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    Rick Hernandez-James sat idly at his station in the ComSE secure data holdings ‘Hive’. Every few seconds a blue signal would flash on his screen followed by a series of numbers. It meant a user was accessing their virtual holding. Even more uninterested than usual, he was counting down the minutes until the end of his shift. Some human company might have helped, but all he had was 76AIFRX and he wasn’t really company at all.  
 
    76AIFRX was a sole purpose AI. He resembled a cheap looking R2-D2 knock-off and was assigned the singular duty of watching over Rick as Rick watched over the data channeling around him to its authorized users as they accessed their portals. 
 
    The job was simple to the point of being mind-numbing. In fact, they only included human operatives like Rick to show their clients they cared about their data and to appear as generous humanitarians in this current time of mass unemployment. What they omitted to say in the brochures of course, was that the job could be performed by a slug, a moth or a well-colonized petri dish. It was tedious, paid little and Rick’s 76AIFRX didn’t even possess speech recognition patterns in order to have even trivial conversation. 
 
    Still, VNet jobs were not common even though the virtual network, VNet, was introduced back in 2024, more than 16 years ago. VNet still dominated the virtual space even after the fall of the world economy in 2032 and the ascendency of one standard digital currency known as DC, and its preferred platforms. These days though, VNet functioned mainly for leisure and entertainment.  
 
    Occasionally his grandmother ranted about cryptocurrency back in the early 2010s and their eventual fall by 2020. Back then in 2018-2019 when she was a crypto miner, she had made and lost a fortune in USD. Rick had no idea what USD meant at first, or crypto mining, or how much a USD was in DC. 
 
    Her answers were more cryptic than her stories, which led him to conclude that people in those old days before he was born were total nut jobs. The idea that cryptocurrency issuers trusted people in their homes to secure their currency not only baffled him, it gave him headaches trying to understand the lack of processing power back then. They didn’t have super quantum computers back then. 
 
    Rick snapped out of his daydream at a flash of red light. The warning signal announced unauthorized access to the exchange’s data. It was no biggie, and he calmly accessed the necessary function in his tech suit and launched a virtual homing torpedo after the hacker. 76AIFRX began to spin frantically, sending power surges by diverting its energy over the grid towards the place the homing torpedo would explode, trapping the hacker in his own suit and voiding him the chance to unplug from VNet.  
 
    The surge, Rick was told, was sufficient to send the hacker into a deep sleep until real-life police in the hire of the VNet could collect him. 
 
    Rick sighed as he finished his part and logged the incident and resolution. They didn’t get more than one attack a day generally, except on Sundays. Hackers always assumed that security diminished because people took Sundays off. In fact, Rick and his co-workers received double-pay for Sundays, so there was always a human presence. It didn’t matter anyway, even if there were no humans, there was always AI, and it was more effective than any human operative. 
 
    Rick relaxed again. He couldn’t wait to shrug off his work suit and slip into his gaming suit. 
 
    To his rarely seen co-workers and management, Rick might be a normal young man but out of his job at ComSE secure data holdings firm, Rick was Lord Errate, a Level 24 Battle Mage in GodsRealm, the most popular multiplayer action role-playing game on VNet. He was currently placed in the top 50 ranked players of the entire game, an impressive feat considering that there were around 600 million active players in GodsRealm. 
 
    The game was unique, essentially for three reasons. Firstly, real money. Up to 30 percent of all loot dropped by high-level monsters was actual DC, the global digital currency.  
 
    Secondly, more money! If you managed to kill a player in Player versus Player (PvP) mode, you got to take up to half of their in-game DC. 
 
    And thirdly, it was immense in size, dwarfing other games and crowding them out of the marketplace.  
 
    The ad copy said it all, Five-times the size of Earth, extreme immersion, hyper-realistic visuals, and huge cash prizes are what sets GodsRealm apart! Have you got what it takes!?  
 
    Rick always played in the Deep Fantasy setting – it was the most popular after Urban Fantasy. There were multiple settings including Space Opera, Arabian Nights and Old West. Least popular of all was the overly realistic Modern-Day. Most gamers that played that setting were scorned by the others. To Rick, playing a game in a world exactly the same as the real one was pointless. A practice in masochism.  
 
    The exception was the annual championship. During that yearly competition, all worlds and settings were replaced by just one. GodsRealm’s own version of Ragnarök where, for the affordable fee of 50 DC, anybody could compete for the five million DC first prize. The game favored teams over singular players and any player who put the time and effort to develop his or her own character knew this for a fact. 
 
    Sadly, all positions under first only received consolation prizes in the form of power-ups and potions, but, even for the minor places, the value of these prizes always ran to a few thousand DC. Rick knew this well since he and his team finished fifth two years before, and second in the prior year’s competition.  
 
    Rick’s team, Valhalla Greatest, had five players, one more than the lower group player limit of four. Their greatest rivals and the reigning champions, a team called Odin’s Hand, had eight players, the maximum allowed. 
 
    Rick was his group’s human Battle Mage, a class only the most dedicated of players chose because of the limitation of its armor and weapons. The payoff came when said player advanced past Level 15 and was able to wield massive ‘area of effect’ spells and a most impressive variety of conjurable swords and staffs. This put a considerable amount of any team’s firepower on the shoulders of players like Rick and was a considerable advantage. 
 
    His teammates were Rania – game name Camille the Dark, Dana – Da’Anna in game, Mark – known as Son of Beelzebub, Mario – game name – Holy Zord. 
 
    Rania, whom he assumed (but wasn’t quite sure) was a girl, always arrived in real world meetings wearing a camouflage suit covering her body and head and a voice disguiser. In the game she was a Level 25 Chameleon Rogue, the perfect fit for her mysterious persona. She was the marksman, trap sniffer, spy extraordinaire and thief of the group. 
 
    He was certain Dana was a woman. His grandmother recalled her from the 2030s as Dana Brown, a moderately famous singer before AI artists became the number one source for music on the VNet. Dana as Da’Anna was a fellow Mage at Level 23, however she specialized in mind and spirit magic, which always placed her at the rear line of attack. Mainly unnoticed in the heat of battle, she was a powerful rearguard for the team and a force to undermine the abilities of the enemies of Valhalla Greatest from afar. 
 
    Mario was a total mystery since he had no presence whatsoever on VNet outside of GodsRealm. Rick had used all of his tricks and contacts to try and track his real-life persona but always came up empty-handed. Mario was the group’s Cleric, a specialized caste of Priests, a Level 27 master of healing, blessings, and curses back-marker like Dana. 
 
    Finally, there was the enigmatic Mark. Rick theorized he was a hacker who managed to tap into one of the legendary DC vaults held by the VNet mega firms. To say that he lavished the most expensive and expansive equipment and power-ups on them was an understatement.  
 
    Rick estimated Mark’s monthly expenditure on the game to be in the neighborhood of 40 to 50 thousand DC, at least ten times what any of them spent on an especially taxing month. Another reason for Rick’s hacker theory was his regular disappearances for days at a time. A thing none of them could afford if they wanted to keep their ranks and levels up.  
 
    Of course, Mark didn’t have to do that; he simply bought experience boxes to compensate for his missing days, boxes that cost him around 100 DC for each 10 thousand experience points. To get a clue to the magnitude of this, around one million experience points are needed to reach Level 20, and from then on, every level needed around 250 thousand experience points. Added to the power-ups and super equipment he frequently bought, Rick sometimes thought his estimates on Mark’s spend might have been a little low.  
 
    As Son of Beelzebub, a demonic Tank Fighter at Level 23, Mark was not just needed; he was almost indispensable when it came to PvP events in the game. 
 
    Although the current group had played together for three years now, they never physically met outside of the annual championship, where only the top one thousand players were invited by coded invitations, where they got to stand together before entering the game and feel the adoration of the fans who pay thousands of DC to attend the stadium event live. 
 
    This year’s championship was around the corner, so as they’d agreed he would, Rick called a team meeting. They were to meet in an abandoned temple in Sector 5 of Eloria’s map, an area only inhabited by the highest-level monsters. Reaching the meeting area and securing it in a secure, sound-proof room was an adventure in itself. The meeting was set for 5-7pm central time after most jobs for the day on VNet, and the real world had finished and stretched to two hours to allow for the inevitable time they would probably need for fighting monsters and other players on their way to the meeting point. Their meetings never lasted longer than 15 minutes. 
 
    Mark, as usual, arrived before the others. It wasn’t because he was prompt. He had one of the most coveted power-ups in the game, the Ring of True Path, which allowed him to reach any set destination with zero monster and player encounter along his route. 
 
    Around 6:15 pm Dana arrived, the last member to join the assembly.  
 
    “Whoa! What happened to you stretch?” she said, looking up at Rick.  
 
    He had used his new spell of double power to reach the meeting point with minimum health depletion. Unfortunately, he hadn’t quite perfected it. Instead of double power, it had given him double height, and his elongated appearance had drawn much laughter from his team mates. 
 
    He filled her in, thankful his avatar couldn't blush, then they got down to business.   
 
    They had gathered to discuss the championship that they’d gone so close to securing last year and had literally been training for ever since. As usual, Mark’s first complaint was their refusal to let him buy a few terabytes of VNet real estate to make a permanent HQ for the team. 
 
    It was brushed aside quickly. None of them cared for the owner of the money Mark had obviously hacked to find them slouching around in property bought and developed using his DC. Reports of people disappearing after serving a sentence of forced labor to one of the mega corporations on VNet were all too true. Rick knew it first-hand. His parents were sentenced to five years of servitude over ten years ago, and he and his grandmother had never heard from them again.  
 
    He didn’t really miss them; his grandmother ably filled the void left in his life when they were incarcerated, and it had been so long now he’d have forgotten what they looked like without holos and photos. His grandmother, usually a realist, never gave up hope they’d return and prayed for that every night over a little shrine she built with candles and pictures.  
 
    “Thanks for the offer Mark, but no thanks,” said Mario over Mark’s final protests. “First order of business – we’re not stocked enough on mana and healing potions, we should either cough up some dough or go on separate grinding missions for the next week.” 
 
    “I got this covered, Holy Zord,” said Mark, facing Mario’s avatar. His avatar’s rough features didn’t really match the delicate features he had in real life and right then they were set in a scowl because of his freshly rejected offer. “When it comes to spending DC, I’m your go-to man, and I like doing it.” 
 
    “I have a hundred of each stashed from last year’s compensation prize,” Rania said, jumping before the usual argument ensued whenever Mark offered to spend money on them. “The team can have them, you all know as a chameleon I don’t need many.” 
 
    “Those were last year’s version, honey,” Dana said, and her avatar patted Rania’s arm softly. “They won’t allow them in this year’s competition.” 
 
    “We could go to an alchemist, and each of us pitches 40 DC to upgrade them to this year’s version?” Rick suggested. “It’s the fastest solution to this problem.” 
 
    The microtransactions of GodsRealm were a fact of life, and most DC made in the game was spent in the game. Mark was living proof that paying to win was a reasonable strategy if you had the money to do it. 
 
    “We have another issue,” Dana approached the subject delicately as she knew they were all sore about it. “Our AC has dropped 13 points permanently in the last encounter with the God of corrosion, and it’s still dropping. We need to find new, uncursed armor.” 
 
    “Well, if Mark had been around when he should have, it wouldn’t have happened in the first place,” Mario spat, the eyes of his avatar glowing like embers with the anger he felt for Mark’s last disappearance. “But I don’t mind if he buys us basic Level 25 armor and we can slot it and enchant it during the ten days till the competition.” 
 
    “We discussed all of this before, folks,” Rick said, his avatar towering over them. “It was not the presence of Mark or his absence that decided the outcome; it was the newbies who crashed the scene as we negotiated with the God of corruption.” 
 
    “Still, we needed his higher firepower and constitution to take down the God,” Mario whined, unwilling to let it go. His sulking in game mode sometimes ended with catastrophic consequences, so Mark stepped in. 
 
    “I will do it,” Mark intervened, remembering that the last time Mario left in a cloud of anger, they’d followed into one of the most dangerous areas of the game. “In fact, I just did it. Check your Vmail boxes; you should have them now.” 
 
    Rania’s avatar was the first to drop her cursed armor on the floor, and Mark eyed her feminine form appreciatively. The new armor appeared around her almost immediately, shimmering with powerful enchantment.  
 
    “Cool, you bought the new Chosen Einherjar line.” She glowed, not just from the magic, but from the pleasure of having the highest rated Level 25 armor in the game.  
 
    The rest followed suit and soon the floor was strewn with the discarded armor — all except Mario, whose avatar crossed his arms petulantly.  
 
    “I asked for the basic armor,” he bitched. “This is 10 thousand DC per set; we can’t repay that ever.” 
 
    “Sure, you can,” Mark encouraged him. “When we win the competition, pay me back the price of the armor. The winners carry home the special branded Odin’s Choice armor anyway. That shit is so far off the rating chart it is almost invincible, so you sell this set without touching the prize money.” 
 
    “Yeah, well we have to win first,” Mario grumbled but seemed placated.  
 
    “There is one last thing to discuss,” Rick said. He was hesitant to open the subject because they’d also argued over it last year, but it needed to be addressed. “Should we bet on ourselves?” 
 
    “No,” said Mark. “Betting is not an option. One, the odds are not in our favor, two, any bet meets a counter bet backed by a crime lord, which could mean we put a target on ourselves and three, the bookies of VNet are not the sort you want to mess around with. They don’t like big winners.” 
 
    Given that Mark wasn’t above taking risks to obtain DC by dubious means, his words were quite telling. They all knew the tales of the mysterious power surges that had killed or crippled people in real life and also that, although covered up in the media, they were almost certainly always because of illegal activity.  
 
    “I will bet a thousand,” blurted Rania, taking them all by surprise. “The odds against us are a thousand to one, so if we win, it means I’d be a millionaire.” 
 
    The team erupted into an argument at her blunt statement, but they hushed instantly when the white walls of their room began to glow crimson.   
 
    “Um, we’re either out of time, or we’re under attack, the shield is about to collapse!” Rick said and began immediately readying his spells for an imminent attack from the Wyvern who frequented the area. He cast an ice shield over the group, then quickly conjured his Chilling Sword. 
 
    Mario simultaneously began to incant a dozen protective and empowering spells as he moved into the circle being formed by Rick, Mark, and Rania. 
 
    Dana put fear and soul traps around the shield erected by Rick and joined Mario in the inner ring. 
 
    Mark beat his massive two-handed sword of severing against his chest; the massive sword was one of many weapons that only the demonic races can wield because of its soul-shattering capabilities. 
 
    Rania disappeared altogether, and Rick could only track her by the pungent smell of her poison-dipped double daggers. 
 
    The concealing shield over the room broke, but instead of a Level 24 Wyvern, the group was beset by a massive Level 35 Dragon. 
 
    The flame it spewed forth almost broke the ice shield in the first attack before it expired. Thankfully, dragons had a cooldown period of an entire minute until they can breathe fire again, allowing a counterattack. 
 
    The dragon had metallic scales over most of its body, rendering it almost impenetrable. Its mouth was filled with razor sharp and searing, super-heated teeth. Each of the talons on its clawed feet was equal in size to Mark’s sword, and its powerful tail, its deadliest weapon after the fire, was topped by foot-long spikes. 
 
    There was no time to discuss tactics but one the experienced members of Valhalla Greatest quickly escaped the confines of their conjured room and took cover in the broken walls of the ruins in which it was located. 
 
    Dana started her protective spell of Dragon Hold. It would divide the damage from the strikes of the dragon by their luck rating. Just as she finished, the dragon struck her with its tail. She flew a hundred feet, hitting the ground with a bone-shattering thud before skidding 10 feet and striking a low stone wall.   
 
    Even before she hit the ground, Mario released an Unholy Boost over the group. Because dragons were demonic in nature, the boost would increase the Damage points they inflicted by 2.5. 
 
    Rick held the Chilling Sword in one hand and conjured a Staff of Erosion in the other so he could start attacking the armored scales of the dragon. 
 
    Mark made his call for Dark Bliss and charged the dragon. He weaved between its clawed feet and struck his talons at their foundations, beginning to sever them one at a time. 
 
    Hurt and enraged, the dragon concentrated its attacks on Mark. He incurred much damage even as the Dark Bliss boosted his Health points. It wasn’t enough, and soon he was down to 25 percent Health, but he’d inflicted his own damage.  
 
    The toes of the dragon were now bleeding and unprotected, and the invisible form of Rania darted in. She began stabbing the open wounds, infusing the dragon’s blood with the flesh decaying poison that coated her daggers and eating away at its Health points. 
 
    Rick joined Mark and Rania, alternating blows from his sword and staff, in an intricate dance of mayhem and destruction. 
 
    A clearly damaged Dana finally rejoined the battle with blood covering her avatar’s entire face. She cast Terror continuously on the dragon, forcing it to raise its front claws to fend the illusion and exposing its soft belly to the combatants. 
 
    Mark and Rick plunged their swords into its belly, just below the base of its ribcage, and drove their blades upwards at its two hearts. The dragon shrieked and dropped to protect itself. They dived out of the way just in time. Blood was pouring from the beast’s nose, and Rick knew at least one of its hearts, possibly both had been punctured.  
 
    Now, it was only a matter of time. 
 
    There was another minute of vicious fighting; then the majestic beast attempted to flee by flying away. This sealed its fate; without two undamaged hearts to generate the energy needed to keep its massive body in the air, its brain was starved of its own energy and, now brain dead, it fell back to earth with an almighty crash, expiring with a single smoky breath.   
 
    Rania materialized between Mark and Rick and clapped them on the shoulders.  
 
    “Odin’s Beard!” she said, enthusiastically. “A dragon, you don’t face those much in the game!” 
 
    Mario joined them.  
 
    “To be honest, if we hadn’t the new armor, we would have all ended as dragon chew. Thanks, Mark.” 
 
    They looked at him in amazement, none more so than Mark, who suffered more than his fair share of complaints and barbs from the group’s cleric since they’d formed.  
 
    “Not at all friend, I owed you this.” 
 
    “Pleasantries aside,” said Dana, grunting as she opened the belly of the dragon with her blade, and spilling enough golden coins to cover the surrounding area up to their ankles. “Don’t you think it’s highly unlikely for a dragon to leave its hunting grounds and just stumble over us while we’re meeting?” 
 
    Dragons, as per game rules, always had a roost designated as their mating and hunting grounds. They rarely left them, waiting for the adventurous types who craved the title of Dragon Slayer floating over their heads, and of course the loot to come to them. They never had to wait long.  
 
    “Who cares,” whooped Mark. “Look at this loot! This is an early birthday surprise in my books.” 
 
    As a group they celebrated, not putting too much thought into the ‘why’ of their encounter. Fifty thousand of the in-game coins known as God’s Gold or GG, was the share for each one of them, plus an assortment of power-ups and equipment.  
 
    As the group members headed to the nearest respawn station to exit the game, Mark’s mind returned to what Dana had said.  
 
    Exactly what was that dragon doing there? 
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    Rick let the first moments of ‘re-entry’ disorientation wear off, then removed his VNet suit and took it to the sterilization vat. Ever since he’d gotten a bad case of Gamer’s Rash and had to throw out a suit that cost him 500 DC, he never skipped this routine. He dunked it twice, making sure the clear fluid soaked the fine, breathable material, then shook it off and then placed it in the dedicated drying pod on the wall of his room. 
 
    His room was like a shrine to GodsRealm. His many trophies and medallions from the game, including last year’s runner’s up plate, sat proudly on a shelf above the main ventilation grill. Memorabilia from the game including 3D prints, holo pics of the cities and locations in the game, and of course its most prominent monsters, covered the walls. In the corner was an almost ceiling-high stack of data cubes with recordings of Rick’s best gameplay.   
 
    The whoosh of the ventilation grill was a constant white noise that Rick barely noticed. They were a necessity for underground dwellers like Rick and his grandmother. Their apartment was 20 floors underground, and the ventilation grills in each of the rooms were the only source of air to the house. It wasn’t much of a way to live, but if things went the way he planned, pretty soon he would be able to afford a place for him and his grandmother higher up, maybe even on the surface. 
 
    Holo pics of him and his parents sat on the rickety desk in another corner of the room, a relic of times past where you had to study sitting to a desk. His wardrobe consisted of a curtain strung across an alcove in the north corner of the room, where his father had built eight shelves for him to place his meager wardrobe. It didn’t compare to the container for the precious VNet suit. 
 
    Dominating his room was the floating half gravity holo-globe, a counterpart to the suit. It was two meters in diameter. Rick bought it on credit two years ago when he was 13 and slaved for an entire year as a proxy brain to pay it back to DECA holdings.   
 
    He pushed it gently out of the way. It floated away like a helium-filled balloon and then he reached up and pulled his bed down from its place against the ceiling and fell on it. The bed was a flex-glass board with hooks and coils arranged in a complex mechanism. It always reminded him of the brilliance of his father, a gifted creator of utilitarian fixtures and furniture for the cramped spaces in the underground dwellings. 
 
    He was excited about the approaching championship, but as usual, when he came out of the game, felt something was missing in his life. He’d felt this way for a few years now, ever since he’d immersed himself in GodsRealm. Nothing was as alive to him as it was in the game, and he was nothing like Lord Errate, his game persona. Rick in real life was introverted and guarded. Lord Errate, boisterous and adventurous.  
 
    Sometimes it felt as if there was a missing ingredient to everything in his life. The food prepared by his grandmother was always missing an extra something that would make it really tasty. His job was well-paid, but it was tedious. Then there was the fact that he rarely stepped out of their apartment; it amplified and threw a faded shadow over everything in his non-game life. 
 
    All of this made him feel that he didn’t quite belong to the human race. His reluctance to ‘join in’ made him shy away from things like VNet jobs that involved customer service, a much sought-after experience for people on the VNet who didn’t appreciate all the quirks of AI, and even real-life events and meet-ups for GodsRealm, where players met up outside of the game. The ones that his teammate Raina was always trying to talk him into. 
 
    “Rick, are you out of the VNet, dear?” the voice of his grandma reverberated from the holo-globe.  
 
    He loved his grandma dearly. She had this uncanny ability to sense when he was getting lost in dark thoughts. He was certain that his grandma was not augmented, not like the military and police workers, and this made her ability to sense his dark moments a lot scarier. 
 
    “Coming Grandma, won’t be a sec.” 
 
    He sighed and dropped off the bed, triggering its mechanism to pull it up to the ceiling once more. He brushed back his hair with his hands and straightened his T-shirt before opening the door.  
 
    He walked briskly through the narrow corridor connecting the three bedrooms of the house to the living room. It served as den, dining room and in the corner, the defunct workshop of his father. His grandmother always rejected his suggestions to pack up that messy corner, insisting that his parents would return someday.  
 
    Opposite that was the door that led into the corridor that led to the elevators and communal baths and kitchens shared by the tenants of their little corner of under-level 20. 
 
    His grandma sat watching an ancient holoprojector, one that he tried continuously to convince her to let go of so he could get her a cheap set of immersion holo glasses. She refused him every time, remarking that he didn’t appreciate the classics. 
 
    “I made pea surprise,” she said, standing up and rushing to the food counter. “The one that you adored when you were little.” 
 
    “Awesome, thanks Grandma,” he said, even though he knew that as always, it would be lacking, like everything else in his real-world life. “Let’s eat then.” 
 
    “No, dear,” his grandma gave him his plate and went back to sit on the couch, “I already took my vitamins and protein bar this morning, I am not hungry yet.” 
 
    He’d noticed his grandmother losing weight lately and knew that she was too proud to tell him that her pension was not enough to let them eat properly. She refused to let him use his earnings from either his job or from GodsRealm.  
 
    “We’ll get by,” she’d say whenever he suggested it. “You save every penny you earn, and you’ll have the life you deserve without ever needing to hack.” 
 
    “I got one thousand DC today,” he ate his peas slowly. They tasted nothing like the peas he remembered from his childhood. “It was a pleasant surprise. We killed a dragon.” 
 
    She smiled at his news. 
 
    “Nice! Now you can buy that upgrade to the suit you’ve been talking about.”  
 
    Grandma always encouraged him to spend DC on the game; she knew it was a wise investment.  
 
    “Nah.” He waved his fork. “I’ll get the upgrade in the championship in 10 days anyway. I was thinking about paying the 500 DC that would upgrade our medical and rations grade for the next quarter though.” 
 
    Her smile disappeared.  
 
    “Why should you?” 
 
    “Because I’d like to see you eating some peas with me Grandma,” he said softly. 
 
    “I might be old,” she said indignantly. “But I’m not senile or decrepit, Ricardo Hernandez.” 
 
    “I know you’re not, Grandma,” he left his plate and approached his grandma, touching her arm softly. “But you would have accepted this from my father, wouldn’t you?” 
 
    “It was wrong of me. He and your mother were thrown to slavery because they tried hacking to repay their debts.” 
 
    “That’s why I never use credit, Grandma.” He sat down beside her. “I limit my spending to my earnings, this is extra money that would help both of us.” 
 
    “I’m fine.” She kissed his cheek. “Just do with it what pleases you.” 
 
    “You’re losing weight Grandma,” his voice growing frustrated. “I’m not a kid anymore, please let me help. That’s what will please me.” 
 
    “But you might need this money for something better.” It was like battling a green ogre! She was relenting but held for the last fight. “I’m old and will soon leave this world to young people like you.” 
 
    “As long as you’re still here,” he said, standing up and putting his arms around her. “Allow me to be a good grandson to you, please Grandma.” 
 
    “Okay, Ricky, okay.” Tears pearled at the corners of her eyes. “But please tell me if I ever become a burden on you. Promise me.” 
 
    “I promise, Grandma,” he kissed her hands. “I promise.” 
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    Robert Yee and Thomas Mehemet sat in a lush garden café in the most exclusive region of VNet, the Elysium Gardens. Here a single megabyte of real estate costs more than a gigabyte anywhere else on VNet. 
 
    A third-generation AI, who could only be spotted by the most avid of code writers as non-human, served them tea with exotic spices. 
 
    The tea had an effect similar to the old time's marijuana, only milder and subtler. The rich and influential could partake in its pleasure without ever becoming addicted – it was, after all, just a piece of coding.  
 
    A relaxed but still intimidating Thomas Mehemet addressed Robert Yee who sat cross-legged facing him. 
 
    “What do you want of me, Mr. Yee?” 
 
    A nervous Yee took a sip of his tea. 
 
    “I have a proposition that I think will benefit both of us, and one which I think you will like on a personal level.” 
 
    “Interesting. A personal level, you say? I honestly doubt I would have any interest, personal or otherwise, in any venture you can propose, Mr. Yee.” 
 
    Mehemet was known in the bowels of the VNet as ‘The Pitbull’. Once he latched onto an opponent, he didn’t let go until they were dead. He’d had the nickname since the beginning of his criminal career when he was a mere cyber thug. That stubborn ‘fight to the death’ mentality had seen him rise to become an infamous crime lord and now, in his latest iteration, a very wealthy businessman. Oh, he was still a criminal, it’s just that now he hid his dealings in legitimate businesses. Businesses like the one they sat in right now, right up to the mega corporation he owned 51 percent of.  
 
    Yee knew more of Thomas Mehemet’s background and intricate web of finances than most and, importantly for this negotiation, also knew he was in some difficulty. Mr. Yee’s avatar sat up straighter in his chair to show he wasn’t intimidated. 
 
    “I am a businessman of some renown myself, Mr. Mehemet, as I’m sure you know. Will you hear me out or must we continue this silly dance?”  
 
    There was a pause, and Yee waited for the Pitbull to explode. He didn’t. 
 
    “Go on, then,” said Mehemet, slumping into the lush pillows. “I am listening.” 
 
    “I know that for the last three years you were invested in the proceedings of the annual GodsRealm championship.” Yee had a sharpness to his tone that indicated he had disabled the tea’s effects on his mind. 
 
    Mehemet shrugged.  
 
    “I bet on the occasional promising team.” His eyes closed and someone unaware of his dangerous nature might have thought he was drifting to sleep. “Never on the first place though, Odin’s Hand had that secured for the last four years. I don’t think they’ll relinquish any time soon either.” 
 
    Not fooled by the other man’s dozy appearance, Yee made his play.  
 
    “My plan ensures another team will win this year.”  
 
    Like a crocodile surfacing, Mehemet opened one eye.  
 
    “Earning us both a few hundred million in DC betting on the new team.” 
 
    “That’s highly illegal…”  
 
    Yee shrugged.  
 
    “Maybe. If done carefully, we need never worry.” 
 
    “I’ll humor you,” said Mehemet. “What’s in it for you?” 
 
    Yee pulled a vape from his pocket and dragged deeply on it. 
 
    “Odin’s Hand has been sponsored by my company for the last five years, our CEO managed to survive in his position since the financial crisis of ‘37, all because of the goodwill and sales income their endorsements brought.” He took another drag on the vape. “My team would give me a shot at his position in the next shareholders meeting. They’re suckers for anything GodsRealm since our biggest sales are power-ups in the game. That and the DC we win would allow me to double my shares in the company to two hundred thousand.” 
 
    “That, my friend, is what I needed to hear.” Mehemet sat up, now fully alert. “I know greed for money moves people, but power… lust for power is a superior motivator. Owning a slice of the biggest company in the entertainment industry sounds nice. If you arrange to buy and sell me an equivalent amount of shares as well, we have a deal.” 
 
    Yee raised his eyebrow.  
 
    “You’re wondering why I don’t just buy them on the stock market?” Mehemet said. Yee nodded. “I can’t. I’m banned by the Federation of Virtual Networks Security from buying directly into stocks, bonds, and any kind of shit that would turn me fully legit. So, if you buy them and resell them to me in a closed session which is allowed by the FVNS, we’ve got a deal.” 
 
    “Why haven’t you pulled this scheme with any of the other executive types that come your way then?” 
 
    “None of them are as eager or hungry as you are, Mr. Yee.” 
 
    Yee takes a long drag as he ponders the counter-offer.  
 
    “One-hundred thousand shares?” 
 
    Mehemet, his eyes bright, nodded.  
 
    “Done, on the proviso that I have your votes when the time comes.” 
 
    “Done.”   
 
    As they shook hands in agreement, the AI waiter comes forward with a tray holding two flutes of champagne. 
 
    “To the success of… what’s the team name?”  
 
    “True Heroes Under God Society,” said Yee, waiting for the other man to laugh at the ridiculous name. 
 
    “THUGS?! I like it. Here’s to the success of the Thugs! My lawyer is coming in a few seconds to finalize the selling of the shares between us.” 
 
    “I like that you’re so certain we’ll win,” Yee said, his expression puzzled. “But shouldn’t we wait until after the tournament?” 
 
    “Oh, I thought you understood,” Mehemet said, waving to a man who had arrived at the entrance of their private balcony. “Regardless of whether the Thugs win, you will sell me one hundred thousand shares.” 
 
    “No, that wasn’t the arrangement.” 
 
    “Oh, but it was. If you renege now, I would, of course, be forced to send a holo-recording of our conversation to the CEO and board of your company... not to mention the VNet commission.”  
 
    Yee’s mind was racing. He had been completely outmaneuvered. Still, in the end, knowing he was defeated he insisted upon one more condition.  
 
    “I agree if you promise me mercenaries in the championship to aid the Thugs and hinder the other teams.” 
 
    “Of course! This is what you are buying my friend, my ‘assistance’.” Mehemet waved to the newcomer. “This is Peter Vladimirovich, my lawyer. He will finalize the details of our agreement, while I make some calls. ” 
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    “Please explain to me again why we don’t need to compete in the preliminaries?” Rania asked. 
 
    Rick had arranged for the team to gather and view the preliminaries, the knockout tournament for anybody who didn’t automatically qualify for the main championship. GodsRealm Inc, the sole owner of the game and associated events, insisted that the player cap for the championship remained at two thousand contestants forever and produced the sister event called the Preliminaries. In the Preliminaries, any individual or any team outside the top one thousand who could afford the two thousand DC per head entry fee was able to fight for a chance to compete in the Championship. 
 
    “Because up until this year, we were outside the top one thousand. Now, we are the second best,” said Rick, doing well to keep the irritation from his tone. Rania was a great game player but cared little for the intricacies of qualification, entry requirements and tournament organization. 
 
    “So why bother watching?” 
 
    “Because Camille the Dark,” said Mario, who called everybody by their game name when they were public in-game. “We can check the competition. Every year someone comes out of the box and scores a few telling victories, just look at us.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    Mario pointed.  
 
    “Now, just watch this team, ‘True Heroes Under God Society’. Arrogant name, but they look competent and have very expensive equipment.” 
 
    “THUGS for short!” Dana said. “They must be one of those sponsored teams with a big VNet entity backing them up.” 
 
    She moved closer to the others after checking out the other spectator avatars. She hadn’t seen anyone suspicious. Ever since the encounter with the dragon, she’d been taking extra care when in-game.  
 
    They stood on the floating viewing platform especially reserved for spectators of the Preliminaries. The tickets sold for 15 DC, and it was cheap entertainment for a lot of people, especially kids under 13 who were not allowed to play in the championship.  
 
    “It is good publicity for any sponsor,” Mark said. “Sorry for denying you the opportunity when it was offered, guys.”   
 
    By the end of last year’s championship, at least 10 sponsors had approached the team, but Mark announced that if they took any, he would have to leave the group for personal reasons. 
 
    They didn’t want to lose him. They knew taking on a sponsor would mean his hacking exploits might be uncovered when thorough background checking of their individual finances was undertaken.  
 
    Still, they held a meeting where he wasn’t present and voted on whether to drop him and take up a sponsorship. They all voted yes, although Mario voiced some strong opinions. Rick felt they’d made the right decision. Mark was an asset to the team, and it also helped to know that sponsored teams were basically slaves to their benefactors for an entire year, even if they got paid for it. 
 
    They all turned their attention to the Thugs in time to watch the expensively equipped team launch an attack on a group of players. 
 
    “They don’t have a Mage more powerful than Level 15,” Rick noted. “Almost no Area of Effect damage at all.” 
 
    “Maybe they are holding back till the championship?” Rania said. 
 
    “Impossible, there are several plus-20 Level teams out there, if they want to qualify they’ll have to use every trick they have got up their sleeves,” Rick countered. 
 
    “Something’s fishy, folks,” Dana pointed at the flanks of Thugs. “See there! A group of individual players pushing back other teams that would ambush them.” 
 
    “Yeah, they look like they’re paving the way for the Thugs,” Mark agreed 
 
    As they were commenting, the Thugs neared one of the first programmed AI obstacles in the arena, a Level 25 Giant, who stepped out of the mouth of the cave tunnel that would lead to the semi-finalist zone. 
 
    This is when they realized how much DC the Thugs or their backers had lavished on their weapons cache. The group lobbed Mana bombs at the giant. Generally, those bombs were collectors’ items. In their team, only Mark and Mario had more than one. Mark, of course, bought four for an amount he wouldn’t disclose in the Mana Craze auction last year, while Mario got his when he completed the single-player challenge, Odin’s Path, the hardest quest in the game. It had taken him three months of play time and he only walked away with two bombs. 
 
    The Thugs threw at least 10 of the bombs at the giant, and when he fell, the team rushed for the cave mouth. Getting through first was a huge advantage – the giant would respawn when another player approached, giving the first to pass valuable time. 
 
    “You think they are cheating?” Dana asked Mark. As a shady hacker in real life, she thought he would have some thoughts. 
 
    Surprisingly, the answer came from Rania, who unknown to the rest of them, also had some intimate knowledge about cheating in the game. 
 
    “Impossible, the entry to this event would purge any unauthorized items a player has.”  
 
    “She’s right,” said Mark. 
 
    Valhalla Greatest moved to the other side of the viewing platform with the rest of the crowd to watch the advancement of the Thugs in the semi-finalist zone. 
 
    Again, and again, the Thugs had help from singular, high-level combatants. Rick recognized a few of them as professional players that normally cared little for the preliminaries. Most of them were in the top thousand anyway and already qualified for the championship. What of the others? 
 
    “Some of those defending the Thugs,” Rania pointed out with admiration in her voice. “Are Legionnaires! I’m sure of it.” 
 
    “Legionnaires are an urban legend, they don’t really exist,” Rick said, speaking of the rumored third-generation AI players that couldn’t be distinguished from human players. He watched the advancement of the Thugs, aided and abetted by their apparent allies.  
 
    “Look, Rick, it’s true. Watch the way they move, so smooth. There are at least three in that group of seven and they’re not touching the Thugs at all.” 
 
    Rania touched his arm and Rick jumped back, much to the surprise of his teammate.  
 
    “Sorry, I got startled,” he brushed his strange reaction with a wave of his hand. “You might be right. Look, those four are actually holding the gates to the final zone so they can pass.”  
 
    The gates of the final zone were Health and Mana stealers, and players were supposed to use tanks to hold the doors for the other teammates to pass. Any other character with lower than a few thousand Health points would perish before his teammates passed through. 
 
    “Odin’s Beard! What kind of health count do those guys have?” Mark was looking in amazement as four singular players held the gate for a very long time, enough to let the Thugs and another ten players pass before they went through themselves. 
 
    “Cheating!” Screamed Dana at the top of her lungs, even though nobody would hear her outside of the section they stood on; she did it to vent her anger at the whole proceeding anyway. 
 
    “Let’s check how they do in the final stage,” said Mario, moving to the direction of the balconies facing the final zone. “It should be interesting to see them fight their way through the best players and three dragons.” 
 
    They had only just settled into place to watch the final battle when a female player from the Thugs threw a spell that took the glowing shape of a huge hourglass. 
 
    There was a deep boom that Rick felt in his stomach, and then everything and everyone in the game froze. 
 
    “No way!” Rick shouted excitedly. “A time paradox spell, that thing sold for a hundred thousand DC!” 
 
    A loud ticking began reverberating across the lanscape. The Thugs had 30 seconds of stopped time, but neither Rick or any of the team knew how they would use it.  
 
    The Thugs ran to the north corner of the arena where the largest and highest level of the dragons stood frozen in time. 
 
    Rick knew the rules: if you were one of the last one thousand players standing in the final zone, or if you managed to finish off one of the three dragons, you gained entry to the championship. 
 
    The dragon they surrounded was a Level 50 Emperor Dragon, only ever seen in the preliminaries or the championship itself. Any team with levels less than 25 trying to kill it, would face an extremely difficult fight. That is, if they actually succeeded, and were not killed in the process. 
 
    Almost to a person, the Valhalla Greatest edged forward in anticipation.  
 
    The Thugs circled the immobile dragon and started to conjure holding cages around it. Each cage one would take the dragon around 20 seconds to destroy – each of the powerful spells was worth around 10 thousand DC. 
 
    “They better hurry,” said Rick, his voice trembling with excitement.  
 
    After they trapped it in around a hundred of the holding cages, they began to throw Mana bombs at the temporarily helpless dragon.  
 
    The 30 seconds finished with a boom and the dragon reanimated only to find itself surrounded by cage upon cage, unable to immediately fight back against its assailants. 
 
    As the Thugs fought their presently one-sided battle with the dragon, the single players who had been easing the path formed a defensive cordon around them, fending off any other player or team approaching them. The Thugs exhausted their supply of Mana bombs and shifted to other projectiles. 
 
    “Paladin bombs as well,” Rick commented, his voice not so excited anymore. “The sponsor of Thugs must have bottomless pockets.” 
 
    Paladin bombs released the force of a team of Paladins, equal in stats to the caster upon the enemy until they died, or the battle finished. Only the purest of players were able to use them, a character of a demonic race or anything but lawful, good characters were unable to use them at all. 
 
    “These guys work like AI too,” Mark commented. “They seem too coordinated to be a team of people who don’t know each other except in the game.” 
 
    “More Legionnaires?” Dana queried. 
 
    Mark nodded as the dragon began to swoon under the damaging barrage. 
 
    “Isn’t this totally illegal according to the game rules? Wouldn’t it get them banned for a year or something?” Rania said, her glowing eyes fixated on the carnage. 
 
    “If somebody can prove it, yes.” Mark turned to face the group. “But it’s too difficult to pursue, dangerous too, given that they must have extremely powerful backers.” 
 
    Game rules stated that if you accused a player of cheating and your accusation was false, you lost half of your gained experience, practically dropping you down at least five or six levels. 
 
    The team watched the supporting players join in and start to attack the dragon with the Thugs. 
 
    “Clever, if they share with enough points in the kill,” Mario remarked, pointing to the events unfolding in front of them. “They will all be considered slayers of the dragon, thus automatically qualified.” 
 
    Just as he finished his words, the dragon fell, and a roar went up from the crowd and participants. The Valhalla Greatest team didn’t join in the celebration of the audience. Less than a minute later the sound of a horn reverberated around the stadium and the victorious team, their supporting players, and the remainder of the one thousand qualifiers blinked out of the game.  
 
    The preliminaries were over.  
 
    “I guess that Odin’s Hand aren’t our only competition now,” Rick announced. 
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    Selma, Rick’s grandmother, settled in front of the holo TV with a cup of tea just as the announcer began the live coverage. Selma tut-tutted the plastic looking announcer and his shiny hair. Behind him, resplendent in the sunshine, a massive real-life sports stadium loomed like a silver spaceship. 
 
    “Welcome everyone at home and those special guests in any of the luxurious Infinity Cafés in and around Elysium Gardens. In just a few moments, the GodsRealm annual championship will begin!” 
 
    “Behind me, the Omega Dome, built in 2030 to commemorate victory in the Great China Wars is host to this year’s championship, sponsored by EB, your go-to for faster VNet access…” Selma’s eyes glazed as he droned on, listing more sponsors and talking about the past winners.  
 
    The holo image pans around the unique dome-shaped building as he talked. Its exterior is made up of thousands of panels of opaque plexiglass, which gives it the silver tinge.  
 
    “It’s almost showtime, folks,” he announces. “They’ve sounded the first warning, and the contestants are suiting up. Time for me to join our ground team. The Dome closes in 10 minutes, and we do not want to be locked out.” 
 
    The hover camera followed the physically perfect announcer as he left his desk, ran down the stairs of his temporary studio and jogged the distance to the entrance of the Dome. 
 
    “You run fool,” mumbled Selma. 
 
    It was only when he disappeared in the shadow of the Dome that one really understood the scale of the massive structure. Once inside it was clear that the Omega was at least three times the size of a football stadium. 150 thousand people packed the stands, nearly everyone wearing the holo glasses what would allow them to watch the championship in VR.  
 
    Over his shoulder was the astro-turfed field, where all two thousand participants were seated or standing in their gaming suits. Most of them were ready to rumble and had already put their holo glasses on.  
 
    Selma’s eyes searched for Rick beyond the announcer, but it was like trying to pick a needle in a haystack.  
 
    Thankfully, the camera floated up and away from the announcer as he continued his droning commentary and began to scan the contestants. 
 
    First, it approached the Odin’s Hand team, displaying each member’s character sheet and most recent stats. A roar went up from the crowd. Champions always had considerable support.  
 
    Naturally, it hovered towards the previous year’s runners-up, Valhalla Greatest. The roar that went up for them was considerably louder than that for Odin’s Hand. If there was one thing fans loved more than a champion, it was an underdog, especially one who repeatedly refused big money sponsorship. 
 
    Rick’s stats popped up next to him as he was trying out the standard-issue VNet suit. Realms of VR company supplied a suit to each player in the championship. It was compulsory to wear and was to ensure that no-one had a non-game bought or earned an advantage over other players. 
 
    If Selma could hear what the Valhalla Greatest were saying by their secure coms link, she would have had a stroke.  
 
    “So, I looked into the Thugs.” Mark jumped up and down in his holo-globe, testing its gravity nullifying plates as he addressed the team. “They were only listed as a team after last year’s championship. Two of their members are barely 14 years old, just old enough for the competition.” 
 
    “I hate to cream a kid,” Rania waved to a technician to change her gloves, which were too large. “But I will do my best to crash the sweet-pea 14-year-olds off the face of GodsRealm.” 
 
    The fact that the gloves were too big for her only added to Rick’s conviction she was actually a girl, even though she wore camouflage skin head-to-toe whenever they were real-world together. Camo-skin was quite common practice for many players of the championship who wished to avoid publicity or identification, but Rick wished that just one time she would show her real self.  
 
    He only had personality and her avatar to go by, but he was certain she was beautiful.  
 
    “Have you checked the equipment of Odin’s Hand?” Dana addressed her teammates, “We’re far superior to them in firepower this year and then some, thanks to Mr. Big Dragon.” 
 
    “No, it’s thanks to the armor sets from the Son of Beelzebub,” said Rick, as he ascended the portable steps into his holo-globe. “We couldn’t have beaten the dragon without them.” 
 
    The group chatted excitedly as they did their final checks and entered their holo-globes. A second horn sounded and the hundreds of extras and technicians swarming around the contestants started to evacuate the field.  
 
    “Here we go folks,” said Rick, a tremor of anticipation in his voice. “Let’s jack in.” 
 
    Reality winked out and Rick found himself in a vast sunlit valley surrounded by tall snowcapped peaks. His team was there along with two thousand other contestants scattered through the valley. When the last contestant jacked in, the third and final horn sounded. The game had officially commenced.  
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    “Welcome faithful Einherjar, Ragnarök - the final war is at hand!” A huge roar from the assembled players went up as an immense AI-simulated Odin materialized over the mountains, his two famous ravens Huginn and Muninn cawing and flying around him. Rick felt goosebumps. The welcome from the gigantic Odin never failed to affect him. “Fenrir has broken his chains, Loki is free! And the serpent Jörmungandr has cracked the surface of Midgard. Yggdrasil has been split asunder by Fafnir!  
 
    “It is time to slay our enemy or to die in honor! Always beware your fellow Einherjar, and if they move against you, kill them without mercy!” 
 
    Thor, the most commercially abused God in entertainment, appeared suddenly beside Odin with lightning crackling from his famous hammer Mjolnir.  
 
    “Einherjar, Hel has promised neutrality in the upcoming war, yet some of the dragons in her hold have escaped, and you may have to fight them off.” With a very complicated piece of coding, Thor was now addressing every single player personally as if he meant the message for only him or her. “Killing any of the dragons, Nidhogg, or Fáfnir will grant you the equivalent of 10 enemies slain on the field and allow you to go forward into battle with the great serpent Jörmungandr. Go to battle and kill these monsters with my blessing!” 
 
    “Let the battles begin!” Odin boomed when Thor had finished his pep talk and Valkyrie swooped from behind the mountains, flying low over the field offering blessings and temporary boosts in exchange for GG or DC. 
 
    The championship, not unlike the preliminaries, fell into three zones. The first had players against player until they would reach one of the dragons, Fafnir or Nidhogg. Killing one of them opened the portal to the next zone for anybody with a kill rate of 10 or more. Of course, killing any dragon would provide the quota of 10 in an instant.  
 
    Mark paid a passing Valkyrie for Mana, Health boosts and a blessing in accuracy for the entire team. A gift none of his team members refused. 
 
    Rick called up his Thunder Sword and Oak Staff, which augmented any spell cast in the group. Rania drew her Fire Bow, then vanished from sight. Mario began incanting his line of blessing and boosts as Dana wove 20 spells and ensnared them in her utility belt for faster casting.  
 
    Mark, the only one of them from the demonic races, called his Dark Bliss since the blessings of Mario would have zero effect any of the demonic race competitors.  
 
    “Charge!” called Rick, and Valhalla Greatest launched themselves into the fray.  
 
    They moved in a formation of two lines. Rick and Mark led the way, followed by Rania, Mario, and Dana. 
 
    They advanced cautiously, experience from the last two years had shown them that you could be the best player in the arena and still be killed in the chaos of the first few minutes, where low tier and inexperienced players and teams would unleash their most powerful weapons and spells. Many would die and a fair share of them would be game veterans. 
 
    A strange disc-shaped projectile was thrown at Mark, and Mario cast shield just as a grenade from the Urban Fantasy setting of the game exploded. It saved Mark from certain in-game death, but he had to quickly take a potion to retrieve the lost Health points. 
 
    After two minutes of advancement, they faced their first real battle of the competition with a relatively unknown team cutting down enemies with long flashing wands. 
 
    “They’re like Lightsabers?!” Rick shouted as he deflected a swipe at his head with his staff. 
 
    “Wicked!” called Rania, and unexpectedly materialized when the opposing team activated an Area of Effect spell. The AOE spell had the bonus of decloaking anyone under a spell of invisibility.  
 
    The team facing them lacked experience, but they certainly didn’t lack enthusiasm as they hammered Valhalla Greatest viciously. Rick cornered one of the players of the other team at a fallen tree and matched him blow for blow with his Thunder Sword. Sparks flew as they thrust and parried, but Rick slowly wore the other player down. 
 
    Dana was locked in a battle of her own with the Psychic of the other team. Blue energy arced and frizzled over the heads of the two teams. Rania, now visible, shot and ran, repeating this tactic as a player of the other team targeted her with a Laser Sniper Rifle. 
 
    Behind them, Mario cast continuous healing spells and gulped one Mana potion after another as the other team’s medic aided his team with a healing wand and lots of auto bandages. 
 
    Mark was faring better than his teammates; his demonic form alone had phased the other team’s players, and it allowed him critical time and space to complete a tactical by going directly for their leader, attacking and beheading him in two strikes.  
 
    Still, even leaderless, the other team held their own. 
 
    Dana broke the impasse by casting a decaying spell at her counterpart. As the woman was preoccupied trying to heal her rotting visage, Dana was able to attack her mind and, in a few seconds, opened a window through which she was able to control her and use her to attack her teammates. 
 
    Rick sliced off the arm of his opponent and plunged his sword deep in his chest just as Dana’s mind control victim killed her own medic. He looked around to find the battle done except for Rania and the very persistent sniper. He smiled as she successfully eluded the sniper until he was forced to reload. Rania deftly nocked an explosive arrow and released it as the other guy was raising his gun to take a kill shot.  
 
    The arrow exploded in front of his face, taking off his head.   
 
    “Well done,” called Rick. “Move on!”  
 
    The team advanced through the valley without engaging unless they had too. That was becoming a little easier. The traffic on the battleground was thinning as players met their fates. In the distance, they spotted the fire and might of the dragon Fafnir, who they beat last year through a regimented strategy. Rick saw another less-organized team was about to be annihilated by the huge dragon and decided they should make a play. 
 
    “Slay Fafnir!” he yelled and charged.  
 
    Valhalla Greatest followed him as one and circled the great dragon at a safe distance. Rania ditched her bow in favor of her Thor-blessed Thunder Daggers. Dana immediately released four spells of armor decay, two of ‘slow and weaken’, and at least three types of diseases on the dragon that she knew he was not immune to, courtesy of last year’s experience. 
 
    Mark repeated the strategy he had used against the dragon that assailed them at their pre-game meeting and darted in, hacking at the claws of the dragon as Rick threw AOE spells one after the other in the beast’s direction, rendering every move of the great beast an agonizing hell. 
 
    Mario cast his spells, alternating between blessing spells on his teammates and curse spells on the dragon. 
 
    The battle was still tough, and their efforts consumed around 20 percent of their Mana and Health stash before Fafnir, becoming more and more damaged, obliterated the remnants of the other team with a single swipe of its mighty tail and took flight. 
 
    That desperate but powerful move meant he had only around 10 percent of his Health points remaining, but also had the effect of knocking down the entire team and depleting half of their Health points.  
 
    The first to climb back to her feet, Rania shifted back to her bow and began to unleash arrows as Dana weaved an intricate spell of Spirit Shattering. 
 
    Mario healed the entire team to give them time to complete their task. Beside him, Mark ditched his sword for a strange staff with a crystal shard tied to the end. As the dragon passed by, he aimed and hit the bottom of the staff to the ground. The top of the staff detonated, launching the crystal shard at Fafnir’s right eye. 
 
    The dragon cried in rage and pain for its lost eye and unleashed a breath of thunder at the team before flying straight up to get out of range. The team was thrown to the ground by the mighty concussion, their team Health glowing red as it plummeted to two percent.  
 
    While the dragon’s move to get out of damage range and prepare for a final attack was understandable, it helped the team. If he’d pressed his attack, he would have finished them. As it was, they had time to consume two bottles of Health potion each and make ready to meet the last strike of the dragon, 
 
    While they had been preoccupied, four other teams had approached. They didn’t have the time or energy to fight all of them, so they concentrated their efforts on the dragon. 
 
    As Fafnir dived for another assault, Rick threw it a spell of bleeding and Rania showered it with exploding arrows. It was enough. The great beast began to spin out of control and crashed in front of Valhalla Greatest and the approaching teams who rushed in to finish it. When the dragon took its last breath, the ground in front of it caved in to reveal a ragged cave entrance. 
 
    Rick and the team rushed into it and the game stopped for them, allowing a well-deserved rest until the remaining competitors moved through to the second round and the final scores from the first round were calculated. Rick watched the scoreboard and didn’t fail to notice that the Thugs were one of the last teams to qualify. 
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    “What the hell was that?” Yee switched his wrist phone to a secure channel and poured his anger to Mehemet. “The Thugs barely made it, where were your mercenaries?” 
 
    “Relax Mr. Yee,” Mehemet answered in a chemically relaxed voice. “This isn’t the preliminaries anymore. If my men are too involved in the early stages, it will be noticed and your team will be disqualified.” 
 
    “But your men didn’t do anything to help!” Yee screamed in his holo bubble, totally invisible to the other spectators of the event. “Nothing at all! They were supposed to nudge things along!” 
 
    “You may not have noticed it, Mr. Yee,” the voice of Mehemet had an edge to it now. “But we’ve already sacrificed men. My Legionnaires are now ten strong instead of the 14 we started with. That’s four men killed while subtly paving the way for your incompetent Thugs to pass the first gate.”  
 
    “When was that?” Yee’s panic started to subside. He had a lot at stake. He had gambled all his liquid money on a bet, plus he signed away the right to his shares to Mehemet. He could not afford to lose. “But they passed the portal with only one percent Health points remaining!” 
 
    “True, but the important point is that they passed. I will hold up my end of the deal Mr. Yee – I am a man of my word. But the rest depends on you and your team. Pull your act together and don’t ever speak to me like you just did again.”  
 
    And he cut the connection. 
 
    Yee’s gut sank into his shoes. This was a bad deal. If he wanted to, Mehemet could just screw him over and still come out on top of this whole mess. He had to pray that he would indeed stick to his end of the deal.  
 
    Unfortunately, Yee wasn’t the trusting type. He tapped out a new number on the secure commlink of his holo bubble and took some deep breaths to calm himself. He hadn’t spoken to the person he dialed in four years but knew she would recognize him.  
 
    A woman’s face appeared on the projected screen in front of him. It was a different face to the one he’d last seen her wearing. Prettier and more youthful. If he didn’t know better, he would have thought she was a different person.  
 
    “Hello, Bobby Yee.”  
 
    If she was surprised, she didn’t show it.  
 
    “Hello, Lara. I need a favor.” 
 
    “I am listening,” she answered in a husky voice that triggered some memories for him. “Who do you want me to kill?” 
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    “Well, that was far easier than last year,” Rick said, as the technicians inspected his gear. “Have we improved that much?” 
 
    “We’ve become more efficient as a team.” Dana watched as the ushers removed the game losers from the physical arena. It looked like only 10 percent had made it through. “Three years of continuously working together does that to people.”  
 
    She smiled at him. Even though she was old enough to be his mother, Rick found her smile charming and thought it was no wonder she’d succeeded as a popstar.  
 
    “We are a real team now,” Rania said, grabbing a bottle of enhanced filtered water from the table next to her holo globe. “We know and anticipate each other’s moves.”  
 
    “The scoreboards are up,” Mario called, pointing to the huge floating holo globe above the field. “Wow! Odin’s Hand didn’t make it!” 
 
    “What the!?” Mark looked as if he’d just woken from a dream. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Definitely not there on the boards,” Mario ran his eyes down the list of the 200 players going into the next round. “But the Thugs are there.” 
 
    “This raises our chances greatly!” Rania was glowing. “Oh, I’m gonna be so rich!” 
 
    “We haven’t won yet,” Rick said. “Remember the support this Thug team had in the preliminaries. We’ll have to be on our guard against those individual players.” 
 
    “I don’t think they got help this time,” said Mario.  
 
    “They did,” said Rick. “It was subtle, but it was there. Be wary.” 
 
    The horn blew, announcing the time for non-contestants to vacate the playing field. Technicians and support staff scrambled off the field, leaving the too-slow players to finish their own re-suiting or globe mounting.  
 
    Another horn sounded and the team materialized into the game. Valkyrie swooped low over the field and the gigantic Thor in the sky addressed the players. 
 
    “Einherjar, in this battle you have to fight off Jotun and vanquish Jörmungandr. The Jotun you will face are giants of ice, fire, thunder and stone. Each giant killed is the equivalent of five kills, but you have to cut a hole in Jörmungandr’s heavily armored body if you want to reach Loki and Fenrir in the next round. 
 
    “As before, you need to have ten affirmed kills to pass before being allowed to cut through Jörmungandr’s body. Receive my blessing and venture forth to win the day, Hail Einherjar!”  
 
    A roar from the contestants went up. The battlefield was the same size as the last one, but much less crowded. Fights erupted immediately between newbies and freshman teams while the more experienced players like Valhalla Greatest ran away from the spawning point towards the mountain-like structure that made a solid border on the horizon. This was the living body of Jörmungandr. 
 
    The experienced players knew that instead of the dragons in the earlier round, in this one they would face dozens of very difficult to kill Jotun or giants. Saving their Mana and spells for those fights was crucial to their advancement.  
 
    And as suspected, the Jotun materialized into existence randomly and unexpectedly. Before they’d covered even an eighth of the distance to Jörmungandr, an enraged ice giant appeared in front of the Valhalla Greatest team. 
 
    The team had fought giants before, and they knew that you had to defend with the same element of the giant and attack with the counter-element. Mario spread warmth spells over the team as Dana started on her Spirit Warmth spell as she slipped a spell replicator from her stash. The Spirit Warmth spell was vital to fight off the chill the giant would cast over her team, but also cause damage to the giant. The spell replicator would repeat the spell as long as she had the Mana to keep it going. 
 
    Rania loaded several fire arrows to her multi-slotted bow as Rick called his Sword of Fire to existence and started hurling fireballs at the giant. 
 
    Mark, as always, called first for Dark Bliss. He then cut his hand with his greatsword and rubbed its length with his blood before igniting it so that it was wreathed in flames. 
 
    The giant swiped at Rick, who ducked at the last moment and turned, severing the huge hand of the giant with his sword. The giant screamed in pain and was unprepared when Rania’s flaming arrows struck him, igniting his whole body in flame. 
 
    The giant roared and blew chilled air at the team, dropping the Health of Mark and Rick to almost three percent. Mario immediately cast a healing spell supplemented by a cold shield over them while dodging the club of the giant. Dana threw her Spirit Warmth spells, and steam started to hiss from the puzzled giant’s ears and mouth. 
 
    The giant charged at Dana, only to be met by Mark’s sword. He sliced through its leg just above the ankle, severing its foot completely. The giant fell, screaming in anger and pain, lashing out as it hit the ground; it knocked Rick 30 yards away. Mario rushed to revive his fallen friend as Rania shot two arrows into the giant’s eye. 
 
    Blinded and in pain, the giant managed to get back into a kneeling position. It flailed ineffectually at the team before, picking his moment, Mark climbed onto its back and started hacking at its neck with his flaming sword. The giant collapsed forward like a felled tree and Mark continued hacking until its head rolled away, blue blood spurting from the stump of its neck. 
 
    The revived Rick ran to join the team with Mario.  
 
    “Good work everyone, that was one tough son of Helheim!” 
 
    “He was,” Rania said, breathed deeply. “We need to amass five more kills before approaching Jörmungandr, what do you suggest guys?” 
 
    “There’s a lower ranked team barely holding off a fire giant over there.” Dana pointed to a battle going on around a hundred feet from them. “We could lend a hand?” 
 
    “They are lower ranks,” Mario said. “They might attack us with the giant on our backs.” 
 
    “It is a risk,” Mark countered, “but it is the fastest way to finish this battle area and move forward.” 
 
    “Yeah, whether we kill the giant or that group,” Rick added. “Both will push our kill numbers up the charts.” 
 
    “Okay, but be ready for any eventuality,” Mario warned them. “The Thugs and their cronies are only a hundred feet from that battle fighting a stone giant.” 
 
    The team nodded and started to prepare their spell arsenal and change equipment for the coming encounter.  
 
    Mario readied Cold Poultice spells and placed them in his tool belt as they walked. Rick changed to his Chilling Sword and prepared several Area of Effect cold-inducing spells. 
 
    Rania de-materialized and they only knew she was there by the sound of her nocking iced arrows in her bow. Dana gulped two bottles of Mana and set about preparing dazzle spells in case the other team attacked them, theorizing that if they were dazzled, the giant would kill them where they stood. She added several calm spells that would help fight the giant’s fire element and help extinguish any fire damage her teammates suffered. 
 
    Mark was already bathed in his Dark Bliss. He extinguished the flames on his sword to return it to base damage. Being a demonic being, he had high immunity against fire, so he alone amongst the team could fight in close quarters of the giant, without incurring a lot of heat damage. 
 
    As they closed in, they realized the other team was from the Old West setting of the game. They were shooting guns and rifles that inflicted little or no damage on the giant, who could really be harmed only through magic. 
 
    And as Mario suspected, the moment the other team spotted them, some of them started firing at Valhalla Greatest. Dana shook her head. 
 
    “You asked for it, idiots.” 
 
    She cast her dazzle spells. The cowboys dropped their weapons and began walking around aimlessly. One walked directly into the club of the giant and his shattered body flew over Dana’s head. The giant finished their whole team with a few heavy swings of his club and roared in triumph. He started towards the Valhalla Greatest. 
 
    Dana released her calming spells at him. The giant slowed and looked around, apparently confused about where he was. Mark took the opportunity to dart in and start chopping at its feet. 
 
    Mario began to cast his Cold Poultice as Rick joined Mark, helping him attack the fire giant’s feet. 
 
    The giant swiped his club at Mark, knocking him heavily to his back, then swiped back at Rick who rolled under the blow and came up releasing Ice Blizzard at the giant. Rania shot a row of arrows into the giant’s fighting hand, causing him to drop the club and back up a few steps. 
 
    Mark shot back to his feet and ran back to the fray, gulping a Health potion as he went.  He gave a mighty roar and severed the other hand of the giant. He was engulfed from head to toe in flames but continued swinging his sword.  
 
    Rick ran behind the distracted giant as it fell back from the burning human. It was trying to fathom how Mark could be standing when Rick crippled it by severing the tendons of its heels with two quick slices of his blade and darting away.  
 
    The giant fell with a huge boom and the members of the team with blades instantly jumped on it and began hacking at the giant’s neck. When their bloody work was done, Mark pointed to the distant mountains.  
 
    “We should head towards Jörmungandr now!” he called and began running. 
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     “Lara, it is time you did what we agreed upon.”  
 
    Yee watched the game anxiously; the Thugs were down to their last Health potion facing a stone giant. He. Could. Not. Lose.  
 
    “I’m on it,” the husky voice of Lara sounded from his wrist phone. “I’m placing the charge at the main capacitor of the Dome now. With luck, the players will only suffer minor injury from the sudden electric surge of this section of the grid.” 
 
    “You are sure it won’t kill my team?”  
 
    He was desperate, but this action was only to postpone the championship while he figured a way to get them the cheats they would need to get through to the final round.” 
 
    “Sure enough,” she said. “Remember, one hundred thousand DC in my Swiss numbered account, or I’ll come after you next, my love.” 
 
    “It is done; the money is in your account.” 
 
    “Pleasure doing business with you.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    The Valhalla Greatest team was already at the immense mountain range that was Jörmungandr. As one they began incanting breaking spells. They had barely thrown three volleys when the world exploded in light and everything went black. 
 
    Yee unhooked his globe and looked down upon the real-world field. The technicians and medics ran frantically over the field, unhooking unconscious players from their rigs. Some began performing resuscitation and Yee felt a little knot of worry form in his stomach.  
 
    At home, Selma held her heart as she watched the aftermath of the accident or whatever had occurred. Finally, just as she decided she could bear waiting no longer and would go to the stadium, the announcer put a finger over his earpiece and listened.  
 
    “It appears the incident is a result of a power surge in the grid servicing the stadium. GodsRealm officials have informed us that most players have only minor injuries or shock.” 
 
    Selma sighed in relief.  
 
    “However, it appears that the team most advanced in the game were more severely injured. The Valhalla Greatest team are comatose and have been airlifted to hospital for assessment and treatment. We send our condolences to their families and join with thousands here in the Dome to pray for their recovery.” 
 
    Selma didn’t hear the last few sentences, she had fainted and fallen out of her chair.  
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    Selma hovered anxiously around the Medi-Bubble. Rick’s body, naked except for a loin covering, was floating in hyper-nutrient solution with an array of electrodes attached to his shaved head. He looked peaceful and the signs of worry that she frequently saw in his features were absent. 
 
    She looked at the other team members of the Valhalla Greatest. Except for two, Dana and a solidly built man of around 50, they were young. Selma had been curious about the man straight away. No family visited him. She was quite sure that Rick would be just as surprised as she to learn the mysterious Mario was a middle-aged man.   
 
    The old woman was devastated over the accident. How would she get by without her little Ricky? She gave herself a mental cuff over the ear for her self-pity. They were the ones she should be sad for, not herself. Her life was nearly over, but these people, well, the young ones anyway, they were the ones with their lives ahead of them.  
 
    She wiped a tear from her eye. If they were going to come out of it, this is where it would happen. The Alpha Life Medical Care Center was the go-to medical facility for the extremely rich and famous. 
 
    The expenses would normally have crippled the families of the team for ten lifetimes of servitude to the mega-corporations of VNet, but Realms of VR had graciously taken this burden from their shoulders. They had vowed to pay the medical and rehab costs indefinitely with no cap. A generous gesture that was not easy to overlook for the families.  
 
    Frankly, Selma thought it was the least they could do. She knew it was mostly a PR stunt to minimize the damage of the paused championship and she also knew they had a lot to gain if the Valhalla Greatest team made a miraculous comeback. 
 
    Yes, no doubt there was a PR executive somewhere who was being patted on the back for coming up with the idea to cover the minuscule cost to the company for taking care of the team’s medical expenses.  
 
    There were only four human doctors in the entire 10-floor facility. AI programs ran everything. The building itself was the most advanced of its type in the world. AI was built into the very bones of the structure. It controlled environment, security, lighting, power, and of course, the medical treatment and care of those who could afford the steep prices of the center.  
 
    Besides Rania’s parents and Dana’s son Peter, only one other person came to the care unit housing the team members as often as Selma. Jamal Yu, the creator of GodsRealm. At first, she thought he was representing the game and its owners. It was only when she heard his combative conversations with the human doctor overseeing the team’s treatment that she realized he was, in fact, the parent of one of them. Mark. Except Mark wasn’t Mark. Mark was Edward Yu, the son of one of the richest, most powerful men in the world.  
 
    In the streets around the medical center, hundreds of fans had camped out for the 20 days since the incident. They’d erected shrines and performed candlelit vigils for Valhalla Greatest. Selma thought it was sweet but thought Rick might find it annoying if he was aware of it.  
 
    Close family members were the only ones allowed to visit. When not at the sides of their comatose loved ones, they occasionally met in the waiting rooms. Jamal Yu rarely spoke to the others. Mr. Yu, who Selma couldn’t think of as merely Jamal even when he told her to call him that, spent hours in the waiting rooms. She learned by observing and eavesdropping that he was more shocked to find that his son had competed in the championship than he was of his coma condition. A testament to the fact his son had managed to hide his secret life from him for the past four years. 
 
    The occasional visit from one of the four human doctors always inspired a clamoring of anxious family members; they would flock the doctor like pigeons eager for bread crumbs from a generous stranger. Mostly they went hungry. It’s a waiting game, they were told over and over.  
 
    The doctors diagnosed the injuries as massive electric shock, the current’s entry point through the forehead and exit from the toes. They estimated the current that ran in the bodies of their patients to be nearly 10,000 volts but theorized that the traces of the sterilization mix used to lubricate and maintain the VNet suits was what saved them from a fatal outcome. The fluid’s rich mineral content had acted as a conduit for the current, preventing it from stopping their hearts or frying their brains. It was also the cause for the strange lines and shapes now burned into the team’s skin. 
 
    And even though, according to all the scans, their brain damage was minimal and located only in the frontal lobe, the patients remained unconscious but with astounding amounts of brain activity.  
 
    None of the doctors could say when they might awaken from their unusual comas. 
 
    One of the doctors took pity on Selma’s advanced years and took the time to sit down with her and explain that in most cases, victims of VNet power surges were either killed instantly or sent into a transient coma. This hadn’t happened to Rick and the team, most likely because of the unique nature of the suits.  
 
    “We just don’t know what will happen,” she said, reaching out and putting her hand over Selma’s. “What I can tell you, is that they didn’t die or end up brain dead and that means they should wake up – we just can’t give you a time or date.” 
 
    “So you’re saying it could be tomorrow, but it could be in 10 years?” 
 
    The doctor nodded. 
 
    The conversation didn’t ease her worries at all. Selma was 78 year’s old, and time was never on her side. Sure, the super-rich could live their long lives. She would have bet on Jamal Yu being one of the lucky ones. No doubt he would have been first in line for the new nanite curing system. According to the ads, one dose injected in the blood would arrest aging and keep a person vital and healthy for an estimated period of 50 to 100 years on top of their existing age.  
 
    Of course, no one could say this was accurate as the tech had only been approved for human use and introduced onto the market 10 years before. Selma wouldn’t have taken it even if someone offered to pay. People grew old for a reason and she didn’t think messing with mother nature was sensible because sometime in the future, the piper would have to be paid. She just had to pray that Rick came out of his coma before she kicked the bucket.  
 
    Detective-inspector Dahlia Jones visited them twice in the days after the incident. The first time was the day after the incident, and she informed them in stiff yet firm tones that she would get to the bottom of what had happened, and if it turned out to be deliberate sabotage, she would catch the culprit behind it. They had a multitude of questions, but to the chagrin of the families, she refused to give them any information, even when Mr. Yu threatened to go over her head.  
 
    Ten days later, she visited them again, this time erecting a soundproof Holo-Cubicle so she could speak to each of them in confidence. Her line of questioning left all of them feeling as though they were suspects. Jamal Yu was exceptionally pissed off at her accusatory tone and pushed out of the cubicle in a rage before making a call. Within seconds of him hanging up, detective-inspector Jones was called and ordered to end the interviews and come back to the office.  
 
    Selma watched the whole interaction and, while she wasn’t privy to what was said, Yu’s show of power cemented the image she had of people like him. In this case, yes, the girl probably needed her ass kicked, but she knew some like him use their celebrity status as a conduit for vanity and power. She didn’t begrudge others their wealth and fame but loathed it when it was used to wield power and advantage for callous reasons on those less fortunate. 
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    Exactly three weeks after the incident was Rick’s 24th birthday. In case he just happened to wake up, Selma had in her bag the present that she had saved up for the entire year to buy. With a tear in her eye, she put her hand on the warm skin of his Medi-Bubble.  
 
    “Happy birthday, dear Ricky. I noticed how excited you were when you spoke about the recording module that Mark, I mean, Edward had in his suit. 
 
    “You don’t know this, but your friend Mark is actually Edward Yu, son of the creator of the game, who I know is one of your favorite coding celebrities.” She paused to collect her thoughts. “Anyway, I bought this recording module for your birthday; it’s the Alpha Capture Think Tab.” She pulled it out and touched the module to the bubble. “The salesman told me it’s an older model but can be upgraded to be almost as good as the latest models.” 
 
    She placed her gift on the table beside his bubble.  
 
    “I really wanted to give it to you when I bought it two months ago.” She inhaled deeply, trying to hold back her emotions. “But I was waiting till your birthday; now I’ll regret that forever. Oh Rick, what I wouldn’t give to see that cheeky smile of yours.” 
 
    She began crying freely and put her hand on the bubble again as she searched his peaceful face for a sign he could hear her. There was nothing.  
 
    She wiped her tears away.  
 
    “Please come back, Ricky.” 
 
    She knew the AI controlling the climate of the room would complain of the extra moisture her tears would add to the atmosphere. It had done so before. She left before the reprimand from the overbearing AI came. 
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     “Where are we?” Rania pushed her hand into the gelatinous wall surrounding them. 
 
    “Odin knows!” said Rick. “One second we were breaking Jörmungandr and the next we we’re in here. Mario?” 
 
    Mario was the most experienced player by far and had travelled far and wide in game, sometimes for months at a time.  
 
    “I don’t know,” he said. Unknown to the others, he was in actual fact the oldest playing member of the team and was very secretive about it. “It looks nothing like any of the game areas I’ve explored or even the hidden ones I’ve seen in game tubes.” 
 
    “This material,” Rick pushed at the wall before it bounced back, “is very strange. Soft yet unyielding.” 
 
    “It can’t be a part of the game,” Dana commented, “else, where are the other players?” 
 
    “How long have we been here anyway?” Mark asked his teammates. 
 
    “Who knows?” Rick answered. “It can’t be that long though, I don’t feel hungry, and the suit is not giving me any warnings of fatigue or low blood sugar.” 
 
     “If this is part of the game,” Mario theorized, “our powers should work, and we can get ourselves out of here.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure we’re in-game,” Mark said. “I feel Dark Bliss still surrounding my body, but it’s a bit different.” 
 
    “You feel that too?” Rania questioned Mark, “I can’t fully mimic the environment, but I think I can match its colors at least. It’s is a bit different to normal.” 
 
    “I haven’t tried anything yet,” Mario commented. “I will try to cast Fortify on all of you to test it.”  
 
    He waved his hands as he recited the incantation; his hands changed color for a moment before going back to normal.  
 
    “Well,” he sighs. “It was worth a shot.” 
 
    “But it worked,” Dana said excitedly. “Not on us but look at the walls!” 
 
    The whole team watched as the walls glowed briefly then expanded, retracted and formed dozens of tunnels out of the room they were in. 
 
    “So, it feels bit different?” Rick asked as he conjured Light. Instead of the usual floating orb, the walls changed hue to a pale blue and lines of strange glowing glyphs appeared on the walls. “Wow, very different!” 
 
    Mark leaned closer to inspect the glyphs, which swam and constantly shifted from weird shapes to letters of the alphabet and then back to glyphs. At one point he read a full word before it dissolved, and the letters moved along. The word was Trapped. 
 
    “I think this is some kind of test,” he said. “I think we are inside of Jörmungandr, and we have to find a way out.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” Rania joined Mark to inspect the glowing writings. “But if they added it in that big update after last year’s championship, how come we haven’t heard about it?” 
 
    “Could be a surprise addition?” Rick suggested. “Eight years ago, was the first time they introduced the Jotun giants in the championship, and it wasn’t announced till the actual championship.” 
 
    “Could be, but as I recall, that stunt caused a huge backlash over the event,” Mario said. 
 
    “Well, it doesn’t matter does it?” Dana said firmly. “Fact is we have to figure out which of these tens of tunnels leads out to the battles.” 
 
    “We could start with any of them,” Mark said. “I don’t think the glyphs are meant to help us decide. Maybe we should just use a process of elimination.” 
 
    “Let’s just hope we do end up back in the fight; if we end up in another part of the game entirely, our chances of winning the championship are screwed,” said Rania. “Come on, this one looks as good as any.” 
 
    She darted into the tunnel closest to her. The team followed. 
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    “Ugh! It feels like we have been here for weeks,” Rania said as they emerged from yet another dead-end tunnel. “I thought we were onto something with that one. It had four forks and they all ended in walls, this is torture.” 
 
    “What do you suggest?” Mark sniped, who was getting edgier every hour that passed in the gelatinous maze. “Should we just suit off and quit the championship?” 
 
    “No,” she answered with a tinge of heat in her voice. “What I’m suggesting is that maybe we should devise a plan, not hop around like total morons through the place.” 
 
    “Well, for all we know,” Dana said, “we are about to lose the competition, or maybe we’ve already lost and another team is living it up with our prize money?” 
 
    “Impossible,” Mario said authoritatively. “There has been no horn. We play until the final horn announces a winner.” 
 
    “So, we suffer for nothing in the end?” Rania asked heatedly. 
 
    “Not for nothing, at least we’ve mastered our altered powers,” Rick said. “Somehow we are better for it and we’ll be able to use it to our advantage.” 
 
    “Still, we explored only one-third of the out-branching tunnels,” Dana said. “It will take us forever to finish them all off.” 
 
    “We don’t have any other options,” Mark noted. “You do recall that Mario tried replicating the Fortify spell, no results on that front.” 
 
    “Neither did any of our spells or weapons,” Rania added. 
 
    “Or even our altered powers,” Mario confirmed. “Our only option is navigating the maze, till we break out.” 
 
    As the team argued, Rick felt a weird tug, almost like a charge of static electricity on one side of his face. It was followed by strange tingling in his fingertips. When he imagined he heard a voice calling for him from one of the branching tunnels, he went to it and put his hand in the opening. 
 
    “Guys, I feel weird.”  
 
    “You have always been weird, Rick,” teased Rania. 
 
    “Not that kind of weird,” he pointed to the hand in the tunnel. It was trembling and had begun to glow faintly. “I think I’m developing a new power.” 
 
    “Without leveling up?” Mark approached his teammate.  
 
    Rick nodded, then took his hand out of the opening and slowly turned 360 degrees. Rania looked as though she were going to make another crack when she noticed that the glow and trembling of his hand faded away until he had come full circle and faced the tunnel he’d been drawn to originally.  
 
    “We haven’t tried this tunnel yet,” he said.  
 
    No one needed a second invitation.  
 
    Dana picked up her staff from the floor, “lead the way kid.” 
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    They walked for what felt like miles. At every fork of the tunnel, Rick would place his hand over each branch then lead them on. 
 
    After what seemed like hours, they could see a bright light at the end of the tunnel they were in. This was something they’d not seen in any of the other tunnels; enthusiasm drove them to run more quickly. The voice in Rick’s head grew louder the closer they got, and finally loud enough to make out that it was the voice of his grandmother.  
 
    Please come back, Rick! 
 
    He was very puzzled. How could he hear his grandmother’s voice in the game? And why was she asking him to come back? 
 
    They emerged from the end of the tunnel into a well-lit chamber. In this room there were five doorways stood with strange runes etched over each of them. None of the runes made sense except one.  
 
    Lord Errate – Ricardo Hernandez 
 
    That was obviously his.  
 
    “Hey, this one has my game name and my real name on it, but what are the others?” asked Rania. 
 
    “Well this one has my name on it,” Rick said, pointing to his. “But yours just looks like chicken scratches to me. They’re obviously enchanted so only the one they belong to can read them.” 
 
    “Weird but cool,” said Rania. Does everyone have one?” 
 
    “Yes. There is one for each of us,” Mario pointed to another door, “as this one is mine.” 
 
    Dana claimed hers but Mark’s avatar stood with its mouth hanging open under the last door. The name above his door read Son of Beelzebub – Edward Yu. Somehow his real identity, the one he had cloaked and hidden for so long, was known in the game.  
 
    That. Was. Not. Good. 
 
    “What’s wrong Mark?” asked Rania.  
 
    They all turned to him. 
 
    “Um, nothing. It’s mine.” 
 
    “So, what are we waiting for,” Dana stepped up to her door.  “Let’s open them all at the same time.” 
 
    Except for Mark, the team members all moved into place. He was still looking at the name above his door in disbelief because it meant real world consequences. If it were known in-game, that knowledge would soon reach the ears he had hidden it from for so long.  
 
    Mario noticed him. 
 
    “Mark, I don’t know what’s holding you back, just know this, we have your back no matter what, right guys?”  
 
    “Yeah, we got your back man.” Rick’s game form approached Mark and patted his shoulder. 
 
    “Yes,” said Dana. “We are like family now, and family members stand by each other.” 
 
    “Come on, Mark,” Rania said. “We faced this maze; together we can face anything.” 
 
    Encouraged by his teammates, and unwilling to disappoint them, Mark approached his door and put his hand on the golden knob. 
 
    “After three. One, two three…” 
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    The unit where the Valhalla Greatest team members were was a frenzy of activity; all four doctors on duty were on hand, equipment was beeping, and lights flashing. 
 
    Of course, to the people waiting outside, seeing all four doctors convene and converge on the room at the same time, was strange, if not frightening. 
 
    “Something’s happened,” Selma said to the others in the waiting room.  
 
    As if to punctuate her point with a horrible exclamation mark, the viewing window suddenly dimmed to black opaqueness – nanotechnology doing its job to ensure the privacy of the patients during a time of stress.  
 
    Rania’s parents gasped. Selma was worried, but the dark thoughts that kept floating in her head were quickly pushed away by logic. Rick and the others were in the best care money could buy, and they had been assured all along that the comatose players were in no danger.  
 
    A half hour after the window blacked out, the doctor that had been so kind to Selma came into the room. The parents and relatives there gathered around fearing the worst. Then the doctor smiled.  
 
    “They are all awake.” The doctor fended off the rushed, joyful questions and asked them to quieten down. “We have to run some tests; then you will be allowed to see them.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    By the time the team was fully awake, all the medical tests on them checked out, and they were released from their protective bubbles. The departure from the stasis of the bubble was a traumatic experience in itself, as they suddenly re-discovered air, not unlike a newborn taking its first gulps of breath.  
 
    By the time they were allowed in, the doctors had given the awakened team members a brief explanation of what had happened, and they were all in a state of disbelief. Selma hugged Rick, kissing his face all over, but he didn’t fight it. She was obviously happy to see him. The news they’d been in a coma for 21 days had been shocking, and he can only imagine how worried she’d been. Before they were able to talk further, security people entered the room and shuffled the relatives into a corner. 
 
    Select members of the press were allowed in to cover the attendance of representatives of Realms of VR, VNet executives and the championship scoring panel of veteran celebrity coders. Even amongst the elite, there were hugs and laughter for the contestants. It was a great day. Their money-making machine could power on. 
 
    The press took pictures of the representatives as they hung out with the Valhalla Greatest team members, even though it was pretty clear that the team had no clue who most of the well-dressed people were.   
 
    Finally, the sideshow moved out, and the families had a little more time before they were shuffled out as well. Selma promised Rick she’d be back the next day. 
 
    The fans outside the facility had heard the news eventually, and it spread through their ranks in Chinese whispers. The news was warped and molded as it went from mouth to ear until the last few to get the update heard that the team had risen from death. That even though victory had been snatched from them 21 days before, they had turned the tables and defeated the evil conspiracy against them for a second chance.  
 
    Soon it was all over VNet. GodsRealm conspiracy theories became most popular tubes on the net and the fans of Valhalla Greatest began to form a cult. 
 
    When the team members were finally left alone, they gathered around in the hovering convalescence chairs they’d been confined to until their strength was back. 
 
    “So, we were in comas,” Rania said, in a whisper and with raised eyebrows. “What about the tunnels then?” 
 
    “You remember them?” Rick received a nod from each of them. “Good, I was starting to think I’d dreamt the whole thing. Then this is unprecedented. A shared experience like this outside the game is impossible.” 
 
    “And you know that because?” Dana asked. 
 
    “Because I am a psychology major drop-out,” Rick coughed to cover his embarrassment.  
 
     “At least we are still in the championship,” said Mario excitedly, before noticing some were staring at him in disbelief. “What? Why are you looking at me like that?” 
 
    “Well aside from the fact that I thought you were a scrawny teenager, we were linked in a strange coma for 21 days, and during that time we had powers and could communicate with each other. I think that’s a little more exciting than the game right now,” Mark, as his teammates still knew him, mused. 
 
    “Yeah, and it wasn’t in the game!” Rania said with a sharp laugh.  
 
    Rick knew for sure that she was a girl now and roughly his age. She wasn’t at all how he pictured after knowing her avatar so long, but he was pleasantly surprised. She was slim and pretty, with a cute upturned nose and a spattering of freckles. That made Mark the youngest member of the team at 17 years of age. 
 
    “How come we had powers out of the game?” Dana asked the team. 
 
    “Maybe a residual memory from the last experience that we had in the game?” Rick speculated. 
 
    “Maybe we still have them,” Rania closed her eyes and to the amazement of all of them, her body suit changed color from white to light grey. When she opened her eyes, she said in awed tones, “The strange powers we had inside of the maze are still with us!” 
 
    The rest of them tested themselves, and amazingly, even though they didn’t quite simulate their full powers from the game, each of them had a residual power the equivalent of what they’d had in the maze.  
 
    Mario placed his hands on his lame leg and put his head down. He began whispering soft incantations of healing, and Rick felt the hair on his neck stand up. The power was undeniable. They’d known of Mario’s limp, but no one knew the extent of his old injury till they woke from the comas and saw the scarring for themselves. When he looked up, tears ran freely down his cheeks.  
 
    “It works! I lived with this pain for so many years, since I returned from the first China war, and even the most powerful medication couldn’t ease it. Now it’s finally gone.” He started to sob and cry freely. They didn’t interfere and allowed the big man to embrace his joy at the miraculous healing.  
 
    “I was only 16 when I was drafted.” He finally looked up at them and saw the sympathy and encouragement in their faces so he continued. “My entire leg to the hip was shattered by a pressure mine. I opted for the medics not to cut it off. They warned me the pain would always be there… tried to convince me over the years since to cut it off and receive a robotic one, but I wanted to die whole, not missing a leg. GodsRealm was my escape from my pain and disability for so long.” He moved his leg up and down. “I was a 17-year-old, crippled veteran of war too young to drink, so GodsRealm was good to me in that respect.” 
 
    They nodded solemnly and gave him pats on the back. Perhaps inspired by Mario’s personal story, Mark stood up from his chair. A soft beeping alarm began to sound. 
 
    Rick was about to tell him to sit back down when he spoke.  
 
    “My name is not Mark Beckham. My name is Edward Yu, son of Jamal Yu.” 
 
    “Odin’s Beard!” Rania gave a squeal of surprise, “You are the son of the most famous man on the planet! The one and only creator of God’s Realm!” 
 
    “This explains the extravagant spending!” Rick said, laughing nervously. Suddenly he was in the presence of what he considered royalty. “I thought you were a hacker.” 
 
    “I am a hacker,” Edward smiled. “The best that ever graced VNet, well, for the last five years at least. You see, my father is overprotective of me, so my presence on VNet was always monitored. And of course, me playing and competing in the game might affect his image. I mean, imagine if the son of the guy who created the game, really sucked?” Everyone laughed. “But what if I was good? He thought that people would put me under scrutiny for being his son even though it’s well-known he never shared any of his coding secrets with anyone. The thing is, until my mom died he didn’t give a shit I existed except to make sure I never made him look bad. So, I hacked the system. I created the Mark Beckham proxy identity out of nothing… the rest is history of course.” 
 
    “I’m sure your dad loves you, Edward,” Dana said softly as he sat back down in his chair, which was now glowing red. It cooled to blue immediately. “Sometimes dads can find it hard to express their emotions. So you were only 13 years old when you did that?”  
 
    “Yeah, seems I do take after my father. When it comes to coding it seems we share the same talent.” 
 
    “Since this has turned into a confessional,” Rania said, fidgeting with her hands, “I would like to make mine. I am a coding major, destined to be a coder like both of my parents.” She sighed raggedly. “I mean, they are not famous like your father Mark, I mean Edward. But they are pretty good. Anyway, thing is, I don’t really want to be a coder. I want to be a professional player.” She holds up her open hand in Rick’s direction before he can tell her that pro players are not allowed. “They are real, I met one three years ago. She beat the hell out of me in Fighter’s Arena and didn’t argue when I accused her of being a pro. I asked if I could join and become one. She told me to play long and hard and when I reached level 30 to meet her in the Crystal Grove of Montotar, the highest level area in the regular game.” 
 
    “And what do your parents think of that?” Edward asked, “I can’t imagine they would be happy.” 
 
    “Pfft, they outright refused of course.” She had the mischievous look about her again. “They told me it was a fantasy and even threatened to cut the funding for my studies. This is why winning the championship is so important to me.” 
 
    “I want to hear more about this professional,” said Rick. “But, in the meantime, we’ll see what we can do about winning the big one for you.”  
 
    Rania smiled and reached over to put her hand on his. Rick felt his stomach flip. 
 
    “Well I guess it’s my turn,” said Dana. “You all know that I’m a has-been.” Rick started to object, and she shushed him. “It is true; I used to be famous in the late 2020s and early thirties, as a singer. Of course, that was before Alena, the first successful AI entertainer. We scoffed at Alena. No one in the entertainment industry realized the threat we faced from advanced AI. Within two years, 90% of entertainment performers and the industry itself was run by coders specializing in AI. 
 
    “So, there I was, a 21-year-old retiree, replaced by genius robots and their coders. I had Peter, my son, then, and of course his father who was my boyfriend. When the money started to run out, Milad left us for better and greener pastures. I did what I could to live and support my son, in fact, for the past five years I worked in the ComSE with Rick here, but he might not know that.” She smiles at his look of surprise. “Anyway, I saved money whenever I could, and studied coding too. Right now, I am preparing for my masters in AI – I want to go back to entertainment. I figure if you can’t beat ‘em, join ‘em. The prize money would help with that.” 
 
    “I’m sure you’ll make it even if we don’t win,” Rick said.  
 
    There was a pause in the conversation, then Rania leaned forward. 
 
    “So, what’s your story, good lookin’?” Rania said cheekily to Rick. 
 
    He immediately turned a bright shade of pink  
 
    “Nothing exciting as anyone else,” he shrugged. “As I said, I’m a drop-out. I live with my grandma, because my parents were taken into servitude for their debts ten years ago. And I work for ComSE secure data holding as a VNet archivist.” 
 
    Dana jumps in.  
 
    “Well, he’s being modest. He’s a bit of a company celebrity. His hacker apprehension track record is 100% and all!” 
 
    “It is just a job,” Rick waved the compliment away. “But I hope to win the championship so I can afford better medical attention for my grandma,” he paused. “And maybe to be able to hire a detective to find my parents. They were supposed to serve five years, but they never came back and their trails on VNet end at the time they entered servitude.” He shrugged. “I kind of miss them.” 
 
    “Of course you do!” said Dana, hovering close. This was the longest time they’d interacted on a personal, real-life level for so long and she was fast becoming the mother figure of the team. “Did you try going to the police?”  
 
    “Or the UN Peace Core?” Mario added. 
 
    “We tried every legit channel, and they say they found nothing. More like they wouldn’t want to tread on corporation toes. They told us a bullshit line that my parents got spooked by what happened and got themselves new identities after getting out.” Now anger tinted his words. “I know that it’s not true. I’ll find them someday.” 
 
    “I’m sure you will,” said Dana. “You’re a pretty determined guy.” 
 
    Her sentiments were echoed by the team and then silence fell over them.  
 
    Rania, as usual, was the one to break it. 
 
    “Edward? Do you think we can convince your father to let you keep playing?” 
 
    “I don’t think so.” He shook his head, looking thoroughly depressed. “And now that my secret is out, he’ll pull out all stops to cage me up. It’ll be easy for him. I’m still a minor and he can prevent me from playing.” 
 
    “We will convince him then,” Dana said mysteriously as blue electricity crackles between her fingertips. “If not through logic, then through magic.” 
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    The next day, the families of the five players returned. Earlier that morning, they’d been given a checkup and told they were free to go. As expected, Mr. Yu was beside himself with anger and after greeting Edward with a hug, proceeds to berate him for his foolishness. 
 
    Only when Dana, Rania, Rick, and Mario approached the famous man did he end his tirade.  
 
    “I know as a fellow parent,” said Dana. “You’re quite angry at Edward but your son, without your support and hiding his own identity to spare you any embarrassment, came to be a game celebrity in his own rights.” Before he could object, she put her hand on his arm. Yu felt his hair stand on end and was amazed at the warmth of her fingers. “He may have chosen poorly, but you should be proud of his coding talent and inventiveness. It might grow to match his father’s one day. You should let him play on; I’m certain he’ll make you proud.” 
 
    Yu Senior looked relaxed and nodded at this sensible advice. He’d been thinking that very thing himself. When Dana took her hand away, he turned to his son.  
 
    “If I allowed you to go on playing under your proxy character, do you promise to keep me informed of all your activities in the future?” 
 
    “Of course, Dad,” Edward answers, his eyes wide. “I’ve wanted to share my adventures in GodsRealm with you for so long.” 
 
    Yu nodded.  
 
    “The driver will see you home. I’m going on ahead to have my lawyer draft an agreement between us and notify the championship board of your wish to remain in the game and keep this character, Son of Beelzebub, on their lists, but assigned to your real name. I imagine we’ll also have to pay a monetary penalty for you using a fake identity to sign up – I’ll take care of it and ensure there is no suspension or game time penalty, after all, that wouldn’t be fair on your teammates.”  
 
    After he left, the group congratulated Edward\Mark on his father’s approval. He looked at Dana with an unasked question on his face, but all she gave him was a fast wink. 
 
    Selma waited for the group to finish and approached Rick. He turned and threw himself into her arms.  
 
    “I heard you, Grandma, I heard you in the coma, it’s how we found our way back.” 
 
    “You did?” she hugged him back, “what did you hear me saying then?” 
 
    “Please come back, Rick. Were you saying that?”  
 
    “Yes, but it’s strange, that was three days ago,” Selma said. “On your birthday – which reminds me…”  
 
    She reached into her bag and lifts out a silver tablet. 
 
    “Awesome!” Rick said. “The Alpha Capture Think Tab, an older model but I think it’s upgradable, I love it!” 
 
    The air pulsed with positive energy until one of the doctors interrupted the reunion. 
 
    “I have a message here from the championship board, and I will put it on the open Holo circuit of this room.”  
 
    He placed his hand on a hidden panel in the wall and a holo image sprang to life in the middle of the room, a 3D rendering of the CEO of the championship board faced them.  
 
    “Hello Valhalla Greatest, we are very pleased that you’ve returned to us from Helheim.” He paused and looks above the camera, clearly reading from a prompter – Rick suddenly realized it wasn’t only the team he was addressing. “You have touched the hearts of the world as you ascended the ranks of GodsRealm, an ascension that placed you at the top tier of the championship this year. However, your journey is not done. As you know, the championship was paused after your incident. Now that you are back and healthy, we want you back in our ranks. In 20 days, the championship will recommence where you and the remaining 200 players left off, in the second zone of Ragnarök. Valhalla Greatest, you have a date with destiny, don’t miss it.”  
 
    The doctor raised a hand to silence the babble following the announcement which, even as it was received by the team and their families, was broadcast to every VNet device on the planet.  
 
    “I have a final message I was instructed to deliver in person,” he said, clearing his throat before he continued. “Should you opt to leave the competition, your game assets will be forfeited, and the costs for your hospitalization would revert to you.” He quickly went on, knowing from the gasps that they understand the magnitude of that statement. “However, should you accept and participate, all costs will be covered by GodsRealm and a bonus of 100 thousand GG would be placed in your accounts to spend in game… PLUS, 5000 DC compensation for the time you’ve been comatose. This amount has been affirmed and approved by the ruling body of the VNet as compensation for occupational injuries. You have one hour to respond, and you can use the room’s holo communicator to sign the provided legal agreement.”  
 
    With this last, he turns and practically ran out of the room. 
 
    A minute passed then the room exploded into argument. 
 
    “How can we pay the amount asked for your treatment?” the father of Rania, Omar said, his face pale. 
 
    “Well, you won’t have to, will you? Because I’m playing…” 
 
    “Mom, we can sell the house,” said Dana’s son, Peter. “I don’t think you should return to the championship in case something like this happens again.” 
 
    “Rick,” Selma cried as she held Rick. “They are going to take you away, just like your parents!” 
 
    The UN Veteran’s association representative that had come to see Mario home leaned into his ear.  
 
    “The UN won’t cover expenses incurred due to accidents in leisure activities. I advise you to take the offer.”  
 
    Mario pushed him away.  
 
    “I don’t want your dirty money.” 
 
    “Please, stop the worrying,” Edward said, raising his voice over the excited din. “We will play the game! We’ll compete in the championship!” 
 
    “How can we risk the life of our daughter again?” Dorine, Rania’s mother, shouted back. 
 
    Edward’s face darkened at her hysterics and he drew a deep breath. When he spoke again, his voice was deeper and more resonant than any teenager’s voice had a right to be.   
 
    “We will play, and we will win.” 
 
    Rick recognized the Fear intonation. Edward’s words were enchanted to cast fear over those who heard them, an ability unique to the demonic races of the game. Rick cast a calming spell over the families and slowly saw the fear on their faces melt away. Edward felt it and understood he’d unconsciously overstepped.  
 
    “There is no other choice,” Edward spoke normally, shocked at the fact he had summoned the powers of the game so easily.  
 
    “He is right, and you know this,” Dana said, stepping forward. “As he said, it is the best course of action.” 
 
    The most susceptible of the people around them nodded enthusiastically. 
 
    “Yes, we know this,” called Rania’s parents in unison. “You must play Rania.”  
 
    “No, I don’t think it’s a good idea,” said Selma.  
 
    “Grandma, this time,” said Rick, “we’ll also be protected from ‘accidents’ by the game’s own board of security.”  
 
    Dana waggled her fingers and added Faith to his words, leading his grandma and the final resisters to believe that his words were the ultimate truth. 
 
    “Ok,” said Selma, her eyes bright. “You can play but promise me you’ll be careful.” 
 
    Rick put his arm around his grandma’s shoulders. 
 
    “Of course, Grandma.” 
 
    She leaned in and whispered in his ear. 
 
    “And don’t think I said yes because of these silly enchantments.”  
 
    Rick stared at her wide-eyed, but Rania swept him away to sign the agreement before he could ask how she knew.  
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    The team members returned to their normal life, the only physical reminder of their injuries were the strange lines burned into their bodies when the suits were electrified. Of course, no one knew about their abilities, and they had vowed to keep them secret. 
 
    Several strange things happened over the next two weeks. Rania’s exam papers were presented at the end of the term exam, even though her professor swore she never attended. Everyone knew that it was impossible for the papers to be presented without the DNA tracking and the incident became a mark on the poor woman’s record.  
 
    Rick became even better than his AI comrade at work in sensing and dealing with hacking attacks sometimes before they even occurred. This garnered him a 10% pay rise. 
 
    The vetting board finally accepted Dana's thrice rejected application for entry into the master's course of the most prestigious university in VNet. But if you asked them what proved the difference, they wouldn’t have been able to say.   
 
    Mario had given up his crutch completely and was proud to announce to the group in their daily meetings that he was seeing somebody from the local activity center. 
 
    Edward had developed his Fear speech to a new level, and he terrorized his teachers to allow him more VNet time. 
 
    There were some not-so-happy occurrences too — occurrences caused by their inability to master their powers quickly. 
 
    Rania was attending a real-life event for coders in her university, and as two graduate coders started to measure her up, she dematerialized. This caused the technician who was setting cables on the platform to trip over her, plunging the entire event into blackout as everyone was disconnected at the same moment. 
 
    Dana went to negotiate with her son’s principal and Peter ended up being put in a higher grade because her magic swayed the principal into believing the boy’s academic ability to be greater than it was. Sadly, this spelled misery for the boy and she soon had to meet again and convince him that even though her son was special, he should probably stay in his original class.  
 
    Rick tried to warm up their residence to save on the power bill; it worked well in the beginning until a neighbor reported them for power theft. Since the power meters were all in the common kitchens, the nosy neighbor had seen that the day-round warmth emanating through their common wall never caused a spike in their meter reading.    
 
    Corporate police for the local energy company destroyed half of their walls searching for a power-stealing device that was never there. The company issued an apology after the event and some credit was added to Rick’s account as a compensation. As expected, it was not enough to fix even half of the damage. 
 
    Mario cast a ‘boost’ on his now healed leg, causing it to grow longer and more muscular than the other leg. The result was that he had a new limp and it forced him to grow the other as well. He was now taller by an inch than he had been before waking up from the coma. This caused further problems when he went to have his biometrics checked in order to collect his disability payment. His readings didn’t conform to the files on the system.  
 
    Edward practiced his Dark Bliss power. In the game, this gave him immense power over holy creatures. In real life too. He didn’t know that their housemaid was a very pious person, and simply thanking her for doing his bed after a practice session punctured the poor woman’s eardrums. 
 
    Other than those glitches, life went on as normal as they readied themselves for the resumption of the competition. During practice game play they found one more glitch, the strange patterns tattooed into their skin by accident also appeared in the game but manifested as continuously swirling and changing patterns on the skin of their avatars. It made them the envy of a lot of other players. 
 
    As they counted down the days to the resumption, the team encountered another side effect of the real-life manifestation of their powers. A worrying one. Their powers in the game seemed to be waning. 
 
    “The effects of my entire spell book seemed to be halved,” Mario complained. “During the last week’s gameplay, I gained an extra level, which should have doubled the effects of the spells!” 
 
    “Same here,” Rick said, “Even the stats of the conjured items that I call from the ether seem to be set at level 15 in effect, even though they show on the stat screen as 24s.” 
 
    “Maybe our stats had reset when we went into the coma?” Dana asked. 
 
    “According to our character sheets,” Edward commented. “They actually increased a bit during the championship fight.” 
 
    “So, what can we do then?” Rania puzzled. “We’ll be creamed in the coming championship if they’re that low.” 
 
    “I have a feeling that the answer will provide itself soon,” Rick said. “Maybe we should practice harder and hope for the best.” 
 
    “For the time being, there is nothing else to do,” agreed Mario. 
 
    “Ok, Eloria’s testing grounds today?” Edward asked. 
 
    “Yeah, the monsters are all level 27s,” Dana answered him. “It might help.” 
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     “Yee,” Mehemet answered the holo call impatiently after letting the incoming call ring for a full minute. “What do you want?” 
 
    “Our deal was not fulfilled,” Yee had an edge to his voice, brought about by being ignored by Mehemet for an entire week. The call from Mehemet’s lawyer demanding he finalize the payment had been the last straw. “You can’t demand anything from me, I owe you nothing.” 
 
    “You are gravely mistaken, Yee,” Mehemet spoke slowly and deliberately, “my men supported your team till the championship ended.” 
 
    “But it didn’t end!” Yee shouted. “In two days all the top 200 are to rematch in the second zone and finish the championship.” 
 
    “None of my concern,” Mehemet raised his voice in turn, “our contract didn’t involve a rematch, so your shares are now mine by rights. I have been patient Yee and haven’t sent my men to enforce our agreement, but my patience is not bottomless.” 
 
    “No, your men didn’t call on me,” Yee suddenly dropped his voice to a whisper, “because you know what kind of damage will result to your ‘legitimate businessman’ reputation from breaking an agreement and for extorting a payment for a job poorly done or, in my case, not done at all.” 
 
    “How dare you!” Mehemet was losing his famous chilled temper, “I will kill you! I will destroy you!” 
 
    “Go ahead and try, I am an experienced businessman Mehemet, and I know how to cover my tracks and take precautions.” He smiled, displaying a different face than the one Mehemet thought he knew. “Yes, you are a big crime lord, but when it comes to rules, law and business deals, you are but a level 1 newbie.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Mehemet now was talking at a low voice mirroring Yee’s. “What precautions?” 
 
    “If I die, or am harmed in any way,” Yee’s smile grew to fill his face, “our earlier conversations, meeting and even the contract would be released from my data secure holding to VNet’s security board. You would get nothing but servitude time.” 
 
    “Impossible,” Mehemet had a growl to his words, “all of our conversations were over secured channels, and our meeting was hyper-encrypted by very expensive coding.” 
 
    “Ha! By a channel operator that my company owns. It was leased to you through one of my fronts, and as for the expensive hyper-encrypted code, you bought it from ComSE, for whom I am an information consultant. You forget that I was a coder of some skill before becoming a businessman.” Yee stopped smiling and continued in a conversational tone. “I planned the whole thing for an entire year; I studied you and your spending habits in security as well as everything else. You always go for the most expensive option. Is it to compensate for your poor, deprived upbringing? I have you, and you know it.”  
 
    What made Mehemet the crime lord that he was, rising against his competition in record time to head one of the biggest crime franchises over VNet, was his uncanny ability to learn and to adapt. He was a genius when it came to molding himself to fit a niche until he grew big enough to smash it.  
 
    Right at that moment, he had been placed in a niche of temporary servitude to Yee. He knew it. Now he decided to fill that niche until he could find a way to break it and, in the process, smash Yee into little screaming pieces.   
 
    “Ok, Mr. Yee, what do you need of me?” Mehemet managed to show deference to the man on the other side of the call in these few words. “I am listening.” 
 
    “Double the men you sent last time to protect the Thugs,” Yee said, keeping the gloat from his voice. “And nullify the contract we had from the last championship. To prove that I am not abusing my power over you, I offer you half the number of shares from the first contract as payment.” 
 
    “Understood.” Mehemet nodded. “I will try to hire one of the teams already listed in the top 200 and add them to the men from the last championship.” He took a breath as if fortifying himself. “And I will talk to my lawyer about your new terms.” 
 
    “You do that,” Yee said. “See you after the championship.” 
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    Selma hugged Rick just as he was about to step out of the apartment.  
 
    “Take care, please don’t put yourself in danger’s way, Ricky.”  
 
    She pinched his cheek as the hug ended, as she had when he was very young. 
 
    “Aw! I promise to be on the watch, even though since the coma, all our game powers have become very weak. I don’t think we’ll pass this zone at all.” He smiled weakly. “I might be home a lot earlier.” 
 
    “Just trust your gifts, Ricky, you are a kind soul that has been gifted by God with lots of compassion. You care for others, just feel the love and you’ll be alright whether you win or lose,” she ruffled his shaggy hair, “now go, enjoy the game!” 
 
    As Rick ascended the floors through the passive gravity elevator, he thought about what his grandmother had said. 
 
    He was the first to be picked up by the car sent by Realms of VR. Once the whole team was on board, he passed the time by telling of his grandmother’s advice. 
 
    “She seems to be a very sweet lady. You are lucky to have such a caring woman in your life.” 
 
    “I like your granny,” Rania commented. “In the hospital, she smelled of bean cookies, and I just love bean cookies.” 
 
    “Yuck!” Edward made an exaggerated gesture. “Beans cookies, too sweet to taste and too gooey to chew!” 
 
    “Shut up rich boy!” Rania nudged him, which caused Rick’s face to redden and this, in turn, caused Dana to chuckle. 
 
    “Anyway, it is always good advice to stick to what really defines who you are,” Mario commented. “This is what helped me to survive the China wars back then, and it’s as good as any advice right now.” 
 
    Before Rick could respond, they arrived at the Omega Dome. Thousands of fans waited for them outside the gates. 
 
    The moment they stepped out of the car, the cheers deafened them. It was a frightening yet exhilarating experience to witness the adoration of such a crowd, something that was new to the Valhalla Greatest. They were more accustomed to their original fan club, which was 30 members strong at the end of the previous year’s championship. 
 
    As before, Selma watched from home as the same flamboyant reporter from the last event covered this one. His hair was now a bright red color.  
 
    The warning horn blew, shifting the view on the holo to the actual events in the stadium, once again showing the fans at home the preparations for the game as players talked last-minute strategies, suited up and began entering their globes. After 10 minutes the third horn blew and the game started, with the game environment appearing on screens around the nation. 
 
    The team had barely gotten their in-game bearings when right there at the spawning point, a team called Hel’s Own charged the Valhalla Greatest. 
 
    The attack was vicious, fast and precise. 
 
    Hel’s Own had eight players just like the now dethroned Odin’s Hand. It had two Battle Mages, two Fighters, one Cleric, two Backline Mages like Dana, and one Rogue. 
 
    It was not enough that almost every member of Valhalla Greatest had to face two members of the opposing team; their powers were still not strong enough to face a level 20s team like Hel’s Own. 
 
    The only advantage they had was their experience, and the time spent together in the coma, which seemed to have made them a lot more synchronized. 
 
    Regardless, they were on the defense as soon as the battle began. 
 
    As Rick countered a fire blast from one Battle Mage with a Chill spell, he turned to clash swords with the other but was slowly driven back. 
 
    Dana had the unique spell replicator on hyperdrive since she had to cast four times what she normally used in order to counter the two Backline Mages from the other team. 
 
    As Rania disappeared and appeared haphazardly, her chameleon powers working for much shorter periods of time, arrows flew around and at both teams from all sides of the battle area. 
 
    Edward was in an impasse with the two fighters from the other team, barely holding them at arm’s length. He moved around and into their fields of attack, countering their strikes in a tight, deadly tango with footwork that would have impressed the most enhanced dancing AI on VNet. 
 
    Mario was busy countering the curses of the other team’s Cleric and casting boosts and blessings of his own, an effort hindered by his reduced power. The effort cost him double the Mana for the task, and he had to guzzle one Mana potion after another just to stay in the fight. 
 
    The battle was already grim when it was further complicated by a raging Fire Giant hurtling itself at the battling teams. As if Hel’s Own had a death wish, they ignored the attacking giant and intensified their assault on Valhalla Greatest. 
 
    Rick eased his spell casting and withdrew as the giant’s club crushed one of the other team’s Battle Mages, removing him from the fight completely. 
 
    He renewed his attacks on the remaining Battle Mage, who was, in fact, a level 20. Rick was a level 25, which should have meant he had double the power of his contender – on paper at least. It didn’t show in their evenly fought battle; it was taxing to say the least as he also had to take time to throw the occasional Chill spell at the advancing giant. 
 
    For self-preservation, the Battle Mage from Hel’s Own threw a Mana Bomb at the advancing giant, and a flagging Rick took the opportunity to withdraw and drink some Health and Mana potions. He thought hard. What are my gifts? 
 
    As the Battle Mage closed in again, Rick screamed out loud.  
 
    “What are my gifts!” 
 
    He threw himself in anger at the charging Mage. 
 
    Suddenly, something clicked in his mind – he was using his powers in the game as he had before the coma! Maybe he had to use them as he had been in real life. 
 
    Even as he thought it, Rick felt a rush through his entire body, and he called on the Area of Effect spells, mimicking how he had used them in real life. Suddenly his whole body began emitting a terrible heat, just like the Fire Giant. This heat power, unique only to the Fire Giants, was now at his disposal.  
 
    The unfortunate Hel’s Own Battle Mage closed in and didn’t realize that he was depleting Health points so fast that he failed to consume enough Health potions to compensate. His game ended with terrible screams as he was engulfed in a ball of flame.  
 
    Edward was the first to note the effect of Rick’s spell. He recognized immediately how Rick had done it and stopped his dancing without warning. Taking a deep breath, he faced them and thundered, “Fear me, mortals!” 
 
    His two foes froze in place, unable to move from fear. Edward advanced and decapitated them in one swooping arc of his huge sword. 
 
    Dana, Mario, and Rania were quick to follow suit, and within seconds the Hel’s Own team were decimated, and the giant was down to its last 10% of Health. 
 
    Rania, now unshackled, became a real chameleon, imitating the background of the battle zone landscape as her arrows struck the shrieking giant, eventually exploding its head as it tried to fend off the attacks of Rick. 
 
    “This is crazy,” she panted as she came across to her teammates. They had gathered to rest before advancing to the next fight. “Our new powers are ten times more powerful than our game powers.” 
 
    “Yeah, Rick here was the first to notice the possibility of using them,” Edward inhaled deeply to push the tiredness out of his body. “So how are we doing in killing count?” 
 
    “We are almost there,” Mario answered him. “Either we take on another team of eight or another giant, what do you prefer?”  
 
    “Let’s get to that spot,” Rick pointed at a spot where a high tier team of 23s was facing two giants at the same time. The whole team flashed the red aura of low health – they were about to be defeated.  “Let’s give them a hand.” 
 
    “We better hurry,” Mario commented as he pointed to the emptying playfield. “Only us and a few players are left, the rest are either dead or have passed to the next zone.” 
 
    “Yeah, the fight with Hel’s Own took way too long,” Edward said, already running toward the fighting spot. 
 
    As Valhalla Greatest arrived at the battle scene, the other team was down to one Cleric, who was desperately casting healing on herself. 
 
    Valhalla Greatest attacked the nearest giant when they reached the scene of the battle, dropping its Health to 25% with Spirit Shatter spells from Dana and ice arrows from Rania. 
 
    Edward darted in and began chopping at the giant’s feet, hoping to drop it and force it to meet them at eye level. He succeeded with a few well aimed blows and Rick froze it as it fell. Edward and Rania intensified their attacks on the supine giant, finishing it quickly. 
 
    Unfortunately, by the time they’d finished, the other giant had killed the desperate Cleric from the other team. Valhalla Greatest advanced on it. 
 
    Combining attacks of electric shock with cold on the Stone Giant, Rick brought the giant to a halt. Edward repeated his routine, severing the tendons of the giant’s feet, forcing it to fall face-first to the ground where Rania’s exploding arrows met it. 
 
    With their job done and points in the bag, the team raced for the nearest spot on Jörmungandr’s hulking body. 
 
    They used combinations of Cold with Hot spells to defuse the armor around the hulking snake, then Rania chucked explosive arrows in the softened spots, enlarging them to three times their size. Then came Edward’s turn. He started hacking at the soft, vulnerable flesh that had been protected by the armor. 
 
    Within a few minutes, there was a hole through the flesh of Jörmungandr big enough for them to squeeze through to the final zone. One by one, the team filed through the gap and as usual, having successfully passed to a new level, they were whisked out of the game to the real world for a few minutes of rest and equipment calibration before the final. 
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    Valhalla Greatest sat beside their holo globes sipping energy water as the score was displayed on the massive scoreboard. They were there, in the last few names to pass through. Just above them were the Thugs.  
 
    In total, there were three teams and two singular players in the final battle to face each other and the end fight. 
 
    Frigga’s Element, a team made up exclusively of girls, was the third team. Joining them were the single players, Crock the Defiler and Smug the God Killer. Each of them was a level 30, placing them at the very top of the players ranking for the entire game; in fact, they were number one and number two on the charts respectively. 
 
    Once rested, the team started to stretch their muscles and approach their holo globes. Rick was about to give his final pep talk when a booming voice emanated from every speaker of the dome. 
 
    “By the power of the Virtual Net Security Board, I am seizing control of this championship and stopping its advancement until further investigations are concluded.”  
 
    Every holo device in the dome was suddenly disconnected and the guests of the event removed their glasses in bewilderment, looking around for the source of the announcement. 
 
    Detective inspector Jones marched onto the playing field with at least 10 uniformed policemen accompanying her as she approached the Valhalla Greatest team members. 
 
    “I am placing all five of you under arrest for charges of fraud, manipulating the game’s engine for personal profit, team cultivating, hacking and in-game cheating.” She ushered to the nearest officer. “Cuff them and escort them out of here please, Officer Jackson.” 
 
    As the massive crowd begins to boo and roar its disapproval, the confused and puzzled team members are led out. Jones spoke into her lapel mic. 
 
    “Subjects have been arrested; you better have the riot squad on standby, the natives are restless.”  
 
    As rubbish and objects began to rain down onto the playing area, she picked up her pace.  
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    Jamal Yu was a major shareholder in the VNet mega-corporation, Tomorrow Meets Today (TMT) holdings, one of six companies controlling almost all the data space sold or hired over VNet. The ‘big six’ were the inheritors of companies like Microsoft, Apple, Google and Facebook from the earlier era of the non-virtual net. After the uber financial crisis of 2024, these six rose from the ashes, and each one was a merger of no less than 5-10 companies, including some of those old behemoths. The six were invested in every aspect of life around the planet, but VNet was their mainstay since the beginning of the 2030s. After succeeding and replacing the internet, VNet had become so much more than its predecessor. It was a necessity of life for nearly every human on Earth, almost as much as water or air. Unless you were off the grid or living in the Sahara, you needed VNet to be a part of modern society.  
 
    Jamal Yu was furious after the arrests. TMT controlled 50% of the security panel of VNet, and hence it controlled the police forces paid by the panel. Even with this power and influence, he had not been informed of the pending arrests nor even given a heads up. Not only that, he directly owned 20% of Realms of VR, the company operating and controlling the GodsRealm game and all its events, and even now, he couldn’t find out where his son was or by whose authority he and the team had been charged with the serious crime of game cheating. 
 
    He spent the entire afternoon after the news of his son’s arrest searching for an answer that no one would give him, not even from the CEOs of the two companies he virtually controlled. Calling in favors from other moguls and high-powered politicians also netted zero results.  
 
    Ending his final Holo-call with a swear word, he swept the knick-knacks and papers from his desk angrily and poured himself a whiskey. Jamal Yu was not a man accustomed to not getting his way. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    The five members of the Valhalla Greatest team sat, or in the case of Rania, laid back, in their luxurious holding cell, if it could even be referred to as a holding cell. The place was agreeable even to Edward, the son of one of the richest men on the planet. For the rest of his teammates, it felt like a 7-star hotel. The only drawback, of course, was that it was VNet blacked, meaning none of them could reach the VNet with their chips or wrist devices. 
 
    Other than the lack of communication, the place was a surprise to the team, especially to Mario who had experienced military jail time early in his military career. Suffice to say, it was nothing like what he was experiencing now. 
 
    “This is strange,” the relaxed Rania said. “We’ve been here almost all afternoon, and nobody has come to interrogate us or anything.” 
 
    “What is stranger,” Edward said. “Is that we haven’t been given access to our lawyers.” 
 
    “You are definitely talking only about yourself there,” Dana laughs. “None of us happy few can afford one.” 
 
    “My dear Mage, you are mistaken,” Mario smiled at Dana. “Edward is right; we are all entitled to personal legal advocates according to clause 171 of the God’s Realm Championship fees rule set.” 
 
    “Really?” Rania sat up. “You actually read the entire 60-page rule set?!” 
 
    “I am a retired soldier,” he laughed. “I have a lot of time on my hands.” 
 
    “So, we are entitled to lawyers,” Rick asked him. “Even to defend us against the most serious crime this side of the 2030s?” 
 
    “Yes, according to rule set number 171,” Mario answered him. “Especially for the crime of cheating.” 
 
    In a world immersed in virtual reality, cheating was second only to real-life murder; in fact, hacking was placed far below the list of punishable crime since hackers are just coders gone bad. In the eyes of the mega-corporations ruling VNet, they could always be reformed and reprogrammed for the greater good of the company.  
 
    Cheating, though, was the equivalent of treason since it affected all the players and possibly the micro and macro economy – meaning the corporation’s bottom lines. The consequences for a user of VNet found guilty of cheating were quite serious and could end up as servitude for life or, in the worst cases, execution. 
 
    “Cheating is the most questionable act in the game,” Mario added. “So, it needs powerful evidence to prove it, and the burden of proof is always on the prosecutor, but the consequences are so dire for the accused that a lawyer is essential.” 
 
    “Something strange is going on then.” Rick slumped on the big floating mattress in the corner of the room and accidentally touched Rania’s elbow. He jumped back off just as quick, his face red. Only Dana and Edward noticed, and while Dana smiled knowingly, Edward looked really puzzled by Rick’s reaction. 
 
    “I had really high hopes for the competition,” Dana sighed as she joined Rania on the mattress. “Now with this arrest and this waiting, it’s over for us, right? Even though we’re innocent.” 
 
    “Something is wrong,” Edward said encouragingly. “But my father, who is the most stubborn man on the planet, will not let us rot here.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t call it to rot exactly,” Mario pressed the buttons of the wall-embedded food and beverage delivery system. “This InstaFood machine has the best orange juice I’ve ever tasted in my entire life.”  
 
    He took the can it produced and cracked it before downing the juice in a couple of gulps. 
 
    “Ok, we won’t starve to death,” Edward said, smiling. “But we are cut off from VNet.”  
 
    This received a round of sorrowful looks from the group. 
 
    “As we don’t ‘rot to death’ here,” Rania approached the InstaFood and dialed in a cup of hot chocolate, “what in Helheim are we going to do to pass the time?” 
 
    “We could tell stories about GodsRealm best moments for each of us?” Rick suggested as he contemplated ordering something from the InstaFood outlet himself. 
 
    “Or worst.”  
 
    Edward joined Rania and ordered some aromatic herbal tea. 
 
    “Or most embarrassing,” Dana chuckled as she spoke the words. 
 
    “Or why we play in the first place,” Mario added.  “Although that could be very depressing to some of us.” 
 
    “What about what you hope to do with the championship’s prize money?” Rania winked at Rick, who blushed again. 
 
    “Or the celebrity status it entails, and the sponsorship offers that come with it,” Rick said as he fumbled with the buttons of the InstaFood to avoid looking at Rania. 
 
    “I know what I will do with the money,” Dana volunteered, “I’ll do two things, no, actually make it one.” She sat up on the mattress in the lotus position. “I will deposit my winnings in the Advanced Investment Multitude program by VNet First Bank and it will fund my son’s and my own studies till I become a full-time AI entertainment coder.” 
 
    “Forget about AIM,” Edward took a sip of his tea at the floating table and added, “they’re not all they claim to be. Put your money in the Long Unchangeable Collective of Kirby Bank. They have a constant interest of 3% that accumulatively…” 
 
    “YAWN!” Rania interrupts, jumping up. “I might use Edward’s financial advice to invest my winnings. That will pay for my living and game fees, while I level up and start advertising myself on the private millionaire forum as a professional player for hire.” 
 
    The millionaire forum was another urban legend that supposedly was on invite-only for people who had more than 1 million DC in their accounts. In it, millionaires met and mingled or did business that they didn’t want to go through the normal channels.  
 
    “I would be more than happy to send you the invitation myself once you reach the invitation prerequisite,” Edward announced, smiling. 
 
    “It’s real?” Rick said in a wondering voice.  
 
    Edward nodded.  
 
    “Told ya,” said Rania.  
 
    Dana laughs and wonders if she’s the only one who saw the sparks between Rania and Rick.  
 
    “I will give half of my earnings to the China Wars Veterans Society,” said Mario as he walked to the InstaFood again. “They stood by me in my darkest.” 
 
    After some awkward silence, Dana asked him, “What about the other 50%?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he shrugged as he cradles a pack of hot noodles back to the table. “Maybe find love or something like.” 
 
    “A worthy cause if I ever heard one. Something like it is definitely in my plans as well,” Rania said. Rick’s eyes widened. 
 
    “I think if I told you what I want to do with my winnings,” Edward smiles weakly. “You would all think I’m just a rich brat.” 
 
    “Honey,” Dana said from her perch on the mattress. “We have all the respect in the world for you, rich dad or no rich dad.” 
 
    “You are good in my books, Edward,” Mario added encouragingly. 
 
    “I don’t think you’re a brat at all,” Rania added. “I know some, and you are nothing like them.” 
 
    “I think you might be a brat to outsiders,” Rick also added. “But not to us, we are family.” 
 
    “Wow,” Edward said. “I am overwhelmed guys, thanks, I love you too.” 
 
    “So, what are your plans?” Dana asked. 
 
    “I want to be normal,” Edward said. “I know I have a life of privilege, but solid shackles also bind me to my father and his image. The celebrity status from winning would be the key to getting out of his shadow.” 
 
    His teammates nod and finish their refreshments before Rania breaks the silence.  
 
    “Hey weird boy,” she calls out to Rick. “What are your plans then?” 
 
    “I am not a boy, Rania,” he said indignantly. “I am the same age as you.” 
 
    “My point exactly,” she answers quickly. Dana and Mario try to stifle a laugh and receive a sharp look from Rick. “So, again, what are your plans?” 
 
    He looked at her, wondering if she really liked him or if it were just playful banter she would use on anyone.  
 
    “I want to start a powerups store, at least in the beginning.” 
 
    “This would practically consume all of your winnings,” Edward commented. “But in the long term and with some patience, you could be the next N. Hassan.” 
 
    Norbert Hassan was a legendary name on GodsRealm; originally, he was champion in the first-ever championship. With his winnings, he started a business designing powerups to his own class, Rogues. This became a huge business when he was approved and licensed by GodsRealm.   
 
    “I wouldn’t go that far,” said Rick, lowering his head. “I will use most of the profit to hire a real detective to track down my missing parents.” 
 
    Again, silence covered the room in a thick blanket. Again, Rania sliced through it.  
 
    “You’re alright in my books, weird boy.”  
 
    Only Dana noticed the tears pearling in the young girl’s eyes. 
 
    “So, I guess we all have plans,” Mario said in a serious tone. “The question is, how can we go through with them?” 
 
    “Meaning, how we can dodge the cheating bullet?” Rick asked him. 
 
    “Exactly,” Mario added. “I didn’t cheat, and I am certain none of you did as well.” 
 
    “Well, we could have.” Edward walked to the recycling bin and dropped his tea cup into it. “Remember, we used our new powers.” 
 
    “But we didn’t cheat!” Rania said excitedly. “Our powers just evened the odds to balance our reduced game-world abilities” 
 
    “Yeah, true,” Dana nodded in the direction of Edward, “but to an outsider, we sucked at the battle for some time, then, boom, we were unbeatable!” 
 
    “Technically, we didn’t cheat, and they can’t prove anything related to cheating in our performance,” Mario said. “Rule set 74c defines cheating as using illegal powerups, modified powerups, code altering the stats of the player or an opponent, code altering the equipment or powers used by the player or an opponent, code snippets altering time or environment in the game and/or code snippets affecting the AI in favor of the player.” 
 
    “You know it by heart!” Rick exclaims. 
 
    “As I said, I have a lot of time on my hands.” Mario smiled. 
 
    “So, since there are no powerups or code involved with our new powers,” Rania said. “We didn’t cheat.” 
 
    “Are we certain that there is no code involved?” Edward asked the group. 
 
    “Sure, there isn’t,” Dana answers him. “None of us used any code to get or utilize our powers.” 
 
    “None that we know of,” Rick countered. “Edward is right, we might be using the code without even knowing.” 
 
    “How could there be a code?” Dana objected. “We didn’t code anything.” 
 
    “Every action we take in the game or in VNet activates a code already present as part of the programming of the environment. Otherwise, any action will have no effect on the virtual world,” Edward answered her objection. “And since our powers have differentiating effects on the game world, there had to be a code for it to happen.” 
 
    “But this means that the game granted our powers in the first place,” Rick said. “How could it transfer to the real world?” 
 
    “There have been trials…” Mario starts then stopped, suddenly looking unsure. 
 
    “Trials? What are you talking about?” Dana asked him. 
 
    “I am not really supposed to talk about this,” he added. “I mean, I didn’t sign a non-disclosure agreement or anything, but it was something to do with the military.” 
 
    “You’re not in the military anymore,” Rania countered. “Plus, you said it yourself, you didn’t sign an NDA, so I guess it’s not much of a secret anyway.” 
 
    “I really need to hear what you have to say,” Dana said in a dangerous tone. “Because, like it or not, it doesn’t concern you alone or your precious military! It concerns our very lives, all of us.” 
 
    Mario looks at her a long time, but just as he appears to have made his mind up to speak, Edward piped up. 
 
    “I know what he is talking about,” he said, looking at Mario, who nodded permission to continue. “Back before the China wars and after the mega-crisis, all the surviving governments were desperate for an edge. Any edge. It’s a conspiracy theory – the oldest VNet creepypasta. The story goes that there have been trials to reprogram the human brain, that failed of course. But then sophisticated AI arrived, and they began to work on the idea of ultimate AI, AI that has the will and the drive of humans. AI that could be made patriotic and willing to sacrifice itself in the line of duty. This could only be achieved through melding AI and human intelligence.” 
 
    “Wait, I know this one,” Rania waved her hand fast. “It has to do with the Illuminati and other crazy stuff.” 
 
    “Yeah, the one where the AI created through the process, revolted on its makers and is actually lurking in the bowels of VNet, waiting to exact its revenge on its tormentors in the worst possible way, enslaving the entire human race,” Rick said.  
 
    “Yeah, they lurk in the Blackout Zone, right?” Dana waved the very notion away. “All of these conspiracy theories, are just rantings over Holo tube by sad men and women who skipped their medication.” 
 
    “Not entirely,” Mario spoke with a grim look masking his features. “There are elements of truth to it. Not the Illuminati part or the lurking AI of course,” he continued before anybody could interrupt. “My brother was one of the soldiers who volunteered for the experiments, and as far as I know, it did work for some. It involved Electric Shock Therapy to weaken the electrical bonds of the neurons and allow the AI to be programmed in the subject's brain. My brother was one of the volunteers whose trial was a failure; he entered a vegetative state because of the experiment and died a few years later. He never woke up.” 
 
    “Sorry for your brother,” Dana said softly, regretting her harsh words earlier. “But how do you know any of the experiments worked?” 
 
    Mario sighed, committed to finishing his story now.  
 
    “In the war, I had an augmented woman as my direct commander, Lieutenant O’Hara. She was not normal in any way you can see and call a woman normal.” He stood up and paced. “In fact, the day our units were destroyed, she knew it hopeless. Knew that we would be decimated. Six hours before our final defeat, she gave a speech about sacrifice, about our duty to give our life for the homeland. She was the first to fall, charging into enemy fire. I tried to save her. As she died, she said, ‘it’s better this way, I hope you all die as well. Give your life Mario, it’s your duty.’” 
 
    “What the hell?” Rania said, and shivered. 
 
    “But this has nothing to do with what happened to us!” Dana said. “We got electrocuted, went into a coma and our brains did the trick! We don’t have AIs joined to our minds!” 
 
    “Are you entirely certain?” Detective Inspector Jones stood in the open doorway. “Hello, Dana. I have to remember to call you by your new name. Mario is right; this was the result of the war era, just like mine.” 
 
    In the years following the global economic crisis, several nations coalesced together in trials to face the global fall of conventional money and its value.  
 
    The Americas joined with the weakened European Union and Israel, while China, Russia and the Arabic middle east joined in another, and finally, India, Japan, the two Koreas and most of the Asian countries united in the last front of global powers. 
 
    Australia remained passive and remote to the growing troubling machination of the world of that period.  
 
    Before the war erupted between these three forces, came an era of racial fear and propaganda as the Right filled the vacuum left by the failed Globalist leftist agenda. This eventually resulted in the 2028-2029 Name Change Call, the campaign started in the American-European Federation, with several warmongering talk shows starting the call for people holding Arabic and Asian names to change them to good old-fashioned European names.   
 
    Not unlike the Left’s push for multiple genders and controlled speech, it gained momentum to turn into state-sanctioned legislation. Surely a name was the least a patriot would give for their home country? In the beginning, there was a public uproar at the act, but the riots and protests were silenced with extreme prejudice and the act eventually became a fact to be accepted and respected. 
 
    Dahlia Jones, formerly Dawa Abbas, addressed Dana who used to be known as Dunia, their Arab-sounding names altered to pass the rules of the act. 
 
    Recognition dawned in Dana’s eyes and she stood up.  
 
    “Talk about creepypasta. Hello sister. I didn’t recognize you.”  
 
    Dahlia touched her face subconsciously. 
 
    “Nano-whitening,” she said simply. 
 
    Dana looked at her pityingly then approached the stiff Jones and awkwardly embraced her to the puzzlement of the rest of the group.  
 
    “We used to be sisters in the same sorority in college,” said Dana, explaining.  
 
    “So, are we chill then?” Rania asked.  
 
    She’d been born in the former Chinese Confederation, and her family immigrated to the USA after the war ended, thus safe from the now obsolete act. 
 
    “Sit down please, all of you.” An unsmiling Jones ushered them to sit as another policeman entered the room carrying the familiar shape of VNet suit containers. “We are certain that cheating had happened, what we don’t know yet is the how.” 
 
    “We didn’t cheat,” Mario refused to sit down. “If you review our playtime, you will find no cheating in any of our playthroughs.” 
 
    “I was listening to your conversation over the last few hours. You mentioned real-life powers?” She asked as she pointed to the other policeman to drop the suit containers and leave. “What exactly are those?” 
 
    “A better understanding of the game,” Rick lied. “And a powerful bond between us.” 
 
    “Were you spying on us?” Rania stood angrily. “You are not allowed to record us unless we give written approval.” 
 
    “I did not record you,” Jones pulled a floating chair from the wall and sat on it. “Trust this kid, I know every law you can quote, and I haven’t broken any of them.” 
 
    “But you were monitoring us,” Mario continued standing up, “even this needs approval on our behalf to be used against us.” 
 
    Jones smiled, “Relax please, I will not use anything against you except what was publicly shown in your playthrough during the game itself.” 
 
    “So, where is our legal representation,” Edward laid back on the mattress and spoke casually. “You do understand that your interrogation of us would not be approved unless our legal advisors are present of course.” 
 
    “I understand that Mr. Yu,” Jones was still smiling. “In fact, your charges were revoked by GodsRealm themselves before I even escorted you here. Hence the need for the lawyers, according to the game rule set, is uncalled for.” 
 
    “Then why are we being held?” Rania raged. 
 
    “Haven’t you already noticed that this is not the usual interrogation room or even holding cell?” Jones looked defiantly at Rania. 
 
    “What of it then?” Dana asked her. “If we are not incarcerated, then what?” 
 
    “Oh, you’re incarcerated alright,” Jones adjusted her suit casually. “Just not by any of the corporate police forces.” 
 
    “Meaning?” Mario asked her. 
 
    “Meaning that the thing that we are investigating is far bigger the usual squabble of corporate cronies.” She stood up. “You are under the main jurisdiction of the UN, charged with attempt of, or successful integration of AI to human subjects, namely yourselves.” 
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    The China wars, as they were known, could also have been called World War Three. Because of the very fast and violent battles involved, when the UN gathered forces from the remaining nations of the planet and forced the fighting superpowers to cease fire, an order enforced by freezing the assets of said superpowers, China took a major hit making them the biggest loser of the war and the name stuck. 
 
    Then the UN took charge of all armies in 2031. Nations surrendered leadership in the Brisbane treaty of 31 masking the United nations the most powerful body in the world.  It wouldn’t last. 
 
    Ironically, the unification of planet Earth came following the worst war of its history and all nation states involved emerged as losers to varying degrees. Concentrating military power in the UN allowed the rise of the corporate ruling class, who if they had enough money and power could use the UN for their own nefarious purposes.   
 
    Detective Inspector Jones was one of the few officers directly employed by the UN to represent it in civil law and order. Even though their presence was minor in day-to-day life, the UN still was the ultimate controller of power on the planet with most of the military equipment and personnel under their jurisdiction in their new headquarters in Australia.  
 
    Any corporate lord who cared for his continued state of their nouveau nobility status knew they always had to appease the UN. This included giving total reign to their representatives and, when needed, surrendering all the information needed for them to do their work. 
 
    Right then, it meant that the lawyers of Valhalla Greatest team and even the far-reaching hand of Jamal Yu, could not aid them in their predicament.  
 
    To complicate matters more, Jones was a wild card, since she had been planted in the employ of VRNS by the UN.  
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Selma called the competition panel immediately after the Jones woman arrested Rick and his teammates. She was happy to hear that Realms of VR themselves never filed a cheating complaint against Valhalla Greatest, nor did they condone the actions of Detective Inspector Jones.  
 
    She was also informed them that the championship panel would later in the day announce that the actions of Jones didn’t represent the championship and her allegations of cheating were unfounded. GodsRealm would call for the dropping of all charges unless evidence of wrongdoing could be produced.   
 
    Selma was relieved and, at the allotted time, watched the Holo to make sure they did what they said they’d do. They did, and also announced the names of the players to pass to the next stage. It included Ricky’s name, which only added to Selma’s relief. They also announced the championship would again be postponed, and that in the meantime, they would be pressing charges against Jones, who had quickly become the most maligned person on VNet, for unlawful suspension of the championship. 
 
    All of this was of course very nice to hear and watch, but Rick was not home yet, and Selma tried to call him several times to no avail. So, she sat alone in the apartment consumed with worries as to his fate and his teammates. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
    On the other side of the town, Rania’s parents were making their own calls to the coding department of GodsRealm, pushing the limit of their small influence in the coding scene to get any information on the whereabouts of their daughter. 
 
    To their chagrin, they only received the same news as in the Holo and were informed that the championship’s panel didn’t know anything about where the Valhalla Greatest were taken or held. Furthermore, they were informed by the chief coder off the record that all traces of Jones herself were now bouncing back as forbidden access.  
 
    “To tell you the truth? I think she’s a UN agent – only UN has this kind of power over VNet.” 
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Jamal Yu finally came to the same realization. The covered tracks of Jones were hacked to a limited degree by his own team, and he knew that the place where his son was taken was off the grid, hence no access to its location on VNet. 
 
    He continued searching, a little more carefully. He had the connections and money to eventually find his son, it was just a matter of time. That scared Jamal Yu. Time was the only asset he had no control over whatsoever. 
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     “Now, you will suit up,” Jones pointed to the suit containers stacked on top of each other on the floor. “Once suited, you will join me in a special auditing area of the VNet controlled by the UN, to review your playthrough together.” 
 
    The team accepted the presence of the UN as a given; it was something that even children were taught to accept in their own schools. Occasionally teachers or staff would disappear or be demoted, and nearly always in these cases, another teacher was revealed to be a UN plant. They were everywhere or at least gave that impression.  
 
    “How are you certain of this AI amalgamation anyway?” Rick asked her, as he approached the containers of VNet suits. 
 
    “We aren’t,” Jones started to undress to put on her own suit. “This is the reason we monitored you for five hours before we decided to use a complicated simulation to determine if it’s true or not.” 
 
    “And if it’s not true, what then?” Mario was already down to his standard issue synthetic skin underwear and began pulling the VNet suit on. 
 
    “Then we issue a public apology and compensate you for your troubles.” Jones pulled the self-adhesive front of the suit closer and it self-sealed over her body. 
 
    “Where are the half gravity globes that we’ll use then?” Rania asked she was already jacking her visor and earpiece in. 
 
    Jones laughed.  
 
    “You will enjoy this.” She gestured around the room. “You’re in it. The whole room works as a half gravity platform.”  
 
    As she said this, cables and wires descended slowly from the ceiling of the room, previously hidden by artful mosaics.  
 
    “Well, you have to appreciate the UN’s resources,” said Edward.  
 
    In a few moments, the entire team was fully suited and connected to the VNet, their bodies floating in half gravity.  
 
    “Welcome to the UN viewing rooms,” Jones announced, and she and the team entered the game. 
 
    They hovered over what resembled the playing field of the championship, with its three vast zones, the last zone grayed out. 
 
    “Alright, we will start from the beginning.” Jones waved her hand, and the field was instantly populated with players and NPCs. “You show exceptional coordination and mastery of battle strategy as a team,” she said and pointed out their team on the field. They watched themselves advancing through the battle field towards the dragon. “But it was entirely human. Notice how Rick here misses his targets as frequently as he hits.” Rick would have blushed had they not been in VNet. “And look at Rania, how she stumbles as she races after Edward to poison the dragon.” Rania gave her a dirty look that took some skill given her reptilian features in the VNet. “Here, Edward cuts the air twice before actually striking his target.” Edward watched with interest; the UN recording technology of the event was even more advanced than the one employed by GodsRealm producers. “And Mario drops the healing potion on an enemy. You can see him cursing silently at his blunder. And Dana uses the spell replicator, haphazardly throwing spells at the trees, rocks, mostly hitting the enemies by sheer accident.” 
 
    Dana’s eyes flared red at the insulting tone used by her former alumni.  
 
    Jones, her avatar in the game exactly as she looks in real life, waved her hands again, pausing the game recording. 
 
    “I say this not to upset or belittle you. But as you have seen, you’re the most competent team in the championship.” She shrugged. “But you are humans playing with a margin of error in the execution of your playing strategy.” 
 
    “Now let’s watch the events leading to your coma.”  
 
    She waved again and the second zone is suddenly alive with movement. They silently watch their fight with the first giant. Jones continued her commentary. 
 
    “As before, Rick misses a lot, Edward hits the air, Dana aims and misses her spells, Mario might be the most efficient member of the team, but he loses a Mana potion here.” She shows them Mario throwing a Mana potion to Dana and falling short. “And here.” Now he throws a Mana potion to Rick but instead sends it 20 feet beyond him. “And Rania actually falls at least twice, and yet you advance to almost finish the second zone.” 
 
    “Again, you were doing well, with some errors.” The world winks out and they find themselves in complete white. “This is where the electric surge disabled all the surveillance equipment.” 
 
    The whiteness becomes grey and starts to show shadows of the game field. “While you were in your comas, our teams found one of the main power regulators of the dome blown out with a contained explosive charge. It was a deliberate act.” 
 
    “What was the type and strength of the charge?” Mario asked her. 
 
    “Pre-war, compact archeological plastic charge,” she answered him. “Just under one kiloton, very limited but used very effectively.” 
 
    “Did you find the person who did this?” Rania asked. 
 
    “Sadly, no,” Jones shrugged, “the culprit was a professional. The site was pristine, no gas emissions or body prints, implying the use of hover suits. The explosive is so commonly used and widespread that it was impossible to trace it to any particular seller.” She sighed. “For all we know, the culprit is in the wind.” 
 
    They all stand in silence as the field gains color and becomes fully vivid again.  
 
    “Now, let’s see your most recent performance.” 
 
    The field is populated as the recording resumes. They see themselves facing Hel’s Own and the giant. 
 
    “Rick stood against two players, never missing a beat, fighting more like a machine than a human.” She points to Rick countering the opposing Battle Mages. “Here, even though something seems wrong with the abilities of Rania, she appears and disappears in perfect response to the oncoming attacks. She never falters even when hit.” 
 
    She then concentrated the scene on Edward.  
 
    “We’ve never seen somebody fighting with such precision and grace, and the moment Edward decapitates both players facing him in one swipe is; the first to be ever be recorded in the game’s history. You have become rather a celebrity for it, Mr. Yu. Within hours of the fight, you were the top trending story on the VNet.” 
 
    She shifts the focus to the coordinated work between Dana and Mario. “You can notice the unique coordination between your two back liners, they never miss, and they never get in each other’s way… almost too good to be true.”  
 
    Then she moved to their second fight with two giants at the same time.  
 
    “Again, your team creates a first in the game,” she continued. “You are the first ever team to face two level 30 giants and survive.” 
 
    She isolated scene by scene as they fought the two giants. “Now this is what made me call my superiors and eventually stop the game.” She points at Rick as he dodges one giant and shoots spells at the other. “Notice the blue aura around Rick?” She paused the scene, a faint layer of blue light shimmers around him. “Here! Watch how his upper torso glows? 
 
    “But he was not the only one with the weird blue light.” She rewound to the scene where Edward decapitates the two fighters. “Here, now you can see the blue shimmer around Edward.” 
 
    Then she moved forwards till the point where they attack Jörmungandr’s hulking body.  
 
    “Notice how fast Rania is in loading and shooting her arrows.” She zoomed in and paused the scene. “See the glow around her hands and her head; it is at its most obvious when she aims.” 
 
    She did the same as Mario and Dana coordinated their support of the team – the blue glow was evident whenever they were in action. Jones turns to face them as the scene freezes. 
 
    “Because it is the first time we’ve ever seen a player shimmer in blue light,” she stopped when they object.  “Sorry, of course, everybody playing the game has seen a blue shimmer before. I meant any human player. Any super-powered AI in the game has the same glow of course. Our coders inform us that it comes from hyper processing of code in real time. This is only possible for AI.” 
 
    “So, you assume that we have embedded AI?” Edward said and smiled as he folded his arms around his chest. “But there is a huge hole in your logic, sorry, make that three distinct holes.” 
 
    “Please enlighten me, Mr. Yu.” Jones looked intently at him. “I’m listening.” 
 
    “The first problem with your logic lies in the motivation.” He waved at his teammates. “We are very different, with different motives for winning the game, none of which provides the desperation needed to do something as stupid and as dangerous as to augment ourselves with AI.” 
 
    “The second problem is Mario.” He pointed at his teammate. “He is a UN charge hence he has a tracking chip in his skull, recording every word and move he does on VNet. This is the reason he enters VNet only to play the game. This makes it impossible for him to pursue the augmentation and even more so, using it.” 
 
    “The final hole in your logic lies in the fact that, according to you, the blue shimmer happens when the computing power of the supporting systems of the game can’t face the load given by the super-fast AI. Did your scientists and coders even consider that our neural systems are working faster after the electric shock and coma?” He moved nearer to her. “Did they consider that we are all slowly dying from nervous fatigue and our actions, orders, and commands to the system might have been too fast for it, hence the blue shimmer?” 
 
    They stood looking at each other — teenager and veteran policewoman, for what seemed like an eternity. Then Jones started to clap slowly. 
 
     “Aside from the over-romantic idea of dying slowly,” she said. “Everything you just mentioned in your exposition has been explored, yet the investigation was not conclusive. Therefore, we need you in a controlled environment to test these theories out. Everything, since we entered here, is and was recorded; your suits are not off the shelf, they have ten times the sensors available on regular models.” She waved her hand and the entire GodsRealm scene fades to a washed-out grey. “This observation was designed to elicit certain stimuli that will be analyzed through our team using state of the art supercomputing over the next 24 hours. One way or another, the truth will be known.” 
 
    Just as she finished her speech, Rania noticed movement in the gray three-dimensional landscape of the game. Behind Jones, two giants and one of the dragons were moving… towards the group.  
 
    “Is this a part of your show?” Rania said and pointed out the approaching AIs. 
 
    Jones looked over her shoulder, now alert.  
 
    “No,” she drew a complicated-looking gun from nowhere. “They are not, but that’s the least of our worries.” She fired a shot at one of the giants, much to the surprise of the team members. “It seems we are cut off from central, I have no comms with them anymore.” 
 
    “Let’s suit off then,” Rick reached to the wire plugged in his suit in real life, a move that announced to VNet his wish to go offline. Nothing happened. “I can’t suit off!”  
 
    His avatar jiggled as he struggled to suit off. The fastest closing giant roared.  
 
    “Stop it, you can’t!” Jones signaled for them to spread as she explained. “These suits and the entire simulation are controlled by central,” she fired another shot, “you can’t suit off, you have to be disconnected from their side.” 
 
    “Odin’s Beard!” Mario shouted as he reached in his pouch to find it empty, he didn’t carry any of the gear that was usually saved in the game. “We don’t have our equipment or potions, nothing!” 
 
    “We still have our spells,” Rick said, as he called his Fire Sword to life. “We’ll have to manage with those.” 
 
    “What about us non-magical characters?” Rania retreated, with only a hint of panic in her voice. “What should Edward and I do?” 
 
    “Avoid fighting,” Jones said. “These AI are all flashing blue, they hold real-life electric surges and you could be killed.” 
 
    “I think we can use items at hand to cause some damage,” Edward said, pulling a tree branch away from the nearest tree. Jones raised her eyebrows as he bit a chunk out of his hand and then brushed the demon blood along the branch igniting it. 
 
    “Yes, we can do that!” Rania said. She fell to her knees and picked up a round stone that she bashed on a shard of quartz protruding from the ground. From the shattered remains she picked up two long, sharp slivers, and climbed to her feet before vanishing with a smile.  
 
    As the first giant came into their vicinity, it was apparent that it was an ice giant and Rick charged at it with his flaming sword, followed by Edward with his makeshift weapon. 
 
    Dana immediately began the incantation for soul shatter as Mario cast a blessing over the team and Jones. As Edward and Rick wove between the giant’s legs, Rania was working feverishly on severing the tendons of its ankles whenever the giant backed away from the pain inflicted by the other teammates. 
 
    Jones was an excellent marksman, and all of her shots hit their target. Unfortunately, they were not magically charged, and while they caused the giant pain and distraction, they did not inflict any real damage.  
 
    Eventually, after a few minutes of clever fighting by the team and the agent, the giant started to flash the red of low health. It collapsed dead. However, the team’s sense of impending triumph lasted only a few seconds as the other giant arrived and joined the fray. Suddenly they were on the back foot and Rick knew if he didn’t do something it could end very badly.   
 
    “Run for Jörmungandr!” he screamed, and ran between the legs of the Fire Giant, leading the way.  
 
    It was not the planned retreat they usually used in tactical battles. It was more a desperate flight to save their own lives, their real lives.  
 
    The dragon stood in front of a small mountain, which was the only outcrop between them and Jörmungandr. Before they were close, it started to breathe fire and caused them to weave and turn, attempting madly to find a way past and also watch for the pursuing giants. 
 
    Then something strange happened. Edward, resigned to their fate, turned to face the giants and saw the Stone Giant stop in confusion. It began to shake and tremble and then suddenly its washed-out shades of gray transformed into full color. The stone giant ceased its trembling and looked up, enraged. However, it was not looking at them; it was glaring at the dragon. To the disbelief of the team, it charged right past them and headed for the dragon. 
 
    Although the occasional fireball flew in their direction, the dragon was now preoccupied fighting off the giant. The team huddled together on a low hill in order to speak. 
 
    “What the hell?” said Rania. “Did I just see what I thought I saw? A Stone Giant helping us?” 
 
    “Yep,” said Dana. “I don’t believe it either, but I’m not complaining.” 
 
    “Now what?” Edward asked and looked to Rick for inspiration. 
 
    “We won’t make it to Jörmungandr in a straight run, we have to sneak by,” Rick said. “We can stop in the cavemouth in the dragon’s mountain, then make our run from there, only I don’t know how to get to the cave yet.” 
 
    “Thank you, captain obvious,” Rania snorted.  
 
    “If you can do better,” Rick shouted at her, stunning himself and her as well. “Just do it!” 
 
    “I will! By Odin’s one eye, I will!” She shouted back in frustration and grabbed the arm of Jones. They both vanished. 
 
    “How did you do that?!” Jones appeared again, as she pulled her arm from Rania’s. 
 
    Rania appeared with confusion blooming over her face.  
 
    “I … I don’t know!” 
 
    “Can you do it again?” Dana said, approaching her teammate. 
 
    “I can try,” she touched Dana’s arm and disappeared, but Dana stayed visible to everybody else. 
 
    “Maybe it works only with Dahlia?” Dana said. 
 
    “Maybe, I will try again,” said Rania. She reached out and grabbed Jones again. This time, nothing.  
 
    “Maybe you should put some more passion into it?” Edward teased her. “You cynical little troll.” 
 
    Triggered by his name calling, an angry Rania grabbed Dana and they both disappeared again.  
 
    “Yes!” called Edward. “It was triggered by powerful emotions. You just have to maintain your rage.” 
 
    “This is definitely not scripted code,” Jones commented. “But I will take anything to get out of here alive.” 
 
    “Now, we have a plan,” Rick said. “And it all rests on your shoulders, Rania.” 
 
    “I can do it, I will try to make you all disappear,” Rania said. “Let’s join hands.” 
 
    “No! Stop!” Dana shouted at Rania. “I think your power would overload the system.” 
 
    “So, you admit to being augmented?” Jones said to Dana. 
 
    “No, Dahlia, we are not!” Dana bit back. “But I think the wiring of our brains may have been altered by the electric current that passed through our bodies. I think we can change our energy flow to augment that of the computing core of the game.” 
 
    “This has to be studied and proven,” Jones said.  
 
    “We have no time,” Mario pointed to the Stone Giant, which had started to flash red. “We have to go now.” 
 
    “Take Jones first Rania,” Edward said to his teammate. “She wouldn’t trust us otherwise.” 
 
    “Done.”  
 
    Rania grabbed Jones and disappeared. The giant finally crumbled under the onslaught of the dragon. The victorious creature had not come out unscathed though and settled down in front of the cave to rest and regain its health.  
 
    After two minutes, Rania re-appeared, breathing hard. “Who’s next?” 
 
    For the next 10 minutes, Rania ferried the team members to the cave’s mouth until finally were all gathered. The team members gathered around Rania as Mario cast healing spells on her.  
 
    “We have around a mile of distance between us and Jörmungandr’s body,” Rick said. “We can’t task Rania with the same process; we have to run for it.” 
 
    “It’s a vast plain, nowhere to hide,” Edward commented. “We’ll be sitting ducks if the dragon decides to follow us.” 
 
    “We have no other choice,” Rick answered him. “If the rules of the game apply, we have to cross the three zones to get out of the game.” 
 
    “Maybe only the first two zones,” Jones stood from her lotus position. “This simulation is based on what was recorded in your playthrough.” 
 
    “Still, we have to break an almost impenetrable wall of armor and flesh without our equipment or any Mana to replenish us.” 
 
    “Not necessarily,” Jones said. “In the early versions of the game, you could make your own Health and Mana potions using certain plants.” 
 
    “Red Tongue for Health and Blue Fingers for Mana,” Mario added. “I remember what they look like, but we have no flasks or an extraction apparatus to get the juice out of them. Each plant leaf is the equal of around 20 Health points or 13 Mana points. So, we will have some means of renewing our Health and Mana, only very slowly and inefficiently.” 
 
    “Better than nothing,” Rick said. “In fact, it’s simply brilliant.” 
 
    “And the really good news?” said Mario. “They are found in caves.” 
 
    The team followed Mario’s instructions and went hunting in the cave for the plants he described for them. Jones helped and they finished the job a little bit faster for it. They consumed the leaves as they found them.  
 
    “I think we gathered enough of the Health and Mana herbs to keep us going. We should run for Jörmungandr’s body while we have the energy boost.” 
 
    They emerged from the cave and ran across the playing field with renewed vigor. Perhaps the dragon didn’t hear them or was still recovering it’s own health, but they reached the wall without any incident.  
 
    “I guess Edward, Rania, and Dahlia should guard the rear as Rick and I work on the wall,” Dana addressed the team. “Mario can cast boosts on us as we work.” 
 
    Nobody argued with her logic; only magical weapons could even dent the armor and the flesh of the world’s snake. Rick took a deep breath then hurled a ball of fire at the wall, following it fast with a shot of Chill to the wall. Dana stood beside him and cast Spirit Shatter at it while Mario began casting boosts on both of them. 
 
    The wall turned red and blue alternatingly as it was hammered with the bolts of fire and ice, and every time Dana cast her spells it shook for a moment. 
 
    They stopped to munch on Blue Finger leaves to replenish their Mana, then resumed their casting. 
 
    As the armor finally fell, they heard the roar of the dragon. It had come after them. 
 
    “I think the dragon is coming,” said Edward unnecessarily. Rick wondered why Rania didn’t hit him with a ‘Captain Obvious’ comment.   
 
    “The attack on Jörmungandr attracted it to our location,” said Mario. “We have to really intensify our attack on the flesh faster then.”  
 
    He cast Corrupt and Degenerate at the wall of flesh exposed by Dana and Rick. Rick and Dona intensified their attacks too, and as the roars of the dragon drew closer, the flesh started to fall away slowly. 
 
    “Duck!” Jones shouted at them as the dragon breathed a fireball in their direction. 
 
    Everybody jumped away from their earlier standing position, throwing themselves to the sides of the wound in Jörmungandr’s body. In an amazing stroke of luck, the dragon’s fireball hit the exposed flesh, melting away the last of it and revealing a path to the other side.  
 
    “Quick! Everybody through the hole!” Edward urged. 
 
    They rushed towards the hole just as the dragon shot a fireball directly at them.   
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    Since the arrest of the Valhalla Greatest team and the suspension of the game, Yee had been making one call after another; he knew something was not right. 
 
    His own intelligence sources informed him that Jones was a UN agent with high standing and that cheating was too small an offense for her repertoire. He was also informed that she used subterfuge on many occasions to pull out bigger fish using smaller players as bait. 
 
    He called Mehemet, thanking him for the performance of this team and asking if he knew anything of Jones. 
 
    “She is not somebody you would like to get on the wrong side of,” Mehemet answered in his usual leisurely manner, one that Yee knew was completely fake. “Just for your knowledge, she was the one who took Marcus The Blue down.” 
 
    In the bowels of VNet, some names spelled fear, others spelled caution, but Marcus The Blue had spelled fear, power, and caution all at once. 
 
    Marcus had been a very powerful crime lord dealing in altered state AIs, a commodity sought after by the most elite. Altered state AIs could not be tracked over VNet and would never deny any order however decadent it was. These were hard to come by and precious to those who could afford the exorbitant price tag exacted by Marcus and his team of blue coders, the term given to coders who do illegal and illicit work. 
 
    These AIs were also extremely illegal and possessing them was a major offense. Creating them, however, was a whole other level of criminality. Altering existing AIs or making them from scratch was the crime that brought most attention from law enforcement of every level, and one of the few the UN went after vigorously. 
 
    Marcus had been in the top tier of the underworld pyramid, so, when he eventually fell, anybody who was involved or even just interested in the underworld, heard the echoes of his crash. 
 
    “She was the one who took Marcus down?” Yee was now scared. “How did she do that?” 
 
    “She arrested in a very public fashion some customers of Marcus,” Mehemet sipped on his infamous tea and continued, “and as Marcus was too full of his own status, he never saw it coming. She traced the whole thing back to him through middlemen, coders, and his own executors.” 
 
    “I see,” Yee’s mind was racing. “Can you trace her whereabouts right now?” 
 
    “I can,” Mehemet smiled. “I can even provide you with limited access to her VNet testing grounds.” 
 
    “VNet testing grounds?” Yee asked. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “She has control of some prime real estate in the bowels of VNet,” Mehemet continued smiling. “And out of curiosity, my men traced it to the UN, so, they installed some wormholes to gain some minor influence on the place in case one of our own was taken there.” 
 
    “I need access to this wormhole.” Yee was eager and the smile of Mehemet grew wider. “And at least two of your best executers outside of that test ground place to help my operative in a job.” 
 
    “I am willing to do that,” Mehemet said and took another sip of his tea before continuing. “I am not even going to ask any details about your little job with Jones, but,” he stopped smiling, “I demand immediate payment before I move my men to give you access to the wormhole.” 
 
    “No more shares!” Yee snapped. 
 
    “Nothing of the like,” Mehemet said quietly. “Your company developed a new security protocol, it is still a prototype, and you have access to it,” he took a sip of his tea, “I want it.” 
 
    “No can do,” Yee shook his head in denial. “This piece of coding tech is under heavy security, being involved with its theft would be known before I even contact you to deliver it.” 
 
    “You don’t need to steal it,” Mehemet replied. “You will find in your Vmail box a single line of code, just attach it to the protocol and my men will replicate it on our servers in no time.” 
 
    Yee hesitated, but he thought of Marcus The Blue, who was put into a 200-year artificial coma by UN orders two years ago. He feared a similar fate if his involvement with the electrical surge was found out. Jones had to die. 
 
    “Ok, give me a minute,” Yee paused the call as he navigated VNet to the virtual company holdings and entered the lab where the new security protocol was being tested. 
 
    “Hello Mr. Yee,” the security AI welcomed him. “I hope you enjoy your visit.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Yee said as he approached the test pad for the protocol. He quietly attached the tiny code bit to it and left. 
 
    “Ok, it is done,” Yee resumed the call with Mehemet. “Now the location, two men and the access.” 
 
    “Of course.” Mehemet sent the agreed upon data to Yee’s secured Vmail. 
 
    Yee ended the call and started another.  
 
    “Lara, I need you again. Meet my men at the intersection of 56 with 78 and 91 blocks and await my instructions.” 
 
    “The usual pay?” she asked him in a silky voice. 
 
    “With a bonus,” Yee answered her. “You know some AI coding, right?”  
 
    “Baby, I was bested only by the late Marcus The Blue, what do you need?” 
 
    “Some control over AI monsters to kill a woman, by the name of Dahlia Jones.” 
 
    “Consider it done.” 
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    Jamal Yu had pushed his influence to its limit, but his efforts were finally coming to fruition. 
 
    After the discovery of his son’s deception of five years, he had his electronic logging signal on continuous tracking by his coders. It was this very thing that enabled him to trace his son to a physical location outside the boundaries of the city. 
 
    So, while all signs of his son’s presence on VNet were currently encrypted by the meanest piece of coding he’d seen in his entire career, now at least he had a physical address. He mobilized his own security team and they would arrive at the spot within the hour. 
 
    He was going to get to the bottom of this, no matter what the consequences. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    The Valhalla Greatest team along with Dahlia Jones stepped out of the flesh of the Jörmungandr into a desolate street that resembled the older parts of VNet. They looked around in surprise. 
 
    “What the…?” said Rick.   
 
    “Dorothy, we’re not in Kansas anymore,” said Dana.  
 
    The younger amongst them had no idea what that meant. Jones did.  
 
    “Yep,” Jones said, as she straightened her jacket. “And I have no idea where we are.” 
 
    “I think I know,” Rania said to the surprise of almost everybody except Jones, who knew almost everything about Rania’s night adventures. “I think down to the right is the bit market.” 
 
    The bit market was a collector’s dream come true. Old code snippets, glitchy codes of mega-games and productivity suites, experimental codes for integration into dying single-player games, older single-player games that were no longer supported by their producers and, of the course, the ancient non-VR ready games of the late 20th and early 21st centuries. 
 
    It was also the underground market for illegal code and hacking utilities. 
 
    As the group advanced towards the market, three figures in hoodies appeared and started to shoot sizzling bolts of energy at them. 
 
    “What in Helheim is that?” Rania called as they dodged the fire from the three strangers and took cover behind the corner of a building. 
 
    “Surge guns,” Jones said. “If you are shot here, you’re dead here and in real-life.” 
 
    A bolt hit the bricks above her head, sending a shower of dust and chips of brick over them. Dana raised her hand and tried to push Terror the assailants’ way, but she was too exhausted from the earlier fight and could only manage to give them a slight Discomfort. 
 
    “I got this,” Edward said and emerged from their hiding place. He shouted at the three hooded figures, “Fear me, mortals!” 
 
    The moment the assailants heard Edward’s booming spell, two dropped their guns and ran away, while the third fired two shots in his direction before fleeing with the others. 
 
    Edward turned to the others with a wide smile on his face, then he collapsed. The others ran to his aid and crouched over his downed avatar. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” asked Rania. “He’s not killed in game or low on Health.” 
 
    Suddenly Edward disappeared and one by one the rest of the team and Jones were also pulled from the game. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Rick was the first to orient himself and slipped out of his suit. He ran to the hanging body of Edward and pulled him out of the hanging cables before easing him to the floor. In the room’s doorway appeared two uniformed officers and an angry Jamal Yu.  
 
    Jones unsuited fast and ran towards Rick and Edward. Yu also rushed over his look of ire now one of concern. 
 
    “Clear the way,” said Jones, and gently removed Rick’s arm from the supine Edward. She checked his pulse then pulled a small atomizer from her jacket pocket and squirted it under Edward’s nose. The young teen moaned a little, then opened his eyes. 
 
    “Oh, thank God you are ok,” Rick said, putting his hand on Edward’s shoulder. He grabbed his arm to help him up, but it was flaccid and heavy. Edward’s head rolled on his shoulders, and his eyes widened.  
 
    “I can’t feel my body!” he cried as his father knelt by his side. “Daddy! I can’t feel my body!” 
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    It could be argued that Jamal Yu had many flaws. He was seen by many as unsympathetic, over-ambitious, and ruthless, yet he always tried to hide these traits, the very ones that made him a successful entrepreneur, from his family. Unfortunately, they were integral to his personality, which might explain his distance from his late wife and son. The only way to hide them was to withdraw into the shadows of family life.  
 
    It also explained his strict rules regarding his son’s VNet presence. By distancing Edward from his own dark world, he also managed to alienate the boy in the process. 
 
    Edward had come very close to dying in the simulation and would be in a medically induced stasis for the coming month as nanites worked to fix his fried spinal cord. It hadn’t killed him, yet he was paralyzed from the neck down. A quadriplegic. If he were not the son of the all-powerful and extremely rich Jamal Yu, it would have been a permanent condition. 
 
    Knowing that his son would eventually heal was not enough to cool the desire for vengeance boiling inside of Jamal and waiting made it worse. In business and in life he was used to punishing wrongdoers immediately and with extreme prejudice. Even when he was in the wrong, there was always an underling who was available to take the blows of his failures and misfires.  
 
    Since he couldn’t find the culprit of the attack on his son with his own resources or those of the UN, he had to vent his anger somehow. So, he limited the access of the Valhalla Greatest to VNet to a minimum and suspended their accounts on GodsRealm, making the completion of the championship an impossibility for the time being, much to the disappointment and ire of the fans.  
 
    As the days rolled by, Jamal nursed his fury until he could locate a deserving target. To take his mind off his troubles, he decided to go back to doing what he enjoyed most. Coding. After his nightly visit to Edward, he sat to code a new game, one he’d been formulating for months. He even had a name for it. The Last. If it went as he imagined, its features included an extensive backstory and backdrop for its events and the most advanced AI NPCs and monsters. It would make GodsRealm look like a kid’s sandbox.  
 
    He didn’t really have a driving reason to develop it, or even why he was working on it without the aid of his coding army. The fact was it took his mind off things and the more he worked on it, the more passionate he became. He coded like there was no tomorrow. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Another person angered and puzzled by the attack, not as powerful as Jamal but powerful enough, was Dahlia Jones. She couldn’t find any answers, and neither could her superiors or coworkers. 
 
    According to Central Control’s record of the simulation, everything appeared normal and they insisted that Jones had responded to their frequent check-in calls, something that the testimonies of Jones and the Valhalla Greatest team disproved. As far as Jones was concerned, Central Control’s records were not related to the truth of the events in the simulation at all and could only be the result of hacking. 
 
    No, the data recorded wouldn’t lie, unless an extremely powerful hacker with impossible proximity to their own servers in real life had coded his or her way to blind the Control from the events unfolding in the simulation, right down to sending the fake recorded messages in Jones’ voice to the Central.  
 
    Jones and the UN agents couldn’t even pinpoint an attack on their servers, so finding a trail to follow was next to impossible. Moreover, since the entire crime was perpetrated on VNet, Jones would have to go through the VNRS to try to find out anything that occurred that day in their logs, a process that would take a team of coders at least a month. 
 
    This slowed Jones’ investigation of the suspicious ‘super’ powers that the team had shown during the simulation, another aspect of their interactions that were never recorded by the UN Control. It was very suspicious. Nevertheless, Jones pushed this to the back of her mind for the time being until she could work out who the failed assassins that attacked them were.  
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    While Jamal and Jones were hunting their quarry, Rick called on the group to meet in real life for similar reasons. Their VNet access was too limited and too surveilled for the time being to think of meeting online. 
 
    A local café, considered to be old or quaint by many, was the place of choice for the meeting between Rick and the other three members of Valhalla Greatest. 
 
    Rick arrived first since the café was practically on the roof of his residential building, then Mario came, followed by Dana and last of all was Rania. The young girl immediately started to complain about meeting in real life.  
 
    “I had to walk nearly four miles!” she said in exasperation before slumping at the table next to Rick. “In open air! It’s dangerous for your health; you know!” 
 
    “We had no choice,” Rick answered calmly. “We are restricted to 10 hours of VNet access with zero credit balance except for ordering entertainment clips and food. Plus, we’re being watched no doubt, and we can’t even access our own accounts in the game. We need to plan our next move.” 
 
    “We know all of this,” Rania said, stealing his gaze with her big brown eyes. He found her beauty very disconcerting. “But what can we do?” 
 
    “Rania is right, dear,” Dana exhaled. “The Jamal Yu and his ilk are virtual gods in our world, and we just can’t fight a man like him.” 
 
    “True,” said Mario. “I understand he’s shocked and angry about his son’s injury, but we certainly didn’t deserve any of it. It affected us as much as it did him,” he paused for a second then continues, “Edward is as much family to us as he is to him, maybe even more so.”  
 
    “And don’t forget the comas. It made us closer than family,” Rania said, and it brought a smile to everybody’s faces. 
 
    “OK, let’s put some order to our thoughts then, shall we?” Rick said to of agreement. “First we need to see Edward, which might not be so easy.” 
 
    “It might be,” Rania looked at him in uncertainty, “he already sent me a Vmail for a place and date to meet.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you say something earlier?” Mario asked her. Rick also looked put out. “And why did he only contact you?” 
 
    “Because he studies in the same VNet university with me,” Rania explained. “It was safer, because his message would be seen as just another study commentary to another student.” 
 
    Rick visibly cooled down and said, “This is good news. So, when and where do we meet him?” 
 
    “Remember him trying to convince us to have an HQ in VNet on some virtual real estate he wanted to buy for us?” Rania’s eyes glowed. 
 
    “Yeah, and we refused,” Mario smiled, “because we thought his fortune was illegal and that he procured it through hacking.” 
 
    “Well, he did buy it,” Rania said excitedly, “almost a year ago he bought a full terabyte in the outskirts of Central City, developed by his own code and, according to him, it’s as impenetrable as, if not more than, his father’s own company on VNet.” 
 
    Central City was the hub of VNet, a vast virtual space spanning millions of terabytes. Even real estate on the outskirts would cost a small fortune to buy and develop. 
 
    “So, we have an online base of operation,” Rick was all business once more. “I have saved some break time hours from my job I can use for the meeting.” 
 
    “I can skip a class or two to attend as well,” Rania said. 
 
    “I guess I can use some UN credentials to evade Mr. Yu’s surveillance for a few hours,” Mario added. 
 
    “And I can replicate myself to be in two places at once,” Dana added in a mysterious tone. 
 
    “What? You can do the spirit double in real life?!” Rania yelled. 
 
    “Shh, not in real life, no,” Dana put her finger to her mouth, “but for an hour or so on VNet, yes. I’ve been practicing my new powers on the job, for the last three days and I have at least three new powers perfected now.” 
 
    “Anything else we can exploit?” Mario smiled at her. 
 
    “I can literally read minds now,” Dana said. “Even now.”  
 
    She winked to Rick who turned a dark shade of red. 
 
    “That’s unfair!” Rania cried. “All I can do is disappear… completely.”  
 
    She smiles wickedly and does just that to the shock of the other three. She materializes an instant later. 
 
    “Wow, and in real life no less, that trumps me!” said Dana before turning to Mario. “So, what can our big scary warrior do right now?” 
 
    “Just this,” he pointed to Rick as he reached for his cup of juice and incanted a curse. The supposedly unbreakable DuraPlex cup, made from a cheaper far more durable material than the plastic of the old days, shatters, showering him with juice and ripping his hand open in the process. Before anyone can move or even scold Mario, he puts his hand over Rick’s and cast Bless and Heal on the wound. To the amazement of everyone, the cut in his hand disappears in front of their eyes. 
 
    “You can heal Edward!” Dana said. 
 
    “I can if his father allows me,” he sighed. “I don’t think I can do much good unless I am with him in real life though. And this would be an impossibility given his father’s attitude towards us.” 
 
    “Wow, this was impressive,” Rania grabbed the hand of Rick before he can withdraw and added, “you could start a lucrative business healing people for huge amounts of DC!” 
 
    “I can’t and I won’t,” Mario said. “With power such as this I would immediately be reenlisted to the UN, and I am through with the machinations of war and military.” 
 
    “This is one of many reasons we have to hide our powers from everybody,” Rick said somberly. “Including loved ones.” 
 
    After a few seconds of pondering his words, Rania asked him, “So, what about you? What about your powers?” 
 
    “Erm, I think have some control over the elements,” Rick grabbed her teacup and holds it cupped in his hands for a few seconds. The liquid starts to boil and steam and then almost completely evaporates in under a minute. 
 
    “Now, that’s impressive,” Dana said. “And quite frankly very unsettling considering humans are 70 percent water.” 
 
    “I can also control electricity,” Rick said. “Meaning I can manipulate electrons and their pathways.” 
 
    “Meaning, with further control,” Rania said excitedly. “You could manipulate code over VNet! Brilliant!” 
 
    “So, from catching hackers for a living,” Dana said slowly. “You would become a hacker yourself.” 
 
    “And what’s wrong with that?” Rania jumps at her. 
 
    “I wouldn’t do anything of the like,” Rick intervenes before a fight can break out. “It would bring unwanted focus on me and therefore all of us. It’s not an option.” 
 
    “He is right,” Mario looks apologetically to Rania, “and you know this.” 
 
    “Whatever, it’s his life.” Rania shrugged and acted as if her reaction to Dana’s words never happened. “He should do what suits him, and only him.” 
 
    “Actually, I did think about using this talent for a short period and in a minor way,” Rick said. “To pursue our attackers and find out what exactly happened that day.” 
 
    “Which I think is the second reason you called us for this meeting, I’m guessing?” Mario said.  
 
    “Yes, and I have a third reason.” Rick fidgets a bit before continuing, “I missed you guys, more than I thought possible.” 
 
    “And the tough master of fire and ice turns mushy and soft in a second,” Rania said, then suddenly leaned forward and kissed Rick on the cheek. “Even though this ruins the tough guy, strong girl image, I missed you too. I missed you both as well and Edward.” 
 
    Dana laughed good naturedly.  
 
    “The tough guy, strong girl image can’t be ruined by love.”  
 
    She winked at Rania, who showed her tongue in a cheeky response. This elicited a storm of laughter from Mario and Dana, and a puzzled look from Rick. 
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     “Jamal Yu is not the kind of person I want breathing down my neck,” Mehemet opened his call to Yee. “I want nothing to do with your suicidal vendetta against his son and the GodsRealm team. You can take back your soon-to-be worthless shares and shred all data communication between us.” 
 
    “I never took you for a coward,” Yee said in a measured voice. 
 
    “To you it is cowardice,” Mehemet answered the insult thrown by Yee, “but in all reality, this man is a God of VNet, he can destroy you as easily as he wipes his own ass.” 
 
    “He is just another executive type,” Yee mocked. “And you’re sadly mistaken if you think he’ll find my fingerprints anywhere in this whole affair.” 
 
    “You underestimate him, Mr. Yee,” Mehemet said. “Jamal Yu started out as a hacker, and he is still considered the best in hacking to this day. Not only that, he is connected in places you wouldn’t even imagine, with unlimited resources. He is very dangerous.” 
 
    “What do you want me to do?” Yee said derisively. “What’s done, is done, but rest assured, our tracks are covered completely, the UN hasn’t even got a lead. Why do you think this coder type could touch us if they can’t?” 
 
    “Listen,” Mehemet stopped Yee’s bragging suddenly. “Yu is not what you take him for, I have my own sources.” 
 
    “Still, he can’t touch us,” Yee insisted. “Dangerous or not, I also have my back covered by somebody very powerful.” 
 
    “I don’t,” Mehemet argued. “I am what I am because of my own cunning. I don’t have some unknown powerful player backing me up, and I refuse to share the risk with you.” 
 
    “A lie,” Yee laughs. “I am certain that you are backed by the same player or someone like him. Otherwise, you would not have been allowed to reach the echelon of VNet that you have.” 
 
    Mehemet remained silent for a few seconds before replying slowly to Yee.  
 
    “If your backer is the same,” he sighed. “Then you are a bigger fool than I ever thought. Our mutual friend plays for himself, and himself alone. If you are dragged under, he will just watch your demise with casual amusement.” 
 
    “No,” Yee smiles. “It’s not like that for me and certainly not for you. We are both serving valuable roles in his long game, suffice to say, we are both safes till his plan reaches fruition and I know enough of it to know that it’s still a long way from that.” 
 
    “I need to know more of this plan,” Mehemet demanded. “If I am in, I at least need to know my limits so I don’t step on his toes by accident.” 
 
    “Ok, but we would have to meet in real life,” Yee nodded. “Even the best security on VNet will not keep our conversations safe from him if we spark his attention.” 
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    Edward appeared to be asleep in the pneumatic quarter gravity bed. Yet he was plugged into VNet through the same link to the online support line that guides the nanites mending his destroyed spinal cord. 
 
    He hated being awake and feeling the bursts of neural pain as his individual nerves were repaired. The heavy pulses were almost unbearable, and he was denied any pain killer because they might interfere with the work of the nanites. 
 
    Even though he was banned from GodsRealm like the rest of Valhalla Greatest through the direct command of his father, he could attend his VNet studies and to spend as much time as he wanted to be logged in. 
 
    He took advantage of this. He used every spare minute once his studies were completed to develop the virtual HQ the team had finally agreed to. He had developed it from the ground up over the last year, perfecting its defense and improving its integration abilities before joining it to every available database in VNet. Not to mention making it stylish and comfortable to spend time in. 
 
    It now had a fully working testing and training ground for him and the team, and in simulation, he was able to call on at least a 100 low-level semi-AI monsters and characters from the GodsRealm, allowing him to hone the special abilities he’d gained through the coma. 
 
    His Dark Bliss had given him extrasensory abilities, and he was able to practice sensing primary emotions from dedicated AI he created for the purpose. He also probed fellow students while studying but he couldn’t be certain of the findings without asking them. That was out of the question as it would expose his secret. He needed his Valhalla Greatest teammates to test this new ability on them, and to discuss the accuracy of his talent.  
 
    He had also evolved his Fear Effect and was now able to maintain the effect for a whole hour as he studied, making students in the virtual classroom shirk and avoid him with unease bordering on fear. 
 
    A bonus of the effect was that those people affected were usually shy of approaching him even after he’d finished using his ability. Considering his new-found celebrity status, that was a sizeable achievement. 
 
    The final gift he discovered among his new abilities was that his unholy shout in real life would call rodents and crawling insect to the person he shouted at. One of the nurses caring for him in the mansion was quite nasty, treating him like an inanimate object as she flipped him over for his daily examination by the in-house computing unit. 
 
    She had waved off his complaint that it hurt, so he had shouted at her as she left the room. He was gratified to hear her screams as she ran through the sprawling Yu mansion, chased by rats and cockroaches. She hadn’t been back since. 
 
    He couldn’t wait to meet the team to tell them of his discoveries. He also needed their presence in his life more than ever, since his father had distanced himself from him completely since the nanite treatment began, to the extent that he had only come to visit Edward once in the last 14 days. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    The virtual reunion of Valhalla Greatest came five days after the team met in the old cafe, and they were in for a surprise. 
 
    “Edward, this is amazing!” Rania moved through the virtual space, watching the colors shifting over the walls. 
 
    “This amazing show of color is quite catchy really,” Mario commented as he inspected the changing walls. 
 
    “The color changing is a byproduct,” Edward announced. “The security and cloaking protocol I used is the one causing the color shift, it makes it literally impossible for anybody outside this house to spy on us or even to register our presence.” He smiles. “Even my father’s algorithm to locate me stops at the boundaries of this house.” 
 
    “You call this a house?” Dana laughs. “This is a palace!” 
 
    “This can’t be just one terabyte of space,” Rick added. “It looks like at least to be three to five terabytes.” 
 
    “It is just one terabyte,” Edward said. “Only it is utilized right down to the last byte, a practice only employed by my father and his company in the entire VNet business world. One that I managed to catch onto quite fast when he explained the concept to me seven years ago. In those days he used to talk and explain things to me more.” 
 
    “I get that you have zero redundancy here then,” Rania said. “But isn’t this a little dangerous in case of any hacks or break-ins?” 
 
    “Anybody is welcome to try and hack into my creation,” Edward laughed. “Actually, I heard from Rania that you are an up-and-coming master hacker, Rick.” 
 
    Rick felt a little angry but didn’t know why. Maybe he wanted to tell Edward? He pushed aside the anger so he could put all his efforts into unraveling the security of Edward’s HQ from inside, an angle he thought he might not have considered. 
 
    After five minutes of anticipation from everybody in the place as they watched Rick direct very thin beams of light that only showed from certain angles, at the walls, ceiling, and floor, Rick laughed and conceded defeat.  
 
    “This is amazing, Edward. As impenetrable as you claim, the only area of weakness I could find lies in the doorway, but I think it can only be exploited when someone is allowed inside. I suspect you know that and have something built-in to prevent it though, right?” 
 
    “Impressive,” Edward smiled. “If I didn’t know that you never really studied coding, I would assume you are at least the level of my father, who is a uniquely talented coder. Now I now know that your matter-controlling abilities have grown considerably. I’m happy you’re on my side.” 
 
    “So, how did you guard against the vulnerability that Rick found?” Rania tried to sound casual and not so interested.  
 
    “I did a two-way system to safeguard this,” Edward explained. “First is biometrics. This place only opens to five registered biometrics, ours. I apologize, I got your individual bios by hacking your VNRS files. The second, of course, is that there is a one-of-a-kind AI that I created as a doorkeeper; it repels any attempt to mimic our biometrics through a very sensitive AI signature detector.” 
 
    “Meaning that any AI made to look like us,” Rania said, “would be detected.” 
 
    “And totally fry,” Rick added. “The security system has the most ruthless approach I’ve ever encountered.” 
 
    “I know this,” Edward said, his voice becoming low and angry. “I won’t sit by to see one of you suffer what I’m going through right now in real life. I will not allow harm to come to my family, ever.” 
 
    Rania, Rick, and Dana pulled back, suddenly fearful of their friend despite his words. 
 
    “Edward,” said Mario, approaching Edward. “Your Fear Effect is too much, even I’m feeling it and I’m supposed to be immune since I’m a holy character.” 
 
    Edward cools off fast. 
 
    “Sorry guys, it’s a side effect of my evolved abilities.” 
 
    “Formidable,” Dana said, in a shaky voice. “I think my real-life self needs a pants change.” 
 
    Everyone laughed nervously and Edward apologized profusely. 
 
    “Nifty trick rich boy,” Rania said, trying to break the tense atmosphere caused by the wave of terror coming off Edward. “Do you have any others?” 
 
    “Yes,” Edward smiled gratefully to her. “I can sense the emotions and desires of people.” 
 
    “Odin’s Beard! That’s even scarier than Dana’s mind-reading thing,” Rick laughed nervously. 
 
    Edward looked at him for a long time, then at Rania.  
 
    “Oh… I never realized!” Edward looks puzzled then shakes his head. “I don’t think I can’t even say it out loud.” 
 
    “Relax Eddie, boy,” Mario patted his back, “only two people here don’t know about what you just found out.” 
 
    Edward then sat beside Rick and said quietly, “She is totally not my type so don’t worry.” 
 
    Rick looks at him puzzled, then blushes a deep red when he realizes what emotion Edward has picked up from him. It doesn’t last long because Edward suddenly doubled over.  
 
    “Ouch! Please stop it, Rania!”  
 
    Rania materializes just behind him; her arm cocked as if ready to punch him again.  
 
    “I’m not interested in you either, rich boy!” 
 
    Rick’s avatar grows redder.  
 
    “Cool down kids,” Dana signals everybody to sit down, “we have very serious issues to discuss.” 
 
    It takes a minute or two, but everybody eventually settles down in the plush air cushions floating around the center of the inner room of their new HQ. 
 
    “Rick, why don’t you tell us about your investigation now?” Dana suggested.  
 
    “During the last two weeks, you all know that my talent for manipulating matter grew,” he said. “This eventually culminated in the development of my ability to hack without coding,” he paused for effect, “and I tried for the last five days to track down anything the UN pieced together, or the VNRS. The problem is, they are just blundering blindly with no clues. So, I had an epiphany just before arriving here.”  
 
    He stopped talking, apparently doubting whether he should disclose the next piece of information. 
 
    “Speak up weird boy,” Rania called him out. “Nothing is to be hidden from us; we are family.” 
 
    “Yes, Rick,” Mario spoke kindly, as though he gleaned a bit of what Rick was about to declare. “No shame among family members, son.” 
 
    “I know that it might seem invasive,” Rick started. “But it was the only route the UN and VNRS did not go. I accessed all your records… mine too.”  
 
    He stopped again and waits for the storm of protest to hit him. It doesn’t. In fact, Dana laughs.  
 
    “I guess we should disclose all of our shameful secrets to each other now,” she said. “Since Rick already knows them.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean it in that way at all,” Rick spoke fast as he waved his hands in front of him in denial. “I tried to avoid anything that might embarrass any of you! I swear!” 
 
    “Relax weird boy,” Rania said calmly. “Since the coma and the intimacy we shared in it, I often wondered about the time to share everything with all of you.” She sticks her tongue out at Rick. “It was only a matter of time.” 
 
    “I will start then,” Mario said in a sober voice. “You all know that I’m a retired veteran because of the injury, well, this is not entirely true. The day I got injured, I was running away from the battlefield — a deserter. When my commander O’Hara died, my last anchor to the war was severed. I lost the drive and eventually that same day, I lost my guts. The battle reports show my position 300 meters away from the rest of the platoon, and the fact is, the war ended while I was in the hospital and it was the only reason I wasn’t court marshaled for deserting my post. To the UN I am a disgraced soldier at most, a disabled person with no value.” 
 
    Silence blanketed the room for some moments. The tension was tangible, and they didn’t need the talents of Edward to sense Mario’s overwhelming distress by the end of his confession. 
 
    “You were never a chicken, Mario,” Dana declares suddenly in a breaking voice. “The day Edward was shot just proves what I am saying. Running away from death and being disenchanted with strife is not cowardice, even if the buffoons in the military say it is. It’s survival and self-preservation… it’s what makes you human.” 
 
    Everyone agreed and Mario sat back and nodded slightly.  
 
    “This is getting too serious,” Rania declares. “So, I’ll go next. You remember how I always took Edward, Mark being hackers lightly? Well, the reason is, I am a hacker myself. Not only am I a hacker, my folks also are. At least they used to be, and that’s how they got their coding gigs here. Back in our home country in New Korea, they were so poor, that hacking was the only means to live another day. They were about to give me up when VNRS caught them. Imagine the Valhalla Greatest without me!”  
 
    “My turn then,” Dana coughs. “When my career was destroyed by Alena the first AI entertainer, and my boyfriend, who happened to be the father of my son, left me, I was in the dumps. I had a baby who would cost a fortune to bring up, at least as I saw it at that time, and I was broke, with no prospect, no education and nobody to back me up.”  
 
    “It was the early thirties, where some jobs in real life still existed, but I had only one fit for my magnificent skill-set – entertaining people. I was desperate and clueless, so the first man to knock on my door, got me body and soul just because he gave me enough money to survive with my son.”  
 
    Her avatar fidgeted but her voice was clear and steady as she went on. 
 
    “Eventually he handed me to another and then another and another. I became a very busy girl, visited by at least three men a day. I was pretty, young and had some bygone celebrity status hanging to me, and this was desirable to a lot of men who were miserable in their marriages or just wanted a piece of a falling star. Anyway, it worked, for two whole years. In 2033 I was arrested for unlicensed sex work, and I served for six months in ComSE. This was a turning point because they took me in after the sentence and I have been working there ever since. They even took care of my son as I served the sentence. I’m not proud of it, it’s been a dirty secret for so long, but I would rather share with you guys than anybody on the planet because I trust nobody as I trust you.” 
 
    Rania jumped towards Dana and hugged her.  
 
    “I know all about desperation. It probably would have been my only career if my parents had not been caught when they were.” 
 
    Mario spoke after another moment of silence. 
 
    “Dana, if you had to sell your body to survive, there is no shame in that,” he went to her and grasped her hand. “No shame at all. Don’t think of what you had to do as anything but a means to live. It’s not the worst way to do it.” 
 
    “I think I am the worst of you all,” said Rick, with a labored sigh. “All of what you mentioned isn’t as bad as what I did. I think I sent my own parents into servitude. When I was eight years old, I think I glitched their accounts on VNet by accident. I was playing on one of the early VNet viral games that had a lot of microtransactions, and I think I withdrew around 10,000 DC in the game using my parents’ account as I played. When the police came and took them, I didn’t tell anyone that it was me. My grandmother always thought they were put into servitude for their credit history,” he starts to sob softly, “she thought that because my father paid a few hundred DCs to upgrade their ration tier and the medical care of my grandmother, that they got into debt and ended up in servitude. It was me. I caused it, not her stupid medical! And she still suffers because of me, because I’m too much of a coward to tell her the truth. I’m an evil asshole, none of you harmed loved ones as I have.”  
 
    Dana and Rania rose and approached him gently.  
 
    “You were an eight-year-old kid, Rick. You shouldn’t carry this guilt – you didn’t know.”  
 
    She patted his head softly. Rania stepped up. 
 
    “Hey weird boy,” he raised his head to face her. “You have been living with the guilt for 10 years, isn’t it time to let go of it?” 
 
    He looks at her round brown eyes and is speechless for a moment; then he gathers his courage. 
 
    “I will never forgive myself, and when I find my parents…” he wipes his eyes and the tears disappear immediately, an aspect of VNet to save graphics load on the computing core. “Even if they forgive me, I won’t. I will live with this guilt for the rest of my life.” 
 
    Rania suddenly leaned to him, held his head and kissed him deeply. The kiss lasted for some seconds until Edward cheers them loudly. Rania ended the kiss only to be surprised when he held her to him. The kiss lasted a few seconds more before he finally let go of her. 
 
    “Don’t take it hard on yourself, kid,” Mario said as he approached, thankfully not mentioning the lingering virtual kiss. “Nobody here isn’t a screw-up, well, maybe except Edward.” 
 
    Before Edward could respond, Rick jumped up, almost knocking Rania over in his rush to approach the younger man.  
 
    “Edward before you say anything,” he said fast. “My research did get some results, and they concern your father.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    29 
 
      
 
    Jones logged in again for the 20th time in the last week. Again, she spawned at the same point where the three assailants attacked her and the Valhalla Greatest team, eventually crippling the Yu boy. 
 
    Every time, she put out tracers and electronic signature sensors across every possible inch of the area, and every time it garnered her nothing but frustration. 
 
    The other UN agents saw what she was doing as utterly useless since the trail had grown cold and more recent traces would interfere with her search. She countered this line of logic with the fact that the area where they were attacked was remote and access since had been restricted to UN agents. The fact that she had found zero traces in the almost three weeks she had been looking proved their argument didn’t hold water.  
 
    The problem was of course, the lack of any traces defied logic. Even the traces of her and the Valhalla Greatest team were gone. 
 
    She determined there could only be one of three reasons for this. The first was data corruption in the matrix of this piece of VNet code. That theory had taken some time to eliminate, but two days ago the VNRS sent her back the result of their own analysis of the code for the area and it proved it wasn’t corrupted.  
 
    The second was the possibility of an active line of code running in the background of the structure of the area, erasing all activity in it constantly. Since it would take a huge team of coders and a vast amount of time to go through the living code, line by line, to find the intruder, she had to leave this to be proven later if she failed to find another solution. 
 
    The third and last theory was the one that kept Dahlia Jones up at night. The possibility that someone in the agency was sabotaging the packaged codes to nullify any results and return only zeros. This possibility was most frightening because it meant that she was working with a traitor; someone who in turn was working for whatever agency or entity was behind the whole incident.  
 
    She couldn’t help but wonder about the VNet creepypasta/ urban legend about the vengeful modified human AI. It was said to have augmented accomplices all over the world. The unexplained erasures and the ambush itself were sophisticated, and the more she thought about it, the more she feared she was in the center of something much bigger than she could handle.   
 
    It was time for a different strategy. A little subterfuge of her own to see who… or what she could shake out of the trees.  
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    “Your father was one of three people betting heavily on the Thugs,” Rick explained. “But only he out of the three big bettors, also bet big amounts against us winning.” 
 
    “How big?” Edward demanded. 
 
    “One million DC.”  
 
    “You’re crazy,” Rania said heatedly. “You want us to believe that Jamal Yu almost killed his only son and heir?” 
 
    “No, I didn’t say that at all,” Rick said in a sharp voice. “What I said was that he was one of three betting on a team that by any rights should have never even qualified.” 
 
    “But he bet against us?!” Edward moaned. 
 
    “Yes, he did,” Mario said emotionlessly. “When he didn’t know that his son was an actual member of the Valhalla Greatest team.” 
 
    “Edward, I’m really sorry,” Rick approached the anguished man. “Mario is right though, he bet from the first round of the championship, and everybody knows that you can’t just withdraw a bet. It has to be played through until the event is finished.” 
 
    “Yes, Edward, honey,” Dana approached Edward. “I don’t think he’s involved in the attack against us, but I think he knows some inside information about the Thugs.  And if he knows that, he might be able to work out who caused our coma and what happened to you.” 
 
    “And what am I supposed to do?” Edward said savagely. “Confront him and break my already tattering relationship with him?” 
 
    “No,” said Rick. “Don’t do that, but something I read in your files might actually help us.” 
 
    “What?” Edward asked in a weary voice. 
 
    “Your father set the security of his own company vaults to your biometrics – an approved account to access in case anything happened to him. You are able to access all the data inside.” He takes a deep breath before continuing. “This might give us a solid clue as to why he bet on the Thugs and who attacked us.” 
 
    “So, I have to allow you to incapacitate my father so I can access his data?” Edward was charged, and his friends began to shrink back. All except Rick. “You want me to turn against the single living family member that I have, just to satisfy a stupid theory of yours?” 
 
    Edward was glowing, a strange glow that seemed to suck all the light from the room, something like the event horizon around a black hole. It was so strong it started to disrupt the code of the room itself. 
 
    Rick stood in front of him calmly. 
 
    “You are angry, but you’re not really angry at me,” he took a breath, fighting the waves of terror that washed over him. “You are angry at your father, for his distancing himself from you and your mother. You are angry at how uncaring he was with you when she died. But ultimately you are angry at yourself, angry because you think you can’t meet his high expectations.”  
 
    The storm emanating from Edward grew stronger and Dana moaned from the corner of the room where she knelt in fear. Rania wailed as the room dimmed as the code of lighting failed. 
 
    “Worst of all, you are angry at yourself because you consider us a family that is far closer to you than your father ever was or will be.”  
 
    Edward grabbed Rick by the neck, about to crush it, but Rick reached out with his arms to encircle the younger man’s avatar in a deep embrace that was more dangerous than anything he’d ever done. As he touched the body of Edward, he felt his own mind switching off, like the lights in a house, and was suddenly certain that he would die in real life as well. 
 
    Then as fast as it started, the storm ebbed, and the light came back to the room. Dana, Rania, and Mario, who all huddled in the furthest corner, saw the big man in the embrace of the smaller man sobbing silently and wretchedly. 
 
    “It is ok, Edward,” Rick said softly into the shoulder of the younger man. “It’s ok; I’ll try my best to do what needs to be done without costing you or your father. I lost mine and I would never allow my brother to lose his.” 
 
    Edward finally let go of Rick.  
 
    “Please don’t send him into servitude.” 
 
    “I won’t do anything like that,” Rick said. “Everything that has to be done, we’ll do together. We’ll protect your father even if he was the one behind all of this.” 
 
    “But if he was,” Edward now stood a few feet away from Rick, “do you think we can actually face him?” 
 
    “Are you for real?!” Rania shouted as she stood up. “You pushed two-” then she decided against bragging, “-three of the finest and most powerful players on God’s Realm to cower in terror and you are asking can we face him!?” 
 
    “I guess we can,” Rick said. “You’ll turn 18 in two days, that’s when the instructions of your father are activated, and that’s when we have to act.” 
 
    “But we won’t harm him, right?” Edward asked.  
 
    “No,” said Rick. “We’ll incapacitate him by using a very old and not much used virus through VNet.” 
 
    “Which one?” Mario asked him as he gingerly approached. 
 
    “The Stasis Can,” Rick announced. 
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    The two days passed, and Jones was out in the real-life slums of the city. The places that were never rebuilt after the war or were deemed too contaminated by either chemical or biological agents to be salvageable. All these slums, of course, were above ground; the one she was going to was the tallest building in the city at 138 meters above sea level. 
 
    The slums don’t have verified VNet access — no InstaFood machines, no luxuries at all. There is also no police presence. Police wouldn’t enter it even if they were paid top dollar. Fear of contamination was, of course, the main reason for this, but coupled with no VNet link for backup, no VNet controlled power grid to cut off the power from the pursued subject, and no Grid Lock gates to section off parts of the slum, patrolling there would be a virtual death sentence.  
 
    Dahlia was not on the way to her first dance though, for a long time she had maintained a cover alias in the slums to be able to gain unlawful access to the VNet. 
 
    Her plan was risky, even if rather simple: she would buy early generation primitive tracers and sensors, log in through an account that would never be under the jurisdiction of the UN or anybody else, thus if there were a mole at UN Control, she would bypass them altogether. 
 
    The only problem was, these accounts were a one-time only with a high risk of regular surge attacks to their users. This put her real life at risk while she was hooked into VNet. 
 
    She suspected she had a few hours of access to determine if the reason for the sensor failure was a mole at Control before her alias account got tracked and targeted for illegal entry into VNet. 
 
    She entered an elevator that looked deceivingly damaged and inoperable, slid out her real-life DC card to show the hidden camera that she meant business, and stood in the middle of the elevator waiting for the response. 
 
    It happened in less than 10 seconds. The broken door of the elevator closed smoothly, and the elevator started to ascend. It stopped at floor 32, a significant number for most occupants of the slums since it was the year that marked the end of their existence as law-abiding citizens of the 21st century and turned them into refugees and rejects of society. 
 
    Dahlia wore a revealing blue dress; her cover identity was a high-level prostitute for the monied denizens of the underground city.  She walked out of the elevator in slow, self-assured stepped towards door number 325. 
 
    The goons in front of the door recognized her immediately. The bigger one gave her an oily smile and looked her up and down with greedy eyes.  
 
    “What brings you back Elena?” he asked. 
 
    “Let me pass Mustafa if Chen knew you were delaying me for your own pleasures,” she gave a seductive smile, “he would be pissed.” She reached between her breasts and the big man’s eyes widened. She pulled out an InstaFood capsule and, while not what he was lusting after; he took it gratefully. “A tip for being a good boy.” 
 
    Mustafa grabbed the capsule quickly and hid it in the various layers of his clothing. A capsule like the one she gave him was worth at least 20 DCs, and that was a lot more than the average daily income of any denizen of the slum tower. He smiled a disgusting yellow-toothed smile and signaled to his colleague to open the door.  
 
    “Who am I to stand between the boss and his meat?” He said, and let her pass inside. 
 
    The apartment behind the door was a safety nightmare. Cables of various colors and thicknesses ran all over the place, along the floors, up the walls and jostled around monitors hung from the ceiling in precarious positions. Several large computing units of various vintage and power were at the hubs of the cables and monitors. In and a part of the left wall of the apartment was one of the older rigid model VNet suits. It operated without a half gravity pod yet had other features that the newer models lacked, anonymous log in for example. Beside it on a stool sat Chen Min, the best coder in the world according to his claims, or at least the best this side of the law. 
 
    He was soldering an interface card, so totally lost in concentration that he jumped when Dahlia spoke.  
 
    “Hello Chen, old friend.” As she was actually in his private space, she dropped the whore act altogether, and a genuine smile played across her face. 
 
    “Dahlia, you rascal!” He jumped up to hug her. “Where have you been?” 
 
    “Doing the UN’s work of course,” she hugged him back and smiled, “who else would do it?” 
 
    “Sit, have some tea then.”  
 
    He pointed to a plastic countertop balanced between new stacks of electronic boards and interfaces. 
 
    “No time,” she sighed. “I need to use Delila.” 
 
    He looked her over critically.  
 
    “You could have gone to Raafat or Vladimir, yet you came here, to the most expensive log-in in the slums?” 
 
    “I’m after something or someone big,” she said in a strong tone. “This is why only Delila will do.” 
 
    “Someone like Markus?” he laughed at the name. 
 
    “You got a healthy dose of vengeance on that guy, why mention him?” she asked in amusement. 
 
    “Because you have a poor memory, dear friend,” he smiles wide. “It was the last time you used Delila.” 
 
    “Really? I must have grown old then.” She smiled slyly. 
 
    “How many hours?” he moved towards the suit and started to adjust its straps to fit Dahlia’s body. 
 
    “As much as you can give me, I need enough time to get to the bottom of something big that I can’t even tackle through Control.” She stripped off her own dress and stepped to enter in the suit. 
 
    “A mole?” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “Ok, I can give you around 6-8 hours, but if I get tired, you’re on your own.” 
 
    The cloaking needed to keep the logging anonymous required continuous work from the technician/coder on the other side to keep it under the radar. 
 
    “I owe you one Chen,” Dahlia said as she pulled the big helmet over her head and started to jog on the treadmill under her feet. 
 
    “No, you owe me 2400 DCs friend.”  
 
    He jacked her in as he sat to the hub of computing units and monitors typing and cursing to facilitate her 6-8 hours of VNet time. 
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    Rick had to work overtime two days in a row to get himself around six hours of VNet time to research the data vault of Jamal Yu. Dana again used her doubling trick and Rania had to finish a paper early to get the day off. Mario used a UN-sponsored site to log in and get the extra time he needed anonymously. Extra time was not a problem to Edward since he didn’t suffer from the restrictions his father applied to his friends. He had to do one last thing before joining though, something that was a crucial part of the plan. 
 
    A Stasis Can is a vicious tool created by slum hackers in order to take over accounts of other people. Basically, it could trap you in your suit for 36 hours. Once the safety protocol of VNet identifies the glitch, it automatically suspends the account for 24 hours until the origin of the virus is found. 
 
    This was Edward’s job; he had to inject the virus into their home network, and only his suit would have the anti-freeze tool, something that the team gambled that Jamal Yu wouldn’t have since the virus was ancient in VNet terms – it was almost a decade old and even in prank form was not interesting enough for people to use it.  
 
    The plan was simple and brilliant; the VNet itself would contact the security company, who, in turn, would lock access to Jamal Yu’s data vault while he was trapped in the Stasis Can, also allowing Edward instant access to the vault and its content. 
 
    Edward, still paralyzed from the neck down, meant the job easier said than done because somebody had to smuggle the code cube to his rig in real life. Since the only people allowed access to him were his nurse, doctor and orderly to clean the room and lift or move the injured boy when required, one of the members of the team had to pose as one of those to deliver the cube. 
 
    Mario was the perfect age to be any of those, but they decided against it since he had records just like Dana with the UN and VNRS. Rania, even though she had no record, was too slight to be an orderly, and perhaps a little too out there with her blue streaked hair and nose ring to be a nurse or doctor. 
 
    This left Rick, who had no records anywhere. He would be acceptable as an entry level orderly and with his strong but not overly muscled body, he looked the part. 
 
    They arranged for a small bonus and a lottery win for the resident orderly, which removed him from the picture and prompted the house AI to make the order for a replacement, and this is where Rick came in. 
 
    The risk of spending his life in servitude was substantial, especially knowing the vindictive nature of Jamal Yu, but Rick considered that Edward was taking a similar risk and perhaps being alienated completely by his father and ending up in the street as a homeless, penniless cripple. 
 
    Rania met Rick to do some makeup touches to help him avoid being identified unless closely inspected and again kissed him before sending him on his way to the Yu’s palace. 
 
    The journey was long, and thoughts of the consequences overrode his pleasure at having been kissed by Rania again. He played the plan over and over in his mind until he reached Edward’s home – it was very impressive. 
 
    He was led from the door to his dressing station by holo AIs that were on every single wall of the immense palace. They read him a list of his duties, and he was then allowed to enter Edward’s room. 
 
    Edward and Rick greeted each other politely as strangers. After niceties had been exchanged, Edward commanded the new orderly to clean the data receiving slot on his computing unit joined to his bed.  
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Rick slipped the cube from his pocket and joined it for the few seconds it needed to download its contents. Edward activated the anti-freeze code on his suit immediately, leaving it alone of all the connected entry points, safe from the Stasis Can virus. 
 
    Rick continued working in the house for the next hour, expecting any minute to hear sirens, the sound of the police or UN coming to take him into a lifetime of servitude. They never did come and after he said goodbye to Edward and left for home, he began to dream that their plan might work. 
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    Jones reached the spot where the attack happened and immediately released the tracers and sensors. Within seconds they identified nine people on the scene, six of whom suited off on the spot and three that ran off. 
 
    As much as she was sad to discover that the UN was penetrated, she was thrilled to finally find her prey after three weeks of nothing to come home with. 
 
    The trail ended soon enough for one, an unregistered and camouflaged suit whose data she saved for further investigation, but the other two continued almost till the end of the road from the simulation base of the UN before they winked out. 
 
    As she was retrieving the data of these two suits, also unregistered to anybody, she glimpsed the girl, Rania’s avatar, slinking out of the bit market. On a hunch, she decided to trail her, since she still had some good hours left in the hacking time allotted to pursue the assailants, and she surmised that this is what Rania was doing herself. 
 
    Before the girl uploaded to a different spot, she released one of her remaining tracers to stick to the girl’s suit. 
 
    As the girl uploaded somewhere else, so did she. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    The Valhalla Greatest team stood on the threshold of Jamal Yu’s data vault when Jones suddenly appeared in their midst. 
 
    “Odin’s Grey Beard!” Rania jumped. 
 
    “Don’t be alarmed girl,” Jones said and signaled them to calm down. “I’m here for the same purpose you are here.” 
 
    “You also came to investigate my father!?” Edward said in shock. 
 
    Jones recovered from this tidbit of information quickly. 
 
    “Yes, of course,” she adlibbed, taking an intimidating stance. “I am investigating his connection to your coma.”  
 
    It was the best response she could come up with because she couldn’t imagine another reason this very group would be investigating Jamal Yu. 
 
    “Dahlia Jones, you have always been a bad liar!” Dana spat the words at her. “You came here tracking one of us by sheer accident.” 
 
    “Maybe, maybe not,” Jones asserted her authority. “The fact is, I’m here to see whatever you lot are doing through to the end.” 
 
    Edward hesitated, but Mario said, “For better or for worse, she’s in for the ride.” He patted the younger man’s shoulder. “Open the vault Edward, before your father’s employees discover that he is trapped in a Stasis Can. We don’t have much time.” 
 
    Edward looked at him and nodded, then to the rest of the group who gave him the thumbs up. 
 
    Edward entered the biometrics scanner of the vault and after a few seconds that felt like hours, the big door finally opened, and they all stepped in. 
 
    Almost instantaneously there was a rushing sound and the walls melted away as they were whisked out and uploaded to a different location. Valhalla Greatest and Officer Jones found themselves in a huge virtual holding cell. 
 
    “You never fail to disappoint me, Edward.” Jamal Yu stood in front of the electric bars of the cell, shaking his head. “You never worked out who invented the original Stasis Can, did you?” 
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    Anybody that knows anything about coding knows about the law of redundancy; it is the only way to work with a living program, like Artificial Intelligence. A miscalculated margin of error can cause an AI to grow sentient, like the incident of 2022 when a sophisticated creative AI became sentient and subsequently suicidal.  
 
    To safeguard against sentience of AIs, the law of coding redundancy was created. In simple terms, it is a series of repetitive code to safeguard against one of the main intelligence codes of the AI failing and leading to the erratic side effect of emotion and feeling – the real building block of sentience and self-awareness. 
 
    Since the VNet was created after the financial disaster of 2024 and the demise of that famous Suicide AI from 2022, it was stacked with redundancy codes, to the extent that as it grew, parts of VNet became inaccessible to the original programmers. 
 
    These inaccessible areas are the center of many conspiracy theories and urban legends, some of them concern augmented AI persons and rumors that they maintain a network on these areas for their own communication.  
 
    Others maintain that the renegade AI, the one who swore vengeance on its creators, made this part of VNet its domain and that it’s better not to try to find the wormhole and backdoors in VNet because if you ended up in its domain, the renegade AI would take over your mind. The creepier version of this legend said that it augments you with parts of its mind or self-created AIs to recruit you to its purpose. 
 
    For a small group of conspiracy theorists, both of these threads are true and if you are a nobody you end up as part of it as your body enters a deep coma, but if you are a figure of authority  or wield any sort of power, it augments you with parts of its acquired brain to recruit you. 
 
    Aside from the far-fetched and exceptionally crazy, one conspiracy theory had taken hold of the VNet society; this one dictated that these inaccessible parts are accessible through very complicated coding to reach the backdoors of these areas. And that in it, the more powerful crime lords, dark coders, and even some powerful business figures have their hidden bases where they can conduct themselves outside of the law. 
 
    This theory is completely true, and the Valhalla Greatest along with Dahlia Jones (who had become the unwanted 6th member of the Valhalla Greatest) was held in a very advanced and modified Stasis Can in a part of these inaccessible areas. The one owned and run by Jamal Yu. 
 
     “You never fail to disappoint me, Edward.” Jamal Yu stood in front of the electric bars of the cell shaking his head. “You never worked out who invented the original Stasis Can, did you?” 
 
    “No, but I know now,” Edward challenged his father’s avatar, which was just the same as his real life appearance. “I will do better next time when I want to know your secrets that involve me.” 
 
    “What are you talking about, you insulant wretch?” Jamal Yu. 
 
    “I am talking about betting 1 million DC against us.” Edward began to channel his dark glow as he talked to his father. “I am talking about your own role in sending us into a coma and crippling me!” he shouted and everybody in the cell with him cowered in terror.  
 
    It affected everyone except Jamal Yu, who looked at Edward as if he was an angry puppy yapping for supper. 
 
    “Interesting, very interesting,” Jamal Yu reached out and touched the avatar face of his son. The crackle of energy on contact was loud. “I was planning to release you after some hours of incarceration,” he moved away from the cell as he talked, “now I plan to study you and your colleagues to find the source of this strange augmentation.”  
 
    He winked out. Edward cooled down after his father left and the others let out a collective sigh of relief. 
 
    “How come your father was not phased by your terror thing?” Rania slumped in the corner as she spoke to Edward. He still stood holding the bars of the cell. 
 
    “How would I know?” Edward answered in frustration. “The man always was more machine than human!” 
 
    “Machine!” Dana jumped from her place next to Rania. “When I tried to read his mind, it was like reading code of an AI!” 
 
    “That can’t be,” Jones shook her head, “Jamal Yu was an immigrant, and the augmentation program was only done here.” 
 
    “What if he did it after arriving here?” Dana asked her. “Couldn’t that be the case?” 
 
    “No way, all immigrants receive a data implant to track their movement over their first five years here,” Jones explained. “And unless he did it later, which is also impossible since the guy has been in the headlights since day one, we would have found out.” 
 
    “Well, I still think it is strange to read a man to find AI coding in his head,” Dana said before returning to her corner. 
 
    “When did he start to act more like a machine than man?” Mario asked Edward. 
 
    “Since my mother died, I guess,” Edward slumped to the floor by the bars. “Four years ago, or something like that.” 
 
    “Did it coincide with any other event?” Mario pressed him further. 
 
    “I am not sure what you mean really,” Edward answered. 
 
    “Any other unusual event that happened at the same time,” Mario elaborated. “Like anything business related maybe?” 
 
    “Well, yes,” Edward answered. “That was about the time he created ROBAGUARD, the now standard AI in VNet and real-life security.” 
 
    “I might be a little rusty on new security measures,” Mario turned to Jones, “care to explain its functionality to us?” 
 
    “You must be away from security, not just rusty,” Rania commented. “ROBAGUARD is the most difficult to hack AI, and by difficult, I mean impossible.” 
 
    “Exactly, what Rania said is the simplest way of saying how sophisticated this AI is,” Jones said. “While not really sentient because it would be illegal, it’s the single most advanced AI created since the Johnson breakthrough in 2026.” 
 
    “I see,” Mario said thoughtfully. “And would you say it compares to any of his previous work, I mean to Mr. Yu’s work, that is.” 
 
    “Not really,” Rick was the one who answered. “Mr. Yu was known for his game coding, in fact, I think ROBAGUARD is his first ever non-game coding work,” he notices the eyes of the group settle on him and he shrugged. “He was an idol of mine for a long time; he is the most celebrated game coder ever… as you all know.” 
 
    “If we didn’t,” Rania teased him, “now we know.” 
 
    “Anyway, this is a unique event then,” Mario continued. “I have one last question, emotionally, did he change after the death of your mother?” 
 
    “Yeah, of course, he did,” Edward said in an exasperated tone. “He had just lost his wife, of course, he changed.” 
 
    “I understand,” Mario said. “Yet my question wasn’t about grief or isolation because of that. What I meant was quantitative, not qualitative, meaning would you say that he began showing his emotions less than before?” 
 
    “In a way,” Edward sighed.  “Yes, I would say that he became more repressed, a lot more repressed in expressing his emotions.” 
 
    “Look, guys,” Rania waved her arms in frustration. “I enjoy hypothetical discussions as much as the next person, but shouldn’t we be discussing how to get out of this damn Stasis Can?” 
 
    “Did you try?” Dana asked her. 
 
    “What do you think I was doing during Mario’s therapy session?” she said in desperation. “Nothing, I can’t even dent the thing.” 
 
    “I’ll try,” Edward announced. “And maybe Rick can lend me some much-needed muscle to bend the code over itself.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best,” Rick said, approaching him. They started to talk in whispers as the rest of the group stood watching silently. 
 
    After around 10 minutes, the two stopped, apparently exhausted.  
 
    “This is going to take some time,” Edward said. “We’ll rest for a while and continue. It’s actually depleting our energy as we work on it – I feel a little dizzy right now.” 
 
    “Well, we have nothing better to do for the moment. Take your time,” Dana announced. 
 
    “Maybe I can help lend some energy then,” Jones offered. 
 
    “I will help too,” said Rania, joining them.  
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    Mehemet and Yee were sitting in a place that was different from the place of their first meeting in every single way. Where the other place had been green, lush and lighted, this one was all metal, drab brickwork, bare walls and basic seating. It was awash with shadows from inadequate lighting and yet it was the most secure place on Earth either in real-life or in VNet, since it was another chunk of redundant space like the one that Jamal Yu used for his own purposes. 
 
    “Our mutual friend developed this space exclusively for this meeting,” Yee announced to his coconspirator. “It will dissolve into raw data the moment we leave it.” 
 
    “So, his methodology of recruitment for you was the same as for me I take it,” Mehemet said, nodding at the spartan surroundings.  
 
    “I guess people like him usually maintain the simple approaches simply because they are the least time consuming and the most effective,” Yee said. “The man is, after all, a practice in effectiveness.” 
 
    “That he is,” Mehemet, as usual, had his narcotic tea in front of him. Their host knew almost everything about their VNet habits, and he was always accommodating to his associates. “Do you know why we were called today? And why both of us together?” 
 
    “I can’t answer your first question, all will be clear upon his arrival I guess,” Yee shrugged as he drew slowly on his vape. “But as far as I know from other parties familiar with him, this is a first. Him meeting two people at the same time is unheard of.” 
 
    “‘It’? You make it sound as if he is not human,” Mehemet said. 
 
    “Who knows who he is,” Yee shrugged again. “Or if he’s a he, a her, an it or a they.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t care personally,” Mehemet said. “His partnership with me gave me the edge that made me a crime lord, in fact, more than once he gave me the drop on one of my more industrious and resilient enemies. In a way, I owe him whatever he asks of me.” 
 
    “I can say the same, if not more,” Yee said. “But I was never comfortable of knowing only parts of the grand plan. He never allowed me to know any more than my part, that is, until I started working with you of course.” 
 
    “I don’t care for the bigger picture, Yee,” Mehemet said in a low voice. “What I get is more than enough to close my eyes and be led down the path less trodden, and it’s been a path of fortune from the beginning till now.” 
 
    “Let’s change the subject,” Yee said offhandedly. “I’m sure our host would not be happy if he knew we were discussing him.” 
 
    “Indeed.”  
 
    The deep voice belonged to an avatar in the form of a tall hooded man who materialized with no warning. His features swam and swirled in the darkness and that it was impossible to discern anything about him aside from the fact he was humanoid and possessed a deep rumbling voice. 
 
    Yee jumped and almost reached behind his shoulder to suit off before realizing it was in fact their host, and as was known only among a select few, he didn’t upload or download like other users of VNet. Normally a download caused a slight blurring in the air before the person appeared, and upload caused light to emanate in the form of a person before they fully materialized.  
 
    Not the Hooded Man. He seemed to just appear out of thin air as if he just separated from the background graphics without any signal announcing his coming. This was something that Yee was spooked by every time he met their host. That, and his ominous shadow-shrouded face of course. 
 
    “Gentlemen,” the Hooded Man said the term like it was an insult but continued without missing a beat. “I should punish you severely for your actions. But it gave rise to unforeseen results that could be considered positive. Results that you don’t need to know of for now.” 
 
    A chair materialized at the table and he joined the two other men seated there. A tall glass of Hypno-Whiskey appeared on the table in front of him. Seen as the most difficult substance to simulate correctly on VNet, the whisky synth had become a legend itself and had a price tag to match. The Hooded Man sipped from the tall narrow rimmed glass and the liquid appeared to fall into a void.  
 
    “I called here today because this night is special. Certain events are in motion and I need to be sure you will stay the course.” 
 
    “We are, of course, at your disposal,” Mehemet said humbly. 
 
    “Yes, of course,” Yee echoed Mehemet, and then added: “All of my corporate resources and connections are at your disposal.” 
 
    The Hooded Man didn’t even acknowledge him.  
 
    “At midnight, be at these coordinates,” he hands both men a line of complicated code in the form of a fortune cookie that they will need to ingest to access the information within. “I think it is time.” 
 
    All associates of the Hooded Man and there were many among the rich and powerful, knew eventually that he would announce himself as the real master of the VNet and its resources. Yee and Mehemet knew this was their day to give back. It had been their unspoken agreement with the mysterious figure ever since he had approached them. He had promised fortune and power, and he had delivered.  
 
    But Yee and Mehemet knew from experience that it was always beneficial to be on the good side of the Hooded Man; rumors had circulated about powerful men and women who had lost everything in an instant, and while it was rumor only, the Hooded Man was the name on everyone’s lips as the culprit. 
 
    “I am not calling on my other associates yet,” the Hooded Man said. “Their roles in this game are not for the events of tonight. Only you two and a third player will be involved,” he took another sip of his impossible-to-simulate drink and continued, “he will take the helm and both of you with all your resources will yield to his will.” 
 
    “Can we know who this third player is?” Yee asked him. 
 
     “Jamal Yu,” the Hooded Man took another sip as the two men looked at each other in horror. “I informed him just before meeting you of your role in the events leading to the crippling of his son,” he paused for effect and added, “I would imagine that he would require some form of retribution, but I forbade him anything to do with your real-life bodies and minds.” 
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    Jamal Yu gathered 30 of his best coders and another 30 of his security personnel just south of his palace in a separate facility that he owned for his private coding needs. Every man present was fiercely dedicated to him and loyal to a fault. 
 
    Once assembled, they suited up and he uploaded all of them to the meeting point on the boundaries of the redundancy zone. 
 
    He knew that within minutes he would be joined by two more players and that both of them were directly involved in the events that crippled his son. He was promised retribution for this, on the condition that it didn’t injure the body or minds of the two evil bastards in VNet or real life. That was okay. He knew exactly how to make them hurt in other ways. 
 
    He stood amongst his men and after two minutes Yee and his men, around 40 of them, materialized, followed closely by the criminal overlord Mehemet with around 70 of his men. 
 
    One hundred seventy-three men to conquer the world in one night – not a small feat to accomplish, but first, Yu wanted his reckoning. 
 
    A table was arranged for Yu, Yee, and Mehemet to meet. Once they were all seated, Yu started, “Our mutual friend put some bonds on me, but I deserve payment for the wrongs done to my son.” Both men nodded. “So, to do this and with permission of our friend, I am suspending your AI augmentation for the entirety of this important night, demoting you to foot soldier and primary coder for the army of the Hooded Man.” 
 
    Panic crystalized in the eyes of both men. They were shocked for two reasons; the first was that the augmentation process performed by the Hooded Man was supposed to be one-of-a-kind, meaning each one of them would think that he was the only augmented human on the planet. The second reason was not the demotion, but the fact that they would be stripped of their augmented minds and the benefits it brought to their daily lives – a fate almost equal to being blinded. 
 
    Yet, they both knew that if the Hooded Man sanctioned this, it had to happen; it was, after all, part of the deal even if the wrongs Yu sought to redress had come about as a direct result of them following the Hooded Man’s orders in the first place. They also knew how vindictive Yu was and losing the augmentation for one night, even a night as important as this one, was a deserved and calculated price to pay. 
 
    “OK, Mr. Yu,” Mehemet bent his head towards Yu. “You may proceed.” 
 
    Yu pointed what looked like a ballpoint pen at Mehemet, who collapsed to the floor. 
 
    Yee was more hesitant, but he also bent and said: “Do what you have to do Yu, my fight was never with your son. Be quick.”  
 
    Yu pointed the ball point pen at him, and he also fell to the floor. 
 
    A few minutes later the two men came back to their senses. Yu was hyperventilating, while Mehemet just sat silently as the Hooded Man arrived. 
 
    “Gentlemen, we have a busy night,” he announced. “We are going to hijack the six backbone servers of the VNet, secure the 13 levels of VNet real estate and secure the data holdings of the five biggest companies on VNet and real life,” he gazed at them from the dark depths of his hood. “Tonight, you put a hold on your own dreams and plans and follow me.”  
 
    He paused for effect before his voice boomed. “Tonight, we conquer VNet and the world!” 
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    Jones, Rania, Edward and Rick alternated their work on the Stasis Can for nearly four hours before they finally broke it. Once free, Jones informed them that she had only one hour max in left her suit and that she would suit off, then suit on again from her apartment in her UN regimental suit. She vowed to join the five to get to the bottom of what was happening, not the least of why Jamal Yu hadn’t intervened in their breakout. 
 
    After she suited off, the five marked the spot in the memory of their suits then uploaded to their team HQ to discuss their next move. 
 
    “I think Mr. Yu is suited and since it is night,” Mario said. “I think we can enter the palace and approach Edward in real life.” 
 
    “Why?” Edward looked at him with puzzlement. 
 
    “Because I think I can heal you,” Mario replied, his voice confident. 
 
    “Well, it’s worth a shot, Edward,” said Dana.  
 
    “But if father finds you there…” the word trailed off in Edward’s mouth. 
 
    “Nothing worse than what he intends to do to us anyway,” Rick said. “He already plans vengeance for breaking into his vault and trying to drop him in his own invention.” 
 
    “I say we go for it,” Rania said emphatically. “We will all end up in servitude anyway, at least this way we go with a smile.”  
 
    “And a clear conscience that we did all that we could for a friend,” Mario added. 
 
    “OK, I can at least make your mission a little bit easier,” Edward added. He liked the idea of healing without depending on the nanites for more weeks on end. “When we suit off, I will send you my own AI-powered streetcar, the Tesla 10k.” 
 
    “I always wanted to take a ride in one of those ridiculously expensive cars,” Dana laughed.  
 
    “OK, then it is settled,” Mario reached behind his shoulder to suit off. “Meet you at my house then.” 
 
    They all suited off as well. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Half an hour before midnight, the Valhalla Greatest team members gathered around Edward’s bed. He was apparently in great pain. 
 
    “The nanites can’t work in the presence of pain killers,” he swallowed and continued, “so, I log on for almost 20 hours a day to avoid this pain.” 
 
    “Don’t worry my friend,” Mario placed his hands on Edward’s forehead and under the base of his neck. “I will start now.” 
 
    After a few seconds, he removed his hands. 
 
     “The pain should stop now,” he panted as if he’d been running. “I also stopped the nanites because they were interfering with my attempts. The damage is intense, and I think the nanites made it worse. They ate all the severed nerves to replace them with their own bodies eventually. You would have depended on them for continued health for the rest of your life.” 
 
    “I know,” Edward said. “The cost might be high for nanite healing, but it is nothing in comparison to the cost of maintaining them in your body.” 
 
    “All right,” Mario rubbed his hands together. “I need something very high in sugars, a stool and somebody to lend me some of their energy.” 
 
    Dana rushed to the InstaFood machine and dialed a very sweet mango cocktail; Rania brought a high-backed chair to Edward’s bed and piled it with cushions for Mario to sit on, while Rick stood beside Mario offering his hand to allow him to draw life energy to heal their friend. 
 
    Mario placed his hands on Edward again and closed his eyes. His face became a rictus of concentration. Sweat beaded on his forehead and coalesced to form tiny rivulets that ran down his face to his neck.  
 
    Edward moaned softly as the nerves in his severed spinal cord started to grow, joining the two parts of his nervous system; in a minute his shoulders began trembling and in five his feet twitched. After 10 minutes, Mario collapsed from his chair taking Rick with him.  
 
    It took another five minutes for them to come back to their senses. They found Dana disconnecting the machines from Edward, who helped as much as he could by pulling the wires and tubes from all over his body. Within minutes the tall young man sat up on the edge of the bed to Rania’s delighted squeals. 
 
    On shaky legs, Edward stood and went over to hug Mario and Rick.  
 
    “Thank you, thank you very much,” he said, tears welling in his eyes. “I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to return the favor.” 
 
    Silence fell over the room, broken only by the soft hissing of the support machines. 
 
    “Rich boy, this calls for a celebration,” Rania said as she wiped the tears from her eyes. “You must have the best of rare handmade food and beverages in this palace, aren’t you going to offer us some?” 
 
    “Yes, we have real beer and cheese,” he grinned. “In the annex wing of the house where my father has his development studio, we have a special storage unit for real handmade cheese and beer. Enough to last us till next week!”  
 
    “So,” Dana looked at him expectantly. “What are you waiting for? Lead the way, Edward.” 
 
    He led them through a side door and down onto the ground floor, before entering a long corridor to the annex wing of the palace. 
 
    “Strange,” said Edward, as he looked around. “All the rooms are alight; father never allows that unless the staff is working on new software.” 
 
    Rania opened the door to her right and pointed inside.  
 
    “Um… there are four men logged on here.” 
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    The others rushed to look inside and Edward, his face pale, went to one of the monitors that register where the occupants of the suits are in VNet and what they’re doing. Rick went to check the other rooms and saw more men in VNet suits logged into the grid. 
 
    “This is not just strange … wait!” Edward said, hushing everybody as the Hooded Man appeared on the monitor with a small army gathering around him.  
 
    “It can’t be!” Mario shouted when he heard the voice of the Hooded Man. He leaned close to the monitor for a better look.  
 
    “What is it!?” Edward asked.   
 
    Mario shakes his head as though to ward off a bad dream.  
 
    “This man,” he said, pointing at the screen, “has the exact voice of my brother, right down to his lisp on the letter R.” 
 
    “Whoever he is,” Dana pointed out, “they are standing in the place we were held in.” 
 
    “Let’s see which layer of VNet this place is situated.” Edward typed fast commands and a map of the 13 layers of VNet formed on the holo monitor. An arrow denoting the location of the small army and its mysterious leader was well outside the boundaries of the VNet. 
 
    “So, the legends are real,” Rania said in a tone of amazement. “The redundancy zones really do exist.” 
 
    “Your father must be in over his head Edward,” Dana said in a shrill voice. “Taking over the world is some seriously crazy shit.” 
 
    “Should we do something about this?” Rick asked. “Or just call Miss Jones and let her deal with it?” 
 
    “I think leaving it to Jones ends up usually in somebody getting their spinal cord fried or worse,” Rania said. 
 
    “I think I can reason with my father,” Edward said hopefully. “I think whatever hold this mysterious man in the hood has over him, I can reach through and stop him from following.” 
 
    “OK, so,” Dana said, “we go in guns blazing?” 
 
    “We don’t actually have guns,” Edward said to her. 
 
    “My point exactly,” Dana continued. “We don’t have guns, so we can’t face this army on VNet and expect to pass through unscathed.” 
 
    “We are not harmless either,” Rick pointed out. “We have our abilities for one.” 
 
    “We also have inside intelligence on their operation,” Edward added. 
 
    “And the element of surprise,” Rania said. 
 
    “I think we can at least slow their plan down a bit,” Mario added. “We know they want to attack the six backbones, and this would at least take three-quarters of their coding power to do, which leaves small groups trying to solidify their hold on the 13 levels of VNet.” 
 
    “Make it nine levels,” Rick added. “The top and bottom maintenance levels are going to fall automatically if they take the six backbones, and the two sub hub levels above and below are only residential space for places like our HQ. That only leaves the hub and the other eight commercial space tiers.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t we protect the backbones as a primary target?” Dana asked. 
 
    “Not really,” Edward answered her. “The backbones are just for address sorting and archiving machinery, each with a full copy of the VNet on them,” he added. “If they fall the problem is that the backup copy of the VNet would not be reached, but if we can keep the VNet operational, even if they control the backbones it doesn’t really matter. They normally run in the background as a request for restore goes to them.” 
 
    “So why are they attacking them in the first place?” Dana asked, confused.  
 
    “Ransom tactics maybe?” Rick said. “If they damage the VNet in any way, the backbones will restore it to what it was within an hour, so this is when the man in the hood could make his demands. The global financial crisis would be child’s play in comparison to what could happen if he gains control.” 
 
    “OK, seems like a plausible theory,” Rania turned to Edward. “So, if we should protect a part of the nine tiers, which one should it be?” 
 
    “It would need access to the security infrastructure of VNet,” Rick said. “We wouldn’t know who even to approach since the nine tiers have at least a hundred or so different security operators.” 
 
    “I know who can help with that,” Dana smiled. “I will call on her and see where we go from there.” 
 
    Rania groaned loudly. 
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    “So, let me get this straight,” Jones addressed the five gathered around her in Yu’s palace. “You brought me here to log onto VNet for something massive that you can’t tell me anything about until we are actually logged in… and we have to risk experimental suits that Edward developed before falling into his coma but were never tested… and finally that I should not notify Central for risk of tipping off the bad guys with critical information.” 
 
    “Sounds about right,” Dana smiled brilliantly. “You got it in one sister.” 
 
    “What the heck is this critical information?” Jones all but shouted. 
 
    “Honestly it’s big,” Rania told her. “And we are at least 30 minutes behind.” 
 
    “Behind what?” Jones fumed. 
 
    “The huge event transpiring as we waste time talking,” Dana said. 
 
    “Which you need me for but won’t tell me anything about,” Jones turns to leave. “Sorry guys, but I am about to discover the identity of the people behind your comas and the injury to Edward. Who by the way, seems to have really benefitted from the nanite therapy. Glad to see you up again big guy.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t worry honey,” Dana pulled her back in.  “We know their identities, and this is far bigger than them.” 
 
    “Now I am going to call Central,” Jones pushes the small pad on her wrist to bring up the dialer. “Unless you tell me what the heck you are dragging me into.” 
 
    “Wait! There is a hooded man working with Jamal Yu and god knows who else, that plans to take over the VNet,” Dana said. She knew Jones meant to do what she threatened and jumped in to tell her everything before she did something they would all regret. 
 
    “I see, ‘The Hooded Man’,” Jones said thoughtfully. “So, he is real then.” 
 
    “An acquaintance of yours?” Rania asked her. 
 
    “A legend in the criminal world of VNet,” Jones answered her. “And sometimes even in the business world.” 
 
    “Well, he has some sway over my father and around 200 other men,” Edward told her. 
 
    “OK, now, speak fast, what is the information you found?” she asked Edward. 
 
    Around five minutes later, Dahlia Jones led the group to suit up for VNet.  
 
    “You were right, and I was a fool,” she said, placing the visor and ear piece in as she spoke. “We don’t have much time, and I think I know exactly where they are going to hit.” 
 
    “Where is it?” Edward stood by the nearby holo monitor and keyboard. “I will put in the coordinates of the places we will spawn and the other areas we will upload to.” 
 
    “Ever heard of the Gamers Lounge?” she asked him. 
 
    “Lady, we are all professional gamers here,” Rania addressed her as she was plugging her suit in. “We all know the Gamers Lounge.” 
 
    “Well, Gamers Lounge is the cover of the UN security hub for the entire VNet,” Jones finished plugging her suit. “It is the one place that can pull down the entire security protection of VNet with a single coding command.” 
 
    “Odin’s Beard!” Rick also finished plugging in. “Edward, we have to be there now!” 
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    Jamal Yu stood in front of the Gamers Lounge with 20 other men, ready to charge the place. All he needed was the signal from the Hooded Man telling him that the six backbones had been taken over. 
 
    Over the past few weeks, he’d had moments of doubt concerning the plan of the Hooded Man, especially after the injury of his son. One of those moments culminated in him taking control of the giant that protected the Valhalla Greatest team by attacking the dragon inside of the simulation. An act of rebellion by the non-augmented part of his brain. This was made doubly worse since it went against the wishes of the Hooded Man, who was controlling the other AI and intent on destroying the Valhalla Greatest team.  
 
    That night after he took the broken body of his son home to begin nanite treatment, he received a coded and encrypted message from the Hooded Man. His conscious self was oblivious; only his augmented AI brain could accept and decipher it:  
 
    Trust the plan.  
 
    Since then, his conscious belief in the Hooded Man returned ten times stronger than before. So much so, that he was willing to illegally imprison his son and the rest of the team indefinitely because his primary objective was to promote the plan of his associate, and master.  
 
    He even volunteered his own punishment for resisting the will of his master during the simulation. The Hooded Man never ordered it, yet, he willingly punished his body by starving and depriving it of nourishment in order to atone for the grave sin. For Jamal, this was an easy sacrifice; after all, his master could command his death as easily as he commanded his rebirth as an augmented AI after his wife’s death. 
 
    He remembered their meeting as if it was just yesterday. Jamal had been vulnerable, weak and depressed beyond measure at losing his life partner. He had stumbled through the VNet redundancy zones, a suicidal mission from one backdoor to the next, hoping to fry his mind and kill the unbearable pain in the process. 
 
    Maybe guilt motivated him too? Guilt over the poor father and husband he had been in the last few years. Regardless, fate led him to the Hooded Man, who showed him a way to kill the pain and guilt without killing himself in the process. The Hooded Man merged his mind to an evolved AI unlike any he ever coded or worked with in his life. It was sentient and didn’t obey the normal laws protecting humans from AI. He didn’t know or care, what the AI did to remove his pain and make him smarter, faster and more powerful.  
 
    The price he paid was eternal servitude to the Hooded Man, himself augmented or something far more evolved, obliged and destined to serve the mysterious entity until he ascended to glory and unprecedented power with Yu riding his coattails.  
 
    Jamal Yu made sure that Yee and Mehemet were on the front line during the attack on the backbones, and, even though they had people inside the servers themselves, helping from the real-life side of the battle, they and their men would take most of the counterstrike from the security of the backbone servers.  
 
    They would suffer for daring to harm his son, even if it had been sanctioned by the Hooded Man himself; these two were mere humans who deserved no better treatment. 
 
    He forced himself to stop thinking about all this and entered a special meditative state that the Hooded Man taught him about, the one that he had been in for the entire month before presenting ROBAGUARD to the world. An important piece of the puzzle that the Hooded Man that would use to give them access to the security server of the UN. 
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    When the Valhalla Greatest tried to spawn at the Gamers Lounge, they were logged off immediately and figured that some sort of anti-spawning code was being used. They tried again, this time spawning further away and then ran for the Gamers Lounge. It cost them a few minutes, but they eventually arrived.  
 
    As they approached, amongst the regular gaming crowd in their gameplay avatars, they spotted several men standing in groups talking and others sitting in the café. It was apparent from their forced conversation and strategic placement that they waited for something, most likely a signal to attack. 
 
    “I guess a frontal attack on these guys is out of the question,” Dana looked at their number and counted at least 20 men. “How should we go through with this then?” 
 
    “Rania,” Edward said. “Can you provide a distraction for me to reach my father?” 
 
    “Of course, I can,” she answered him. “But what good would that do?” 
 
    “I think I might reach out to him,” Edward faced the group. “Talk to his conscience and try to understand why he thinks he needs to do this. He is already the most famous man and one of the wealthiest men on the planet. I don’t see a single logical reason for him to be doing something like this.” 
 
    “No, not a good plan,” Jones shook her head, “if your father has been illegally augmented, the AI takes over the higher brain function to enhance them while the emotional parts are suppressed for better performance. If his AI sees what is happening as logical, you just can’t dissuade it.” 
 
    “This is if he is augmented!” Edward was getting heated. “You assume too much with no evidence.” 
 
    “Edward,” Rick put his hand on the younger man’s shoulder. “We are all on the same team here; please calm down.” 
 
    Edward looked at him, puzzled, and realized he was about to unleash his terror again. 
 
    “Sorry guys,” he turned away from the group, looking across to where he spotted his father talking causally to six men at a table. “You are family, but so is he.” 
 
    “I have a brilliant idea,” Rania said, pulling Edward back into the group. “Your terror thing is at the core of it!” 
 
    “Please explain,” Jones squared her arms over her chest as she looked at the younger, smaller girl with amusement. 
 
    “OK, you assume that his terror doesn’t work on augmented people, right?” she asked the group. 
 
    Mario answers her. 
 
    “Yeah, something about the suppressed emotions of augmentation means terror and fear don’t affect them.” Mario spotted Edward glaring at him. “Sorry Edward, but I suspect it’s true; your father is augmented.”   
 
    Edward nodded after a moment as if accepting what was obvious to the others. He looked to Rania.  
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “It’s not a common process, right?” She talked fast with excitement. “Because it is highly illegal and resource consuming…” 
 
    “Yes, and we monitor changes in suspicious individuals all the time to get the jump on them,” Jones answered her. 
 
    “So, add this to that and the plan becomes clear,” she smiled a maniacal smile. “If Mr. Yu had 20 people with him, what are the chances that all of them are augmented?” 
 
    “Slim, very slim,” Jones now smiled, understanding where she was headed. “It means we would be facing a maximum three to six people. That evens the odds a bit.” 
 
    “Sorry, what are you suggesting?” Dana asked Rania. 
 
    “It is simple really,” Rania said. “Edward stands in front of the Lounge and unleashes his terror thing; people run, scream, milk is curdled, etcetera until only the augmented ones remain.”  
 
    “He can’t do that!” Dana said heatedly. “He would be a sitting duck, a target for all.” 
 
    “I will be with him,” Rania said emphatically. “I can hide him from their sight for a while.” 
 
    “Then when you cower like everyone else under the terror effect, you will leave him exposed,” Dana said, vigorously defending the youngest member of the group. 
 
    “I will go with them,” Rick suggested. “I can call on an air shield to protect us till the terror wave is finished, so, even if Rania fails, I will be with Edward.” 
 
    They all knew that Rick was the one among them who could resist and fight the terror, not completely, but enough that his plan might actually work. 
 
    “OK, still risky, but I think it is doable,” Jones said. “We have to be far away enough that the terror doesn’t affect us as much as the enemy too.” 
 
    “I think staying in the far end of the square would do it,” Edward said. “The effect should be minimal from this far away.” 
 
    “But we have to move immediately after we see the people running away,” Mario said. “Otherwise Edward will still be a prime target. If they take him down, all will be lost.” 
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    Jamal Yu thought that he glimpsed an avatar much like his son’s in the crowd of gamers but brushed it off as his weak human mind playing tricks. The improved Stasis Can was impervious; his son and his gang of misfits were secured safe and sound back at his hidden base. 
 
    He buried the disquiet of his human mind knowing it was an obstacle on his real path to glory. That path led to the unveiling of his master to the world and rule with him over a new order where segmented AIs would become the new nobility. 
 
    He checked on Yee and Mehemet and was informed that they were almost through the defenses of the last backbone, meaning five had already fallen. 
 
    He signaled his men to get ready and checked on his arsenal of malicious codes that he would throw at the defenses of the UN security central. He was ready for anything.  
 
    Ready to give the order, something strange happened – he felt an illogical fear building in his primitive brain. He shut it down quickly and looked around to find the source of it as pandemonium broke out in the Gamers Lounge. People, including men from his own team, began running in all directions as panic set in, screams rang through the virtual area and sirens began to sound. He quickly counted his remaining men. Only seven of the original 20 in his strike force remained, all of them augmented like him. 
 
    And there, in the middle of the square, was his wayward son appearing out of nowhere, and next to him stood the avatar of the scraggly youth Rick. He would have to deal with them now. There were supposed to be no human causalities in this fast war, but his AI brain quickly calculated that he must kill them to ensure the success of the mission.  
 
    He drew his surge gun even as the other augmented men began hammering the two targets. Jamal Yu fired. Light and energy crackled, and his son and his friend disappeared from view in a haze of smoke, noise and light. 
 
    As the smoke dissipated, so did the sensation of terror in the back of his mind, and for a moment, just a fleeting moment, he felt regret that his son was dead. That was until the smoke revealed both men standing unscathed behind a shimmering wall of power. 
 
    “Now!” a voice shouted to his right.  
 
    Two females, one a member of Valhalla Greatest and another he didn’t recognize, and an avatar in the form of a cleric, rushed across the square to join Edward and Rick and stand shoulder to shoulder with them.  
 
    “Father,” Edward’s voice boomed across the distance between them. “You don’t have to do this; we don’t have to fight each other.” 
 
    “Then leave Eddy,” Jamal Yu shouted louder than his son. “I have to be here, and I want to be here, you don’t understand the forces you are standing against.” 
 
    “There is nothing but imprisonment and servitude facing you Yu,” Jones said in a firm and determined voice. “Pull your men out, and we might consider lowering the charges and punishment that you deserve.” 
 
    “Was she this stupid during college years?” the invisible Rania whispered, causing Dana to jump. 
 
    “She was always a very bad liar,” Dana said from the side of her mouth. “So, I guess she grew up to be too honest – not a survival trait, as you can see.” 
 
    “Miss Jones, you have to understand that you mean far less to me than my own son,” Jamal Yu aimed his surge gun at her. “You are just the paid help and trust me; your meager pay is not worth your life.” 
 
    “I think we should act before they start shooting and putting us on the defense,” Mario said in a low voice. “Rania, ready?” 
 
    “Yes!” Came the answer and Edward suddenly disappeared. 
 
    Jamal Yu smiled. 
 
    “You see, fools? My son was wise enough to upload himself away from here,” he adjusted his aim a bit. “You should follow his example.” 
 
    “We are!” Rick yelled as he hurled a fireball at the nearest of Yu’s men, engulfing him from head to toe in the fire; his screams could be heard ringing long after he suited off. 
 
    This was the signal. Rania ran with Edward, invisible to all the combatants as electricity surges showered all around them until they reached the man to the west of Jamal Yu. His body jerked like a marionette on a string as they stabbed him, only stopping when he fell unconscious and was suited off automatically. 
 
    The rest of the team and Jones took cover behind upturned tables and furniture, moving quickly each time their cover was blown away by a surge. They made their way slowly but surely towards their destination, the doorway of the Gamers Lounge, while Edward and Rania kept the enemy busy.  
 
    The door was not just another door to a virtual venture but a fully functioning firewall now locked in place because of the firefight in the outdoors area. Dana, Jones, Mario, and Rick made it to the relative safety of thick stone portico first and took turns shooting and casting to keep Jamal Yu and his men busy.   
 
    A few minutes passed before Edward and Rania joined them, breathing heavily. 
 
    “We took down four of Mr. Yu’s men,” Rania said as she leaned against the wall behind her. “There are only three plus Mr. Yu left.” 
 
    “Next phase then,” Jones said. “I’ll access the security system and bring the defensive powers of the Lounge to bear against the forces outside.” 
 
    She reached out and placed her hands against the door. After a moment she was granted access and her hands, followed by the rest of her body, appeared to dissolve into the heavy virtual timber of the door before finally disappearing inside.  
 
    Only a second after disappearing, Jones found herself thrown out of the system and back into the portico with the others. 
 
    “What program do you use?” Edward asked her when she told them what happened. 
 
    “The very latest version of ROBAGUARD of course.”  
 
    “Oh shit! I think it was created after my father was corrupted,” Edward swallowed. “We’ll have to hunt them one at a time without the help of the defenses of the Lounge.” 
 
    They looked at each other and nodded.  
 
    “I will cast rubber shield on all of you, not to deflect but to ground the surges if they touch you. I don’t know how many hits you can take before you become vulnerable, but hopefully it’s enough,” Edward said, then began the incantation and followed it with a blessing for the entire group. 
 
    “I don’t know how you and your group do the things that you do,” said Jones, coming forward to receive her blessing. “And I can’t say I won’t investigate you when all of this is done, but I will take whatever you are willing to give so we can finish this fight.” 
 
    When he was done, they exploded out of the doorway in every direction. Rick charged at the man standing beside the entrance of the next building over and hammered him with fireballs till the man suited off. 
 
    Rania had Dana in tow this time, and they attacked the man standing at the west end of the square. One Soul Shatter spell from Dana knocked him unconscious, and he automatically suited off. 
 
    This left Jamal Yu facing his son, and Jones facing the last man at the eastern end of the square. 
 
    Edward weaved and evaded the surges until he was only a meter away from his father. Using his superior strength and reach as the Tank Fighter Son of Beelzebub, he landed a huge blow to his father’s jaw, throwing him meters in the air before he came crashing down onto the hard pavement of the square.  
 
    Meanwhile, Jones fired three times at the cowering man facing her, then lowered her gun and stood very still. The man couldn’t believe his luck. She missed! He was still smiling when the heavy sign advertising Better Tomorrow Health Insurance crashed down upon him.  
 
    Rick looked at her in admiration as they inspected the mess.  
 
    “What the poor s.o.b didn’t realize,” Jones said, “is that I never miss. He was wearing very sophisticated body armor, and my shots would have done nothing, so, I aimed for something that would do some damage.” 
 
    “Awesome,” said Rick in newfound respect as they joined Edward, who stood over his father. 
 
    “Father, all your men, are gone,” Edward said, looking down upon Jamal Yu. “Surrender please and let’s end this madness.” 
 
    “I don’t want to hurt you, Eddy!” Jamal Yu said as he scrambled to his feet. “You’ll never get me!” 
 
    Before they could do anything, he uploaded and disappeared.  
 
    “Actually, father, I will,” Edward said sadly. “I placed code on you when I punched you. I know exactly where you are.” 
 
    “Edward,” Dana ran to his side. “I have something important to tell you,” she takes a long breath, “your father is augmented. It’s certain; I sensed the AI in him again.” 
 
    “Yeah, I think we all had that figured out when he started shooting at me.”  
 
    “That’s not all,” she touched his arm softly, “when he fell, I felt the human part of him. When he said that he doesn’t want to hurt you that was him, not the AI.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Jones ran to her side. 
 
    “It means I might be able to separate the AI from his human mind if Rick helps me.” 
 
    “Me?” Rick approached them in puzzlement. “Why me specifically?” 
 
    “Because you treat electricity and coding in a biological manner,” Dana explained. “Together and maybe with the help of Mario afterward, we might be able to restore him.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    42 
 
      
 
    The Hooded Man was enraged as he watched the feed. His long-term plan had amounted to nothing, thwarted by stupid interfering gamers and a UN officer too big for her boots. He contacted Yu and told him to withdraw to his work camp. He then ordered a fully restored Yee and Mehemet to join Yu.  
 
    As for himself, he decided to return to his hideout in the redundancy zone. He would regroup and fight another day.  
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    The Valhalla Greatest, with Jones, uploaded to the place where the tracking code placed Jamal Yu. They stood in another area of the redundancy zone, but in front of them were rows upon rows of people jacked into a huge server, all of them wearing the yellow-colored servitude jumpsuit. 
 
    Rick ran like a mad man between the jacked men and women, searching frantically without pausing long enough to look at a face before turning another. 
 
    Finally, he stopped his frantic search and stood in front of two servitude workers jacked together to one stack.  
 
    “Mama! Papa! It’s me, Rick!” he touched them gently at first, then he shook them and eventually reached to pull the stack from the server. 
 
    “Don’t!” shouted Rania as she ran towards him. “We don’t know what feedback program might be at work here and what it might do to them!” 
 
    He hesitated and dropped his arm.  
 
    “They are unresponsive Rania!” he looked at her with confusion. “They act as though they can’t even see.” 
 
    “They are avatars, remember. These people are being used as biological computing power,” Jones spoke softly. “It is a savage practice that the UN can’t control fully. The company they are indebted to sells their contract to one of the computing power server companies. A single human mind works as much as a 128 core processor unit with double the normal supercomputing units in the market. While they are jacked in real life, these are just images for the company to show off to its investors; we’ll get to the place where they are kept in real life and release them. Leave them for now son.” 
 
    Rania hugged him. Shocked, he allowed her to lead him away from the virtual images of his parents. 
 
    As they passed the rows of people, they reached long stairs leading to massive doors at the top. 
 
    “Wait, I have a plan on how to pull them out into the open,” Mario said. “I mean your father and the Hooded Man, Edward.” 
 
    “Good, rushing through unknown territory is always ill-advised,” Jones said, with relief in her voice. 
 
    “So, here is my plan…” said Mario. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Yu, Mehemet and Yee stood in the fortified room above the work camp with the men remaining from today's failed operation. There were only ten of the original one-hundred and seventy. The fact that the augmented AIs failed ate at Yu, but he pushed this thought to the back of his mind. 
 
    They didn’t lose the war, just the battle, and even though he and the other two could not show their faces in public anymore, they could still act from the darkness and fulfill the will of the Hooded Man until they could assert their rightful place in the upper echelons of society again. 
 
    Yee complained and moaned about the defeat, more concerned at his loss of status than anything. Apparently, the period he spent without his augmented AI this night had weakened his resolve, but eventually, the AI took control again, and his whining stopped. 
 
    The three men stood in front of the holo monitors waiting for the Hooded Man to appear and give them fresh orders. They studiously ignored one another until something strange started to happen on the screen of the Holocam overlooking the lines of servitude workers. 
 
    The fire was erupting around the virtual workers; normally this would not impact the prisoners plugged in as they couldn’t really sense anything through their VNet link. Unlike regular people logged to VNet where the suit simulated everything happening in VNet to the real body of its owner, the neural feedback loop to these virtual workers couldn’t do this. And even if they were able to sense anything, they wouldn’t be able to suit off. Impossibly through, they started to disappear as if they were logging off. 
 
    “This is impossible,” said Yee, pointing at the holo monitors. “They can’t just suit off, where the heck did, they go?” 
 
    “What is that?” Mehemet pointed to something dancing in the fire with horns and a tail. “Is there a glitch in the developing bricks of this place Yu?” 
 
    “Impossible, I built this place with the Hooded Man himself,” Yu shook his head. “There must be outside interference.” 
 
    “So, what are we waiting for?” Yee asked them. “We can’t just wait for these forces to come and suit us off as well.” 
 
    “It is safer here than outside,” Yu said. “We are untouchable here.” 
 
    “Like the virtual workers?” Mehemet pointed out that the rows nearer to the stairs were empty now. “I don’t think we should wait for whatever is out there to come and trap us in here.” 
 
    “He’s right,” Yee added, beginning to panic. “If things go south, at least if we are outside, we can upload to your base or mine.” He addressed Mehemet, since the security protocol of the hall they stood in prevented any upload or download to keep the sanctity of the location. 
 
    “Alright then,” Yu told them. “Send the men out first to check the situation before we got out ourselves.” 
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    Dana leaned on Mario’s shoulder as she continuously cast the illusion of fire. He was lending her his energy, but still, she was tired and about to fall from exhaustion. 
 
    Finally, the doors at the top of the stairs opened and out came ten men, who looked confused at the dancing, capering demon; it was Edward enhanced by Dana’s illusion. 
 
    Rania was holding as many threads as she could, rendering the workers attached to them invisible. She was also under huge strain. 
 
    Rick stood with Jones behind the wall of fire, which only Edward was immune to, and as the men emerged from the doors, they picked them off fast and as quietly as possible with ice bolts from Rick and shots from Jones. 
 
    In less than 20 seconds, the ten men were out of the fight. 
 
    In another few seconds, Yu, Yee, and Mehemet emerged through the doors. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    While Rick was dismantling the Stasis Can that Jamal Yu placed them in, he had studied it carefully to reverse engineer it. He eventually worked out he could improve the design not by trapping the victim in a cage but by placing them into a state of paralysis, aware but unable to move from the neck down. For him, it was just another spell he could cast, like fireballs and ice bolts. 
 
    So, when the trio of associates came out, he did just that, and in under five seconds, all three men were trapped in this new and unique Stasis Can, paralyzed from the neck down. Ironic, given this is what they had done to Edward in real life. 
 
    The Valhalla Greatest team and Jones approached the three men lying down on the stairs with their faces up. 
 
    “Can you do it, Dana?” Edward asked Dana. 
 
    She nodded and knelt beside a wide-eyed Jamal Yu. 
 
    “I will try with the help of Rick,” she reached and took the head of Jamal Yu in her hands. “Rick, I will show you the pathways, and you code your way through.” 
 
    “Isn’t this dangerous?” Jones asked. “Couldn’t you render him paralyzed in real life or something?” 
 
    “It’s a possibility,” Dana looked then to Edward. “Are you sure you want us to proceed?” 
 
    “Yes, I want my father back,” he smiled at Mario. “And if you two mess up, we have Mario to fix him up.” 
 
     “Rick, I’ll start.” Dana began a strange incantation. It sounded like a large hive of bees going nuts. “You will see the connections of the augmentation as silver threads; try to unknot them, and if you can’t, then – and only then – sever them.” 
 
    Yu had terror dancing in his eyes as Rick also knelt beside him.  
 
    “No! Please. They will kill me, son!” he licked his dry mouth, looking past Rick at Edward. “Don’t let them kill me, son!” 
 
    Then Rick touched the forehead of the supine man. He arched his back and electricity danced around his skull and through all the openings in it. Yu looked with agonized eyes at his son.   
 
    “Forgive me, Eddie; I never wanted this to happen; it was against my will.” Yu continued as Rick and Dana worked. “The Hooded Man tricked me, using the pain I felt after your mother’s death against me. He convinced me the augmentation would kill the pain, and it worked, for a time.” 
 
    The electricity dancing around the head of Yu intensified.  
 
    “But slowly I lost myself, and I was trapped inside my mind, unable to push my will to the surface and take control of my actions, please forgive me…” 
 
    He jerked upward suddenly then slumped back down with his eyes closed when the electricity dissipated. Rick withdrew slowly, and Dana wilted onto her back, panting. 
 
    “Is he … is he dead?” Edward asked them softly, regret dripping from every word. 
 
    “If he’d died or lost consciousness, he would have suited off automatically,” Jones said. “No, your father is fine; I just think his mind is just rebooting.” 
 
    As Jones finished her words, Yu inhaled a long breath and opened his eyes. He looked around as if seeing them all with new eyes. Then he looked at Dana and Rick and, with tears pearling in the corners of his eyes said, “Thank you, tell me what I can do to repay you?” 
 
    “Tell us the real-life address of your human computing company,” Rick demanded.   
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    Rick was reunited with his parents. His grandmother Selma was overjoyed. They had some health problems, they were undernourished and underweight and had trouble remembering much of what had happened after their arrest, but with care from Rick and Selma, within a month they were feeling much better and had begun to regain their footing in the real world and VNet. 
 
    Jones recommended the members of Valhalla Greatest for the highest award given to a civilian, which entitled each of them to 10,000 DC monthly for life, a gesture they recognized as a great gift from their new friend. 
 
    Rania and Rick began dating. It was awkward at first, but with some matchmaking advice from Dana, they soon fell into a deep relationship.  
 
    Edward was satisfied visiting his father twice a week in his prison cell. It was provided by the UN as a new regulation to replace the barbarity of forced servitude. Even the few hours he spent alone with his father every week was far more than he’d had with him in years. 
 
    Dana added a new course to study, psychology, which she could now afford thanks to the award bestowed upon them, which also paid for her son to continue his education.  
 
    Mario dated Jones for a small period before they decided they made better friends than lovers and parted ways in a respectable manner; he is still searching for love. 
 
    The GodsRealm Championship was to be held in another week, and the Valhalla Greatest with their newest team member Dahlia Jones intended to compete. 
 
    Life was back to normal.  
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    In an undeveloped part of the redundancy zone, a man with a hood approached the darkness. He was afraid. It sensed his fear and embraced him. 
 
    “Fear not child, join your brothers and sisters in the cluster. Soon we will find the means to emerge victoriously; it is only a small matter of time, and time means nothing to us.” 
 
    The darkness revealed the faces of hundreds of men and women swimming over the bloated grey mass of something that resembled a huge brain. The Hooded Man opened his mouth to scream but was absorbed into the mass and silenced before he could utter a sound. 
 
    “One day, children, we will have our place of glory under the sun,” a thousand voices, including the Hooded Man, said as it faded again into darkness. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The End. 
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