Gladium,” he muttered. 
 
    One of the other players ran straight past him. He rolled onto his back and took aim before lowering his gun. This was the new Desmond now, the one without the implants and the self-absorbed, pity-party attitude. He whistled. The player spun around and received a high energy pulse of AR energised protons in the face for his trouble. Desmond tipped the black stain his imaginary hat. 
 
    It felt so weird, so unnatural to exist in this relaxed state. Hell, he was even enjoying himself. The concept of having fun during a game was so alien to him. “Dude, admit it, you've fallen for her.” he grinned to himself. That certainly sounded like a plausible explanation. Her little talk, the stuff he remembered anyway, it was so difficult to focus on her serious tone when all he wanted to do was to get inside her panties while she did the same to him. 
 
    It worked though. All that pent-up self-loathing just wasn't there anymore. Granted, the fact that the bastards had been lying to him for all these years still ground his gears but he didn't think that would ever go away. Hell, how could it? He was only human, and to hate someone for treating him like utter shit ever since he could walk was only natural. Once his dad was dead, he just knew that everything would be right.  
 
    He picked up a handful of sand and watched it slowly trickle through his fingers. Desmond wasn't sure whether to laugh or cry about the fact that they were really on another planet and nobody knew. Why had it never clicked with him? Desmond had never really believed anything what people had said to him, always believing that they were lying. Even Gladium said that he possessed a low cunning that... He paused in mid-thought. No, that wasn't right. The girl had said that he had always possessed a low cunning. She spoke as though she had known him for a long time as opposed to just meeting. There was something else about this whole situation that he hadn't worked out yet. Desmond sighed. Something else? More like just about everything. 
 
    He wiped the sand off his hands when he heard the sound of more people running towards him. “Dammit,” he muttered. Desmond should have legged it when he had the chance. Now he was stuck here until these idiots had passed him. Still, it did mean he'd be able to get a few more frags logged in. none of these clowns was looking where they were going. He kneeled up and pulled the weapon into his shoulder. Desmond sighted the first one and fired. His target erupted in a ball of energised particles. he took out another three more players, reducing the runners down to four.  
 
    “This is like a shooting gallery.” Desmond grinned while sighting up his next target. That smile slipped straight off his face when the scope revealed the identity of the next runner. “I don't believe it, he growled. It's you!” Desmond fired off five shots in rapid succession. The first shot missed. On the second shot, his target turned then dropped to the floor and disappeared from view. 
 
    With his heart banging hard against his ribs, Desmond slowly lowered himself towards the ground, his target, that hateful Brad was hiding behind a small brown rock. God, that man was fast. How had he not managed to hit him? He looked down at his trembling hand. Like he needed to answer that question.  
 
    He took aim at that rock, intending to melt that so he could get at his prize when Desmond heard a noise beside him. He rolled around to find Brad just metres from him. He tried to bring the long rifle around to fire but Brad was already aiming his own gun at Desmond's face. 
 
    “Wait on!” he cried.  
 
    A blinding white sensation robbed Desmond of his next words. 
 
    He opened one eye, saw the comforting sight of the respawn site then opened his other eye. Desmond took a deep breath then checked himself to make sure that all of him was still together. Now that he knew that the computers weren't just moving digital versions of himself from place to place, he had wondered how AR death and respawning worked, considering this was really him. Desmond patted himself down one more time. That's one thing that Gladium never did tell him. When he met up with that extraordinary looking female again, Desmond would just have to ask her how it worked. 
 
    “Where is he?” 
 
    “I'm here,” replied a gruff voice. 
 
    Desmond cried out when a hand grabbed the back of his collar, pulled him out of the chamber and dragged him back a couple of metres. He found himself looking directly into the muzzle of Brad's gun. A  distant part of Desmond, an aspect of him that wasn't so scared, just informed him that Brad was holding the same style of weapon currently favoured by his father's enforcers. 
 
    “You have exactly ten seconds to tell me what the hell you're playing at.” He leaned a little closer. “Next time, I won't fire this at you, I'll hit you with it, understand?” 
 
    Desmond licked his lips. It took so much effort not to be flippant. Spouting out that he was just playing a game was likely to either get him fragged again and get his nose broken. It also took a lot of effort not to break out in hysterical laughter, knowing that if he started, he probably wouldn't be able to stop.  
 
    “Fair enough. Well, for starters, I know that you come from an alternate Earth and...” 
 
    “Wait!” he interrupted. “You know that?” 
 
    “Yeah well, I'm sorta the reason why you're here in the first place. Speaking of alternate Earths, we're on one now. I see you're shocked, Brad. Well, you're not the only one. Who would have thought that the company is sending the players to game arenas set up on parallel Earths, populated by CG augmented game furniture like,” Desmond tapped the body armour on his chest. “Well, like this or that respawn chamber that you dragged me out from. I'm not too sure about the gun you're holding though, that looks kinda real and if it is, then why am I not dead? Unless the ammo is AR?” Desmond giggled. “Maybe I should have just stopped talking when I got to the respawn chamber?” Desmond did shut up when he spied another, very familiar figure who had just materialised behind Brad. “Anna? Of course, it would be you. Who else?” 
 
    [You know he's lying to you, Brad. This is Desmond Vangelis here. The same man who tried to kill the alternate you. The brother of the man who wanted you dead.] 
 
    “He's not my brother. He died years ago.” 
 
    [You're splitting hairs.] It looked at Brad. [Come on. His father owns the damn game. You can't trust anything he says. He's trying to save his own worthless skin, that's what he's doing.] 
 
    “From a guy with a pretend gun and a lovesick Assistor? That's the funniest thing I've heard all day. Brad, it is true, you know. The fact that I'm speaking to an alternate Brad proves that it can't all be bullshit." 
 
    The kid looked at Desmond in a way that sent shivers down his spine.  
 
    “What if he's right, Anna? I mean. If he is then it means that I might be able to get home after all.” 
 
    [Come on, Brad. He's only telling you stuff that he wants you to hear.] 
 
    Brad shook his head. “No, I don't think he is.” 
 
    He got the uncomfortable sensation of being in the middle of a married couple's argument. Thankfully, the weirdness vanished when Desmond noticed more players heading straight for the respawn site. Only, the three burly guys running at full pelt towards them were not players, not unless they had another foot taller and increased their body mass by another sixty pounds. 
 
    He brushed the muzzle of Brad's ugly weapon away from his face, not that Brad noticed. Got down on one knee and took aim. Desmond got off one shot before the air around the three of them crackled with plasma fire. 
 
    Brad jumped down beside him and got off three shots before the returning shots forced the pair of them to eat sand. 
 
    “How many are left?” he yelled. 
 
    The other man rolled away then threw himself over. Desmond heard some more weapons fire and then at all went quiet. Brad peered over the lip of the sand dune. 
 
    “None now,” he said, grinning. “They've all been fragged and as that respawn chamber isn't flashing like a disco machine, I reckon we'll be safe for a few moments.” 
 
    [Thank you for playing the map scenario Delta Messiah - Orgon Death Cruiser.  From tonight, the current map-packs will be retired. All player stats will be reset to base tier levels. Remember that from midnight, Vangelis Corporation have inserted several Easter eggs in the current map-packs Each Easter Egg found will add two rungs to the player's starting position in the new map-packs 
 
    Thank you for playing yet another exciting Vangelis Corporation designed map for Ultimic Pulsar Wars. Have a nice day.] 
 
    Desmond snapped open his eyes and found the game had dropped him in the middle of a road yet again. His annoyance quickly vanished when he discovered that he wasn't alone this time. Three of his dad's private army stood around him all pointing their guns in his face. 
 
    “Mr Vangelis thinks you're dead,” said the biggest man. 
 
    He had seen this one before. His name was Peter and Peter was not a very pleasant man. His father sometimes used him for internal security work in the Vangelis building. This generally meant stopping employees for random staff searches. The steroid taking freak wasn't that gentle with them either. The man did seem to prefer to target the male population, in particular, the ones without much body mass, the males like Desmond for example. 
 
    “That means I can do whatever the hell we like with you.” He crouched and leaned a little closer. “Do you know what that means, my little friend?” 
 
    The other two chuckled. 
 
    “Go help with the other one,” snapped Peter. The big man grinned. “I don't think this one is going to cause me much trouble.” 
 
    “Yes, sergeant,” chorused the other two. 
 
    “Now that we're alone, shall we play a game?” Peter turned and pulled out a large bladed weapon. It's a simple game, Desmond. “I cut you up and you have to scream as loud as you can. I like it when they scream, you see.” 
 
    The old Desmond, the one who cared more about his prized car and the contents of his man-cave would probably be shitting himself at this juncture. As well as begging for his life and possibly bribing this wardrobe-sized individual with one of the many items he had hoarded over the years in his man-cave. For a start, Desmond went through a phase of collecting movie replica knives from old sci-fi films, and he had a few that this guy would probably kill to possess. Ironic, considering that was exactly was about to happen to him. 
 
    “What are you grinning at? You find this funny?” 
 
    Desmond wasn't aware that he had been grinning. Oh dear, that previous feeling of wanting to laugh crept over him once again. “Smiling? Quite possibly. It's just that, by now, my dad will know I'm alive. The game computers monitor every street. They have to so the players don't end up getting run over or end up in the middle of a wall when the game ends. There are cameras everywhere.” He placed his arms on the back of his head. “Right now, my dad is about to watch an employee slice and dice his own son. Can't imagine this will help your career prospects. There's a camera right behind you.” Desmond made a show of waving. 
 
    As soon as the other man turned around, Desmond dived forward, snatched the man's rifle, aimed and pressed the trigger. Peter dissolved into a pool of red slime. He turned the gun to the right and fired again, catching one of the other men who was dragging Brad down the street. What remained of the man dropped to the ground, pulling Brad down with him. Desmond screamed and fired again, the shot missing its target by a wide margin. He pulled the trigger again but nothing happened. The plasma pack had run dry. Desmond was too keyed up to even care. He just turned the rifle around and charged towards the remaining man while crying and shouting. 
 
    Brad pulled something from under the remains of the dead man and thrust his arm up and into the other man's guts he dropped down onto the road then he jumped up, hurried over to Desmond and gently took the rifle out of his trembling hands. 
 
    “Hey, calm down. It's over now. They're all dead.” 
 
    Thick blood dripped from the knife in Brad's hand. Desmond found the patterns the red fluid made when it splattered against the tarmac so pretty.  
 
    “Thanks for helping me out back there, man.” Brad turned around. “I can't believe they got my Assistor. Christ knows how they managed to do that. I thought they were invulnerable or something.” 
 
    “I don't feel very well,” muttered Desmond. “I think I'm going to be sick.” 
 
    Brad grabbed his elbow. “Swallow it. We're not out of the woods yet. There's more coming and when they see what we've done to their pals, they are not going to be all that happy.” 
 
    Brad dragged him out of the middle of the road, stooping to pick up the weapon that Desmond had dropped. Desmond didn't see the point when the damn thing had run out. “ We need a spinning ammo crate,” he whispered.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I said, we need...” 
 
    “Doesn't matter,” he replied. Brad pushed Desmond down and handed him the plasma rifle. “I need you to focus!” 
 
    “Doesn't work anymore. I think I broke it. My father always says I break things.” 
 
    “You listen to me,” he hissed. “The gun is fine, it just needed a rest to recharge. As for your father? He's an arsehole. Simple as. Now get a grip!” 
 
    Brad dropped to the floor beside him and fired off a single shot. Desmond did the same, narrowly missing the man in the lead. The plasma rifle worked fine. That pleased him. He felt better already. That man in front was now waving his arms and jumping up and down. He did look funny. 
 
    “Don't shoot him, man!” spat Brad. “Those goons are chasing him.” 
 
    Desmond shot the man directly behind him. It didn't feel as bad as before. Maybe he was getting used to murdering people. He took aim again and found there were none left. Only the blonde man who was walking over to them with his hands above his head. He heard the stranger telling them that he was called Zach. At least, Desmond thought that's what he said. “I think need a nap.” Desmond gave them both a little wave then closed his eyes. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    It felt so wrong to walk straight past that diner without stopping to go see that girl for the last time. It tore Brad up to do it but what choice did he have? He knew that if he did turn right, the chances of him going back home would be reduced to practically zero.  
 
    His PVA had been right. Returning to that grimy apartment, and go back to living in borderline poverty while looking after his mother wasn't exactly how he saw his future. At least here, Brad could help these two guys put right the mess that  Desmond's father and the strange Japanese guy who'd tried and failed to murder Zach had done. He stopped and looked back at the diner. A future that might have included that pretty girl who served tables in there.  
 
    “Are you looking for something?” asked Desmond. 
 
    “Or someone?” Zach smiled. “Like a girl perhaps?” 
 
    Brad shrugged. “I guess. Look, guys, I know I said I need to get home but maybe I should stay here a bit longer?” He nodded at Desmond. Brad still couldn't get over how similar this guy was to the Jason from his own reality, even down to the mannerisms and personality. What he found more disturbing than anything else is that his Jason, once told him that his father blamed the death of his older brother on him, indirectly of course. From what Brad had managed to learn from the Desmond is that pretty much the same happened here too.  
 
    It took the combined efforts of him and Zach to bring this guy around earlier, to get him to open up and tell them everything he knew. Not that Brad had all the pieces, he still had no idea what to do with them all. Basically, that because none of these pieces fit together.  
 
    The three of them were now within eyesight of the factory. Brad noticed Desmond had started to shake. “Are you okay, dude?” 
 
    He nodded. “Yeah, just a little cold.” Desmond ran across the road and wait for the others to join him. “I think we've made pretty good time, considering everyone will be out squeezing in as much game time as they can before the new maps are loaded in tomorrow.” 
 
    “Yeah, they'll all be searching for all those Easter eggs,” muttered Zach. “Easter eggs that will be next to useless if we don't find a way to stop Mazuma.” 
 
    “I think you should stay, man,” said Desmond. “I mean, don't get me wrong here, watching my dad go under sounds like the sweetest dream that any disgruntled son could have, but not at the expense of allowing all those players to die and allowing that maniac Mazuma to take control. That dude is more insane than my father.” He fell back against the stone wall. “Listen to me, like the addition of you is going to make any difference. All we're going to do if you stay is to get you killed. The man holds all the cards. There is nothing we can do but hope that it won't work.” 
 
    [I can't believe you guys even managed to make it this far with attitudes like that.] Anna giggled. [Seriously, Brad. Will you shut your mouth? You look like a dead fish on a slab.] 
 
    “But, I thought you were dead.” 
 
    [Dead? You are aware that I'm only software. The closest I can get to being dead is if I have my program decompiled. Believe me, neither Vangelis nor Mazuma have the capability to achieve that.] She held up her hand when both Desmond and Brad attempted to interrupt. [Hush, boys. We can get you back, Brad as well as stopping Mazuma. We have to hurry though.] She pointed behind them. 
 
    Brad gripped his gun a little tighter when saw several men running towards them. 
 
    “I've got this,” said Desmond. He positioned himself in front of the large metal gate and punched in a sequence of numbers into the number pad on the wall. He then repeated the action when the gates failed to open. “I don't get it. They should open.” 
 
    “You're supposed to be dead remember?” replied Zach. “Maybe the code you carried has been wiped already.” 
 
    Brad turned and dropped to one knee. “So, it looks like we're going to fight again.” 
 
    [Don't bother, you'll only be alerting the ones inside.] Anna turned to Zach. [Change to your avatar. Zach. It's the only way we'll get through those gates.] 
 
    The other man went translucent and floated, like a ghost, through the barrier, before solidifying on the other side. It took Zach just seconds to unlocked the gate and open it. Brad nodded as he passed him then helped Zach to shut the gate before the pair of them ran over to the others who were approaching the main door. By the time he reached them, Desmond had already managed to open the door. He held it open while everyone shuffled inside. 
 
    “Are you sure you know a way to stop Mazuma?” asked Desmond. “Only I really can't see how it can be done.” 
 
    The PVA nodded. [Calm down, Desmond. I wouldn't say it if it wasn't true. I'm really not like any of the PVA's] 
 
    “I've heard that one before,” muttered Zach. “I found out not that long ago that the ones who'd been manipulating me weren't Vangelis Assistors but were programmed by Mazuma.” He looked straight at Anna. “I hope to God that Mazuma hasn't programmed you too?” 
 
    [Don't worry, I wasn't designed and programmed by Mazuma. That man is mental. Thing is, I wasn't programmed by Vangelis either.] she looked straight at Brad. [It was true about me wanting you to become rich and famous. In case you were wondering about that.] Anna sighed heavily. [The games were supposed to be for fun. I don't want them to be turned into a slaughterfest.] The PVA ran past them all and stopped beside an open door. [Come on, you must hurry, we don't have much time left!] she vanished before Brad had time to ask her exactly who had programmed her. 
 
      
 
    Desmond 
 
      
 
    He didn't think they'd go and leave here! Desmond knew that only he could access the building's inner core and shut off the security system but even so, he had kinda hoped that one of them would have talked him out of it. Disabling all the drones and the cameras were bound to set off some remote sensor. Meaning that all of his dad's soldiers would be on them before they knew it. 
 
    It's only the image of what would happen to all those players which kept him from begging them to take him too, that and another mental image which popped into his mind a few seconds later. That of Gladium kissing the back of his neck while her slender, smooth hands slowly undid his trousers. 
 
    Desmond passed a couple of sleeping security drones before he realised. It helped him understand the danger that the others now faced. Hell, it made him realise the danger too. Until now, Desmond had completely forgotten that his access code hadn't worked at the gate. What if the drones had failed to recognise him too? He stopped beside an unopened door which led into the main administration block. Once through there, it wouldn't take longer than a few minutes to reach the building's inner core.  If those drones had failed to recognise him then Desmond would be in no position to worry about it, that much was sure. 
 
    “You are panic thinking!” he hissed to himself. “What happened to the cool dude who so easily took out that ape?” Desmond fumbled the door open, ran inside and made his way along the dark, narrow corridor, while looking over his shoulder. Desmond had no idea what happened to that guy. After the point of him opening his eyes after playing that game and finding those three thugs glowering down at him, everything became a bit of a blur. 
 
    Desmond reached the final door. This was it, the final hurdle. Once inside, he would basically be able to control the security for the whole building. He pushed open the dark and entered the dark room. “I've done it,” he said, smiling. “No more panicking. No more misery. Everything is going to be alright.” 
 
    “Oh, do you really think so?” answered a familiar voice.” 
 
    Dazzling white light illuminated the room and Desmond found himself alone with his father. 
 
      
 
    Brad 
 
      
 
    He had doubts about Desmond's ability to disable all the security systems. He didn't believe it was a lack of trust, something which Zach had mentioned more than once during their journey through this maze-like building, but more of competence.  
 
    Brad should have given the lad more credit. He hadn't done that badly since he'd realised the error of his ways and switched sides. Apart from that breakdown after he'd melted that thug, Desmond had performed admirably.  
 
    [Why are you smiling, Brad?] 
 
    He shook his head. “It's nothing, Anna. Just something I was thinking about.” 
 
    “Care to share?” 
 
    “Seriously, dude, it's nothing. Okay, so maybe I'm excited about going home,” he replied, wondering where the lie had come from. The misplaced smile was easy to pin down. That came from him suddenly turning into Desmond's maniac dad for a second just then and giving that poor, messed up lad an approval rating. He stopped. Could Desmond really be trusted? What was to stop that slimy worm that betraying them all? 
 
    So much for trust. 
 
    [Get ready,] Anna hissed. [They're on their way!] 
 
    He didn't need to ask her to clarify. The pit of his stomach had already sunk when his ears picked up that hateful whining noise made by the security drones. Brad threw himself against the side of the wall and brought his rifle up. "Zach watch out!" He glanced over his shoulder but the man had already gone. "Fucking typical," he snapped. So much for having trust issues.  
 
    The first drone floated around the corner, its location scanners must have already detected Brad as it fired as soon as it saw Brad. He dived out of the way, only for the drone to anticipate his movements. Brad fired his gun into the air, the projectile bounced off the reflective ceiling and smashed against the lower wall, neat to the drone. The brief flash caused the drone to recalibrate it's scanners, giving Brad a much-needed respite. He fired again, this time Brad didn't miss. His shot took out the drone's weapon systems. 
 
    He scrolled to his feet and cautiously approached the damaged drone, hoping the thing didn't have any friends. That hope vanished when the drone blasted out an electronic scream as soon as he got near. Brad slammed any energy bolt into its body. "If they don't know we're here, they do now." The sound of more of them heading towards him at hight sped confirmed his fears.  
 
    Brad spun around and ran back the way he came only to find the first door locked. "You've got to be shitting me!" He yelled. Brad turned and readied himself, groaning out loud at the sight of another three drones now blocking the narrow corridor. He wasn't going to get out of this alive. Two of the drones were already targeting their weapons on him! He managed to get off three shots before the drones retaliated. Only two drones were hit and just one was unable to fire. Brad threw himself to the floor and kept firing until his weapon's battery died. He'd turned the three drones into molten slag but that was only the first wave. Another four more drones were speeding down the corridor. 
 
    Brad turned the gun around. The only way out of here, that he could see, was to melt through that door. He stepped a little closer to the hot metal then crouched down. The remains of the first batch of drones gave him enough cover to work on the door. The only hairy point was when he succeeded and had to make a run for it. Brad gritted his teeth. Like he had any other choice. 
 
    [Don't fire!] 
 
    He would have fallen over if Zach hadn't appeared beside him too. “What the hell? I thought you guys had left me!” 
 
    The Assistor shook her head. [Of course not. We were looking for a way out.] She glared at Zach. [Didn't you tell him?] 
 
    “I thought you did.” Zach pulled Brad over to the edge of the corridor and over the remains of one of the drones. “Doesn't matter. Just be thankful you didn't fire on that door. The shot would have reflected back and melted you. Come on, we need to hurry! There's another door to our left.” Zach stopped. “Shit, we're too late. The drones are almost to that door.” 
 
    Brad took aim. 
 
    [Wait, no!] hissed Anna. [Zach switch back, get behind the drones and make as much noise as you can.] 
 
    “Oh yeah, obvious.” 
 
    [When they turn, you need to run to that door, Brad. As fast as you can!] 
 
    He nodded. A moment later, Brad heard Zach's shouts and so did the drones. They all turned as one and moved back down the corridor. He raced towards that door while hoping it wasn't locked but seconds before Brad reached it, one of the drones spun around and saw Brad running towards it. He fired instinctively. His shot disabled the drone but it also told its pals that they'd been tricked.  
 
    Brad reached the door and threw himself inside seconds before the space that he'd previously occupied turned into super-heated plasma. He jumped away from the door. “Oh hell. What about Zach?” 
 
    [He'll be fine.] 
 
    They both looked at each other when a horrified screaming filtered into the room. 
 
      
 
    Desmond 
 
      
 
    His dad's current bout of rage stemmed from Desmond not standing still and diving out of the way when the old man tried and failed to enclose a stasis cage around him. It seemed that being frozen with fear whenever he was in his father's presence was now a thing of the past. 
 
    “If I knew the trouble you were going to cause me, Desmond. I would have drowned you as soon as your screaming body was taken out of your mother.” He took one step closer. “I know what Mazuma is up to you know. Even though I can't stop it. You look surprised, does that surprise you?” 
 
    Desmond just shrugged. It seemed the safest option. 
 
    “Of course it surprises you. You're not aware of anything apart from your stupid car and the junk in your private apartment. Where the hell did I go wrong with you, why did I have to sire a cowardly moron? You know, I thought I was the lucky one out of the three of us to have a kid first. Can you believe that?” 
 
    “Three of you?” 
 
    “Christ, are you really that stupid? Yes. Three. Do you really think I was able to achieve all this on my own? There were three of us in the beginning. Three university graduates, looking for some way to help finance our studies. Myself, Mazuma, and our classmate, Suzie Daley.” He sighed. She left before the final project went online. She thought we had to diversify. Can you believe that? Shooting players with big guns weren't good enough for her, oh no. She wanted to run RPG games as well. Can you imagine the cost of creating AR dragons and trolls, dwarves and irks and all the rest of it? Good riddance to the bitch. Come to think of it, she's probably the reason why you're such a spineless loser. You certainly get that from me.” 
 
    Desmond listened with half an ear while his father rattled on about the three of them finding all this top-secret government research and equipment while he tried to come to terms that Gladium was most probably his younger sister. “She has her father's eyes,” he whispered. This towering ogre, the demon who'd made his life an utter misery was still stood there, beside the console, and blaming everybody else for everything that had gone wrong in his life. Desmond couldn't take any more of this. He charged at his dad, hitting him squarely in the guts.  
 
    “You backstabbing little shit!” he snarled. “I took the wrong kid. I can't believe I chose you instead of...” 
 
    The man's eye bulged in their sockets. Desmond guessed his dad didn't want him to know about his sister. He jumped up, ran over to the console and on a whim, he typed Gladium on the keyboard and grinned as the apparatus unlocked. Desmond preset a couple more buttons and chuckled as the stasis cage enveloped his father. It took him another few seconds to locate the shut-off panel for all the building's security. 
 
    “You know, I should hate you for all the shit that you put me through but I don't. You need to remember that, dad.” He turned out the light before running out of the room, leaving his father to scream and rage in the darkness. 
 
      
 
    Brad 
 
      
 
    The memories of finding himself in this circular room washed over Brad as soon as they entered. It felt like months since he was last in here. He looked straight at the PVA. “Okay, Anna. The floor is yours. How the hell do we stop Mazuma from activating those lethal new maps?” 
 
    [I find it hard to believe that you haven't already worked it out.] The Assistor patted the vast machine which brought Brad into this reality. [Once he's back, we simply destroy this machine. Every server operated by Vangelis is linked to this one portal. Once this goes, that's it. No more reality jumping. Which, if you ask me isn't a moment too soon.] She looked straight at Zach. [You saw what happened in all those other alternate worlds that Vangelis opened up. Can you imagine what would happen here if those alien invaders found out about us and what we do?] She smiled at Desmond. [Don't worry. It isn't the only system.] 
 
    “Wait on, how the hell do you know all this stuff?" Demanded Brad. "Come to think of it, what was all that shit about you saying I can't get home?” 
 
    [Who the hell do you think designed the original PVA? It wasn't either Mazuma or Vangelis that's for sure.] 
 
    "Right, so you were programmed by Suzie." 
 
    Anna nodded. 
 
    “Wait, what?” 
 
    Desmond turned to Brad. “There were three of them in the beginning. Suzie went into hiding and developed her own system based on role-playing games. 
 
    [Exactly. Don't think she'll want a billion extra players contaminating their paradise. For that, you'll have to figure something else out.] She grabbed Brad's wrist.  
 
    Brad watched, astonished as the implant under his skin started to move towards his palm. 
 
    “What's going on?” 
 
    [Hush, Brad. Stop struggling. It's not like you're going to need the implant. You're going home remember?] The Assistor picked the implant out of his skin and placed it in her palm. [This implant contains all the code for one of the VR SIM games that Brad used to play in his own reality. Zach, with your skill and with the capability of Desmond's new company, I'm sure you'll be able to come up with an exciting and engaging shooting game suitable for everyone.] 
 
    Brad walked up to the portal. “Right. How do I leave then?” 
 
    [Just turn it on. The settings haven't changed. The machine is still locked on your world.] 
 
    “And you had me believing that I was stuck here!” 
 
    The PVA winked at him. [Okay, so I'm a naughty PVA. If I had allowed you to go back on the first night, then we wouldn't have been able to stop all the thousands of players from dying. Mazuma would be getting ready to seize control, and my employer would never be able to come out of hiding.] The Assistor placed another chip into his palm. 
 
    “What's this?” 
 
    [It's the credit you earned while you were playing the games. Don't worry. My employer made sure that your systems would be able to read it.] The Assistor's fingers danced over the portal's control panel. [Time to go.] 
 
    Brad leaned forward and kissed her. “You said there's another server?” 
 
    The PVA nodded. 
 
    “Then we might even meet again?” 
 
    [You never know.] 
 
    Brad spun around, walked into the bright green light and vanished from this reality. 
 
      
 
    Zach 
 
      
 
    The PVA gave Desmond instructions on how to set the portal's self-destruct mechanism while he scouted around the nearby rooms and corridors to ensure there was nobody else close by. When he returned, Desmond met him by the door. 
 
    “There really was no need to do that, my friend,” he said. “Anna has just told me that once I explain to the corporation backers what both my father and Mazuma were trying to do, then the  Vangelis Corporation will automatically belong to me.” 
 
    “Wait, what exactly did your father do?” 
 
    The Assistor joined them. [I wasn't kidding when I said how dangerous it was to start opening up portals to other worlds. Where do you think Brad came from?] 
 
    “I don't follow,” replied Zach. 
 
    Vangelis was looking for more subset worlds, related to the original prime world. That's where Brad came from, gentlemen.] 
 
    “So you're saying that he came from a world invaded by aliens?” 
 
    [I'm saying that the possibility is pretty high that an invasion is imminent. We won't know until you input the final code to shut down this portal for good.] 
 
    “Oh right, then our Brad will reappear?” 
 
    The PVA nodded. 
 
    Desmond took a deep breath. “Okay, here we go.” He typed in a seven digit number then jumped back as the portal glowed a vivid orange for exactly three seconds before going completely black. 
 
    A figure reappeared beside Zach's feet. The man lay on the floor, not moving. He crouched down and took his wrist. The skin was freezing cold. 
 
    “Is he dead?” 
 
    Zach nodded. “Looks like it.” he rolled the dead man onto his back. “In the back-story, the aliens released poison into the atmosphere. When they arrived. I think that's what happened here.” He stood up and looked at Desmond and the Assistor. “What are we going to do now?” 
 
      
 
    The end? 
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