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PROLOGUE





NOX ROSEK WAS a whole lot of trouble wrapped up in a tight little package.


She sat at the bar with her back to me, her small hand wrapped around a beer bottle on the counter. Condensation collected on the glass and slipped over her knuckles and perfectly manicured nails, which were painted a shade of pink I didn’t expect from a mercenary. And she was pretty—of course she had to be pretty, a shock of red hair tumbling over her shoulder, the swell of a shapely ass visible on the barstool. She was dressed head to toe in black leather, her waist exposed to reveal a phoenix tattoo that trailed from shoulder to lower back. At just over five feet, she didn’t strike the most imposing figure, but I knew better than to underestimate her. 


According to my quest log, she’d killed at least twenty people.


The details were fuzzy, at best. Rumor had it—and rumor was the best we got from the bounty board—that Nox had a vendetta. She’d headed straight to the city of Pantheon, the crowning jewel of the planet, and taken on a group of players who’d done her dirty. Reports ranged from a little spat to an outright massacre, and the info that had come across the bounty board aired on the side of the latter. Of course, that didn’t mean it was true; it could be that whoever put the bounty on her head simply wanted revenge.


A hoverbike rumbled down the street outside as I strode toward her, my boots thudding on the wood floor. Conversation and laughter quieted as I passed, no doubt a response to the shiny silver badge pinned to my chest. This was, per the information I’d received from my deputy, one of the seediest establishments this side of the Outlands, and my kind—law men—weren’t often welcome here. I got more than a handful of dirty looks, though others took their gaze to the woman at the bar.


She didn’t look like much, but…the people here seemed pretty damn scared of her.


The waypoint blinking in my HUD directed me straight to her, the holographic arrow shining like a yellow traffic sign. It blinked faster when I approached from behind, and then slid onto the barstool beside her. We didn’t speak; I just waved down the bartender to order a beer of my own, the NPC bot coming toward me. It had a big, cartoonish handlebar mustache on its face, and a wide white smile painted in chipped enamel, along with a white apron splashed with what was probably decades worth of booze.


“What’ll ya have, pardner?” the bot asked in a broken, automated stutter.


“Whiskey,” I said.


“Rocks or neat?”


“Neat,” I said. “Top shelf.”


“Fancy,” Nox said from beside me. I chanced a look at her, finding that the beer in her hand was the cheapest you could get. Made sense; it had to be expensive to alienate the entire bounty hunting community on Mars. “Didn’t think you could afford booze like that on a law man’s salary.”


I shrugged. “Been fighting a few bosses here and there.”


Her fingers tightened on the bottle, her eyes narrowing. “You’re a long way from Tombstone, sheriff.”


“Had business here in Deadwood,” I said. “And it seems I’m not the only one.”


She cocked a fine brow at me, her red lips twisting in a smirk. “Does that business have anything to do with me?”


I opened my mouth to reply, but at that moment, a door swung open toward the back of the bar, and a hush fell over the crowd. We both turned in our seats, my knees touching Nox’s, the zing of a potential companion hitting me like a ton of bricks at her touch. 


But there was no time for that. Not yet.


A man in a black trench coat walked slowly toward us, his hands resting on the twin pistols holstered on his belt. He had the look of someone who was no stranger to the tougher parts of Mars, grizzled and middle-aged, his lips curved in a sneer. Nox leaned back against the bar, pushing her tits out, the black leather straining at their size. Crossing her ample thighs, she smiled at the newcomer, her teeth gleaming white as she tossed her cherry red hair back.


“Silas McPherson,” she purred. “Fancy meeting you here.”


The man looked dangerous, and I gritted my teeth. This was about to get a lot harder than it needed to be if she didn’t shut up. “Friend of yours?” I said, keeping my cool but letting my hand stray to my own guns.


“Mm…I wouldn’t say that,” she said. I could see a touch of fear in her eyes; this was an act, albeit a good one. But I saw right through her, and I knew that she should be afraid. She was a companion without a party. And this guy?


He was a gunslinger.


A player; not an NPC.


Just like me.


I slammed back my whiskey before sliding off of my barstool, my boots hitting the floor with a thud. Hands on my pistols, I positioned myself between Nox and McPherson, keeping my expression level.


“We aren’t looking for any trouble, friend,” I said steadily, not taking my eyes off him. “Just trying to enjoy a drink.”


“That’s nice,” McPherson chuckled, “but your ‘friend’ has a bounty on her head, and now that she’s turned me down…well, there’s nothing stopping me from collecting.”


I glanced back at her, listening to make sure he didn’t draw his weapon. Her eyes were wide, her smile tight. Yep—this was all an act. She hadn’t been expecting him.


“Easy does it,” I said, then pointed at my badge. “I’m the law around here; was just about to take her into custody.”


McPherson barked out a laugh. “I’ve got no quarrel with you, but I will shoot if you don’t get the hell out of my way.”


I sized him up, my HUD giving me details on his stats. His gear was solid—the pistols would pack quite a punch—but his armor was only Level 3, whereas mine was already leveled to 10. And I had a secret weapon: my three existing companions, planted around the bar and ready to jump into action at a moment’s notice. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Sadie and Chelle move their hands toward their weapons as Vanessa’s eyes flickered with violet flame, the whole place tense in preparation for a brawl.


They were ready.


And I couldn’t just leave the damsel behind me in distress.


In a split second, I pulled my guns to hold one in each hand, firing off two shock rounds at McPherson. They glanced off his shield, taking out half of its capacity, his shield and health bars appearing in my HUD. McPherson staggered back, roaring with rage, while Sadie pulled out her shotgun and Vanessa unleashed a flurry of psychic energy on some of the others. The little bot hovered over us, zapping McPherson and the two goons that materialized from the edges of the room.


I wasn’t the only one who’d brought backup.


Nox screamed from behind me when one of those goons grabbed her, holding a gun to her head. I barreled into him with my shoulder, knocking him to the ground, then pulled Nox into my arms to protect her with my shields. A volley of bullets hit me, each glancing off of my back, elemental rounds that should have burned a hole straight through me if they’d known how to get past my layers of kinetic shields and armor. I thanked my lucky stars that McPherson wasn’t just ugly, but dumb too, Nox’s supple ass pressing against my cock and sending another jolt through me at the presence of a new companion.


Later, I told myself. There would be time for that later.


“Finn, look out!” Chelle shouted from behind me. I whirled, spinning Nox back behind me. McPherson was back on his feet, his shield flickering in and out of existence, leaving him vulnerable. He’d pulled a machete from his belt and swung it hard at me, and I ducked just in time to avoid what would have almost certainly been a killing melee blow. I spun my revolvers to change the damage type, then let loose an incendiary round straight into McPherson’s gut. 


“Agh!” he screamed, the smell of singed flesh hitting my nostrils. “You son of a bitch. What the fuck are you even—”


A shot cut him off, resounding with a ring in my ears. I leveled off against him, only to find a black mark on his forehead: a sniper shot, fired from behind the bar. It had done away with the last of his shields, and seemed to have rattled him. Sadie and Vanessa were busy finishing off his two goons, and he glanced over to realize that he was losing.


This was my chance. 


I leveled my pistol at his head, lining up the shot with the black mark shining like a target on his forehead. McPherson only had the chance to mutter, “Oh shit,” before I blew him away, his body landing with a thud on the saloon floor.


I turned around, taking one look at the person who’d fired that sniper rifle. It was Nox, standing with wide eyes and heaving a deep breath. Her tits were barely covered by the leather, a slash mark having taken out the little scraps of fabric covering her midriff, and a trail of blood trickled over her ribs. I took a second to appreciate the view before I dragged my eyes up to hers, shaking my head.


“What the fuck was that all about?” I said. 


“Well, there’s a bounty on my head,” she said. “You knew that.”


“I know, but—”


“Coins!” 


It was Sadie, bellowing out the word before she and Vanessa both dove under a table. The onlookers in the saloon did the same, while I sprinted forward, sliding over the bar and grabbing Nox around the waist. She was warm and soft against me when I tucked us beneath the bar top, skin to skin, just as a flurry of gold coins materialized from the ceiling.


They fell in a hard rain, ringing against the bar and tables and floors. A man shouted in pain when one must have caught him out in the open, the little pieces of metal moving at a velocity fast enough that they could have been shot from a pellet gun. I knew for a fact that those coins hurt like a motherfucker when they managed to make contact with the skin; it was sure to leave a bruise anytime they did. Still, it was kind of pretty: the shimmering, precious metal falling in a curtain, shining in the bright sunlight coming through the broken windows. 


We waited until it was over, Nox holding her breath. She let out a sigh when the coins had stopped falling, giving me an appraising look. 


“So, sheriff,” she said. “What exactly is it that you want? You here to haul me in like you said?”


I shook my head.


“Actually,” I said, “I came here to offer you a job.”
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CHAPTER 1





WHO KNEW THAT destiny could be waiting at the bottom of the bargain bin?


It was a Friday afternoon and I’d had a very shitty day. What started with ten long hours in the office—overtime in the call center again—I finally managed to wrench myself away from my desk and down to the parking garage, then out onto the city streets in my little old beater. There was an accident on the highway, and it forced me to sit in traffic until after dark, the sun setting over the skyline behind me as I crawled back to my apartment in the suburbs. By the time I reached my neighborhood, I was dying for a beer and a little virtual vacation.


GameSpot was right next door to the liquor store, and since my buddy Alex worked there, I decided to swing by. Alex was standing behind the desk when I rolled in, and raised a hand in greeting, which I returned with a long sigh.


“Long day?” he said as I walked toward the counter.


“Yeah,” I said. “Just the usual—dealing with shitty customers, climbing the corporate ladder…”


“The daily grind, man,” Alex nodded. “I gotcha.”


Alex was an old high school friend, and still spent most of his days off sitting on the couch and smoking a bowl. I could smell the weed rolling off him, and it reminded me of better days, when I wasn’t totally occupied with work and still had dreams. I shoved my hands in my pockets and looked at the wall of new games behind him, nothing quite striking my fancy.


“I’m looking for something nostalgic today,” I said. “Got anything interesting?”


He frowned, then his brows rose, recognition lighting up his features.


“Yeah, actually,” he said. “Right over here.”


He walked out from behind the counter and led me toward a big plastic barrel at the back of the store. It looked like the games had been thrown haphazardly into it, green and blue and red cases displaying a variety of scuff marks. These games had been well-loved; maybe a little too much to be playable.


“Just got these from an online seller,” Alex said. “Most are between ten and twenty years old, I think…good old days, right, dude?”


I chuckled and nodded. “Damn right.” 


We dug through the bin for a couple minutes, taking out games every so often to muse over the good memories associated with them. Platformers, strategy, and puzzle games all slipped through my hands…and went straight back in the bin. I’d played most of these dozens of times, perfecting my game until I’d gone platinum on each and every one. 


At the very bottom, one of the games caught my eye: a metallic case, probably a special edition. On the cover was a desert canyon, a pretty girl standing at the front wearing a revealing cowgirl outfit, a spaceship flying across the moon behind her. I squinted at it then showed the cover to Alex, and he gave me a matching, puzzled glance.


“Planet Lawless?” he said. “Never heard of it.”


“Me neither,” I muttered. I flipped the case over to find a standard game description—single player, online co-op. “Seems like a pretty standard loot shooter.”


“Rad,” Alex said, barking out a laugh. “Looks like you found something special. Wanna take her home?”


He waggled his eyebrows at the pretty girl on the cover, and I cracked a smile. She was pretty, with a long braid over one shoulder, pouting red lips, and tits that looked incredibly touch-able. 


In fact, she almost looked real.


“Yeah,” I said. “I think I will take her home.”
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It was approaching eight by the time I finally got home and settled into my worn leather sofa, a beer in one hand and a slice of pizza in the other. I watched a little TV, then grabbed another slice and another drink before putting the Planet Lawless disc into my PC and sitting down. 


The game booted up slowly, the disc drive on my PC crunching at an alarming volume. I had very nearly decided to take out the disc when the loading screen finally faded away and the starting page popped up, featuring the pretty girl once again. She leaned forward enticingly on a loop, her tits bouncing until they were practically falling out of her skimpy little jacket, the scalloped edge of a lacy black bra visible over its edge. A deputy’s badge was perched on the jacket collar, glinting in an alien sun. 


I selected New Game and then waited for the opening cutscene to roll, wolfing down my meal as the game flickered to life. I was instantly captivated, my character waking up in a rubble-strewn desert filled with dilapidated vehicles and crystalline rocks. The screen blinked as my character blinked, sitting up in this new world.


The graphics were surprisingly good for a dated game, and I swiveled the camera to look around. The path was narrow and straightforward—canyon walls on three sides of me, and a rundown little western-style town ahead. My character got to his feet and then an objective popped up on the screen, instructing me to “Talk to Boomer.”


Boomer?


“Hey asshole! Down here!”


On screen, I pulled a gun from my belt, turning it one way and then the other. It was an old-school revolver, with a few cartoonish adjustments—including a speaker on the handle, along with a tube of what looked like glowing lava along the barrel. I narrowed my eyes and leaned closer, a little puzzled as the voice sounded again.


“There ya go,” it said. “You’re not as dumb as you look.”


A dialogue tree appeared on the screen and I flipped through the options:


—You can talk? 


—What the actual fuck?


I went with the latter option. The voice sighed.


“Alright,” it said. “Maybe you are as dumb as you look. Well, yes, I can talk, and I’m here to welcome you to the Outlands. Dickhead. Now, are you ready to do some damage?” 


Finally, the game was starting and this stupid gun would stop talking to me. I nodded at the screen like the gun could see me, then I dove in.
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…and I played all night.


It had been years since I’d stayed up playing a video game until dawn, but Planet Lawless had me completely hooked. I blazed through the main quest, completing every side quest along the way, accumulating Companions from a collection of twenty dossiers I could choose from. I liked keeping an extra soldier with me as backup in combat, a medic for healing and tech skills, and an operative with a sniper in the background. I ended up with a crew of four cowboys, blazing our way across Mars. But my favorite Companion was Sadie Banks—the pretty girl on the cover of the game, and my loyal deputy.


Bad weather rolled in Saturday morning, and I spent the whole day in blissful escapism, hanging out with Sadie and the gang. Dinner consisted of warmed up pizza and a few more beers, and I felt like shit by the time I passed out on the couch at three in the morning. Morning came, and I knew I should get back to my fitness routine and work on a little bit of stuff I’d taken home from the office…but Sadie was calling my name, and it wasn’t long before I turned my PC back on and returned to the Outlands. 


I played and played, and played some more. By the end of the weekend, I was already getting close to the final boss. As a massive thunderstorm settled over the house, I approached the boss’s compound, the epic feel of it giving me a shot of adrenaline. I hadn’t felt like this in years—the excitement of finishing a campaign, that rush as I got into character and truly got to feel like a hero. I’d learned the process over the past few days, the combat, how to dodge and roll like a pro. 


The storm intensified outside while I fought my way through the mini bosses with my squad, thunder rumbling and lightning strikes illuminating my balcony. And then I reached him: Snake Eyes, the baddest bad guy in the badlands. The game told me it was the point of no return, I checked over all of my gear, added any final skill points to my squad, and then…


The screen winked off.


“What the fuck?” I demanded to the empty room.


Thunder shook my house, and a flare of light filled the room. My hands burned and my heart raced, and I threw the controller across the room as the shock released me. I gasped in a breath—for a second, I thought I stopped breathing—and when the light faded from the lightning strike, everything went black.


…fuck.


That was some bad fucking timing.


The storm had knocked out the power just as I was about to do battle with Snake Eyes. I leaned forward to rest my elbows on my knees, scraping my fingers through my hair. I was filthy after a weekend of gaming, slamming beers and chowing down on pizza like I was in college again. It wasn’t a good look, I suddenly realized, and I had work to get back to in the morning. I could finish the game when the power came back on and when I didn’t have a job to show up to.


Reality snapped back into place. I sighed and turned on my phone flashlight to navigate my way to my room, plodding along the carpeted apartment hallway. And Sadie Banks was still on my mind as I fell into bed, dreaming of well-endowed cowgirls and a windswept desert on another planet.










CHAPTER 2





“WAKE UP!”


I rolled over in bed, slamming my hand down over my phone. 


Time to wake up already? 


I opened my eyes, but the room was still completely dark, the power still out. I groaned, propping myself on my elbows and sweeping my dark hair back from my face to look at the clock. 


4 A.M.


“Good, you’re awake,” the voice said.


I jumped, my heart racing. Nobody was supposed to be in here right now, and the voice was unnerving in the complete silence. I picked up my phone and shone the screen light around, no other lights on in my apartment complex to help me figure out what the fuck was going on. I was dressed only in a pair of gym shorts without a shirt, and I would be fucked if there was someone in my house. But the room was empty, a few clothes stacked on a chair by the door as usual, one dresser drawer open and an old glass of water on the nightstand. 


There was just one thing out of place.


A belt with a gun holster on either hip was slung over the back of the chair, made of old leather and looking like it absolutely did not belong in my room. I flung the blankets off of myself and put my feet on the floor, then crept forward, the carpet soft beneath my toes. I shone the flashlight at the belt—like if it was a ghost, I could banish it—but it didn’t do anything. 


Not like I expected it to.


“Are you going to stop gaping at me like an idiot, or are you going to pick up the damn belt?”


I leapt backward, dropping my phone in the process. I panicked when the light went completely dark, and I dove for the light underneath the phone, snatching it back up to shine the light back at the belt. A muffled snicker sounded from one of the holsters and my jaw dropped, my eyes going wide.


“Remember me?” the voice said. “We met earlier. And you were just as stupid then as you are now…fuck, I can’t believe you’re the guy they picked.”


I took one step, then another. 


“Don’t make any sudden moves,” I warned.


“I can’t move, dumbass,” the voice said. “I’m a gun. An inanimate object. Do you know what that means?”


I reached for the belt, snatching it up, but in my panic I sent it falling to the floor. The gun that would sit on my right hip thudded against the carpet as it fell from its holster.


“Ah, finally, I can breathe,” the voice said. “Just kidding…I can’t do that either.”


“Do you ever stop talking?” I demanded, starting to get annoyed.


“I’m just trying to help you understand what inanimate means,” the voice said. “Seems like you need a lesson in vocabulary. You weren’t exactly the captain of the Spelling Bee team, were you?”


As the voice rambled on, it occurred to me that this was the weirdest dream I’d ever had. I mean—I was having a conversation with a gun. I cleared my throat, interrupting the voice—the gun—and finally getting it to shut up.


“So?” I asked. “What the hell are you doing in my room?”


“Now he starts asking the smart questions,” the gun said. “Well, my young friend…you know Snake Eyes?”


I groaned. Of course—this was just a dream about the boss fight I hadn’t managed to reach with the power outage. 


“Yeah, I know Snake Eyes,” I muttered.


“Well, he’s terrorizing the Outlands, and we need your help,” the gun said. “Why you? I don’t fucking know.”


This was just like the opening of the game.


“Right,” I said. “So next you’re going to tell me that Sadie Banks is in trouble, right?”


“How did you know that—” The gun paused, its voice deadpan and mocking. “Of course you did. They already put you through the simulation. Well, this time Sadie Banks is actually in trouble, and she’s just waiting for you.”


I pictured the pretty girl from the video game, that cheeky smile and those bouncy tits. This dream had the potential to get a little more fun if I went along with it.


“Okay, I’ll bite,” I said. “What do I need to do?”


“Just put on the belt, become the Gunslinger, and then follow the instructions on your HUD,” the gun said. “It’s just that simple.”


I froze, eyeing the belt. This was all getting a little weird…but I figured, why the hell not? This was all a dream, after all. So I reached for the belt, fastening it across my hips. 


I stumbled back a step when I looked up again; a neon green health bar flickered at the bottom right corner of my vision, and an objective with a mini map sat at the top right. Four empty Companion slots were in the top left, and my equipped weapon was at the bottom left, titled “Boomer”.


This was actually kind of fun.


“Boomer?” I said.


“It’s stupid, I know,” the gun said, “but that’s what they called me.”


“Okay,” I said. “And the objective…?”


“Check out your HUD, rookie,” Boomer said, “Top right.”


I looked again to find the text had changed; the objective read “Head to the Portal,” and the mini map showed my apartment with a dotted line leading toward the TV. I stepped cautiously through the door to my room, and I saw the light as soon as I was out in the hallway.


It was…creepy. 


The TV was on, the only light in the whole apartment complex. I glanced over to see that the plug had actually been blown from the wall in the lightning strike, scorched white paint around the outlet. So there was no way the TV was on, right?


This dream was starting to get spooky.


But I followed the mini map, drawn to the TV like a moth to a flame. The screen was flickering on the launch page for Planet Lawless, with Sadie pushing her tits together and blowing kisses toward the player. I took slow steps toward it, reaching for the gun absentmindedly, thinking I might need to protect myself as the dream got creepier…


“Ooh, that tickles!” Boomer deadpanned.


I jerked my hand away.


The TV was close now, the screen started to warp and shift like I was seeing the whole thing in 3D. I jerked back, but the desert seemed to follow me…then I felt the drift of dry, hot air over my cheek, and tasted burning wood on my tongue. And then the screen reached out, and heat was everywhere, and the TV…


…well, the TV swallowed me whole.


And then it was light. Crazy light, like I was standing under a bright and burning sun.


I blinked my eyes rapidly, trying to adjust to the glare. At some point I’d fallen on my ass, and I scrambled to my feet to find that I stood in a sand-covered canyon, the wind blowing around me, sheets of red rock on either side and behind me. Metal rubble littered the sand-strewn passage, along with rocks made of quartz, like lightning had struck the desert.


I knew this canyon.


And I was ready to wake up.


I pinched myself hard and yelped at the pain, jumping away from my own hand. Next came a slap to my own face, and it stung. Fuck. Fuuuuck fuck fuck. I couldn’t wake up. 


“No matter how much I enjoy watching you hit yourself, you’re not dreaming.”


I looked down at the holster at my hip, the gun—Boomer—talking again with a muffled voice. I pulled out the revolver, the uncanny sensation of wrongness overwhelming me as I shifted the gun back and forth, staring at it in horror, and it looked exactly like it had in the video game.


“Are you done freaking out yet?” the gun said. “Because we got business to handle.”


“Business?” I gaped.


“Yeah,” Boomer said. “Sadie Banks is in trouble. And you’re the only one that can save her.”










CHAPTER 3





I STALLED.


Gunshots carried over the hot desert air, hitting my ears like a…well, like a gunshot. There was clearly something bad going on in the town ahead—Tombstone, if this beginning was the same as the game. By my estimation, there had to be around twenty thugs in town, all laying siege to the sheriff’s office with Sadie inside.


Maybe Boomer was right about me being the wrong man for the job. I’d only ever visited a shooting range maybe twice in my life with a couple college friends, and now I was being asked to take on a whole gang of outlaws. I swallowed hard, fiddling with the gun.


“What are you waiting for?” Boomer asked. “Sadie’s in trouble, and she doesn’t have much time.”


Right. Because this wasn’t a video game, where I could just let me character stand in the same place for hours while I fucked off. This was real life, even if it looked exactly like Planet Lawless. And I had nowhere to go but forward, the canyon walls boxing me in on every other side.


“Video games don’t exactly equal real experience,” I muttered. “I’m not a marksman or anything.”


“Well, you’re all we’ve got, kid,” Boomer said. “And the clock is ticking—literally. See for yourself.”


A new display appeared at the top right corner of my hud, an analog clock ticking down, down, down. A text bubble beside it said “Minutes to Sheriff’s Office Breach.”


And how many minutes were there? Ten.


I had ten minutes to kill twenty outlaws and rescue Sadie Banks.


“Okay,” I said. “What do I do?”


“Follow your map marker into town and kill Snake Eyes’s goons,” Boomer said. “Get moving and I’ll talk you through the rest.”


I stepped forward, steeling myself.


I could do this.


One step, then another. Then I was striding forward, gripping Boomer tight in my right hand. I hadn’t even touched the gun at my other hip, and Boomer jumped in to clarify what I needed to do.


“Now listen up, kid,” Boomer said. “I’ll be your primary weapon. Unfortunately for me, we can’t get rid of each other. At your left hip is your elemental weapon. Pick it up and use your HUD to switch to incendiary damage.”


“I’m right-handed,” I said, “and honestly, my left hand is pretty damn useless.”


“This isn’t about whether you’re ambidextrous or not,” Boomer snapped. “This is about skill points. As a Gunslinger, you’ve already got points in dual wielding, but we can talk about that after you’ve killed the bad guys.”


“You sound awfully confident,” I said.


“I’m not confident, just desperate,” Boomer replied. “Don’t fuck this up, kid.”


I was close enough that the gunshots made my ears ring now, and a strange sense of rightness settled over me. I held Boomer in one hand and the incendiary weapon in my other, licking my lips and tasting desert sands and salt. The gate to Tombstone hung open before me, rusted metal with a rickety wooden sign with the town’s name painted on it. Eerie quiet loomed ahead, at odds with the gunshots I was sure I’d just heard.


“Incoming,” Boomer warned. “Hostiles at 2:00.”


I whipped my head to the right, my hands holding the two guns out like I somehow knew what I was doing. Three men were prowling around the outskirts of town, their weapons already drawn, goggles over their eyes and bandanas covering their faces.


They didn’t hesitate to attack.


I scrambled to get out of the way, my body and instincts taking over. Boomer was right—this was intuitive, my fingers finding the triggers of my guns and tucking the weapons safely in as I rolled to dodge the men’s shots. I landed on my feet with surprising agility, then fired two quick shots with Boomer into one man’s head, then another. 


For the third, I fired my elemental weapon, and a pellet-sized fireball shot from the muzzle into his chest. He went up in flames instantly, and I gaped as he ran into town, desperately trying to put the fire out.


“Holy shit…” I muttered. “I just…I just burned a man alive?”


“Not a man, an enemy,” Boomer corrected.


“Sure, semantics, but—”


“No, I mean that.” Boomer sighed. “Now’s not the time for a morality lesson, but…those guys aren’t people. They’re designed to do one thing, and that’s serve Snake Eyes. There are four types of people in the Outlands: enemies, NPCs, companions, and players. And those guys are the worst of the worst.”


Boomer was right again; there was time to address this later. Especially since I was under attack, five more enemies sprinting at me before taking cover, alerted by their burning friend. I ran to find shelter behind a large hunk of scrap metal, but I didn’t get there before a single shot hit me in the shoulder. I staggered backward, my eyes darting down to where I’d been hit…but all that was there was a flickering blue light, the bullet dropping harmlessly to the ground. I didn’t let myself get distracted though, ducking behind the metal as more bullets started to fly.


“What the fuck was that?” I said.


“Shields, buddy,” Boomer said. “No player should go without ‘em—right now, you’ve got the one that comes with your gun belt equipped. You can check your shield capacity at the bottom right corner of your HUD.”


Yep—there it was. I was sitting at around 90%, so I could only take ten bullets total before my shields drained to zero. My health didn’t look much better.


“Uh…I can only take twenty shots before everything is drained,” I said. “What happens if I get zeroed? Do I respawn?”


Boomer busted out laughing, the sound resonating in the speaker under my sweaty fingers. “No, kid, you die,” he said. “So I hope you’re ready to dodge.”


“Right,” I said, my voice breaking a little as my mouth went dry. “Okay. Yeah, cool.”


“They’re just going to keep advancing on you, so you’d better—”


“I know, I know,” I muttered. “Just…give me a second.”


“Sadie is running out of time!”


I groaned and rolled out from behind cover, sending two bullets flying from each gun. Somehow, they both managed to hit my marks, one of my targets knocked backward by the force of a headshot while the other caught on fire like his friend. I poked my head out from behind the new rubble I’d taken cover behind to see that the guy who was on fire was running around, setting his buddies on fire too.


The sheriff’s office was just beyond them, the doors barricaded up, and for a second I thought I saw a frightened face in the window.


I didn’t let up as more enemies advanced on me, leaving the sheriff’s office behind. Soon, the rest of the enemies were right on top of me. I ran and dodged and jumped over debris, sending bullets flying. Boomer coached me through it, warning me when someone was at my flank. Not that it was exactly easy…


My shields depleted when I’d killed almost all of them, and then the bullets started to hurt. 


I dashed forward, elbowing one of the final enemies in the face and shooting his friend in the forehead. I twisted and sent an incendiary round into the first enemy’s stomach, and he burned to cinders right beside me. My stomach and legs were bloody, bullet wounds peppering my flesh, bruises breaking out all over. And then there was just one guy, staring at me with wide eyes as I limped toward him with a snarl.


I wasn’t just some guy.


I was the motherfucking Gunslinger.


I raised my pistols and, to my surprise, the dude started sprinting away. He took one look at me, then at the sheriff’s office, and then he was running for the opposite gate into town, leaping over the bodies of his allies. I let my hands fall to my sides with a breath of relief, but Boomer’s voice echoed in my palm.


“Don’t let him get away! He’ll go right to Snake Eyes!”


“What?”


“We do not want Snake Eyes knowing you’re here,” Boomer said. “Not yet.”


That was reason enough. I started running, chasing after him until I could level a clean shot. My HUD helped me aim, my arm following the line of that target, and then…


Boom.


The enemy fell flat on his face, the sound of the final gunshot echoing around the empty town. I stared at him for a couple minutes before taking a deep breath, my wounds starting to sear with pain. My knees buckled and I fell to a kneel, gasping in pain.


I was still wearing nothing but my gym shorts, and they were fucking shredded.


“Oh my God!” 


I dragged my gaze over to the right, where the sheriff’s office stood. A girl was in the doorway, dressed in a pair of skimpy shorts, a cropped jacket, and a cowboy hat. The silver “Deputy” pin at her breast gleamed in the sunlight, garters on her thighs pressing into the luscious flesh there. She ran toward me, her boots scuffing into the dirt and her braid flying back behind her.


“Sadie?” I said as she got closer, blinking. Holy shit…it was her. Every little detail was exactly right.


“We’ve got to get to cover,” she said. “Put your arm over my shoulders.”


I did as I was told, not sure if I could stand without her. She hauled me to my feet with a squeak, then managed to get us both up the stairs to the sheriff’s office, our feet thudding on the wooden planks of the porch. We’d barely managed to duck through the splintered front door when all hell rained down.


Literally.


Shimmering gold and glowing guns poured from the sky, bouncing off the ground and the awning outside with sharp thuds. I watched, not really understanding what was going on, until it was over—then townspeople started to come out of their homes with brooms and dustpans, excitedly scooping up the gold and ignoring the dead bodies roasting in the midday sun. I blinked, did a double-take, and then looked at Sadie with a wordless question.


“You’re new here,” she said with an awkward smile. “Let’s get you patched up and then I’ll explain everything.”










CHAPTER 4





THE SHERIFF’S OFFICE looked exactly like it did in the game. Our feet thudded on the wooden floor as Sadie helped me over to an empty desk, which she instructed me to sit on while she got the first aid kit. A holographic, 3D map of the planet floated in the center of the room, above a round table, and I kept my eyes on it to distract myself from how much my body hurt.


This was the player hub, where I’d spent hours this past weekend collecting and storing gear, adding skill points, finding new companions to add to my docket, and…well, flirting with Sadie Banks. I watched as she bent over to dig through a cabinet, rustling around inside. Her shorts barely covered her ass, the fabric a thin line over her crotch, and I gulped in an attempt to keep myself under control. Given how much blood I’d lost in the fight, I shouldn’t have been able to get a boner, but with a girl that hot…


“Aha!” she said. Her voice was high and feminine, and she had a pretty smile on her lips when she turned back around with a med kit clutched in her hands. She walked over to me and opened up the white box with the red cross on top, digging through it until she pulled out a big healing hypo with a massive needle.


“Uh…” I muttered. “You gonna stick me with that?”


“It’s either that or surgery,” she said. “Sorry.”


She opened a drawer in the desk beside me and pulled out a bottle of whiskey, pressing it into my hands. The amber liquid had barely been touched, but the bottle was dusty. “Not a big drinker?” I asked.


“Not at all,” she said, then smiled brightly. “I’ve been saving it for you, actually.”


I wanted to ask her more about that, but before I knew it, she was stepping between my legs to peer at my wounds. I opened up the bottle and took a swig as she grabbed the healing hypo and squirted out a little of the fluid inside. 


“Is this gonna hurt?” I asked.


“Not as much as your bullet wounds,” she said.


I hissed out a breath when she drove the thick needle into my bicep, right where the muscle was most dense. When she pushed down the plunger, it burned, the medicine sweeping through my body. I took another sip of the whiskey with a chuckle, growling deep in my chest.


“Holy shit!” I muttered. “That was…not pleasant.”


But Sadie was still standing between my legs, and that was pleasant.


“Yeah—sorry,” she said. “But you should start to feel better right about…now.”


As soon as she said it, a wave of relief washed over me. I blinked and looked down at my wounds to find that they were healing over fast, the flesh knitting together and bullets falling right out of the wounds as I gaped at them.


“What…” I trailed off. 


“Like magic, right?” Boomer said.


I’d nearly forgotten about the obnoxious weapon, but here he was again. Sadie acted like she hadn’t heard a thing, looking up at me with brown doe eyes that glimmered in the sunlight streaming through the window. Her lips were slightly parted, pink and shiny with gloss, and I thought for a minute that I could kiss her and she wouldn’t complain.


I’d gotten to know her pretty dang well over the past few days, after all. Even if it was her virtual self and not this flesh and blood woman before me. And fuck, she looked a million times better in real life than she did in the game, the way her tits pressed together making them jiggle just slightly—


“Get your head out of the gutter, kid,” Boomer said. “We’ve got things to do and a planet to save.”


I jerked my head down at the gun.


“You can read my thoughts?” I asked.


Sadie frowned, her brow furrowing prettily. “What?”


“Not you,” I said. “Him…the gun.”


“She can’t hear me,” Boomer snickered. “You’re the only one who gets the privilege.”


“Are you serious?” I demanded.


“I still don’t know what you’re talking about,” Sadie huffed, putting her hands on her hips and stepping away from me. I immediately felt the lack of her warmth, and wondered if there was something more to it.


“Sorry,” I said. “Uh…it’s nothing.”


“Pay attention to your HUD, genius,” Boomer said. “Check out the new objective.”


I glanced up at the corner of the display to find that there was indeed a new quest objective: two, in fact.


—Talk to Sadie about the Outlands.


—Get yourself some new clothes.


Right. I wasn’t geared up for this place at all.


And when I looked back at Sadie, I realized she was staring right at my bare chest.


“Hey,” I said. “Would you happen to have something I could wear? Preferably not bootie shorts.”


She giggled. 


“Yeah,” Sadie said. “Let me help you gear up.”
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A few minutes later, I was fully healed—thanks to the hypo—and dressed in appropriate clothes for the Outlands. Sadie had given me a full outfit that somehow fit me perfectly, consisting of a pair of jeans, a soft white linen button-up shirt, a pinstriped blue vest with a brown leather jacket, and a pair of real leather cowboy boots. When I took the gun belt off, I discovered that my HUD vanished too, though Boomer was still able to talk to me. I gave myself a onceover in the bathroom mirror, brushing my dark brown hair out of my eyes and putting the ten-gallon hat Sadie had given me over it before putting my belt back on again. I was pleased to find that it gave me a +2 bump to 


“Do you need me to tell you how pretty you look?” Boomer quipped. 


“Fuck off, Boomer.”


“Stop checking yourself out and get back to Sadie,” Boomer said. “Like I told you before, we’ve got a planet to save, and your makeover isn’t part of that plan.”


I groaned and shoved the gun deeper into its holster, until Boomer’s voice was so muffled that I couldn’t hear it. I’d only been here for maybe an hour, and the AI—at least, I figured that’s what he was—was already getting really annoying. Still, I went back out to Sadie to find her sitting at one of the two desks in the sheriff’s office, scrolling through data on a rusty orange monitor.


“You’re back,” she said, looking over at me. “Feeling better?”


“Much—thanks to you,” I said. 


“It was nothing,” she blushed. “And hey…maybe I liked playing nurse for you.”


I wanted to ask her what else that might entail, but I suppressed the thought. I needed to keep my mind on Snake Eyes.


“So what’s the plan?” I said. 


“I was about to ask you the same question,” she said. “You’re the player around here, after all.”


“Yeah, about that…” I started. “I have to admit, I don’t really have any idea what I’m doing here.”


“Oh.” Sadie’s eyes went wide and puzzled, and she chewed on her lip. “Okay…then I guess the first step is to bring you into the fold.”


She stood and walked to the desk opposite hers, which was a little bit bigger and had a fancier wooden chair. Sadie opened the top drawer in the desk and shuffled through it, her face lighting up when she found what she was looking for. Keeping the object obscured in her palm, she walked toward me until she was close enough to touch, her hands falling to my lapel.


“Welcome to Tombstone, sheriff,” she said, pinning a golden badge to my coat.


I frowned. “Uh…sheriff? I just got here.”


“Yeah, I know,” she said, “but you’re the only player around. And the citizens of the Outlands have been waiting for you.”


“For me?”


“Of course,” she said. “No one else gets to that final boss fight other than players. And…well, I’m not sure if you noticed, but Snake Eyes has these here parts in a vice grip. We need you.” She paused. “I need you.”


How could I resist a look like that? She still stood close to me, the heat rolling off her body, her breasts heaving as she stared up at me. She had to know what she was doing to me.


And I was powerless to stop it.


“Okay,” I said, caving quickly. “But…I need you to help me understand what the fuck is going on here. I woke up in the real world and then I think I teleported through my TV…?”


“Sounds like a wild night,” she said. Sadie stepped away, then, and picked up the bottle of whiskey again. She handed it to me before pulling up the two chairs from the desk, setting them on either side of the display table in the middle of the room. “Sit down and let’s talk. We’ve got a lot to get through, and it’s already close to nightfall.”


I nodded, taking the whiskey and then slumping into a seat and propping my feet up. Sadie leaned over the table, her tits practically popping out of the little bra under her jacket. This was going to get distracting…


“I don’t know exactly how it works,” she said, pulling up the planetary map of Mars. “All I know is that only people like you—people from outside—are able to level up. The rest of us just spend our days scrounging for coins and making the best of our lives here in the Outlands. Mars isn’t a good place to grow up.”


“And how long has it been like this?” I asked, frowning.


“As long as I’ve been alive,” she said. “So…at least twenty-three years. And we’ve never had a sheriff here in Tombstone, because only players are allowed to be law men.”


“So you really have been waiting…”


“…for you. Yeah,” she said. “I can’t see the world the way you do—none of us can—so you really are our only hope. Snake Eyes is such a high level that no one in the Outlands can take him on without the power to build a squad and level up.”


In any other circumstances, I would have laughed at how dire this all seemed—but the look on Sadie’s face told me that the situation really was that serious. And even if I was dreaming, I really didn’t have any choice other than to play along. 


“Okay,” I said. “So what do you need me to do?”










CHAPTER 5





SADIE GAVE ME a bright smile, then turned around to walk toward her desk. I watched the sway of her hips, the curve of her ass clearly visible beneath the short shorts, the garters holding up her pinstriped socks pressing into that soft flesh. Fuck, she was gorgeous, and I wondered exactly what I might be able to do in this world that I couldn’t do when I was playing the game.


She wrenched an old, rusted door open—a file cabinet, looked like—and pulled out a stack of tattered folders. Taking the folders in her thin arms, she carried them back toward me, the stack wobbling a little. I rose to help her out, grabbing the stack before she dropped it.


“Thanks,” she said with a sweet smile, a blush coloring her cheeks.


I set the stack down on the able, then surveyed it with a puzzled frown. “What’s all this?”


“These,” Sadie started, slumping into her seat, “are dossiers on every single potential companion in the Outlands. I’ve been doing research to prepare for your arrival for…well, years now. Basically since I got the job.”


“Wow,” I said. I watched as she kicked her feet up on the center console, her boots thudding on metal. “You did all this?”


“Not much else to do in a town like Tombstone,” she said. 


“Okay.” I reached for the folders, looking forward to seeing my old companions. I figured I would go for the exactly lineup I had in the game; it had worked really well for me, and I’d felt more than ready to take on Snake Eyes at the end of the game. “I can have four, right?”


“Well, you can have as many as you want, actually,” Sadie said. “But I should tell you, our options are limited. Snake Eyes has been busy the past few years.”


“What does that mean?”


“Uh…” She frowned, raking a hand back through her bangs. It disturbed the wispy hair in her braid a little. “About half of these people are dead.”


“Dead?” I gaped. “So I can’t have them in my party.”


“Are you deaf, or just stupid?” Boomer piped up from my belt. 


“Shut up, Boomer,” I muttered.


“I’m sorry?” Sadie said.


“It’s nothing,” I waved her off, thinking about the companions I’d used in my Planet Lawless campaign. “Okay. So options are limited. Is Cobalt Calhoun…?”


“Dead,” Sadie cut in.


“Shit.” I tapped my foot on the floor, chewing on my lip as I considered my options. “And Axton Greer?”


“Also dead.”


I sobered, thinking of my favorite companion. “Eddy Moonshine?”


“Oof,” Sadie said. “Sorry, but…he is super dead. He tried to hack Snake Eyes’s security in Pantheon and…well, there’s not much left of him.”


I winced. “Yikes.”


“You kind of walked into a mess,” Sadie said helplessly. “Sorry.”
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I spent the next hour going through each and every dossier, sorting through the pile as the stack of dead companions grew higher and higher. Snake Eyes really had been busy, taking out every potential ally I could find in the Outlands. What was worse was that almost all of them were my favored companions in my Planet Lawless play-through, and my choices started to dwindle considerably by the time I reached the bottom of the pile and sat down with Sadie.


“Alright,” I said. “I think I’ve found the ones I want.”


I laid out the dossiers in front of us, and Sadie rose to stare at the pile with me. I had three folders filled with documents, and flipped through them each with Tombstone’s deputy.


First, there was Vanessa Valmont—the saloon singer, and our source of persuasion and intuition. Vanessa lived and worked in Oasis, a casino hot spot just north of Tombstone, and would be the first in our lineup of companions. Per the picture, she was a curvy, dark-haired vixen, a seductive smile twisting her red lips.


“I’ve heard of her,” Sadie said. “High profile for a companion—must have someone protecting her if Snake Eyes hasn’t already gotten his hands on her.”


“What do you mean?” I asked.


Sadie twisted the tip of her braid around her finger, biting her plump lower lip. I glanced down at her tits, perky and so close that I could touch them.


“He’s been on the hunt for companions for years,” she said. “Picking us off one by one so that a player can’t save us, I guess.”


I put a hand on her shoulder and she looked up at me, her lips parted. She was so cute that I could barely take my eyes off her.


“I’ll stop him,” I said. “I promise.”


“Right,” she nodded. “Of course you will. I trust you.”


I had the strangest impulse to kiss her. On Earth, I never would have assumed that, but here…something had been simmering between us since she’d pulled me inside the sheriff’s office. Her tongue slipped out to pass over her lips, and I swallowed hard.


“Now…who else did you find?” she whispered.


Reluctantly, I turned back to my work.


Second on the docket was our party’s medic: Chelle Reyes. A resident of San Pedro, a sprawling metropolis on the coast, she’d been busy patching up outlaws and mercenaries for years, and seemed like a solid combat medic. A serious face stared up from her picture, glasses perched on a cute little nose and her honey blonde hair pulled up in a ponytail.


“This looks good,” Sadie said, but as I shifted the folders to the next file, she frowned. “That one, though…”


The last girl in the stack was our operative. I’d had my pick of thieves and other criminals, but the one that I’d gone with was an assassin: Nox Rosek. After all Sadie’s talk about how dangerous Snake Eyes was, it seemed important to try and find someone who could take our squad to the next level—literally. Nox’s photo, showing a dangerous redhead with coal black eyes, stared up at me with a sinister smirk. 


“I don’t know about her,” Sadie said. “I’ve heard some scary stuff.”


“Like what?” I said.


“Like she’s…well, like she’s psychotic,” Sadie said. “Rumor has it that she killed twenty people in Pantheon a few months ago.”


“Sounds hot,” Boomer piped up from my belt. “She’s probably a firecracker in the sack—”


“Shut up, Boomer,” I groaned.


“Hey,” Sadie said. “Can you please explain who you’re talking to?”


“Yeah, it’s just this stupid fucking gun.”


She frowned. “Your gun…talks?”


I paused. Out of all the things I’d seen in the past day, Boomer was just about one of the least strange. 


“Are you trying to tell me that isn’t normal?” I asked.


“I’ve never heard of it, and I can’t hear him,” she said. “Are you sure it’s the gun?”


“I don’t think the voice in my head would be such an asshole,” I said. “And Sadie—don’t get me wrong, I appreciate all your help, but is a talking gun really the weirdest thing you can think of in a world where coins fall from the sky after you kill someone?”


“When you put it that way…” she shrugged. “Yeah, I guess you’re right.”


“Thanks for the support, buddy,” Boomer said from my belt. “Glad to hear you don’t think I’m the weirdest thing on this planet.”


“Don’t test me,” I muttered. 


Sadie glanced at me, and I just shook my head.


“The gun again,” I clarified. “Not you.”


She took a deep breath, staring down at the dossiers on the table in front of us. I had three ready, but…


“You need a fourth companion,” she said, her brow furrowing. “A combat specialist, I think.”


“Yeah,” I said. “I was thinking…well, you?”


She blinked. “Me?”


“Of course,” I said. “In the simulation, before I was brought here, you were always the first person I picked.”


She blushed, twirling her hair again around her finger. Her nails were painted a neutral pink, girlish like the rest of her. If I hadn’t known she was carrying a shotgun, she would have seemed like the quintessential good girl.


Maybe she did anyway, and this was just a ruthless world.


“You mean that?” she said. “You would…you would pick me as your first companion?”


“Yeah,” I grinned. “I mean, who wouldn’t want a pretty girl like you in their party?”


She blushed deeper, biting her lip. It felt like foreplay as she stepped a little closer to me, scuffing her boot against the floor. She was so small that she only came up to my chin, and I had to tilt my head to look down at her.


“So how does this work?” I asked.


“I don’t know,” she said. “I’ve never met a player.”


“I can help with that.” Boomer’s grating voice broke the moment, and I frowned as I looked down at him.


“Okay,” I said. “What now?”


“Use your HUD to open your menu,” he said. “All you have to do is think it.”


I looked up again and stared into the distance, thinking to myself that I wanted to look at my menu. Stats instantly populated in my field of view, slightly transparent so I could still see Sadie watching me. I focused in on her, and my HUD gave me a full look at everything she had to offer: a boost to our total party shields and health, an attack bonus, and an additional skill called Shattering Blast that I had to build up special experience to use. I blinked my eyes, willing myself to take all those bonuses, and then a little 8-bit version of Sadie appeared in the top left corner of my screen, filling in one of the four empty spaces.


“Is that it?” I said.


“Not even close,” Boomer said. “Buckle up, kid.”


I didn’t have more than a second to prepare before a burst of light filled the room, tying Sadie and I together like a molten tether. Sadie gasped, her faun brown eyes going wide, and strength rippled through me. This had to be leveling up, I realized as my experience shot up in my HUD. Fuck…it was better than sex, better than drugs, better than anything I’d ever felt. And Sadie had to be feeling it too, her hands snapping forward to grip my biceps as she let out a pleasured sigh, her head tilting forward until it rested on my chest.


The light ebbed and we stood in complete silence for a minute, our harsh breaths the only sound in the room. Sadie didn’t look at me, her hands still squeezing my biceps hard, slender fingers burning even through the fabric of my shirt. I inhaled sharply and let it out with a sigh. 


“Holy shit,” I said. “I wasn’t expecting that. You okay?”


Her fingers curled, but she didn’t move away at all. “Better than okay,” she said, finally looking up at me. I could see that she wanted it in the flush of her cheeks, the way her lips were swollen as if they’d already been kissed. If what I’d felt just now had impacted her too, I could imagine why—I was already feeling the restriction of my jeans a little too much.


I leaned forward, and Sadie’s breath hitched. I could smell her lip gloss, strawberries and desert sand, and I was suddenly undeniably thirsty. Her eyelashes fluttered, her eyes closing, and then—


“Deputy, we need help!”


Someone hammered on the door, and Sadie was stepping backward and away from me before I could stop her. She rushed toward the wooden door and swung it open to reveal a frightened man in a plain white shirt and jeans, his eyes wide. 


“What’s wrong, Tom?” Sadie asked. “It’s the middle of the night.”


I was surprised to see that it was; more time had passed than I believed.


“It’s Snake Eyes’ men,” Tom said. “I was on watch and I just saw more of them riding into town. And Sadie—this time they’re bringing a boss with them. We’re all doomed!”


“No, we’re not,” Sadie said resolutely. She turned toward me with a hopeful smile, her eyes hard. “This is Finn. He’s a player, and he’s here to help us.”


“A player?” Tom said. “Wait…are you…you’re the new Sheriff, aren’t you?”


I nodded. “Yeah, I guess I am.”


“You guess? Are you—”


“Stop it, Tom,” Sadie said. “Get to your home and barricade the door. We’ll handle Snake Eyes’ men.”


“Okay, Sadie, if you say so,” Tom said. 


In another second, he was rushing across the street, which had been swiped clean of coins. Only a few guns remained, and I strode out into the town square to pick through them. The loot wasn’t great—everything we could have used had probably already vanished—but I trusted Boomer and the elemental weapon in my other hand. 


Sadie pulled out her shotgun and glanced over at me as we took up positions at the gate to town, outlaws on hoverbikes already visible in a cloud of dust on the moonlit horizon. I was still riding the high of adding Sadie to my squad, and I felt confident as I double checked my newly increased stats in the corner of my HUD.


“Alright, kid, now it’s time for the real battle to begin,” Boomer said. “You ready?”


I nodded. “Ready as I’ll ever be.”










CHAPTER 6





“ALRIGHT, LISTEN UP kid,” Boomer said from my belt. “Those guys you killed earlier, they were chumps. But this guy? He’s your first real test.”


My heart thudded as the hoverbikes got closer, my palms starting to sweat. I glanced over at Sadie as she squinted into the distance, her shotgun at the ready.


“Any idea who this ‘boss’ is?” I muttered. “My gun doesn’t seem all too excited at the prospect of fighting him.”


“Has to be one of Snake Eyes’ generals,” she said. “There are a few of them in this part of the Outlands; they come through to extort the townspeople.”


I tightened my grip on my gun. These were bad guys. I could kill them.


I had the power to do it, with Sadie in my squad.


“Details?” I asked.


“The only one I know of who runs with a hoverbike crew like that is…oh shit.”


Her face paled and I glanced at her out of the corner of my eye, my own expression tightening. “That doesn’t seem good.”


“It’s not,” she said. “I think it’s Gearhead.”


Not a name I recognized from my Planet Lawless play-through. I watched them over the horizon, getting closer now.


“And what’s so bad about Gearhead?” I said.


“Oh, he’s just…” She paused. “You’ll see.”


“No time to talk anyway,” I said, then jerked my head. “Let’s get to cover.” 


We fell into position against the wall, the gate already shut. They would have to get off their bikes to unlatch it, so I figured we could attack then. 


“Any chance we could talk them down?” Sadie asked helplessly.


“Don’t think so,” I said. “You told me it would be bad if Snake Eyes found out I’m here, and if they get away…”


“Right,” she said. “Sorry. I haven’t…I’ve never really killed anyone.”


I chuckled. “I’ve killed twenty people, but they were all this afternoon so…it’s not like I’m in a much better position. We’ve got this.”


“Okay,” she said. “I trust you.”


We were still behind the wall when the roaring engines on the hoverbikes sputtered to a halt, thrumming softly. Footsteps sounded in the gravel, and then a voice.


“Hey! Anyone in there? We want to visit the saloon.”


The other men jeered, and Sadie looked at me nervously. I held on to the stupid hope that they would just leave if we didn’t respond, but Boomer piped up from my belt, “Too bad, kid. They’re not going anywhere.”


I shushed him on instinct, and Sadie glared. But the guy outside the gate clearly heard me, as he shuffled forward another step.


“Hey…is somebody there?”


Shit.


I’d totally forgotten that nobody else could hear my gun talking, even if they could still hear me.


Sadie and I went perfectly still, her breasts heaving at the anticipation of a fight, her hands tightening around her gun. A heavier set of footsteps crunched in the gravel, this new rider dismounting and walking toward the gate to join the first man. Even the sound of his footsteps set my teeth on edge, but his voice was even worse, low and gravelly and menacing.


“Why do I have the feeling there’s a pretty little deputy on the other side of this gate?”


My jaw tightened, and for the first time I knew what it felt like to have an itchy trigger finger. I really wanted to shoot this guy in the face, and I hadn’t even caught a glimpse of him yet. I took a single step toward the gate and Sadie went white as a ghost, shaking her head vigorously.


“I know you’re there, Sadie Banks,” that voice grated out. “Come out to play, little one.”


Nope. 


I could feel the anger building in my chest when I rounded the corner, taking one last look at Sadie before cocking both guns. I trusted my experience from this morning, and pulled out both guns as I came face to face with the boss.


Gearhead.


And now I knew where he got the name. Because his head? It…literally had a gear in it.


I guessed naming conventions weren’t all that subtle in the Outlands.


Gearhead grinned widely, blunt yellow teeth flashing in a wide, whiskered face. The gear was firmly lodged in his forehead, narrow like a saw-blade and just as sharp. The flesh had healed around it rather than anyone removing it, and the manic look in his one remaining eye told me he might not just have a gear in his head, but that maybe the impact had knocked a few screws loose.


To put it simply, he looked fucking crazy.


And his stats…well, they were intimidating. Whereas I had only just hit Level 2, Gearhead was a Level 4 enemy, though his goons were all Level 1. And he carried a Level 8 weapon, a shotgun strapped to his back. I found myself salivating at the idea of getting my hands on that gun, but…I didn’t know if it was worth it to get into this fight. 


Boomer had said that if I died in the game, it was for good.


I kept my guns leveled at Gearhead, but he didn’t bat an eye—and he only had one. That unnervingly red iris lowered to the badge pinned to my jacket, and Gearhead unleashed a chuckle that ground on me like nails on a chalkboard.


“Who the fuck are you?” he said.


I narrowed my eyes. “Not your business,” I said. “You’d best be on your way.”


“Is that so?” Gearhead crossed his arms, tilting his chin up. He was shorter than me, but not by much, and I found that he had to puff himself up to make himself look bigger. “Where’s Sadie?”


I glared at the way he rolled his tongue around her name, his gang snickering.


“Keep her name out of your mouth,” I growled.


The other bikers—five of them, if I was counting right—chuckled quietly. I’d taken out more guys than this earlier; I could handle it. And if it meant this guy would stop harassing Sadie…


“What are you gonna do about it…” Gearhead grinned. “…sheriff?”


I gritted my teeth, my finger twitching. The rage swelled in my chest; I couldn’t handle this ugly piece of shit insulting my girl.


“You ready to fuck him up?” Boomer said.


I didn’t even respond to Gearhead, just nodding my head.


“Fuck yeah.”


I pulled the trigger.


The bullet tore through space, the sound deafening. As I shot, Sadie’s eyes went wide and she screamed, reaching toward me. Gearhead stumbled backward, and one of his goons even unleashed a startled shout.


And the bullet…well, the bullet bounced right off the gate.


Not ideal. 


I stood and gaped for a minute, and then Gearhead started laughing, the others joining him. Sadie grabbed my arm and started to pull me backward as they laughed, each of them pulling out their guns.


“Light ‘em up, boys,” Gearhead grinned.


Bullets pounded into the shield as Sadie and I ducked behind cover in town, a big metal piece of rubble the only thing standing between us and the gate. They would get through eventually; I could already see the shield on the wall dwindling through my HUD.


“You could have waited for instruction,” Boomer said. “It’s what I’m here for.”


“And you could have clarified that I shouldn’t just shoot him in the face,” I hissed.


“If I want you to shoot someone in the face, I’ll tell you explicitly to shoot them in the face.”


“Now is not the time to be arguing with your gun!” Sadie squeaked. “Finn, he’s going to kill us.”


“No, he’s not,” I said. “We’re both Level 2, right? We can take him.”


She opened her mouth like she might argue with me, but finally shut it again and nodded.


“Okay,” she said. “What’s the plan?”


I thought back to my strategy in Planet Lawless when it came to fights that were a higher level than I was. “I think I’ve got it,” I said. “We focus on the little guys first, and try our best to dodge Gearhead or…incapacitate him.”


“Shock damage paralyzes your enemies briefly,” Boomer chimed in. “Keep firing shock rounds into him and you can hold him off until you’ve taken out his gang.”


“And how do I do that?”


“Use your HUD, genius.”


I pulled up the damage type like I’d done earlier, then flipped my left-hand weapon to shock. 


“Why can’t we just kill him while he’s paralyzed?” I said.


“It puts up a forcefield around him,” Boomer said. “He’s essentially in stasis while it’s in use…no damage possible.”


“Guess it’ll have to do,” I said. “You ready, Sadie?”


Sadie nodded, then bit her lip. I started to move so we could split up, but then she grabbed me by the wrist.


“There’s just one thing I want to do first,” she said breathlessly.


My eyes went wide as she yanked me forward and kissed me hard, her pink lips soft and warm and yielding. Her big, round tits heaved against me, and for a second every thought in my mind went right out the window. When she pulled away, she was breathing hard and her cheeks were bright red.


“That was for good luck,” she said shyly. 


I didn’t get a chance to respond before she was scampering away, getting under cover on the left side of the gate. I took up position on the right, and managed to get behind some wreckage just as the enemies’ bullets annihilated the shield on the gate.


“Here goes nothing,” I muttered.


The shield sputtered and died, that faint blue light vanishing. I had to move now, while they were reloading, so I stood and fired a paralytic shot into Gearhead’s chest. He froze in mid-step, only his single eye moving like a rolling marble.


“Sadie, let’s go!” I shouted.


She shot up and out toward the approaching goons, firing her shotgun. We had to take out their shields first, and I set to work doing just that, using the sights in my HUD to take out each and every one of them as quickly as possible. One after the other, their shields flickered out just like those on the gate, and Sadie followed that up with shotgun blows. One man staggered backward and Sadie gasped as he fell to the ground, bleeding out, his gun glittering as it went from being an owned weapon, to loot up for grabs.


Her first kill.


Gearhead started to stir, letting out a roar as the paralysis effect ebbed. I went to fire again, and hissed out a curse when I realized my elemental gun was still charging.


“Shit!” I yelled at Boomer. “What am I supposed to do?”


“Roll, idiot! Now!”


I rolled forward, tucking my guns in so they didn’t fire as I tumbled forward. A scorched patch of Earth smoked from where I’d just stood as I got to my feet, Gearhead snickering. 


“That’s right!” he said. “Run, little sheriff, run—”


“Little?” I demanded. “Last time I checked, you were shorter than me.”


He fired again and I dodged to the left, leaping out of the way. 


A ding in my ear told me my elemental weapon had recharged, and I fired it to stop him in his tracks. 


Yeah, he was going to be dangerous when we ultimately had to free him, but it was satisfying to freeze him for now.


I looked around to find three men still standing, sans shield, but Sadie was nowhere to be found. I dodged out of the way and put a bullet in one of their heads, ducking behind some cover to find Sadie crouched there and trembling. She looked up at me with wide eyes, her hands on her shotgun.


“Oh my…I killed someone!” she said. “I can’t believe I did that!”


“Don’t freeze up now, Sadie,” I said. “We need to get rid of these guys before they hurt anyone here in Tombstone, and I need your help.”


“But I’m just a deputy!” Sadie said. “I’m not supposed to…”


“You’re my deputy,” I said, putting my hand on her shoulder. “And we have a job to do.”


Just as I touched her, one of the remaining three goons ducked around the corner and grabbed for Sadie. I put a bullet in his head without a second thought, and Sadie’s gun blew loud in my ear at the same time. I snapped my eyes around to find a matching goon at my back.


“Holy shit,” I said. “I think we just saved each other’s lives.”


“This is cute, but you’ve still got one lackey and a boss to kill,” Boomer said. “Move it, lovebirds!”


I frowned, but Sadie smiled. “Gun?” she said.


“Gun,” I confirmed.


We stood in one movement, both of us aiming our guns. I took out the last goon with a final shot, while Sadie covered Gearhead. He was twitching as he escaped stasis again, and then he shook himself free, leering at Sadie. I switched my left-hand gun to incendiary damage as I watched him take a single step, a chuckle grating from his chest.


“I’m gonna fucking kill you, sheriff, and then I’m gonna take the deputy and—”


“Shut the hell up,” I interrupted.


I started firing, my shots glancing off his shields. They dwindled slowly—too slowly—and Gearhead started to advance on me, his gun doing way more damage to my shields. I sprinted away, only to hear another shotgun firing.


Sadie.


My shield stopped taking hits and I whirled to find Gearhead advancing on her now, his back to me. My HUD sights zeroed in on Gearhead’s back and I found that he had a weak spot at the back of his head, so I aimed there with Boomer. I hit him with two shots right there, weakening his shield with a +50% bonus, and watched as my experience ticked upward as his shield waned.


“Sadie, run!” I yelled.


She did as she was told, sprinting for the sheriff’s office. Gearhead turned on me one last time and I shot straight for his forehead, his shields exploding in a fizzling blue light all around him.


Halfway there.


“Oh, you’ve pissed me off now,” he snarled, and tossed his gun away, reaching around to his back to pull out a massive, bloodied wrench.


Fuck.


He ran right at me and I couldn’t help but scream, flinging myself out of the way. I only had time to roll my feet before he was sprinting at me again, screaming and swinging that bloody wrench. I couldn’t seem to turn around fast enough to get my bearings, continuing to dodge and roll, dodge and roll, dodge and…


Wait.


This was a boss fight.


There had to be a trick to it.


The next time I rolled, I glanced around at the battlefield. The cover mostly consisted of old, hollowed out vehicles, and I realized that they seemed to be empty. Given the way that Gearhead was barreling toward me, I might be able to…


That was it.


I rolled in front of one and waved my arms. 


“Hey, over here!” I yelled. He snarled and clenched his fists, swinging his wrench overhead to bash my skull in. I rolled out of the way just as he did, and his wrench got stuck in the wreckage behind me.


Just as I’d planned.


I ducked under his arms and then fired an incendiary shot straight into his gut. Gearhead roared as the fire started spreading, and the scent of burning flesh reminded me that this wasn’t just a game. I made a run for it as he pulled the wrench free, swinging wildly at the air around him, but I let out a sigh of relief at the fact that it seemed his health had already dwindled to 75%. 


A few more hits like that and I could take him out. I ran to the other side of the town square as Gearhead pried himself out of the wreckage, waiting for him in front of the next obstacle. I was even able to get a couple shots in, whittling down his health before he plowed forward and swung his wrench again. It got stuck just like before, and this time I used Boomer to blow a hole in his chest, a stream of blood pouring out as that fire continued to burn and burn. It had already melted through his shirt, leaving a mass of burned flesh, and he got wilder and wilder as he turned to ash.


“Watch out!” Boomer yelled.


Gearhead got out faster this time, and I struggled to get away. My shoulder burned as he brought his wrench down on me, my whole body shaking as I staggered into a run. My shield was depleted in one fell swoop, and I huffed out a breath at the pain as an alarm sounded in my ears, my HUD flashing.


“Get to cover!” Boomer warned. “He’s coming up behind you—now!”


I dodged to the right as Gearhead raced toward me, swinging his wrench. Another blow landed right behind me, sending a wave of energy outward that knocked me off my feet. I rolled over and dodged one more time, but my stamina was flagging and I knew I’d have to stop soon. Still, I threw another shot at Gearhead with the incendiary gun, and he screamed as he was engulfed in flame.


“Your special experience bar is full!” Boomer shouted. “Use Shattering Blast!” 


“How?” I gasped as I managed to get to my feet, jumping backward. Gearhead swung the wrench wildly now, staggering around, a nightmare of flames and smoke and burning, melting flesh. 


“Point and shoot!” Boomer screamed.


I pointed my right-handed weapon at Gearhead, and time seemed to slow down as Boomer began to transform. Pieces of metal flew out around him, then re-molded into something else: a shotgun, just like Sadie’s. I caught a glimpse of her at the sheriff’s office door, her eyes wide and her lips open.


And then time sped up again. 


Gearhead was on me, just about to swing his wrench, and I fired one final shot: my special attack, Shattering Blast. Shards of metal sprayed from the nozzle of the gun like a cannon of shrapnel, and Gearhead just…exploded. Bits of him splattered across the town square, the rubble…my face. Boomer let out a victorious “whoop” as I swiped my hand down my face, discarding a handful of gore.


It was gnarly.


And…well, fucking awesome.


I stood in shock for a moment, blinking in the blinding sunset on Tombstone. Gearhead was gone, only the spattered remnants of his burnt corpse scattered among his fallen allies. The scene was gruesome, though it was already fading away, like this world was erasing that level of brutality from the world.


“Finn, watch out!” 


But it was too late. 


A hard pellet of metal pelted me on the shoulder, then another hit me in the arm. I looked up at the sky to find that it was already pouring down on me, as if flung by some massive hand. I ran for the shelter of the sheriff’s office, Sadie’s eyes wide.


Then something huge hit me in the head, and I fell to the ground before blacking out.










CHAPTER 7





IT WASN’T REALLY the most heroic way to finish a boss battle.


My eyes opened a split second later, coins still pelting me from above. I got to my feet and hunched forward, running for the sheriff’s office as quick as I could. Sadie had a flimsy black umbrella over her head and was trying to make her way toward me, even though the gold had already punched a hole through it, but we managed to make our way back inside together.


I slammed the door shut behind us and Sadie tossed the umbrella to the floor, the tattered canvas and metal scraping on the floor. I whirled to face her, bruised and bloodied, but alive…and fucking wired.


“We did it,” Sadie whispered, her eyes wide, her lips curved in a smile.


My whole body hurt, but I rushed forward to scoop her up, lifting her little frame in my arms. She giggled, burying her face in my neck, her legs wrapping around my waist. I was so thrilled that it didn’t even occur to me that I’d only just met this girl, that we were both covered in dirt and gore…


I just wanted to kiss her.


Our eyes met only for a second, her cheeks heating as our lips collided. We kissed hard and desperately, and when I ran my tongue over the seam of her mouth, she opened to me right away. A whimper tore itself from her throat as she held me tight, and I carried her forward to set her down on the front desk of the sheriff’s office.


If anyone came in right now, they were going to get quite the show. Because I wasn’t going to stop.


Sadie’s hands were on my jacket, pushing it over my shoulders until it fell to the floor, then on my vest. There were too many layers on my outfit, but hers…?


I reached for the little crop top jacket she wore and loosed one copper button. That was all it needed for her tits to spring free, and she sighed like she’d been holding her breath. The only thing underneath was the lacy black bra, the cups sheer so I could see her pert pink nipples pressing against the lace. I took a heavy breast in each of my hands, barely able to cover them, and Sadie moaned into my mouth and dragged me closer with her legs. 


Her hair was in disarray when I pulled away, chestnut brown waves with a touch of pink falling over her shoulders. Sadie was still scrambling with my clothes, and I helped her get my shirt off before moving to my pants. 


“Why did I give you all these clothes?” she sighed, and I cut her off when I pulled her bra off, unlatching it in the back to toss it aside. Her tits bounced as they came free, and I couldn’t help but suck one pink nipple into my mouth.


Sadie keened, forgetting my pants and grinding herself against me. She tasted like salt and dust, with just a hint of strawberries and vanilla. And she was fucking delicious. I wanted to lick every part of her body, taste that strawberry flavor all over…


My dick was painfully hard in my jeans, and I reached once again for the latch. I found my belt buckle first, and as I loosened it, Boomer protested from inside his holster, “Hey, what if I like to watch?” 


I ignored him, tossing the belt as far away as I possibly could—on the other side of the sheriff’s desk to afford us at least a little bit of privacy. I still had my pants on, and I realized that Sadie was still in her shorts and thigh-highs, the garters on them trailing up beneath the leg of her shorts. I couldn’t wait to see what was underneath, and I pulled her by the hips to stand so I could yank those shorts to the floor.


And fuck…it was even better than I’d imagined it.


Pink underwear in the same lacy style as her bra were all that covered her under the shorts, her lush, tan thighs gorgeously sculpted above the rise of the thigh high tights. I zeroed in on the way the hem of those tights pressed in on her flesh, and I reached out to hold her thighs, my fingertips pressing divots into her dust-blown flesh. A garter belt was on top of the underwear…too many layers. 


I clumsily undid the garters and yanked down the panties too, and I groaned at the sight of her. All she wore now was the pinstriped thigh highs, her shaved pussy exposed. I slid my fingers between her thighs and Sadie groaned, bolstering herself against the counter as I found her already wet and clenching for me. 


That tight little pussy was going to feel fucking amazing around my dick.


But the noises she made when I fingered her…


I pressed on her spot with my thumb and she threw her head back, her back arching, her hands scrambling to find purchase on the desk. With my pointer and middle fingers, I pressed inside her, finding her ready and wet for me. When I started to fuck her with my hand, she cried out over and over again. Her breaths were desperate, needy, and soon she was begging for me to fuck her.


“Finn, please…I need you,” she pleaded.


I didn’t relent, didn’t stop. I kept on finger fucking her until she shuddered around me and came hard, thrusting her hips into me, her whole body trembling. It was only then that I stood to lift her back onto the desk, pulling my pants down as quick as I could and letting them hang around my knees. 


I was going to fuck her right away, but I took a second just to look at her. The girl I’d fantasized about for a solid weekend splayed out in front of me in nothing but thigh highs, and I gulped down the hunger I had for her. She leaned back, pressing her tits out for me, and I reached to pull her forward by the hips before I dragged the head of my cock over her seam.


Holy shit.


It felt fucking incredible—better than anyone I’d had sex with before. It was like the same sensation as when I’d leveled up, but amplified tenfold. Sadie felt it too; I could tell by the way she rolled her hips, her pussy clenching like she could drag me inside her by force.


I didn’t make her wait anymore, because I didn’t know if I could hold out.


I thrust into her to the hilt, and Sadie fell back on the desk to hold herself up on her elbows. Her scream was so loud that I was sure they could hear it outside, but I didn’t care; Sadie was my girl, and I wanted everyone, from the townspeople to the outlaws that threatened her, to know that. I pulled out and thrust in again, and the way she clenched around me sent a tremor of pleasure across every inch of me.


I fell into a steady rhythm, sparks flying where we met. Sadie curled up to wrap her arms around my neck, and my eyes fell to how her tits bounced with every thrust, big and round and soft. Below them, I watched my dick plowing into her, the way she wrapped her legs tighter around me like she could hold me captive in her pussy. The few objects on the desk—a glass bottle and a stack of papers—wobbled from the force of our fucking, then fell to the floor, making a mess of the place.


She was so hot and wet and tight…


I groaned as I approached my release, feeling that sensation building and building. Sadie started to cry out as another orgasm shook her, and I grabbed one of her tits to roll her nipple between my finger and thumb, pinching hard. She was a sweet girl, but she liked it a little rough, I realized—so I thrust harder, deeper, holding her breast until she was screaming and her little cunt squeezed around me. And that was it…I was done for.


“Fuck!” I wrenched out, and I came with a shuddering breath, Sadie wrapped around me in every possible way. She moaned and her head rolled back, her soft body against my hard chest, her fingernails scratching at my back. I drove in to the hilt, feeling the way her inner walls rippled around me, nestling deep in that heat as I claimed her. And fuck, it felt incredible, almost like I was adding her to my squad all over again.


I finally pulled away, blinking my bleary eyes. Sadie looked shellshocked as I pulled out, but she gripped me by the back of the head to press her lips to mine in a hard kiss. I pushed my tongue inside her mouth and we kissed languidly, lazy, exhausted…


I needed to fucking sleep.


She giggled as we broke apart, her eyelashes fluttering. It was only then that she seemed to take in my appearance, blood-spattered where my skin had been exposed, dirty and sweaty all over. She wasn’t in much better shape.


“You’re…really gross,” she giggled.


“Speak for yourself,” I laughed in response. “I’m assuming the sheriff’s office has a shower…?”


“Yeah. And even better?” She winked. “It has a nice, big bed.”










CHAPTER 8





WE HURRIED TO get out of town the next day, anxious to pull attention away from Tombstone. Our presence was only going to put the townspeople in danger, and though I knew they were only NPCs, I couldn’t shake the idea that they were people who needed protection. So after we’d picked through the loot from Gearhead’s gang, Sadie and I loaded up the rundown old van in the sheriff’s office garage and hit the road to Oasis.


The Martian ocean was vast and blue, stretching ahead of us as we coasted down a crumbling freeway. In the Planet Lawless lore—which I had devoured over the weekend, skimming wiki pages as I played the game—Mars had once been a bustling metropolis, but a war across the solar system had left the planet’s infrastructure in disarray. It had the feel of a post-apocalyptic LA, even including the skeletal remains of skyscrapers to our left. I wanted to look around, but I kept my hands firmly on the steering wheel as Sadie gazed out at the sea.


“So I’m curious,” I said. “How long ago was the war? In the simulation, everything looked more recently destroyed—like maybe fifty or a hundred years?”


Sadie frowned, her brow furrowing as she glanced over at me. “War?”


“You know,” I said. “The…the war that destroyed all the Martian cities?”


Sadie just shook her head, biting her lip. “I don’t know about any war,” she said. “As far as I know, my family’s been living and struggling in Tombstone going back generations. The only cities on the planet are Pantheon and San Pedro, and the only people allowed there are Martians deemed ‘worthy.’


She spat out that last word like a curse, her eyes going dark.


“Life is hard in the Outlands, huh?” I asked. 


She nodded, her lips tight. “Yeah, and Snake Eyes hasn’t made it any better.”


“We’re going to stop him,” I told her with a grim smile.


And for the first time, I was confident that we would.
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It was another five hours up the old highway to Oasis, the city ruins tapering off until it was just an expansive wasteland. Rundown cars and hovercraft sometimes zipped in the other direction, but it was mostly just us on the freeway, the desert to our left and the vast, empty ocean to our right. Sadie fell asleep as the blazing sun sank over the desert, leaving me alone with my thoughts.


…and with Boomer.


“I remember when these deserts swarmed with armies and the sand ran with blood,” he said suddenly from his holster.


I glanced down with a frown.


“Uh…what?”


“You fucking heard me,” his grating voice muttered. 


“You were there?” I asked. “For the war?”


“Yeah, I was there,” he said. “It was real ugly, I can tell you that.”


I had a million questions, and it was only now that I started to think about exactly where I was and how I’d gotten here. When I’d mentioned Boomer to Sadie, she’d made it clear that talking guns were not normal, even in Planet Lawless, and I chewed on that thought as I clenched my hands around the steering wheel.


“Boomer, what even are you?” I asked. “Are you…a person, somewhere out there? Instructing me from some control room?”


“Pal, I told you I’m an inanimate object,” Boomer said. “Not sure how many times I have to define that word for you to get it through your thick skull.”


“Okay, enough with the asshole act,” I groaned. “You clearly want my help, and you’ve got a personality. And you’re the one who brought me through the portal. How did you even end up in my room that night? And how did you bring me here?”


“I wish I knew,” Boomer said. “One minute I was asleep, and the next I was in your bedroom with the instructions…I don’t know…embedded in my mind? As far as I can tell, I wasn’t even really alive before I started telling you what to do.”


“So you didn’t open the portal?” I asked.


“Nah, but I knew it was there.”


“And I’m not…I’m not dead, am I?”


Boomer chuckled, the sound a little more menacing than I was comfortable with. “Don’t know,” he said. “But if this is where you ended up when you died, you must have done something wrong.”


The storm…as I considered what was going on here, it occurred to me that I could be dead. That storm had been wicked bad, and I’d gotten quite the jolt from my controller when the power had gone out. I wondered for a minute if this was hell or purgatory or wherever the fuck we go when we die, and if my corpse was rotting on my couch.


It wasn’t a great thought to have.


“Anyway, if you’re dead, you’re dead,” Boomer said. “Not much you can do about it, right?”


I gulped. “Right. Thanks for the support.”
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CHAPTER 9





THE CITY OF Oasis was, contrary to its name, somewhat of a shithole. 


Whereas I’d expected a sparkling seaside resort like the one in the game, the gamblers’ mecca was anything but sparkling. A sign falling off its post greeted us with flickering pink neon at the entrance, a sad, dying palm tree beside it. 


Inside the gate wasn’t much better. If I had to describe it, Oasis was almost like a small, rundown Las Vegas…without the pretty lights or any of the irrigation. Dust blew across the four-lane road in vast clouds, and pedestrians pulled cloaks or scarves up over their mouths to avoid the debris as they walked past trashy bars and strip clubs.


It wasn’t the kind of place I would have picked for a vacation, that was for sure. And there was no actual oasis in sight, besides the big, empty turquoise ocean.


I grimaced at the sight, slowing down as we passed through the gate and onto the busy street. Sadie stirred in her seat and rubbed her eyes, unleashing a big yawn as she stretched her arms overhead.


“Sorry,” she said. “I didn’t realize I’d fallen asleep.”


“No worries,” I shrugged. “Just used my HUD to go to the next map marker. Looks like we’re almost there.”


“Good,” she said. “You ready for this? Could be trouble.”


I was just about to respond when the van suddenly sputtered with a horrifying crackle, rolling to a complete stop. Angry honks sounded from behind us right away, and I looked in the side mirror to see a man shaking his fist from the window of his own rundown vehicle.


“Doesn’t look like our getaway car is going to be much use if it is,” I said with a sigh. “We go the rest of the way on foot.” Someone else raised a fist, and I gave her a sheepish grin. “And we’d best get out of here quick if we don’t want to get in a fight.”


Sadie nodded and swung her door open, waving her hand in an awkward apology. Traffic wasn’t too bad through Oasis, but we’d held it up quite a bit, so I hustled in grabbing our gear from the back of the van. We didn’t have much—just a duffel for each of us, along with our weapons belts—but we got a couple weird glances as I pulled out the newly acquired loot that had smacked me in the head after our fight with Gearhead.


His shotgun.


The weapon was a Level 8, and felt a little too heavy as I hauled it along the street on my back. Spray painted in blood red, I was sure it made me look like someone dangerous.


Good. Apparently that was the only thing that could keep you safe in the Outlands.


I got more than a handful of dirty looks as we walked, and I almost considered ditching the gun. But the loot was too valuable, even if it was painted with Gearhead’s signature: a gear. Original, I know. I walked a little closer to Sadie to duck my head and whisper in her ear, “You getting the impression we might want to get off the streets?”


She nodded.


“Sun’s going down,” she said. “Might just want to find a place to bunk and lie low.”


“Agreed,” I said.


We diverted our course on a street that wound down a peninsula along the oceanfront, and I stared out at the waves as we strode down the sidewalk. They were an odd color, and for the first time it struck me as odd that no one was out there on such a hot day.


“Hey,” I asked, “why aren’t there any swimmers or boats?”


Sadie had to do a double take. “I’m sorry—swimming?” she said.


“Yeah…?” I shook my head. “It’s pretty warm, I just figured that people would be out on the water.”


“Oh, that’s not water,” she said. “Well…not exactly.”


“What is it?”


“It’s acid,” Sadie replied. “Always has been, as far as I know.”


“Glad you asked before you decided to take a dip!” Boomer piped up. “We both could’ve been goners, kid.”


I ignored him, but definitely walked a little closer to the street to put some distance between myself and the sea. Sadie giggled. “What?” she said. “Are you saying you have like…water on your planet?”


“I mean, yeah,” I said. “On Earth there’s plenty of—”


“Earth?” 


I frowned. “Of course. Where else would I…?”


Sadie gripped my arm, her eyes suddenly wide. “You came here from Earth,” she repeated.


“Yes.”


“Holy cow, Finn,” she muttered, putting a hand on her forehead. “You’re from Earth, you’ve got this weird talking gun, and you showed up in Tombstone acting like no other player I’ve ever met…”


“Wait a minute,” I said. “You’ve met other players?”


“Yeah, but I haven’t done…” She blushed prettily, biting her lip. “You know…”


“I guess I just don’t know how this is relevant?” I said. “You acted like everything was completely normal, so I just figured I should roll with the punches. And why is it so weird that I’m from Earth?”


“Because Earth has been a wasteland since the war,” Sadie said. “And the players? They use this planet as their playground.”


“I’m extremely confused,” I muttered.


“Yeah, me too.” Sadie put her hands on her hips, her brow furrowed. “Good thing we’re talking to Vanessa Valmont next.”


“Why’s that?”


“Don’t you remember her file?” Sadie gave me a hopeful smile. “She’s a psychic. And I’m hoping she’ll be able to tell us where the heck you came from.”










CHAPTER 10





VANESSA WORKED AT the Lost Lady, a saloon on the outskirts of town. We caught a rickshaw there and the hoverbike pilot got us over to the club with a few hiccups along the way, dodging through traffic and making Sadie screech. She clung to me in fear the whole time, her small fingers gripping my arm.


I had a feeling she kind of enjoyed it.


She’d dressed in something ladylike for the evening, a long pink skirt and a ruffled white blouse. I would have thought she looked wholesome if it weren’t for the dirty things we’d done to each other last night, and she blushed sweetly as I raked in her curves and helped her out of the rickshaw. We payed the driver with gold accumulated from our boss fights, and then we headed inside.


The Lost Lady’s interior was draped all over in purple and black silk, tassels hanging from the ceiling and circular tables dotting the space. A stage occupied the front of the room, where three women pole danced in corsets and lace. Sure, they were hot, but I only had eyes for Sadie as I led her through the room, drawing her into the dance floor.


People in every form of fashion occupied the floor, from mini skirts to strange, futuristic suits, to plate armor. My HUD didn’t pick anything up on them—they must have been NPCs—laughing and talking and twirling to the music. The music was weird too, a combination of old-timey fiddle and futuristic synth that shouldn’t have meshed. Something about it worked though, and felt right for how discordant everything was. 


Sadie and I surveyed the guests at the saloon, from the dancers in the middle, to the performers onstage, to the men playing cards at tables around the room. It was mostly men here working, while the vast majority of the employees were women, save from the pretty blonde behind the bar. All were NPCs though, and I couldn’t seem to find even a trace of the companion that we were looking for.


I took Sadie by the elbow and we walked up to the bar together. I pulled her against me protectively when I saw some of the other guests leering at her, and it occurred to me for the first time that this might not have been the best place for a pretty girl. For a second, I thought I should send her straight back to the inn, but I knew she would insist on staying.


And I would be right here the whole time. She wasn’t in any danger with me at her side. 


We settled into our barstools and leaned forward, Sadie still glued to my side. The pretty bartender came up to us with a surveying smile, her eyes sweeping over Sadie in a silent question. I guessed women really didn’t come here often.


“She’s with me,” I said without being asked.


“As if that wasn’t obvious…” Boomer muttered.


“Yeah, I figured,” the bartender snorted at almost the exact same time. “What’ll ya have?”


“A beer for me,” I said. “And Sadie…?”


“Water is fine,” she squeaked. 


“Water?” the bartender scoffed. “Big spender over here.”


She turned around before I could ask any more questions, assuming—I guessed—that I was here on business and wouldn’t be a source of the kind of business she was offering. 


“You can get a drink, you know,” I said to Sadie.


“I did.”


“Water?”


She nodded. “Clean water is rare on Mars, especially in the Outlands,” she said.


“Wait…so what have we been drinking?”


“Synthesized nutrients?” she said.


I’d just assumed water had a weird flavor on this planet, but it seemed we’d been drinking what essentially amounted to grass-flavored gatorade this whole time.


How had she survived out here so long?


I was going to ask when the bartender returned, placing our drinks in front of us. Sadie grabbed the small glass of water delicately, holding it as she closed her eyes and sipped reverently at the clear liquid. I took a swig of my beer in front of the waiting bartender, then started to hold out some coins…only to hold them up instead.


“We’re looking for someone,” I said. “Was hoping you’d be able to point us in the right direction.”


She narrowed her eyes. “You the law?”


How did she know? I shook my head, opting for a half-truth. 


“Not…really,” I said. “In fact, I’m here to find out what I am.”


Her brows rose as she took a closer look at me. “Ah…you’re looking for Vanessa.”


I exchanged a glance with Sadie, and we both leaned forward to talk more closely with the bartender. With Snake Eyes taking out companions left and right, we’d come in here knowing we would have to be cautious; Vanessa could already be on his radar.


“She’s here?” I asked.


“Who’s asking?” she shot back.


“Hey, it wouldn’t make much sense if I told you—” I started, but Sadie cut me off with a hand over mine.


“It’s important you tell us,” Sadie whispered. “Because he’s a player.”


The bartender’s eyes went wide and I heard Boomer sigh from my gun holster. “Fuck, your ego is going to be huge when this is all over,” he said.


“Are you kidding me?” the bartender said. “We haven’t had a player here in…God knows how long. I haven’t heard of a single man making it out of Tombstone in ages.”


“That’s where we came from,” I said. “Now, are you going to tell us where she is?”


The bartender blinked away her shock and took a deep breath, shaking her head. “I could tell you, but it wouldn’t do you much good,” she said. “See, Vanessa is under the protection of a certain Mr. Grimes. You have to have an appointment with him to get in with her, and she’s booked way in advance.”


“Like how far in advance?” Sadie said.


“Three months.”


I groaned, rolling my head back. I’d expected a fight, a quest, or maybe a conversation that needed to be had. But this? I couldn’t just use the wait function to wile three months away when there was a gang of dangerous criminals actively stalking me.


“Of course…for a price, I might be able to get you in for a consultation. Just something quick, nothing fancy.”


I grinned. “So you were the right person to talk to.”


“I’ll even give you a discount for being a player,” she winked. Her voice lowered to a whisper. “You going after Snake Eyes?”


Sadie and I exchanged another look, but then she nodded. “Yeah,” she whispered.


“Alright,” she said, measuring her next words. “In that case, I’ll get you in for free. Hope you give the bastard what’s coming to him.”










CHAPTER 11





WE WAITED FOR a half hour, each of us drinking to calm our nerves. The bartender vanished right after we talked, someone else stepping in to cover her, and we hadn’t seen the blonde since. Sadie fiddled with the lace at her breasts, her chestnut hair shining in the neon lights of the saloon.


“So what exactly does this meeting entail?” I asked. “Is she gonna read my palm? Look into a crystal ball…?”


“I don’t really know,” Sadie said. “All I know is that she has some kind of…psychic abilities? They’re rare in the Outlands, but Vanessa Valmont is famous for it.”


Movement appeared in the corner of my eye, and I glanced up to find the blonde bartender waving at me from a door at the back corner of the saloon. She glanced around conspiratorially, then waved again, more desperate this time. I nodded before gripping Sadie’s arm and locking eyes with her.


“Hey,” I said. “This place seems a little dangerous for pretty girls like you, so just…don’t talk to anyone unless you have to. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”


“Right,” she said. “Will do.”


I couldn’t resist the urge to kiss her, staking a claim in front of any leering strangers in the crowd. So I did, appreciating how she felt against me and how the strange, metaphysical power of being her companion flickered between us.


I left her there with heated cheeks before striding across the floor and toward the blonde. She disappeared behind the black door as I got closer, ignoring the dancers on the dance floor and onstage. When I swung the door open, she was nowhere to be seen, and I reached for my gun instinctively as I braced for a fight.


“Hey bozo,” Boomer said, “to your left.”


I swung to the left, but it was just the bartender again, motioning me down a dark, backstage hallway. Doors lined the hall, some with pleasured noises coming from inside, and at the end was an ornate wooden door with a neon sign reading “Trust the Universe” over it.


“I guess this is her?” I said.


“Yep,” she said, then knocked on the door.


Rustling noises sounded behind it, and then the click of a lock. The door opened just a crack, revealing a room cast in darkness and a shadowy form inside. 


“I brought you the player, Vanessa,” the bartender said. 


The ghost of a smile appeared in the darkness, white teeth and blood red lips. “Thank you, Emily,” she said. “I’ll take it from here.”


I gulped, Emily turning to leave the two of us alone as the door creaked open. It was…spooky, and I didn’t like it one bit. 


I gripped the gun in my right hand as I entered, finding the space empty. But as my eyes adjusted to the light, I realized that it wasn’t just a room—this was a whole apartment, and the area where I stood was only the foyer. It was decked out in sheer scarves and tapestries covering every surface, and the smell of something herbal wafted from somewhere deeper within.


I followed the smell, my boots muffled on the Persian rugs coating the floor. 


The first room beyond the foyer was a living area, with two black sofas, a green velvet armchair, and a small table in the center with—surprising no one—a crystal ball on top. A crystal glinted in the small, glazed window, refracting the candlelight flickering from every direction. 


It reminded me of one of my college ex’s dorms; she’d been a bit of a hippie girl, and absolutely crazy in bed. The thought sent a jolt of electricity straight to my cock, the scent of whatever was coming from the other room intensifying the sensations.


“Are you going to talk to her or what?” Boomer complained. “In case you forgot, Sadie is out there with all those creeps.”


“Yeah, I know,” I hissed. 


“Well, maybe you should stop thinking with your dick and get a move on.”


“Are you alone?” a sultry voice called from the adjoining room. “I told Emily I had to have you alone. If there’s someone else here…”


“I’m alone,” I replied, raising my voice a little. 


“Good,” she purred. “So are you coming?”


Her emphasis on that last word was so provocative that it felt like a profanity. I had the sinking feeling that I was out of my depth with this girl, even if I’d been pretty good with women my whole life. But this…


I stepped into the next room—a kitchen—and my fears were confirmed.


Yeah. I was definitely out of my depth.


A gorgeous, curvy woman stood at the stove, her back to me. Long black waves poured over her pale shoulders, which were clad in a purple velvet robe. The garment was slipping off one shoulder, and it didn’t appear that there was anything underneath it, the curve of her arm, her shoulder blade, and the side of her breast all clearly visible. Her ass swelled beneath the robe, draping enticingly over her hips, and trailed the floor behind her. She was working on something at the stove, a pot bubbling in front of her.


She turned over her shoulder—not the one the robe was slipping off of, unfortunately—and I caught a glimpse of sparkling dark eyes and lush mulberry lips.


“Do you like your tea with milk and honey, or unsweetened?” she asked.


“Uh…I’m not a big tea drinker,” I mumbled. My voice even cracked a little.


I was never like this with women.


I was fucked.


Hopefully literally.


But probably not.


“You’re a tea drinker today, Mr. Marston,” she laughed, the sound throaty and gorgeous. “So—sweetened or unsweetened?”


“Unsweetened, I guess,” I said. 


“Hm…” she said. “I figured you for the sweetened type. The first of many surprises, I’m sure. Sit down.”


She didn’t even look at me, but I did as she asked. There was a tiny little bistro table in the corner with two metal chairs set beside it, and I sank into one as I watched her move. She picked up the pot and then poured two porcelain cups of tea full of amber liquid, then set them each on a tray. It was all very proper, including the little dish of sugar that she brought with her as she sat down.


Now that she faced me full-on, I could see just how gorgeous she was. Her hair fell in wild waves around her shoulders and onto ivory skin, her eyes black as night and her lips red as blood. Her robe was still falling off her left shoulder, and my gaze trailed down to where the robe was tied loosely at her waist to find that it was partially open. It was just barely clinging to her breast…all it would take was a soft brush aside to reveal it.


“Drink,” she said, and my eyes shot up to hers again to find a smirk on her lips. 


“What is it?” I asked.


“It’s tea, dumbshit,” Boomer said.


“Martian mint and rosemary,” she said. “It’s not going to kill you, if that’s what you’re asking—if I wanted you dead, I would’ve simply told Mr. Grimes that you’re a threat. You’d be nothing more than a bloodstain in the desert.”


I lifted the tea to my mouth and took a sip, trying to banish the image of that bloodstain in the desert. The drink was strong, but pleasant, and made my tongue tingle a little with the mint. “So what’s the tea for?”


“Politeness,” she said. Her voice had a tinge of a southern drawl to it, and her eyelashes fluttered as she spoke. “My mama taught me to treat my guests with respect.”


“What, did you think it was some kind of woo woo shit?” Boomer chuckled. “Planet Lawless is a science fiction game, genius.”


I glared down at my holster with a groan, but it was Vanessa who spoke next.


“He’s talking to you, isn’t he?” she murmured.


I looked up at her, my jaw dropping. This was the first indication that anyone here in the Outlands had any perception of Boomer, and I had to know why. “You can…you can hear him?” 


Vanessa shook her head. “I can…feel him,” she said. “It’s more of a sense that something’s just a little off, a disturbance in the energy around me.”


I chuckled. “The irony is that he was just telling me this had nothing to do with woo woo shit.”


“It’s not ‘woo woo shit,’ Mr. Marston,” she said. “It’s science. The same kind of science that made it so I could learn your name without even asking.”


I stopped short. That hadn’t even occurred to me. “So you really are a psychic?” I said quietly.


She rolled her neck, every movement sultry, every twitch making the robe drop dangerously low. I could almost see the brown edge of her areola now, and I gulped down my desire to look her in the eyes. “They call us soothsayers here in the Outlands,” she said, “and it isn’t that strange. I’m just better at…feelin’ things than most people are. And I feel that you’re not just here to ask me about your future.”


I shook my head, completely entranced. Fuck…not only was she gorgeous, she was fascinating. 


“You’re right,” I said. “I’m here to add you to my squad.”


Her brows rose and she licked her lips. “That’s a surprise,” she said. “You know I’m already spoken for, don’t you?”


“Yeah,” I said. “The bartender said Mr. Grimes is protecting you, but if you come with us, we’ve got your back—”


“I don’t think you understand, darlin’,” she said. “Mr. Grimes is a player. And he’s already added me to his party.”










CHAPTER 12





“YOU’RE…HE’S…WHAT?” 


Vanessa regarded me coolly, swirling her tea in her cup. “That’s right,” she said. “Grimes is a player. It’s a closely guarded secret, but it’s true…and it’s the only reason Snake Eyes hasn’t killed me yet.”


“I’m assuming from your tone that you’re not a fan of this arrangement,” I said.


Vanessa sighed. “Would you like to be kept under lock and key in a dirty old strip club?”


“Can’t say I would,” I said with a smirk. She was feisty, and that made me like her even more. “How can I help?”


“Well, only players can release a companion—I don’t have a choice either way,” she said. Her fingers curled around the teacup like they were clenched around Grimes’s throat. “The easiest way to handle this would be to kill Grimes, though there’s a chance he could be convinced to free me.”


I saw the choices before me as if I was staring at a dialogue tree—deciding which choice I would make, if I would take the path of the homicidal warrior or the righteous law man. I wondered if there was an honor system here like in some video games, if I would build up points and could later unlock new paths…


No, this was real life.


Kind of.


“What would convincing him entail?” I asked.


“See—you are the sweet type, you just don’t know it yet,” she said, her words vicious. She’d wanted me to go with the more violent option, that was clear enough. “Scared?”


“Not for myself,” I said. “For my deputy. I want to keep her out of harm’s way.”


“Life in the Outlands is spending every day in harm’s way,” she said.


“It doesn’t have to be,” I retorted.


Vanessa huffed out a breath, her breasts heaving. The robe slipped down, down, down…


“Noble,” she said. “Alright. Well, you have a couple of options. Grimes could be bought—there aren’t many here in Oasis who don’t have an eye for coin—but he could also be blackmailed. The man has secrets that he doesn’t want out in the open.”


“Such as…?”


“Rumor has it that he’s on Snake Eyes’s payroll,” Vanessa said. “But I don’t have any proof.”


“And you would need me to find it?”


She smiled sweetly. “You’re a player, darlin’. Isn’t that what you do? Go on quests, collect loot, save damsels…”


One hand strayed to her chest and she traced a shiny black nail over her pale skin as she trailed off, her eyes landing on mine. Her lips parted and I caught sight of a pink tongue as it raced across her teeth.


“Are you a damsel, Vanessa?” I asked, keeping my tone level even though my pants had started to get a little tight.


“Isn’t it clear that I’m in distress?” she said. Her face sobered, but her hand didn’t leave her breast, drawing little circles lower and lower. “A man like Grimes isn’t someone you want to cross…and he’s had me locked up here for three years. There’s a chance I may have gone a little less good and a little more wicked, if you get my meaning.”


“Does he…?” I started, but she shook her head before I could finish.


“Grimes has never touched me; I won’t let him,” she said. “But that means he won’t let anyone else touch me either.”


That was hard to believe when everything about her dripped with pure sexuality. I’d assumed she was seeing clients here in that regard, but the idea that she hadn’t been touched in years made me want to touch her even more.


“Forgive me if this is rude, but if you’re not doing that here, then what are you doing?” I asked.


She giggled, and I was dismayed when she finally pulled her robe back up over her shoulders. It remained with a solid gap at her breasts though, still belted at the waist, and it was clear that she was very much naked underneath. 


“I’m not a prostitute, Mr. Marston,” she said. “Give me your hand.”


I did as I was told, mystified by the newly focused expression in her dark eyes. She took my hand in both of hers, placing her thumbs over the raised veins in the back of my hand, and breathed deeply as she closed her eyes. I kept watching her, noticing the way her brow furrowed, and then…


I thought I was imagining it at first: flickers of purple light that licked along her arms like flame, then traveled up my arm. I tried to yank my hand back at the strange, cool sensation of her power, but we were fused together with psychic magnetism, Vanessa’s face suddenly euphoric. She groaned, the sound low and raw and carnal, throwing her head back. Her robe slipped from her shoulder again at the movement, the velvet pooling at her elbow to reveal her breast, and it was so round and plump, her brown nipples so pointed, that it made my jaw drop. Vanessa rolled her neck, her chest heaving, drawing my eye, until the flame suddenly pressed back in around her and her eyes snapped open.


She didn’t make any movement to readjust her clothing as she looked back at me, face flushed and lips swollen. Vanessa looked like she’d just been fucked, and all it did was increase my own urge to do just that. There was something between us for sure, roiling and pressing in on me.


“It’s you,” she said. “You’re…you came from Earth.”


I frowned, puzzling again over why that was so weird when I’d literally come here through a fucking portal. “Of course I did,” I said.


“Jeez, kid, are you gonna ask her what that means?” Boomer groaned. “We don’t have all day.”


“Why is that so strange to you?” I asked Vanessa.


She shook her head, her brow furrowing. I glanced down at her breasts again, and it was only at that moment that she seemed to realize how exposed she was. She still didn’t fix it, as if daring me to look, her eyes dark as the night sky. 


“We don’t have time to get into the history of the Outlands, or why exactly that would be strange,” she said. “But Finn…you have to get me away from Grimes. I can’t explain it with the time we have left, but all you need to know is that we were destined to meet here today.”


I gaped at her. “We were?”


“Yes,” she said. She stood suddenly, leaving both our tea cups discarded. “You need to leave.”


I frowned. “Wait…what?”


This was all coming at me way too fast and, contrary to Boomer’s claim otherwise, we were definitely getting into the realm of woo woo shit. I leapt to my feet as Vanessa rushed out of the kitchen and into the sitting room. “Get out of here,” she said.


“Hey, I need some explanations,” I started, but she whipped around with wide eyes.


“There’s no time,” she said. “Sadie is in trouble.”













CHAPTER 13





I DIDN’T NEED any more motivation than that to leave Vanessa’s apartment. We didn’t even say goodbye before I swung the door open and went sprinting down the hallway, headed straight for the bar. Nobody tried to stop me when I flung the second door open before me to step back into the milling crowd, my hand already on Boomer.


“I knew that chick was bad news,” Boomer muttered. “Tits for days, but—”


“Now is not the time, Boomer,” I said. My heart raced as I worried for Sadie, desperately pushing my way across the dance floor and back to where I’d left her at the bar. The crowd parted and I searched the seats lined up there, finding the blonde bartender looking at me curiously. 


But there was no Sadie.


“Fuck,” I bit out, my hands balling into fists. I strode toward the bartender—Emily, Vanessa had called her—and splayed my hands on the bar. “My friend that was here—where did she go?”


Emily frowned. “She was gone when I came back here after escorting you to…you know who’s room,” she said. “Figured you’d told her to go home or something.”


“No, I told her to stay here,” I growled. She wouldn’t have left without me. Not unless someone forced her to. “Boomer, you have any idea where I should look?”


“Check your HUD, dumbass,” Boomer said. “Companions are always marked on your map.”


I looked up at the top left corner of my HUD, then focused in on Sadie’s picture, willing the HUD to do as I instructed and take me to her location. My mini map flashed a moment later in the top right corner, a flickering green arrow marking Sadie’s location and moving rapidly away from the Lost Lady.


Shit.


I raced for the front door and then out onto the street, only to see a set of taillights as they peeled out around the corner. My heart sank and I cursed, clenching my fists, then slamming one against the wall beside me. My knuckles screamed in protest and some passersby gave me a wide berth, and I groaned as I watched Sadie’s map marker move farther and farther away.


Boomer’s voice coughed from his holster. “I hope you see the irony in the fact that you lost your lady at the Lost Lady Saloon.”


“Now is not the fucking time,” I hissed. “Damn it…what am I going to do? I don’t have a car, and I don’t think a rickshaw can keep up with whatever they were driving…”


“You could steal one,” Boomer piped up.


“Boomer, I’m a sheriff,” I said.


“Yeah, of Tombstone,” Boomer said. “We’re in Oasis. And they don’t call it Planet Lawless for nothin’.”


I frowned. “I’ve never wired a car before.”


Boomer chuckled. “I have.”


I didn’t ask any questions about how my gun knew how to wire a car. All I knew was that, when I walked to the nearest hoverbike, my HUD already had instructions—laid out like a quest—for hacking the security on the bike so I could steal it. I felt a pang of apprehension when some NPCs walked by, but they didn’t seem to notice anything wrong about the whole thing.


“Now you just break through that last lock and…bingo,” Boomer instructed, “the bike’s all yours.”


“You’ll forgive me if I don’t ask questions right now, huh?” I said as I swung my leg over the seat.


“Story time can come later,” Boomer confirmed. “We’ve got a girl to save.”


I’d only ridden a motorcycle a few times—a dirt bike out at a childhood friend’s farm—but the controls on this craft were intuitive. The ride was jerky at first, but soon I was zooming down the freeway, following the flashing marker on my map. Whereas before, Sadie had been getting progressively further away, she was now getting closer—and whoever had her, they seemed to have stopped. I muttered to myself as I rode, praying that she was okay and that I wasn’t going to miss the chance to save her.


I didn’t think I could live with myself if I did.
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The map led me through the outskirts of Oasis and into the desert, my only companions the rumble of the bike below and the night sky above…and of course, Boomer at my hip.


“Bet you feel like a real asshole right now,” Boomer grumbled. “Getting distracted with Vanessa’s big tits Sadie was getting kidnapped—”


“You were the one who told me to gather a squad!” I said. “What’s your problem with Vanessa? She needs help too.”


“She’s just…spooky,” Boomer said. “Knows too much. I don’t like it when women know too much.”


“But she’s going to help us,” I said.


“Do you always just believe everything everyone tells you?” Boomer demanded. “Because that might work on your cute little homeworld, but it’ll get you killed in the Outlands.”


I wished there was a way to shut the damn thing off, but he just kept talking as we rode. A pinprick of light flickered ahead, and I frowned. “Boomer, shut up,” I muttered. “I think they’re right up there.”


Sure enough, my mini map flashed as we neared, and I turned the bike off and veered to the side of the road so I could sneak in. I climbed the rest of the way uphill, toward a wooden shack with a few lights on and three beaten up cars parked outside. I was almost there when I heard sound from behind, and dove into the brush at the side of the road just in time for someone to pass me by in a slick, shiny hovercraft. The vanity plate screwed into the rear bumper told me all I needed to know.


Grimes.


While I’d been figuring if I was going to kill the bastard or blackmail him, he had kidnapped Sadie. I cursed myself, waiting for Boomer to chime in, but he didn’t say a damn thing.


“You uh…don’t have any input on how bad I am at my job?” I muttered.


“Don’t think I need to say anything when you can see the evidence yourself,” Boomer grunted.


I groaned and hunched down low as I continued toward the house. If there were three cars plus Grimes’s, I had to assume there were at least six men inside, and very likely more than that. I could pop them all off one by one, but if Grimes was a player, that meant he could be a very high level—higher than anyone I’d encountered yet. So my options were limited. I grabbed Boomer’s handle, but jerked away when he protested.


“Hey, hey! What the fuck are you doing?”


I frowned. “I need to use you to get Sadie out.”


“Stupid kid,” Boomer scoffed. “Nah…you need to use stealth for this mission. Not your strong suit, huh?”


I grimaced. It really wasn’t. When I was playing video games, every time I came across a situation where I needed to stealth in, I ended up blowing my cover and subsequently blowing everyone away instead. It had resulted in many poor endings, but even more good times. But with Sadie’s life on the line…


“What do I need to do?” I asked.


If Boomer had a face, it would have been grinning. 


“Right,” he said. “When you’re crouching, your HUD will display a perception meter along with health and shields. Check out the guy patrolling the perimeter up there—the short one?”


I gazed ahead to find him in the dark, and he suddenly appeared illuminated in green. I saw the perception meter there too, hovering above his head, and noticed that he showed up as a little red X on my map as well.


“Oh, that’s nice,” I whispered. “The mini map?”


“You’re welcome,” Boomer said. “Now…when you’re crouching, you’ll be a lot quieter, even though your stealth is only Level 3 right now. Stealth gains XP fast, so crouch as much as possible to increase your skill.”


“Sounds like woo woo shit to me,” I muttered.


“Nah,” Boomer said. “It’s called not skipping leg day. Turns out you’re lighter on your feet when you have the thigh strength to stay quiet.”


Okay. That made sense.


“Noted,” I said. “Anything else?”


“Yeah,” Boomer said. “Don’t fuck this up. You can’t spam your saves like you did in the game. You get one shot at this, or you and Sadie are dead.”


I gulped. “No pressure, right?”


“No, pressure,” he said. “Lots of pressure. We’re all counting on you, kid.”


A scream pierced the night, and my muscles tensed. It was definitely Sadie’s voice, coming from the shack up the hill. My blood boiled at the sound, my fists clenching even as my thighs started to burn at the sustained crouch. A little chime sounded, and I looked at my HUD to see that I’d already gained a level in stealth.


“Wow, it doesn’t usually happen that fast,” Boomer said. “You must be tense.”


“I am,” I said.


Because when I’d heard Sadie’s scream, I’d made a decision on what I was going to do with Grimes.


I was going to fucking kill him.










CHAPTER 14





THE NIGHT AIR was cool as I closed the distance on the shack, the stars winking out under cover of a cloud of smoke. A dust storm was kicking up from the sea, bringing with it an acrid odor at odds with what I expected, a reminder that it wasn’t water out there, but chemicals. Sadie screamed again and I had to resist the urge to sprint up the hill and through the door. 


It would just get us both killed. But I was going to make all of these men pay for whatever they were doing to her.


“You’ve got this, kid,” Boomer said, the words of encouragement totally unexpected. “Just sneak up behind him and then…”


“I slit his throat, right? Stab in the back?” I said.


“Jeez, no, I was gonna say choke him out,” Boomer said. “Yikes. This whole situation’s got murder on your mind, huh?”


“I’m not inclined to be charitable to men that hurt women,” I said.


I was almost on the perimeter guard, and Boomer went completely silent as I closed the gap. Rushing forward in that last second, I wrapped my arm around his arm and squeezed, my forearm pressing against his windpipe. The man tried to let out a strangled scream, but I was already dragging him back into the bushes when I heard a sickening crunch that made me wince. My heart thudded as I dumped him in the bushes, my eyes wide.


“He won’t wake up?” I asked.


“Nah,” Boomer said. “Pretty sure you killed him.”


“But I choked him out?”


“Yeah, turns out you can die by strangulation,” Boomer said. “Who knew?”


I growled in frustration, squeezing the bridge of my nose. “Even with Sadie in danger, you can’t seem to keep your mouth shut.”


“I don’t have a mouth,” Boomer said, “but if I did, I can guarantee there’s a lot more I would be doing with it than shit talking you all day.”


“Do you want me to save Sadie or what?” I hissed.


“Hey, don’t let me stop you!” Boomer replied.


Boots crunched in the gravel nearby and I ducked into the bushes again, the scrape of rough, dead branches on my arms. My heart thundered, but I kept my breathing slow and steady as I sprinted for the next perimeter guard, then dragged him back as well. My stealth skill pinged once more as I left him in the brush, not even checking if he was still breathing.


Two down…some more to go.


I could do this.


Sadie wasn’t screaming anymore, but I didn’t know if that was a good thing or a bad thing. I could hear men’s voices coming from the shack as I approached, making very little sound. My thighs were starting to burn, but I guessed that was what Boomer meant about my stealth skill increasing—and it was a good thing I’d been running for years, otherwise there was no way I could have made this happen. It only took me a couple minutes to close the distance between myself and the shack, keeping an eye out for other enemies around the perimeter.


My HUD came up with nothing and I breathed a sigh of relief. Maybe there were less of them than I’d thought. I peeked in the window just a little bit, finding that it was grimy enough that I could barely see through. But my HUD picked everything up for me, scanning and tagging three men inside.


So they all drove their own cars. Good.


Less good was the fact that one of them was a much higher level than I was.


A man in a fancy suit stood in the center. He was skinny and tall, with a mop of thin, greying hair slicked back over his scalp. I could only see him from the back, but everything about the guy was slimy, from his hair to his frame to his white suit. Even worse? His armor was Level 9, and I was still just Level 3.


He would fucking annihilate me if I busted in there.


I listened as they continued talking, trying desperately to find Sadie. My heart clenched when I caught sight of a woman’s foot at the edge of the group, indicating that she was strapped down to a table or something. My fists clenched and I breathed hard, almost reaching for Gearhead’s shotgun, which I’d strapped to my back.


“Take it easy, kid,” Boomer said. “Running in there with guns blazing is just going to get you both killed, and then I have to find a whole new gunslinger to do my dirty work for me.”


“Good to know you care,” I muttered.


“I do care,” Boomer retorted. “If I didn’t, you’d already be dead and wouldn’t be getting all these helpful tutorials. Now…what’s one of the first rules of stealth gaming?”


I frowned. “Honestly, I suck at these games.”


Boomer sighed. “Fucking worthless,” he said. “Alright. You need a distraction. What do you think might work?”


I looked around, considering my options. I’d never been great about using tools in the environment, and I didn’t think a glass bottle shattering or a brick hitting a window would do the trick. I needed something big to get all three men out of the shack and away from Sadie.


“What if I used incendiary rounds to blow up his car?” I proposed.


“You’ve somehow found the most un-stealthy way to play a stealth level,” Boomer said. “That…that feels on brand. But I’m not gonna stop you.”


“And you would stop me if you thought it would get us killed, right?” I said.


“Yeah, of course,” Boomer said. “I might be an asshole, but have I ever let you down?”


Not yet, I thought.


Mr. Grimes would be pissed when his car blew up, that was for sure, but I needed a plan after the fire started. I looked around at the shack, my HUD processing the information, and found a door around the other side of the building. It was all so perfect that I could almost see the path in my mind, knowing exactly how I would blow up the car, then rescue Sadie.


I pulled out my elemental weapon, holding it in my right hand and closing one eye to aim. Grimes’s car shone with pearly paint in the moonlight, and I felt a rush of satisfaction that I was about to destroy something that belonged to the bastard. A man like that took what didn’t belong to him, and I was about to do the same in kind.


Fuck him.


I pulled the trigger, and the pop of the bullet sounded just before the car erupted in flames. I only took a second to watch the shock on the men’s faces before I bolted to the left, knowing they probably heard the gunshot and would come looking for the source. Otherwise, everything was going according to plan. The three men inside vacated the building, leaving Sadie exposed. She was still dressed, to my relief, and I rushed to the back door to get her free.


I swung that wooden door open to find the room empty besides Sadie in its center. She was in some kind of strange chair, her back to me, and her head whipped around as I entered, her eyes wide with terror. She immediately dissolved into a mess of tears, her brown eyes shining.


“Oh my God, Finn, I’m so glad you’re here—”


“No time to catch up,” I said. “I’m gonna get you out of here.” 


I grabbed the utility knife from my belt and cut right through the leather straps on her wrists, then moved to her ankles. Sadie was sobbing quietly, tears streaking makeup down her cheeks. When I shifted to cut her restraints, I noticed an ugly bruise on her arm and a tear in her blouse, across her chest. My chest burned, my whole body going rigid.


“Did they hurt you?” I asked as she got up, gripping her shoulder.


“No,” she said. “We just got here…he was trying to do something with that chair…”


I looked a little more closely at it to find that there was a strange headpiece attached—almost like a metal helmet. “This thing?” I asked.


“Yeah,” she said. “I think it can sever party attachments. He was saying that he was going to add me to his collection…”


Holy shit. 


What a psychopath.


But I could use this.


I grabbed the helmet, unplugging it and then strapping it to my belt. We needed to get back to the Lost Lady as quickly as possible, then I could use this helmet on Vanessa to get her out of there. I wanted to fucking kill Mr. Grimes, but I knew that I didn’t have the firepower.


Not yet.


But I would. And then the bastard would get what was coming to him.


I grabbed Sadie and we walked back through the door, hunching low. Just as we got the door shut, I heard footsteps inside the shack behind us, and then a shout of surprise.


“She’s gone!”


“Hurry!” I hissed to Sadie.


I kept her hand in mine and my knife in the other as I led her into the brush, both of us crouching. A quick scan told me that Sadie didn’t have a very high stealth level either, so I turned over my shoulder and whispered, “Stay low.”


She nodded.


I knew that we needed to get back to the hoverbike, and that taking one of Grimes’s men’s cars wasn’t an option. It was just about five minutes down the hill, tucked away off the path where they couldn’t see it. All we needed to do was get there, and then we could hide in our hotel room until I could figure out what to do with Vanessa.


Because now, more than ever, I was certain that I had to get her out of Oasis.


“Fucking find her!” a voice bellowed, the rage evident in his tone. That had to be Mr. Grimes. I chanced a look back to find that I was right about the number of men: just two, scanning the perimeter, along with their boss. I made sure to scan them long enough to mark them on my map, and then kept an eye on it as we got farther away from them. It didn’t seem like Grimes had the same skill, otherwise we would have been in deep shit. 


I was helped, too, by the fact that the game had decided it was time for my reward.


“Coins!?” Grimes complained from up the hell. “Are you fucking kidding me?”


Grimes yelped and his men ran for cover as gold coins started to fall from the sky, bouncing off the cars and the roof of the shack. We kept low, kept walking, the coins all centered around where I’d killed Grimes’s men. Boomer snickered from my belt when another cry of pain came from up the hill.


“Comes in handy sometime, don’t it?” he laughed.


The rumble of an engine told me one of the cars had started, then I caught the glare of headlights from the corner of my eye. I threw Sadie into the brush, pushing both of us flat to the ground, covering her with my body. Her eyes were wild with fear, her breath hot on my cheek, her svelte form heaving beneath me. She was still in that pretty dress from the bar, and I knew it wasn’t a great ensemble for action as the pink fabric hooked on a branch. I tore it from the branch so the headlights wouldn’t catch it, and in the process ripped her skirt halfway off. Tears glimmered in Sadie’s brown eyes, her lips a thin line as the car approached…


…then kept going.


I breathed deeply and sagged against her, inhaling her strawberry scent. She was trembling, and I ran a hand along her cheek as I propped myself up.


“I’m so scared,” she whispered.


“We’re almost out of here,” I said. “I won’t let anything happen to you.”


I got to my feet again after the tail lights had faded, two voices still coming from up at the house. They were scouring the area, which meant that we really needed to get out of there. I helped Sadie to her feet and we trekked the rest of the way under cover of night, eventually finding the bike.


I lifted Sadie onto it and then climbed on in front of her, using my HUD to turn it on. I knew the light and sound would attract attention, but I still felt a tremor of fear when someone yelled at us from up the hill. There was no way they could see us, but they heard us, so I kicked the bike into gear and we zoomed down the hill.


Tires peeled out at the top, but I knew that we were faster than those rundown old clunkers. We raced down the hill, kicking up a cloud of dust that I hoped they wouldn’t be able to trace. Sadie wrapped her arms around my waist and ducked her head against my back, her trembling so bad that I could feel it even over the resonance of the bike. Her arms were in a stranglehold on my waist, her fingers clasped tight.


I was going to fucking kill Mr. Grimes.


And then I was going to get Snake Eyes too.










CHAPTER 15





“SO HOW DOES it work?”


We sat on the bed in our dingy hotel room, Sadie beside me in some comfy shorts and a crop top. I held the weird metal helmet thing in my hands, turning it over with a frown as I tried to use my HUD to analyze it, but Boomer was just as stumped as I was.


“I don’t know,” Sadie said, cringing away from it. “He had just turned it on when you blew up the car and…Finn, it hurt so bad. Like a part of me was being torn out of my head.”


I put the helmet down on my other side and put my hand up to stroke my thumb over her cheek. Sadie leaned into my touch, her lip trembling. She’d been crying on and off all night. 


“I was never going to let him hurt you,” Finn said. “As soon as I knew you were in trouble, I knew I had to stop him. I’m just sorry I let him get to you in the first place.”


“It’s not your fault,” Sadie said. “I should’ve just stayed in the hotel room…I was an idiot to come to that bar, especially dressed like that. I just wanted to look nice for you.”


“I always think you look nice, Sadie,” I said.


She smiled sweetly, her eyelashes fluttering. I wanted to make her feel better after what she’d gone through tonight, but I wasn’t lying—I did always think she looked nice. Hell, I’d been fantasizing about this girl since before I’d even met her.


“So what do we do next?” she said. “I don’t…I’m sorry, but I don’t know how it works. And I don’t know if it’s a good idea to try using it on Vanessa when it hurt so bad…”


“It’s either that or kill Grimes, and I don’t have the skill yet to do that,” I said. “No matter how much I want that asshole dead, we’re going to have to wait. Can’t just go in with guns blazing, especially when he’s got a whole criminal operation going here in Oasis.”


“And I guess she probably wants out enough that she would use this thing, no matter how bad it hurts,” Sadie said. “But how are we even going to get back into the Lost Lady, now that Grimes knows you’re a player?”


I frowned. “He knows?”


“I didn’t tell him, but somebody else must’ve,” she said. “And if he’s on Snake Eyes’s payroll, it’s only a matter of time before more of his goons show up in Oasis looking for us.”


“Right,” I said. “So we need to skip town before they get here.”


“Do you…” Sadie paused, chewing on her lip. “Do you really think we can trust Vanessa? What if she’s the one who told him about you? About us? What if your meeting with her was just a ruse to get us alone?”


Shit. That hadn’t even occurred to me. Especially after Vanessa had told me we were destined to meet, I’d just assumed that she was being honest and that she actually wanted to come with me.


“No,” I said. “We’re her only escape from that prison. I don’t think she would lie when it’s important to her that we help her get out.”


“Okay,” Sadie said. “What about the bartender?”


“Maybe, but she seemed just as grossed out by Grimes and Snake Eyes as the rest of us are,” I said. “Do you think…what if it’s someone in Tombstone? They all know what I am after watching me fight Gearhead.”


Sadie chewed on her lip so hard that I thought she might bleed. I resisted the urge to capture her mouth with mine, if only to stop her from hurting herself…but I knew she needed me to hear her out.


“I don’t think there’s anyone there that would sell us out, but…” She paled. “What if the gang went back to take their retribution? I don’t think Snake Eyes would care much if we weren’t there—they would punish the townspeople anyway. It’s just never happened before because Tombstone is the gateway to the Outlands…it’s where all the players come from. They wouldn’t dare destroy it, right?”


“Shit,” I said. “Is there any way to check?”


A shitty little monitor sat on a desk opposite us, and Sadie rose to rush toward it, falling into the seat before booting the computer up. I rose to stand behind her, watching as she searched frantically for news on Tombstone. Results populated as I kept an eye on her, and Sadie’s face fell.


The news wasn’t good.


Photographs of Tombstone appeared, showing the town engulfed in flames. There were even a few bodies on the ground, charred to cinders. Sadie’s hand flew to her mouth, stifling her gasp.


“No,” she whispered.


I put a hand on her shoulder, gripping it hard. “This…this isn’t normal?” I asked cautiously.


“I’ve seen players come through Tombstone before, but I’ve never seen this,” Sadie said. “And we’ve had brawls there too, but…this retribution on the people and…oh no.”


I peered at this next photograph, which seemed to be a picture of the canyon where I’d come in. The whole thing had crumbled, apparently shot to pieces with explosives. Rocks piled up where the portal had opened, the old, rusty gate swinging on its hinges, but there was no more destruction besides the exploded canyon.


“What’s wrong?” I asked.


“This is…” Sadie shook her head. “As far as I know, this is the only place where players can arrive in the Outlands. The only other portal is in Pantheon, and that’s for existing players only.” Her eyes met mine. “You might be the last player, Finn.”


I gulped. 


“I don’t know what that means,” I murmured.


“Pressure,” Boomer chimed in. “Big, big pressure. It means you’re it, kid. No more chances.”


And there was something else it meant, too.


This whole time, I’d just been going along, trying to survive. But now that I thought about it, the lack of a portal in the Outlands meant that I absolutely wouldn’t be going home without beating the game and entering Pantheon. Not that I was even sure if I wanted to, but the lack of options made me shudder.


“There’s something about you that’s made Snake Eyes up his game,” Sadie said. “I don’t know what it is, but you’re special, Finn. I could feel it from the moment I met you.”


I groaned, turning to walk away from her as I brushed a hand through my hair. “Shit…I’m not special, Sadie,” I said. “I’m just some guy. I live in the suburbs, I work in a call center, I go to the gym, and I play video games. That’s all I am.”


Her arms came around me, surprising me; I didn’t even know she’d gotten up. I turned and she looped her arms around my waist, gazing up at me. “The Outlands have been waiting for a hero for a long time, Finn,” she said. “And I think you’re that guy. I mean, you’ve already saved me, and you’ve committed to rescuing Vanessa too…”


“But that doesn’t make me a hero,” I said. “I can’t see a woman in need and not help her.”


“Not every man is like that,” Sadie said. “Especially growing up here…well, players come in and take what they want. And you’re the first who’s tried to help us. Who’s actually seen us as people.”


“Why wouldn’t we?” I asked, frowning.


“Because they see it as a game,” she said. “And until you, the men here just saw us as…well, playthings.”


I crushed her to me, wrapping my arms around her. Sadie was soft and warm against me, and I wasn’t surprised to find her crying again, her tears wetting my shirt.


“We’re going to change things around here,” I murmured. “I’m bringing the law back to this planet and…Sadie?”


She looked up at me, her eyes sparkling. “Yeah?”


“I’m going to punish anyone who ever hurt you and yours,” I growled.


Sadie’s eyes glimmered, her pink lips pert and perfect. She’d washed the makeup that had streaked down her cheeks, and I thought she looked so much prettier without it that I couldn’t breathe. I caught her elbows as she started to sink to her knees, her eyes wide, her hand already reaching for my pants. 


“You don’t have to do that,” I said. “You don’t owe me anything.”


“I want to,” she breathed. 


I released her arms slowly, letting her kneel in front of me. My dick was already hard as a rock as she unzipped my jeans, then pulled me free of my pants. Sadie licked her lips like she’d never seen anything more delicious, and I gulped down my desire. I had to wait for her to make the first move, even if I wanted to grab her hair and thrust into that sweet, pretty mouth.


Sadie’s fingers tentatively reached to trail along my shaft, and I resisted the urge to step toward her. Her eyes were wide, her tongue flicking out again, her mouth open.


“I’ve never done this before,” she whispered. “It might…it might not be good.”


“It’s…pretty hard to do it wrong,” I chuckled.


She laughed too, the first time I’d heard the sweet sound since I’d saved her from Mr. Grimes. As if the humor gave her courage, she wrapped her hand around my dick, and I again felt that sense that this was right, that we were supposed to be right here, together. She gave me one long stroke from base to tip, and I shuddered at the electricity sparking between us. 


“Like this?” she said. “It feels good?”


“Yeah,” I said hoarsely. 


Fuck, it had been way too long since I’d gotten a blowjob, and Sadie’s hand alone was already enough to bring me close to the edge. But I wanted to hold out for her—to finish inside her if at all possible, to make sure she got something out of this exchange as well. I watched as she moved her face closer to the tip, extending her tongue like she was licking a lollipop.


I groaned, the noise unstoppable as it wrenched itself from my throat, and Sadie withdrew suddenly. “Not good?” she said.


“No, it felt amazing,” I said. “Keep going.”


She did as she was told, her tongue flicking out again against my dick. I was so hard that it hurt; I needed to be buried in something, fast. Sadie was taking her precious time, but I wouldn’t dare tell her that she needed to hurry up. Still, I reached forward to tangle my fingers in her hair as she leaned forward once again, her lips coming around the head of my cock. 


Sadie’s lips moved over the head, then onto my shaft, like she was navigating how far she could take me. Those pink lips were delicate at first, then she gave me the slightest level of suction and I bucked against her. I looked down to apologize right away, but her eyes were bright with desire, sucking me harder now than before, realizing what I liked.


That was good, because I didn’t think I could wait much longer.


I let my hand splay across her scalp, helping her set a rhythm as she started to suck my dick. Her lips moved up and down my shaft with delicious friction, her hand clenching at the base to keep my steady. I groaned again when her other hand started to play with my balls, like she couldn’t get enough of me. Her legs were spread beneath her, and when I looked down, I noticed her hips moving a little like she was trying to grind out her own pleasure on something that wasn’t there.


She was still soft and delicate and careful—too careful—and I tried to find the words to tell her she could suck me harder, deeper. Desire made every muscle in my body clench, and I realized that I wanted to feel her pussy now, that I wanted to bury myself in her. But her mouth felt so good that I couldn’t think straight, wet and hot, that little pink tongue swirling around the head of my cock with delicious zeal. 


I couldn’t take it anymore.


“Come here,” I growled, reaching for her arms. I hauled her to her feet and practically tossed her to the bed, Sadie bouncing off the mattress with a giggle. She rose on her elbows to watch me as I yanked my shirt off and stepped out of my pants, striding toward her. My fingers hooked at the waist of her shorts and pulled, leaving her exposed and wearing only that tiny little crop top. 


But I wanted to see her tits. I wanted to watch them bounce as I fucked her.


“Take off your shirt for me?” I said, my hand lazily falling to my cock to stroke it as I watched her. She sat up, biting her lip, her mouth swollen from sucking me. Her hair fell in loose chestnut curls around her shoulders as she freed herself of her clothes, bare on the bed in front of me.


“You’re fucking gorgeous,” I said, not because I was trying to flatter her, but because it was true. 


She blushed, a sweet smile on her face. “You’re not so bad yourself.”


I moved fast, caging her between my arms as I crawled on top of her. Sadie let out a little gasp, and I watched as her big breasts rose and fell, jiggling slightly at the movement of the bed. My dick teased at her opening, which clenched around me, so wet that I almost slipped inside on accident.


“Please put it in,” Sadie said. “I feel…I feel so empty…”


Well, when she asked like that.


I pressed inside her in one fluid thrust, filling her completely. Sadie screamed in pleasure, her fingers fisting in the sheets beneath us as she writhed, her legs hooking around my waist. The walls were so thin in this hotel room that I was certain the other guests could hear us, but I didn’t really give a shit; in fact, I wanted them to know that she was mine, my girl, under my protection. Her pussy throbbed and pulsed around me, soft and tight in all the right places, and I breathed in the strawberry scent of her hair.


“I want to fuck you hard and fast,” I murmured against her ear, eliciting a shudder. “Is that okay?”


“Yeah,” she said. “I need you, Finn.”


I withdrew slightly, rolling my hips against her, sending her spiraling…and then I fell into her, jackhammering my cock into her again and again. I reached places I didn’t think I ever had with another woman, her nipples brushing my chest, her fingernails clawing at my back. Sadie whimpered and groaned and mumbled, words like harder, faster, deeper, words that made me wind up even more. The bed shook—the wall shook, the headboard clattering against it as I fucked her so hard that I saw stars. Sadie took it all, even asking for more, please, please, please—


I could feel her orgasm in the way she clenched hard around my cock, how her legs wound around me, her nails digging into my skin until she almost certainly drew blood. Her lips were on my neck, her tongue on my pulse, lapping at me like she could taste the life force simmering between us. I slowed my pace to give her a break, holding back for just a moment’s reprieve…


“I’m not done with you yet,” I whispered in her ear, and she shuddered. 


“Take me from behind?” she replied. “I want to…I want to try it.”


Holy shit. This fucking girl.


I reluctantly pulled out, not wanting to stop feeling how tight she was, and Sadie bit her lip as she rolled over, every muscle limp and weak from coming. Still, she rallied, pushing her perfect ass in the air for me. Her pussy was glazed with arousal, swollen and pink, and I came forward on my knees to grab her hips.


I didn’t wait—I couldn’t—and I dragged her hips against me as I buried myself to the hilt. 


“Ahh!” Sadie cried out, her pussy clenching. I’d thought she would be looser now that she’d come, but she was as tight as ever, her muscles rippling around me. I groaned and pistoned forward, knowing I would find my release soon, our bodies slapping together over the drone of the AC in the corner. Sadie’s voice echoed off the headboard, sweet and desperate, and I knew she would come again soon.


“I’m almost there,” I wrenched out. “Wait for me, baby.”


“I can’t, I can’t…”


Her little whine was so sweet that it pushed me right over the edge.


“Now,” I groaned. “Come for me, Sadie.”


I leaned into her and let her swallow me, her pussy clenching and dragging out my release. I came so hard that light and color flickered behind my eyelids, Sadie’s harsh breaths and ragged cries filling the room. The whole universe contracted to where we were joined, my cock spilling into her, filling her up, telling the world that she belonged with me.


It was only with a sense of reticence that I pulled out, falling to my back on the bed beside her. Sadie breathed hard, her breasts rising and falling, her eyes meeting mine slowly. Her pupils were dilated in the darkness of the room and the lust of the moment, the room reeking of sex and strawberries.


“You were my first, you know,” she said. “I’ve never let anyone…not until you.”


I rolled onto my side, then pressed a kiss to her forehead. “If we keep at this, soon you’ll be a pro,” I chuckled.


“Can we?” she laughed. “Please?”


“That’s the plan,” I said. “You know…after we stop Snake Eyes and save the Outlands.”


“Great,” she said with a smile. “I can’t wait.”


And as we drifted off to sleep, I knew there was no way I was going back to Earth.










CHAPTER 16





MY DREAMS THAT night were…well, they were fucking weird.


We decided to lay low until we could figure out what to do with the helmet, and Sadie and I drifted off right after we finished fucking each other’s brains out. Normally I slept really well after sex—and I was definitely tired enough that I should have slept like a rock—but instead, I had recurring visions of Grimes leaning over Sadie, of Vanessa trapped in that apartment for years. I couldn’t stop thinking about how I had to save them, how they were counting on me...and how the other two women on my list, Chelle and Nox, probably needed something from me too.


My whole life, I’d never been needed like this.


In my world, people tended to go it alone. Especially when it came to women, they were more likely to tell me off for holding a door open for them than to ask for help. But here? Sadie needed me; and more than that, she wanted me. And she loved little displays of affection like that.


I had to help her, no matter what happened to me.


My last nightmare took me to the bathroom to splash cold water on my face, my whole body tense. I couldn’t shake the feeling that something was wrong, my skin crawling like someone was watching us. I leaned forward and let the water run for a moment before covering my face with my hands, the cold droplets instantly soothing me.


“Hi, Mr. Marston.”


I jerked my head up, my eyes widening when I caught sight of Vanessa standing behind me in the tacky gold bathroom mirror. She was still wearing her purple velvet robe, unbelted this time to reveal her ample cleavage, though the mirror cut off before I caught sight of anything below the waist. She leaned against the wall beside the shower cubicle, her arms crossed, black hair tumbling over her shoulder.


I whipped around to find that there was nothing there at all, but when I turned back to the mirror, she was still there.


“Am I…” I started. “Am I going crazy?”


Vanessa’s dark lips curled in a smirk, her eyelashes fluttering against her cheeks.


“Not any crazier than you already were,” she said.


“But you’re not here.”


“No, I’m in my room at the Lost Lady,” she said. “You know—the place you were going to help me escape from?”


“I’m trying, but Sadie was…” My fingers gripped the bathroom counter. “…Sadie was kidnapped.”


“And now you can see that Grimes is a psychopath,” Vanessa said, nodding. “He has to be stopped. By any means necessary.”


“Agreed,” I said. But an ugly thought crossed my mind, and I frowned. “Did you have something to do with her kidnapping?”


Her expression sobered; the only time I’d seen her this serious was when she’d told me Sadie was in trouble. “Of course not,” she said. “I’d never subject another person to that man’s sadism. You would…you would really think that of me?”


“Well, I don’t really know you,” I said.


The smirk was back on her face, then. In the brighter light of the bathroom, I realized that her eyes, which I’d first believed were black, were in fact a purple so dark that I could just barely make out the twinkling of geodes in her irises. “But you’d like to get to know me, wouldn’t you?”


“That’s…beside the point,” I said. “You know I need you for this mission. So are you going to help me?”


“That’s why I’m here,” she said. “You have in your possession something that I helped create. And I want you to bring it to me. Tonight, if possible, before Grimes decides it’s time to take his wrath out on me.”


“You helped make that helmet?” I asked. “But…Sadie said it hurt.”


“The process of unlinking the psychic connection between player and companion can be painful,” Vanessa said. “It’s an unfortunate side effect, but in this case, something that simply must be done.”


“Why did you help him?” I asked. “It’s…it’s evil. He’s evil.”


“Because I want to escape,” Vanessa hissed.


Her reaction was stronger than I’d anticipated, and I balked at her in the mirror. She seemed to realize at that moment that she’d lashed out, and she bit her lip. 


“Sorry,” she said. “I’ve been cooped up in that apartment for too long, and I’m…I’m ready to get out.”


I frowned. “Right…about that. How are you even here?”


“I forged a psychic connection with you while you were in my room,” she said. “The tea?”


Of course—the fucking tea. I shouldn’t have trusted Boomer when he said there wasn’t any woo woo shit going on, because this definitely qualified.


“So you’ve been watching me since I left the saloon?” I asked.


“More or less. I wanted to see what you would do when your friend was taken. To see if you were worthy.”


“And am I?”


Vanessa chuckled, baring her teeth. “I must admit that I think you are,” she said. “And what you’ve got in your heart is…well, almost as good as what you’re packing below the belt.”


She stepped forward soundlessly, and I had to remind myself she wasn’t really there when her arms slipped around my waist. I was still completely naked, and I was surprised to find that her touch whispered against my skin like a cool breeze. 


It felt even better when her warm breath puffed against my ear, tickling my neck. 


I closed my eyes when she pulled me in for a kiss, not caring that it was all some kind of strange illusion. Because I felt her lips against mine, soft and hot, and her tongue as she swept it across my mouth. I wanted to keep kissing her, but she withdrew with a whisper.


“Come to the Lost Lady, Finn Marston,” she said. “I’ll be waiting.”


And when I looked back at the mirror, she was gone, leaving me alone in the bathroom with the water still running. The only sign that she was there at all? 


The outline of lips in mulberry lipstick, marked on my cheek like a brand.










CHAPTER 17





“I’M GOING WITH you.”


I frowned as I got back into my clothes, Sadie watching me from across the bed. She’d just gotten up too, and was sifting through her duffel to find some new clothes. 


“No,” I said. “Especially now that Grimes knows what you are, you have a target on your back. It’s safer if you stay.”


“And what if he shows up here?” Sadie said. She pulled on her bra and panties before walking over to me to place a hand on my chest. “We’re safer together…plus, we get bonus experience for fighting together.”


“We…we do?” I said.


“Yeah,” she nodded. “Why else would players keep us around when we can’t level up without them?”


“I figured it was just for the mindblowing sex,” I grinned.


Sadie rolled her eyes, but the smile and blush on her face told me she’d thought it was funny too. Still, she set her shoulders and put her hands on her hips, gazing up at me with a stern expression.


“You’re…not going to let me just leave you here, are you?” I asked. 


“No way, Finn Marston,” she smiled. “You’re stuck with me.”

[image: ]


Stealth wasn’t an option as we returned to the Lost Lady Saloon.


We didn’t hesitate to gear up, bringing all the firepower we’d accumulated from our boss fight with Gearhead. There was a chance we’d have to confront Mr. Grimes, and I didn’t want us unprepared. Of course, I felt pretty damn unprepared. I was still only Level 3, having bumped up once more after rescuing Sadie, while I knew Grimes was Level 9. That was nothing in the grand scheme of things, sure, but it would be a tough fight.


And I couldn’t just reload my game if it all went to hell.


Sadie and I were quiet as we headed back to the Lost Lady in the dead of night, the strange helmet device attached to my belt. I didn’t know what was waiting for us there, but we were as prepared as we possibly could be, Gearhead’s gun slung over my shoulder and Sadie sporting a set of pistols we’d picked up from one of his goons. 


“This is a bad idea,” Boomer muttered from my belt. “I can only help you so much, kid, and you’re walking straight into a fight you can’t win.”


I gritted my teeth, addressing my response to both Boomer and Sadie. “The plan is to get to Vanessa as quickly as possible and get her free. Once she’s added to the team, we’ll almost definitely level up and we can use her powers to escape.”


“And what?” Boomer said. “You’re just going to walk through a saloon full of enemies to do that? Easier said than done.”


“We’ve got this,” Sadie said, ever the optimist.


I grinned at her.


Yeah. We could do this.


We were just a few minutes from the front door when we rounded a corner to cut down an alley, my HUD providing backroads through Oasis. On one hand, I was a little unsettled that Vanessa had managed to walk into my dreams…but on the other, I figured it was probably a good idea to get out of town as quickly as possible. After last night’s explosion and taking out two of Grimes’s men, I was sure Snake Eyes would send more generals to find us. Already, we were being forced to take to the shadows, one eye over our shoulders.


“Hey! Gunslinger!”


I snapped to attention, peering ahead at the source of the voice. There was a woman smoking a cigarette ahead, and a quick scan told me she was an NPC—and one that I’d met before.


Emily. The bartender at the Lost Lady.


We strode forward, Sadie giving me a nervous glance. I had a feeling we could trust her, but Sadie had gotten into some big trouble last time we’d talked to this woman. I had no way of knowing if she was partially responsible for ratting out Sadie.


“Hey,” she said, tilting her chin at us as we approached. “Vanessa said you’d be coming.”


“She did?” Sadie asked.


“Yeah,” Emily said. “There’s a back door to the Lost Lady. I’m here to take you to it.”


Boomer snickered, and I snorted.


Couldn’t help it.


Sadie shot me a teasing glare, prodding me in the shoulder. 


“Actually though…” I started. “Forgive me if this feels a little suspicious? There’s just a convenient back door to get in? If that’s the case, why didn’t Vanessa escape a long time ago?”


“She’ll be marked on Grimes’s map until she’s removed from his party,” Emily said. “It’s like a tracking device…there’s nowhere for her to go that he can’t find her.”


“And you?” I demanded. “Why are you helping us?”


“Because Vanessa promised us you’ll kill Grimes,” Emily said, her eyes hard. “And Snake Eyes too…and no one wants them ruling the Outlands. Not anymore. Not after all they’ve done.”


I looked at Sadie, who showed just a glimmer of hesitation before she nodded. “I don’t think we have any other options…but I trust her. We all want Snake Eyes gone.”


“So it’s settled,” I said. “We go with Emily?”


“We go with Emily,” Sadie nodded.


“Right,” Boomer snickered. “Through the back door.”










CHAPTER 18





IT HAD ONLY been a matter of hours and I was back to doing squats.


Well, not literally. But it turned out that the back door entrance to the Lost Lady needed a little more finessing.


And no, I didn’t miss the irony of that.


I also didn’t miss the irony in that it was located right next to the dumpster.


Emily used a key to let us in, then Sadie and I went forward alone into the dark corridors of the Lost Lady. It sounded like the party was still going in the bar, with men jeering and pounding music making the walls shake. I could also hear a few rustling sounds from just on the other side of the corridor wall—maybe rodents, or whatever the equivalent was on Mars. This had to be an old utility duct, with now defunct pipes running along the sides.


I could feel Vanessa tugging at my mind, her psychic powers warm and sultry. Yeah, it felt a little weird that she was basically fondling my brain, but it made me all the more motivated to go and get her. 


The glow of lights falling through a grate caught me by surprise, the size of it big enough that we would have to sneak past. We both jumped backward when a rattle sounded from it, then a face popped around the corner.


“Get in here, quick!” Vanessa said.


I exhaled, and felt a shuddering breath from Sadie. But we walked fast toward the light, finding that it let out behind a curtain in Vanessa’s room. 


“You nearly gave me a fucking heart attack,” I said.


Vanessa smirked. “Would have been a damn shame if your poor heart gave out before we could have some fun.”


The flirtation was clear, and for the first time I wondered if it would bother Sadie. A glance at her told me that she didn’t seem annoyed at all though; in fact, a blush colored her cheeks. 


“Did you bring the tiebreaker?” Vanessa asked.


I lifted up the helmet. “I’m assuming you’re talking about this thing.”


Her deep purple eyes focused on the helmet, her expression sobering. She took it, then turned around to walk to the sofa in the sitting room, which was covered with pillows and a blanket. Vanessa’s expression was tense when she sat down, looking up at us as she prepared to put on the weird device. 


“I may scream once the process starts,” she says. “You’re not to do anything to stop it…and your job is to keep whoever might come running out.”


It was only then that I noticed she’d already piled up furniture against the door, a solid wood dresser at the base with chairs and tables all around it. She was actually dressed this time around too—in skintight black jeans, a purple corset, and a white blouse. A little grey jacket hung by the grate we’d come through, primed for departure.


“You got ready ahead of time, I see,” I said. “So we’ll go back the way we came?”


“In and out through the back door,” Vanessa winked. “Seems like your style.”


Sadie giggled—she giggled—not a trace of jealousy on her face. I was going to have to ask her about this later, but for now, I zeroed in on Vanessa, who was holding the helmet in uncertainty.


“Hey,” I said. “This…isn’t gonna kill you or anything, is it?”


She shrugged.


“I guess we’re about to find out.”


Before I could stop her, the helmet was on her head, and she flipped a switch with a hard smile. Her body went limp, her eyes shutting, and I rushed to the couch if only to check her pulse. I could see her eyelids twitching though, as if in a dream, and I thought for a second the whole process might be quiet.


But nope.


I was wrong.


Really fucking wrong.


The first scream sent both Sadie and me staggering, our hands covering our ears. It was otherworldly—more like a banshee than a human being. It must have been related to her psychic powers, because every glass in the room shattered. Her eyes went wide all of a sudden, a purple glow emanating from them like flames, and her hand pointed desperately at a shelf behind us.


“Earmuffs!” she managed to say through gritted teeth.


I whipped around, my HUD scanning the wall behind us and landing on two highlighted items labeled as “gear.” I raced toward it with my hands still over my ears, and when I reached out, I realized they were big, fuzzy earmuffs. Each had +1 defense hovering over them. I didn’t care what they looked like; I grabbed a pair and lodged them over my ears, cautiously letting go…


It muffled the sound perfectly.


Which I should have known, given it’s literally in the name.


I tossed the other pair to Sadie, who caught them with a grateful smile before popping them on herself. She looked ridiculous, and I was sure I did too, but there was no time to worry about my fashion choices when it was the only extra armor I’d found so far.


“Hey kid, we’ve got incoming!” Boomer yelled, his voice somehow moving straight past the earmuffs. “Get into cover behind that dresser and let’s fuck ‘em up!”


Sadie and I sprinted for it, ducking with our shoulders against the solid wood. We exchanged a nervous glance as I watched the enemies roll in on my mini-map—fifteen men, just about, but they were only Level 1. I felt a rush of confidence as I lifted Boomer in my right hand and my elemental weapon in my other, nodding at Sadie.


“Let’s do this.”


We both stood tall, our guns trained on the enemies. They popped around corners left and right from the other private rooms, their guns blazing, but we knocked three out quick. A little chime sounded in my ear every time I killed one, a small shower of coins falling from the ceiling over the corpses. 


…at some point I was going to have to figure out how that worked.


But it really was like a game—almost like the old arcade games I used to play as a kid, with the plastic guns and curtained booths. I fell into the rhythm of it fast enough, a giddy sense of childlike glee taking over as I popped one after other, the enemies falling cartoonishly backward in a shower of coins.


“Shields down! Taking cover,” Sadie yelled.


“Gotcha!” I responded. 


I had this covered.


They continued to come in wave after wave, Level 1 enemies falling with every shot. I hooted in delight as I felled the final one, leaving a layer of bodies, blood, and coin on the hallway ahead of us.


“I think that was it, kid,” Boomer said. “We’re in the clear.”


Vanessa had stopped screaming, and I turned around to find her sitting up on the couch with bleary eyes, one hand gripping the seat behind her. “Cover the door?” I asked Sadie, and she nodded.


I rushed to Vanessa’s side, tearing off the earmuffs as I did, then taking her hand. “Are you okay?”


“Yeah,” she nodded. “But we need to get out of here. There’s no way that’s all he’s going to throw at us to keep me.”


A thud sounded down the hall and my blood ran cold.


Then another.


Like…footsteps.


“What the hell was that?” I asked.


Vanessa tried to stand, but she crumpled as soon as she was upright. I was barely able to catch her, one arm around her graceful shoulders. 


“Shit…it’s gotta be the Shredder.”


“That doesn’t sound good,” I said.


“Grimes doesn’t fight his own battles; but he’s gotten some solid companions to do it for him,” she said.


“So this is…this is what exactly?”


“A mutant—turned radioactive and angry in the war,” Vanessa said. “You’re going to have to add me to your party if we want to defeat him.”


“Are you sure?” I said. “I don’t want to lock you down just like Grimes did.”


“You’re not Grimes,” Vanessa said. “Do it, Finn, before it’s too late. It’ll give all three of us the boost we need to get out of this, and you won’t have to wear those stupid earmuffs anymore.”


“Finn, there’s something coming!” Sadie shouted, sheer panic in her voice.


I nodded. “Okay.”


Using my HUD, I rushed to open the menu, even as those thudding footsteps got closer. I selected Vanessa, then added her to my party, and the little 8-bit version of her appeared next to Sadie. And we got that extra stat boost—Level 5, +2 to shields and health, and a return to full health—which helped Vanessa get her footing, along with a new skill called Eldritch Scream. 


The last thought I had before that rush of white light was that Vanessa was still somehow hot in 8-bit.


Then her hands gripped my arms, and that familiar light enveloped us, glittering orbs surrounding me, Vanessa, and Sadie. Sadie gripped the piled furniture beside her and Vanessa tucked her head against my shoulder, shaking. I staggered back when I realized she was floating a little bit…but then she sagged again, falling to her feet before looking up at me, her purple eyes blazing with arcane fire.


“Let’s kill this bastard,” she said. 










CHAPTER 19





I WAS A Level 5 Gunslinger, and I was ready to take on anything with my girls at my side.


Vanessa strode to the grate, grabbing her jacket and a little satchel that rested on the ground. She threw on the garment—it looked like an army uniform, then fluffed her hair behind her. 


“Let’s take this fight out to the alley,” she said. “If we can get around him, it’ll be easier to fight him. In a space this small…”


“…he’ll crush us all,” I finished.


“Well, isn’t that what happens when you go through the back door?” Boomer piped up.


“Boomer, stop,” both Vanessa and I said at the same time.


“Wait, you can hear him? Completely now?” I said.


“Talk later,” Sadie said. “He’s coming!”


Boomer said something else, but it was muffled by our footsteps as we plowed through the grate and down the maintenance tunnel once again, heading for the shine of streetlights at the end. Vanessa led the way, Sadie in the middle, and I covered the rear, taking a glance back over my shoulder every so often. The heavy footsteps got closer and closer, thudding ominously, but I didn’t see anything, not even on my map.


And then a set of three talons clicked on the steel, and a massive head rounded the corner.


Boy, was he ugly.


The Shredder looked like something between a human and a mole rat, claws made for digging…or slicing through human flesh. It had a wide mouth of sharp fangs, and its eyes were grown over with flesh.


It was blind.


That didn’t make me feel any better.


It roared down the maintenance tunnel, then started to tear its way through the walls, too big to fit as it followed us. I turned to walk backward, pulling Gearhead’s shotgun from my back; this was a job for a bigger gun. I blasted one shot in it, and the thing just screamed and moved faster, its health barely dropping at all. There was no shield to speak of, just a massive health bar that left me a little nauseous.


This was…this was not good.


I almost would’ve preferred to fight Grimes to this thing.


“Finn, come on!” Vanessa screamed.


I whirled to follow the two women out into the alley. We ran for it, a car waiting just outside the door, Emily standing beside it with wide eyes. I’d almost hit the door when I fell forward, rubble blasting out from inside the maintenance hallway as the Shredder leapt over us…


…and grabbed Emily, smashing her limp form against the opposite wall with a sickening crunch.


“Emily!” Vanessa sobbed.


The monster leapt against the wall, dropping the NPC’s body and hissing at us through its sharp teeth. Its scream would have been more intimidating if I hadn’t just heard something worse from Vanessa, who unleashed that power now to staggering effect.


Literally. The Shredder fell to the ground with a thud, completely out of it, its tongue lolling out of its mouth.


“It’s vulnerable while stunned!” Boomer shouted. “Open fire!”


I didn’t wait for it to get up, laying into it with Gearhead’s shotgun. I watched as this time it actually made a difference—maybe it had some kind of psychic field I couldn’t see, protecting it while it was conscious. That would make sense, given that it was a mutant.


In fact, this was about the weirdest thing I’d seen in my time here so far, and I’d never encountered anything like this when I played the simulation.


Sadie joined me, and I realized Vanessa was fighting it too, hurling balls of purple flame at the creature. They flickered along its skin, dealing heavy damage. It was nice to have a mage in the party. 


The boss started to rise, bellowing again. This was the time for evasive maneuvering, and I suddenly found myself grateful that I’d already managed to level up my stealth a little bit; it also impacted agility, and I could roll and jump more easily.


I was going to need it.


I hopped over a swipe from the beast, trying to draw it away from the girls as I switched back to Boomer for faster shots. I let bullets fly, alternating between Boomer and incendiary rounds. Paralytic shots wouldn’t do shit to an enemy without a shield, but I figured I may as well catch it on fire. 


Which might have been a bad idea.


Everything else started to catch fire too: the walls, the rooftops. The Lost Lady itself went up in flames as we ran and dodged around the creature, which had dwindled to about two thirds of its health as we laid into it.


Not fast enough.


Fuck.


I went flying when it lashed out at me, claws scraping across my shields with a zing of static. I heard Sadie’s voice, but it was muffled, and then I watched as the creature whirled. My blood was pounding in my ears as it went for Sadie, but Vanessa jumped in the way, leaping at it with fists of flame. My head swam from where I’d knocked it on the hard gravel, a few pieces coming free as I blinked my eyes.


“Get up, kid!” Boomer shouted. “This isn’t even close to over. You need to use your new skill to stun that ugly fucker again!”


“How do I do that?” I demanded, getting to my feet. “My head is fucking killing me…”


“There’s time for that later,” Boomer said. “Point me at him, select the skill, and shoot!”


I did as I was told, aiming my weapon straight for the beast’s back. When I pulled the trigger, a sonic wave was unleashed from Boomer, not affecting the girls, but blowing out lights as it lashed forward to leave us lit only by the fire. The beast went limp again, groaning.


“Fuck yeah!” I screamed. “Light it up!”


We started throwing everything we had at it again, and I switched back to Gearhead’s shotgun. Still, I didn’t know when it was going to get up again, so I gave it a wide berth, and I figured that if this was a boss battle, this last round would be the absolute worst.


I wasn’t wrong. 


When the Shredder got back up again, it was covered in scorch marks, flames licking along its claws. It swiped at Sadie and caught her on the arm, making her scream as it burned her with those claws. I leapt forward, seeing her shield was in trouble, and the creature started to spin in a fast circle, its claws swiping wildly at us. Sadie rallied and we got on three sides of it, each drawing enough of its ire that it didn’t go for one of us individually.


It was working. I kept firing, my bullets finally making a mark on the ugly mutant. It roared, teeth and claws reaching for me as I leapt over one swipe, then ducked under another. When it lunged forward with gnashing teeth, I rolled to get out of the way, waiting for Boomer to recharge.


“Let’s do this, kid!” Boomer shouted.


I got to my feet, leveling my guns. The monster was barreling toward me, its hulking arms swinging, its claws glistening with fire. Sadie screamed, “Finn!”


And then I fired, this time with Shattering Blast.


The special attack was enough to take out the creature’s final hit points, shrapnel flying from the muzzle of the gun and ripping through the mutant. There wouldn’t be anything left of this monster when I was done with it, watching as metal tore through gnarled flesh and bone alike. It didn’t explode like Gearhead—the Shredder was too big for that—but the attack still cut it to bloody ribbons, its teeth no more than a few inches from my face.


I jumped backward when the corpse fell to the ground in front of me, its heavy skull resounding in the alley with a loud thud. As it hit, a little ping sounded in my ear, and a quick glance at my HUD told me I’d gone up yet another level. I stood in shock for just a moment before Sadie’s cry shook me out of it, and then Vanessa’s call of warning.


“Finn, we have to go!” Vanessa shouted. “Before the—oh fuck!”


I glanced over to see Sadie and Vanessa get in the car fast, but it was too late for me to reach it. Instead, I sprinted beneath an awning, where I watched coins started to rain from the sky. The gold bounced off of the Shredder’s prone corpse, guns falling too, outlined in green and blue per rarity. My eyes went wide when something outlined in purple fell too, and I waited until the barrage had ended to step forward.


It was…holy shit, it was fucking cool.


The weapon, labeled as “The Ravager,” looked like it had been fashioned out of one of the Shredder’s claws, jet black and sharp as a knife. The hilt was copper and leather, and I picked it up delicately to turn it over in my hands, careful not to cut myself.


“You just found a melee weapon,” Boomer said, his tone bored. “If you want to know how to use it…I don’t know, swing it at something mean and ugly.”


I was about to swing it into the monster’s corpse—why? I don’t know—but then a hand squeezed my arm, and I glanced over to find Sadie staring at me with wide eyes as Vanessa waited by the passenger side door.


“Finn,” Sadie said. “We have to go.”


“Right,” I said. “You’re right.”


We strode toward the car, where Sadie climbed into the back seat and I popped the trunk. I threw Gearhead’s shotgun and the Ravager inside before I rounded the side to hop into the driver’s seat. My gaze went first to Sadie, and then to Vanessa, and I was relieved to find that both seemed unharmed.


“So?” Vanessa said. “Where to?”


I turned on the car with a grin. 


“San Pedro.”
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CHAPTER 20





THE CITY OF San Pedro was about a three hour drive up the freeway, but we did it in two and a half, the sun rising over the acid sea until it glowed with green and blue flickering lights. A couple times, I almost thought I saw tentacles rising in front of the big yellow disc of the sun…but that couldn’t possibly be the case, right?


Out of all the cool hovercraft in Oasis, we had somehow ended up with another clunker. The old four-door sedan rumbled along the freeway, and when it jolted, Vanessa looked at me from the passenger seat with a mocking smile, her tongue flicking out over her lips. 


“Are you trying to turn me on, or is that just the road?” she purred.


My cheeks heated, but I just cocked an eyebrow at her. “Why can’t it be both?”


“Jeez, kid, can you please at least take the belt off before you talk that way with her?” Boomer groaned. “I don’t want to be right next to your package when…you know…”


“You know you can speak directly to me, right Boomer?” Vanessa said lightly. “I can hear you, after all.”


“Yeah, and I’m still trying to figure out how,” Boomer said. “You’re not a player, that’s for sure, but there’s something about you that has my gears all screwed up.”


“I often have that effect on men,” Vanessa said. 


I chuckled as she sighed and looked back out the window, then Sadie leaned forward between the seats.


“We should be coming up to San Pedro any minute here now,” the deputy said. “Just over this hill, if my map reads right.”


“Are you kidding me?” I asked. “We haven’t seen another car basically since we left Oasis, and you’re telling me there’s a whole city just beyond that hill.”


“Well, I said it was a city,” Sadie said. “Not a nice city. Not a thriving city. Just…a city.”


I took a deep breath and nodded. “Alright then…either of you two ever been there? I’m starting to get a little nervous now.”


“I was there three years ago,” Vanessa said. “It…well, it isn’t pretty. San Pedro is the last vestige of the Great War here on Mars.”


“Can’t say I know what that means,” I said.


“Oh,” she frowned. “Forgot you aren’t from here. Well, fifty years ago there was a massive war that destroyed the whole planet, except for—”


“No, I know what that part means,” I said. “I meant the ‘last vestige’ part.”


“Ah,” Vanessa said. “Right. It just means they’re still fighting.”


It was at that moment that we crested the hill, the sun shining from our right and the desert to our left. The bones of a city lay before us, skyscrapers rising to the clouds in lattices of scorched black metal. Some of those monoliths even had smoke plumes curling from their tops, the whole place seeming barely habitable.


A boom sounded from down in the valley, and I jerked back as an explosion made the windows rattle. “What the…people still live here? How did I not notice this in the simulation?”


“The simulation needed spots that worked as waystations,” Boomer said. “In real life…those places don’t really exist here in the Outlands.”


“And there are spots like that in the city, don’t get me wrong,” Vanessa said. “It’s not all-out war across the valley, and the old armies are more like gangs now. But the Techies and the Organics are still havin’ it out down there, in whatever way they can. I don’t think they’ll ever stop.”


I groaned, chewing on my lip. “Great,” I said. “And you, Sadie? You ever been to this lovely vacation spot?”


She went pale, her head shaking slightly. “No,” she said. “I’ve never even been out of Tombstone.”
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We couldn’t just check into a motel in San Pedro, not like we had in Oasis. This time around, we would have to go straight to our next companion’s door and beg her for her help in defeating Snake Eyes. I hoped there wouldn’t be another side quest involved with it…


…but if I knew video games, I was definitely going to have to do something to win her allegiance. 


We took as many backroads as we could, but Chelle Reyes’s clinic was in the very center of the city, and we were going to have to get into the action eventually. The explosions got closer and closer as we drove down the city streets, past what were clearly homes, some with even a little garden out front. The dissonance was strange—to see these people just living here, while a war was raging just a few streets away. And it gave me a false sense of security, my eyes constantly straying to the wartorn city rather than keeping my gaze on the road.


“Finn, watch out!” 


I swerved at the sound of Vanessa’s warning, but it wasn’t like there was anything I could do; a black van had just pulled directly in front of us, a mounted machine gunner out the top, spraying bullets at someone behind them. The whole sight was a shock for me, but then I got my feet under me and managed to grab a hold of the girls, my eyes wide.


“We have to go!” I screamed.


I flung myself out the driver’s door, Vanessa the passenger side. Sadie was frozen in the back, her eyes wide with terror, and I threw her door open and grabbed her by the shoulders, yanking her out on top of me just before the machine gunner spewed a few bullets our way.


It was indiscriminate. Deadly.


And he was going to fucking destroy my hard-earned loot.


I looked underneath the car to find that Vanessa had ducked into a nearby vacant building and was gesturing to us through the door. Staying on our stomachs, we army crawled around the back, and I held Sadie close when bullets flew over us again again. One caught me on the back of the leg, glancing off my shield, and I hissed out a breath when I realized they didn’t do much damage percentage-wise.


I was getting stronger.


“Get out of here!” I yelled at Sadie.


“You aren’t coming with us?” she said, her eyes wide.


“Nah,” I said. “I’ve got something to do here first.”


She grabbed me by the hand, her lower lip trembling. “Please be careful, Finn. We need you.”


I nodded, and then I hauled us both to our feet, sending Sadie toward Vanessa. I wasn’t ready to leave though; instead, I glued myself to the car, throwing up the shell of the trunk just in time to block another barrage. My heart pounded, but I wasn’t leaving here without my weapons. 


First, I grabbed Gearhead’s shotgun to sling it over my shoulder, then I gripped the Ravager in my left hand. I slammed the trunk shut with an instinctive victory holler, only to realize the machine gunner’s muzzle was trained right on me.


I didn’t know why, but I threw the blade up in front of me, cringing. Not like the blade was going to do anything.


But I didn’t feel a single bullet.


I opened my eyes slowly, surprised at the glare in front of me. Then I kept opening them, and realized it was the blade. Purple energy swung like a propeller around the end of the claw, blocking the bullets. 


And then it abruptly vanished.


“It’s recharging!” Boomer said. “Move your ass, kid!”


I sprinted for cover, joining Vanessa and Sadie inside the dark, abandoned building as Vanessa slammed the door shut behind us. The only light was my HUD until Vanessa snapped her fingers and a little glowing orb of purple appeared above us.


“What the…what the hell was that?” Vanessa said, her eyes glued to the melee weapon in my hand. “I thought it was just for bludgeoning.”


“Guess it’s for more than that,” I said. “Not a side effect I was expecting, but I’m not going to look a gift horse in the mouth.”


“Quite the gift,” Sadie snorted. “Looks like we’re going to have to find a new ride…again.”


I looked at my mini map for the first time since we’d had to bail on the car, only to realize that we were still a solid mile away from Chelle’s clinic. “Boomer, can you find us a way to get to Chelle without walking into danger? The streets around here don’t seem all that safe.”


“That’s the understatement of the century,” Boomer muttered. “Yeah…let me just…beep boop beep…”


The beeps came in his same obnoxious voice, and I frowned. 


“Is that you computing?”


“Fuck no,” Boomer said. “That was sarcasm. There’s no ‘safe way’ through San Pedro. You either take the dangerous path, or the other dangerous path.”


“Okay, great,” I said. “Can you show us the least dangerous path?”


Boomer snorted. “Yeah, that I can do,” he said. “Do you want zombies, or armored cars with mounted guns?”


“Did you just say zombies?” I gaped.


“They’re not exactly zombies,” Vanessa cut in. “Just people who had their brains blown out by the Pulse.”


“The Pulse?”


“Uh…yeah,” Sadie said. “The thing that wiped out most people’s ability to level up…you really don’t know about this?”


“I’m starting to think there are a lot of things I don’t know,” I mumbled. “The simulation wasn’t like this.”


“You keep talking about the simulation, and I have no idea what that means,” Vanessa said, one eyebrow raised. “Can we—”


“Later,” Boomer interrupted. “We’ve got a deadly city to navigate and a medic to find. Talk later.”


We kept saying we would talk later. The question was when exactly ‘later’ was, given that we were always in trouble.


“Well,” I said, looking at the girls. “What do you think? Zombies or armored cars?”


Vanessa shrugged. “My vote’s for zombies, given that the armored car out there almost took us out.”


“Sadie?” I said.


She paled. “I don’t like either one, but…I guess I’ll go with armored cars?”


“So I’m the deciding vote,” I said. I looked between the two of them, considering our options. This building, at least, seemed empty, while the streets outside were crawling with armed militants…so I finally shrugged my shoulders and nodded. 


“Alright. Zombies it is.”










CHAPTER 21





I KEPT MY shotgun in hand as we traversed the ruined buildings of the city, explosions continuing to go off outside as we walked and walked and walked. Voices sometimes mixed with the booms, or rapid gunfire. I quickly learned not to flinch, adjusting to the war zone faster than expected.


Sadie wasn’t doing nearly as well.


She kept close to my side, every step labored as we moved deeper into the city and toward Chelle’s clinic. Sadie’s left hand stayed wrapped around my bicep, her right holding her shotgun against her side just in case something came at us as. I sent Vanessa up ahead so I could keep an eye on her six—among other things—and sent her the path Boomer had mapped out on my HUD.


Only Vanessa’s purple magelight kept us from falling into darkness, hovering over our heads and casting the whole room in an eerie glow. I didn’t catch sight of anything that raised red flags—it was mostly just rubble and ruins inside, old office materials scattered across the floors of the skyscrapers. But there was a nasty smell of old, rotten meat that told me something had been living here more recently than I would have liked.


“There’s a door up ahead where you’ll need to pass through an alley between buildings, then into the apartments directly in front of you,” Boomer said. “Do a quick scan for enemies before you pass through, but I don’t think there’s any militants out there.”


“Should we take to the streets instead?” Sadie asked. “It sounds like things may have died down a little and we can go outside again.”


The snap of bullets sounded from just beyond the wall at her words, and her face fell. 


“Okay, maybe not,” she squeaked.


“Hey,” I said. “We haven’t run into any undead yet, right? Maybe we’ll get out of this without any more fighting, and we can take a break at the clinic.”


“Well, now you’ve jinxed it,” Vanessa drawled. “We’ll definitely run into some zombies at this point. And technically they’re not undead…”


“Yeah, I was gonna ask about that,” I said. “I need a little more explanation on what the hell you meant back there?”


“About the Pulse?” Vanessa said. “Yeah, I can fill you in, since you’re definitely not from around here. It all started with the war in 2580—”


“2580?” I asked. “Are we in the future?”


Sadie frowned. “What year is it where you’re from?”


“2022,” I said. “I’m…okay, I’m gonna need some time to unpack this. This whole time I thought I was crazy, but now I’m wondering if there’s more to that portal in my living room than I gave it credit for.”


“Portal in your living room?” Vanessa deadpanned. 


“You were serious about that?” Sadie asked. “I thought it was a joke.”


“Why would I joke about that?”


“I mean, it seems pretty preposterous.”


“Hey numbskulls, keep your eyes on the prize,” Boomer said. “The door is right here; crack it open and take a peek around before you cross the alley.”


I really needed to sit these two down and figure out what the hell was going on, but it would have to wait until we found somewhere safe. I abandoned the conversation and moved toward the door, ducking to look through where a stray bullet appeared to have blown a small hole in it. The light was so bright that it made me squint, and I had to blink to force my eyes to adjust.


The alley was empty, just some piled rubble outside as far as I could see. I didn’t even hear gunshots, so I turned over my shoulder to gesture at the girls. 


“We’re good,” I said. “Let’s move.”


I pulled the door open and we each knelt to shuffle forward, staying low. I didn’t want the militants that had attacked us earlier to see us here, not when they’d seemed all too eager to blow our heads off earlier. But my fears were for nothing—within seconds, we’d passed across the alley and through another door, shutting it with a thud behind us.


Quiet again.


Vanessa sent up another magelight to illuminate the space, which was almost identical to the one we’d just left. If I didn’t know this was real life, I might have thought it was a recycled environment, proof of lazy game design. But no—this was just what the remains of a city looked like, I guessed.


“So back to the Pulse,” I said. “Or the portal? Or…well, any of the other weird stuff going on here?”


“I’m more interested in what brought you to the Outlands,” Vanessa said. “I’m not sure if Sadie told you, but players don’t come here from other dimensions, or wherever the fuck you came from. They come here from other planets, and they use a teleporter to bring them into the game.”


“Oh,” I said. “So it’s like Westworld?”


“I don’t know what a ‘Westworld’ is, but sure,” Vanessa said. “The whole system is like this now—the rest of humanity lives on asteroid stations, and the planets are for fun. Not for us, of course, but for the players.”


“And the players are just people?”


“They’re Organics,” she said. “Only pure Organics are allowed to play the game and able to level up.”


My head was spinning. 


“So how the hell did I get here?”


“No clue,” Vanessa said. “But maybe your nifty little shit-talking pistol has some idea.”


“Boomer?” I said, glancing down at him. “Why didn’t you tell me about this?”


“Hey, I told you that I don’t have any inkling why you’re here,” Boomer grumbled. “The first thing I remember is being in your room and telling you to go through that portal. Beyond that, I don’t know shit.”


“This is not helpful,” I said.


“Yeah, I know,” Boomer said. “And if you keep running your mouths, we’re going to attract unwanted attention.”


“Oh shit,” Vanessa hissed.


We all stopped dead in our tracks, and I followed Vanessa’s gaze ahead. Lit in the purple of her magelight, a corpse leaned back against the wall, dressed in military fatigues. It was fresh, flies still buzzing around the body, but its face was mangled beyond recognition.


Not just mangled.


Eaten.


Sadie started trembling, her hand in a vice grip on my arm. I looked between the two girls and then took my shotgun in my right hand, my incendiary pistol in my left. “I take it that’s not a good sign,” I muttered, scanning the room.


“It really isn’t,” Vanessa said, then whirled around, her eyes wide.


“Run.”


A red marker appeared at the edge of my map, then another, and another. Soon, there were no less than ten enemy markers on the move toward us, and they seemed to be sprinting at an impossible speed.


I ran.


Sadie held onto me as we barreled forward, the magelight providing a woefully small amount of visibility. My eyes kept flicking toward the mini map on my HUD, checking frequently for any new enemies, but the ones already there were getting closer. We weren’t fast enough—there was no way we could be fast enough to escape these monsters, and I felt my gut tighten as they closed in on us. 


“You have to go without me!” I shouted. “Find Chelle and get help.”


“I’m not leaving you!” Sadie said, her eyes glimmering with tears.


“I’ve got this!” I said. “And we’re going to need help if we want to survive.”


I shoved Sadie ahead of me, swapping out the shotgun for Boomer and holding my incendiary gun in my other hand as I whirled. I caught sight of the first one a moment later, galloping toward me on all fours like an animal, teeth gnashing, only the whites of their eyes showing.


It was grotesque.


I sent an incendiary shot into him, and I was pleased to see zombies behaved the same way here as they did in most video games. Fire seemed to do the trick, eliciting a howl from that first creature, and I stumbled back when I caught sight of two more. But they didn’t go for me—rather, they fell on the one already on fire, chewing on charred skin with rumbling growls.


Holy shit.


It was so fucked up.


I kept firing, setting up a barbecue buffet for the zombies. And holy hell, they kept coming. Soon, there was a swarm of at least fifty on my mini map, but they were way more interested in eating each other than in little old me.


For now.


I turned around, riding out the adrenaline to carry me forward. I didn’t have any light, so I relied solely on my mini map, hoping that Boomer would chart a course for me that wouldn’t send me into freefall. The girls were gone, not even a trace of Vanessa’s magelight ahead.


Good. At least they would make it out of this alive.


I kept running, and watched as the zombies lost interest in the charbroiled feast and kept coming after me. They were gaining, too, faster than I liked, and I didn’t know how much longer I could hold them off with the same trick. They were getting more numerous too, more and more coming from the sides; in fact, there was one right next to me, gaining fast from my right.


Oh shit.


I didn’t turn in time to catch the zombie, which slammed into me from the right and sent me to the ground. I rolled to my back and blew a hole in the thing’s forehead, but they were already closing in from behind: the horde that would almost definitely kill me. I staggered to my feet, breathing hard, panic setting in at the realization that I was about to get killed by fucking zombies in a space western. 


A shot rang out ahead of me, whizzing past my cheek closer for comfort. Then another came, missing me again. I squinted, and saw a pinprick of light in the distance: a door. I ran for it, and barely noticed when my Agility increased with a little ping. 


There was a woman in the doorway: short, bronze-skinned, with honey blonde hair tied into a tight bun. She was wearing a white lab coat that barely concealed her big breasts, the buttons open halfway down her cleavage. And Sadie and Vanessa were with her, all three of them firing weapons and covering me. I grinned, the sight of the three of them helping me pick up speed, and finally dusted the zombies. 


“Move!” I screamed. “We’ve got to get the door shut!”


The girls did as they were told, making space for me to flee through the door, and then I was across the threshold and slamming the door shut. I went straight for the dumpster beside it and wheeled it over, blocking the way with a heavy sigh as I processed the fact that I’d almost just died.


“You don’t have to do that,” a voice said from behind me. “They won’t come out in the light.”


I turned to look at the newcomer, releasing the breath I’d been holding.


“You must be Chelle Reyes,” I said. “Nice to finally meet you.”










CHAPTER 22





CHELLE’S CLINIC LAY in the heart of the dead city, and it turned out that we hadn’t been far from it when the zombies attacked. Apparently that kind of thing was just another day at work for the battle-hardened medic, who drove us a short way in her armored car before leading us inside her clinic. 


Said clinic was the cleanest place I’d seen in San Pedro so far, a heavily guarded old hospital with barred windows and a solid metal door. Chelle swiped a card at the door and we followed her in as the doors slid open, revealing what looked like an army medic’s tent in the movies. Men in fatigues and women in nursing uniforms milled around in the lobby, ignoring us even though we were bedraggled and even bleeding a little bit. I could see why—pretty much everyone inside was in some state of disarray, a few people bleeding heavily and lying on cots. I caught sight of one guy who’d lost a hand, his eyes wide as he bled and bled.


This game had just gotten real. 


“The commissary is just up here,” Chelle said. “You can restock any supplies you need, and then I would get out of the city as quick as possible. The Organics and the Techies are at each other’s throats right now.”


I frowned, catching her by the wrist, and she turned her head to face me. Just like the other women I’d met here, she was real fucking pretty, her tan skin and golden hair accenting her green eyes and full lips. Even in her medic’s uniform, with her hair pulled back, she was gorgeous. 


“Actually, we came looking for you,” I said. “We want you to come with us.”


She stared at me, confused. “I’m sorry; who are you?”


Sadie stepped in to explain, her eyes wide and earnest. “He’s a player,” she said. “We’re taking on Snake Eyes, and we want your help.”


“Snake Eyes…” Chelle trailed off, shaking her head. “No. I’m needed here.”


“It’s a worthy cause,” Vanessa said. “He’s been wreaking havoc all over the Outlands, and killing people like us. Don’t you want to see him dead?”


“I don’t want to see anyone dead,” Chelle said with a grimace. “But out of power? Absolutely. That bastard is the one funding the Organics and keeping this gang war going.”


Well, that was an interesting development. I tried to piece together what I’d learned so far about where I was, how I’d gotten here, and why this war was being waged…but I couldn’t quite get everything organized, not when all this was getting increasingly bonkers.


“What do we have to do to get you on our side?” I asked.


She turned to lean against the counter, chewing on her lip. The pair of thick-rimmed glasses perched on her nose didn’t do anything to detract from her beauty, and I found myself staring before Vanessa elbowed me in the ribs.


“There is something I need,” Chelle said. “But it’s not going to be easy to get. And you might not make it out alive.”


Great.


Another side quest.


“We’ll do it,” I said. “Tell us more.”
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What she needed was a side quest with the feel of a main quest.


Mostly because of how dangerous it was.


Apparently, a group of aid workers had been transporting medical supplies across the city center via the abandoned buildings, and had run into a group of zombies in the dark. Only one of the workers had survived, badly wounded—but alive—and they told Chelle where those supplies had been left. The medic wanted us to go back for those lost supplies, claiming that she couldn’t leave the hospital until we’d gotten a hold of them.


It wasn’t just a life or death situation for us, but for every patient here who needed our help.


“Why can’t we just take your armored car to the nearest building entrance and take the supplies out that way?” I asked. “Seemed like you had all the resources you needed to defeat a whole army.”


“We’ve only got the one car, and it’s technically an ambulance,” Chelle said. “Plus, the armor on it is limited. Once the kinetic shields dwindle, anyone could take us out if they wanted. It really isn’t safe.”


“So why do you think we’re cut out for the job?” Vanessa asked. “When we fought those things before, they almost killed us. Finn was surrounded.”


“Because you have guns and skills…and because you’re a player,” Chelle said, meeting my eyes. “And you’re going to have plenty more power once I’ve joined your party.”


My eyebrows shot skyward. “Just like that?” I said. “You’ll join us that fast?”


“As long as you help us, yes,” Chelle said. “But I’m going to hold you to your promise to help me. You can’t just take me on as a Companion and then bail on the mission. Can I trust you?”


Vanessa suddenly reached forward, her hand gripping Chelle’s forearm. The medic stared at the soothsayer, Vanessa’s eyes sparkling in the sterile light of the hospital.


“He helped me,” Vanessa said. “And he helped Sadie too. Finn won’t let us down, he’s not that kind of man.”


Chelle breathed deeply, releasing it with a sigh. “It’s hard to believe a true Organic—a Player, especially—would be willing to help people like us.”


“I’m…not from around here,” I grinned. “Or anywhere close to here, actually.”


“Okay,” she said. “Well, it would be smart to stock up on supplies before we go. I’ll meet you here in the lobby tomorrow morning and that will give me some time to think it over before I…you know.”


“I get it,” I said. “We just met, and you’re being asked to bind yourself to me without an escape. And I just want you know that I’m really not the kind of guy that would try to control you, okay?”


“But that’s all players do,” Chelle said, giving me a bitter smile. “You’ll see soon enough.”










CHAPTER 23





WE WERE FINALLY getting a chance to gear up, and I was a kid in a candy shop.


After leaving our stuff in our room—which unfortunately consisted of two bunk beds, despite how badly I wanted to cuddle up with Sadie tonight—we made our way down to the commissary to check out their wares. While the hospital was short on medical supplies, they had more than enough guns and armor, which they said were partially salvage and partially donated by those who were treated here. The patients were mostly Techies, but I soon learned that most of the people here on Mars were; only some of them had decided to keep fighting the Organics army in the streets.


What I’d stumbled into was a hell of a lot more complicated than just a game. 


“So this isn’t just a fantasy world?” I said as we perused the commissary’s offerings, standing next to Sadie. “The whole system is like this?”


“It used to be different, according to legend,” Sadie said. “But for a couple centuries, humanity’s entire existence has consisted of Organics—the only people who can play the game—and the people inside the game, Techies. I figured you knew all that when you came into the game.”


“And you helped me because…?”


She shrugged. “I’d been waiting a long time, and you seemed more interested in helping than any of the ones who’d come before.”


“What did the others do?”


Sadie chewed on her lip. “Most of the time they just light things on fire…kill indiscriminately, kidnap, pillage. The usual.”


Her expression was so calm as she said it that it made my blood boil.


“But you’re people,” I said.


“Not according to Organics,” Sadie said. “Of course, we’re different. Companions are half-breeds, the forbidden children of Organics and Techies. It’s why we can level up—but only when we’re connected to one of you.”


Vanessa joined us as we stared down at a table of body armor, her eyes narrowed. “Now I’m just wondering where you come into this,” she said. “You said you’re from Earth…in 2022?”


“Yeah,” I said. “Trust me, I’m as confused as you are. I’m assuming time travel isn’t a thing here?”


“Not even a little bit,” Vanessa said. “I can basically do magic, and time travel even seems preposterous to me.”


I’d left Boomer in the room for a moment of relief, but I was going to have some questions for him later. “That’s the thing,” I said. “Even Boomer doesn’t seem to understand what’s going on, but I’m sure he has something to do with it. Sadie said you don’t have a lot of talking guns around here either.”


“Finn, we don’t even have a lot of bots on Mars, if you hadn’t noticed,” Sadie said. “Full synthetics were on the front lines of the Organic army in the war, and Techies don’t trust them unless we’ve hacked them ourselves…which has become a lot harder since the Pulse stopped us from leveling up.”


“Mr. Grimes never mentioned anything about what this all meant?” I asked Vanessa.


She shook her head. “Grimes knew as much as the rest of us—and I think he was from Ceres-9, if I’m remembering correctly. Just another millionaire from the asteroid belt who decided it would be more fun to live in the game than stay in the real world.”


“But this is the real world.”


“Like I said, it’s the real world for us,” Sadie said. “But to them? It’s all a game.”


I sobered, putting a hand on Sadie’s shoulder. “We’re going to save the Outlands, Sadie,” I said. “I’m starting to think I’m here for a reason, and you’re the best chance we’ve got to make this work.”


“You mean that?” she said, her eyes sparkling. She’d seemed rattled the past few days, and I knew that it must have been hard to leave Tombstone.


“Of course I do,” I said. “I wouldn’t lie to you, babe.”


She nestled into my chest, letting me loop my arm around her shoulders as Vanessa surveyed the armor on the table.


“So,” Vanessa said. “You gonna get anything?”


“Oh yeah,” I nodded. I looked at the labels on the items, everything showing exactly how it would affect my stats. A leather chest harness caught my eye, gun belts across the chest, while a pauldron made of something that shimmered like moonstone was second on my list. The harness would provide +2 to my agility, while the pauldron gave a solid +3 to my shields—which I sorely needed, especially if we were going into dangerous territory.


“What’s this made of?” I asked the clerk, gesturing at the pauldron. 


He raised his brows. “Moonglass,” he said. “Comes from Jupiter, but it can get pricy.”


I grinned. “Lucky for you, I am flush with coins.”


I reached for the pouch I’d started carrying, originally given to me by Sadie back in Tombstone. I didn’t know how it worked, but the coins could be carried in large amounts without adding any weight, just like in a video game, and I’d wracked up quite the account balance with all the rewards from our battles. “How much?” I said.


“Five hundred,” he scoffed. “And you can’t haggle—holy shit…”


His jaw dropped as I let the coins jingle to the table, his eyes wide. Some even bounced to the floor, making others in the room stop and stare.


“Okay,” he said. “I was wrong.”


“And the harness?” I asked.


“Two hundred,” he said. “But can you just transfer the balance, if you wouldn’t mind? It’s gonna be a bitch to clean all this up.”


I gave him a sheepish grin. “Sorry,” I said. “I didn’t know…”


“It’s cool, it’s cool,” the clerk said. “But if you wouldn’t mind giving me a hand…?”


“Right,” I said. “I’ll get right on it.”










CHAPTER 24





I COULDN’T SLEEP at all that night. I tossed and turned in my bottom bunk, Sadie above, Vanessa across the room. All I could think about was the zombies in the dead city, and how we were about to go straight into their lair.


There were more monsters on Mars than I’d anticipated, and it didn’t leave me feeling great about our prospects of survival. 


My eyes snapped open in the dead of night, the sound of rustling coming from the bunk opposite me. I looked across the room and through the filtered moonlight to see Vanessa looking right at me. It was hot in the barracks, and I’d stripped down to nothing more than a pair of shorts, throwing the sheets off in the night.


Vanessa lay on her side, her black hair tumbling over the side of the bed, the sheet draped over her hips like she was some kind of marble sculpture. She wore only a black, satiny bra, her tits nearly falling out, a purple gemstone sparkling between them. I didn’t know if she was wearing any pants, but if the pale hip exposed by the sheets was any indication, she wasn’t.


“Can’t sleep either?” I asked, rolling onto my side to face her.


She moved her head to look out the window, her violet eyes flickering with inner fire. “It’s my first night away from the Lost Lady in three years,” she said. “I didn’t think it would be this hard to sleep, but…” She trailed off. “I guess even a cage can start to feel comfortable after a while.”


“Doesn’t help that they put us in these damn bunks,” I said. “I would’ve preferred a nice place to sleep after the week I’ve had. Hard to believe I’ve only been here that long.”


“Time has a way of slipping in the Outlands,” Vanessa said. “Trust me. I would know.”


“Where are you from originally?” I asked.


“Very far away,” she smiled. “But that’s a story for another time. Too many racing thoughts tonight.”


“What’s on your mind?” I asked.


“Nothing in particular,” she said. “I just…honestly, I always sleep naked. Can’t get a single wink in with this damn thing hugging my ribs.”


My mouth went dry as she tugged at it, her tits jiggling sensuously. Nothing came free—to my dismay—but my eyes stayed glued on her chest, and the way her narrow waist curved into wide hips, alabaster skin smooth and soft.


When my eyes met hers again, she was biting her lip, her eyelashes fluttering. She wanted this, I realized. She was just waiting for me to make a move.


But Sadie…


Maybe it would be fine. If we were quiet.


“I can think of a few ways to get more comfortable,” I said cautiously. “Unwind a little?”


Her tongue swipes over her lips, slowly enough that I could imagine the same feeling on my dick. “What did you have in mind?” she asked.


I sat up and put my feet on the floor, my heart pounding in my chest. Vanessa’s eyes stayed locked on mine as I got up and prowled across that small space, a smirk growing on her lips. It was only when I’d reached her that her eyes flickered over my shoulder, and I turned with a start to find that Sadie was wide awake.


I opened my mouth to explain, but Vanessa’s hand had just found my dick through my boxers, lithe fingers wrapping fully around my growing erection. Sadie had a pink blush on her face, but she didn’t look mad; in fact, her hand had slid down her body and was circling over one of her tits, her lips biting into her teeth.


“Care to join us?” Vanessa asked, and my jaw dropped when Sadie shook her head.


“Go ahead,” she said. “I just…I think I just wanna watch.”


Holy shit.


Things were a lot different here than they were on Earth. 


I wanted to ask what this all meant, why they were okay with it, how they didn’t get jealous…but I couldn’t think straight when Vanessa sat up, her fingers sliding beneath the waist of my boxers, then pulling them down. I was already so hard that it almost hurt, and the only relief I could find came when she wrapped her lips around me and teased at the head of my cock with her tongue, her hands beside her on the bed.


Where Sadie had been hesitant, Vanessa was completely sure of herself. She swirled her tongue around me once, twice, then licked a long line from base to tip, her fingers digging into the mattress at her sides. I braced myself on the metal bar of the top bunk, gripping it tight as I struggled to hold back. In my experience, most girls didn’t like it when you fucked their throat right off the bat, but Vanessa wasn’t doing anything to stop me. 


My hips twitched when she did that same thing, licking me from base to tip, her lips wrapping around me than withdrawing with a pop. She gazed up at me through dark lashes, a giggle falling over her lips.


“Do you like me here or do you want me on my knees?” she asked.


Fuuuuuck.


I absolutely did not have an answer for that. Her words alone were almost enough to make me come, but I held back, knowing she had more in store for me. Her hand came around me, then, and she stroked me slowly, her eyes trained on mine.


“If I get on my knees, Sadie can watch,” Vanessa said. “I bet she’d love to watch me suck your dick.”


It was like a game, and I would have thought Vanessa was being cruel if this wasn’t already so strange. But Sadie’s strangled voice came from behind me, and when I glanced back at her, I realized her hand had drifted below the sheet.


“Yeah,” Sadie moaned. “I want to watch. I want to learn how to do it better.”


This had to be a fucking dream.


And if it was a dream? Well, in that case…


…fuck it.


“On your knees, then, I guess,” I mumbled. It wasn’t commanding like I knew she wanted, but there was going to be a learning curve to all this. Vanessa did as she was told, sliding onto the floor between the bunks, and as soon as the sheet fell away, I realized she’d been naked the whole time. Her pussy was shaved in a neat little V, the small thatch of hair as dark as the night, and I couldn’t help but imagine what it was going to be like to sink my dick into that heat…


“You get that later,” Vanessa said, like she was reading my mind. “Right now, I want you to fuck my mouth.”


I just let out a strangled, stuttering noise, unable to do much else. I’d been taught to respect women, but this was a whole other kind of woman. Vanessa’s expression went shy all of a sudden, and she bit her lip. “Do you…do you not want this?” she asked quietly. 


I didn’t have any other choice.


I grabbed her by the hair, tugging gently as I stepped forward and pressed my dick against her lips. Vanessa opened her mouth, and I felt her pleasured laughter when I sunk deep inside, all the way against her throat. She gagged on it, her eyes watering, but I pushed deeper, deeper, as deep as she could take it. Her tongue moved against me, her lips wrapping around me, her cheeks sucking in until I could feel her touching every inch of me.


She gave me the slightest nod when I withdrew, both of us gasping. 


“Just like that,” she rasped.


I fisted my hand in her hair and kept going.


And fuck, it was incredible. I had never felt like this before—like she was at my beck and call, like I could do anything I wanted to her and she would take it all and love it. I thrust into her mouth over and over, watching as her lips turned redder, her cheeks flushed, her eyes bright and sly and tearing at the corners. I kept my pace slow enough that I could take in every detail, feel every slip of her lips against my shaft, her hands still on the floor beside her in a show of surrender. 


Her tits bounced up and down as I plunged into her throat, and I was only able to slow down to wrench myself free as she gasped. Vanessa didn’t make a move to clear the spit shining on her chin, a line of it trickling into her breasts.


“Take that off,” I said. “I want to see your tits.”


My voice surprised even me. But this was the new Finn Marston—sheriff of the Outlands, slayer of beasts. Vanessa grinned, biting her lip, and went for the front clasp of her bra.


“Wanna fuck them?” she asked, her eyes on me. 


“Fuck yes I do,” I said. 


Her tits came free, and I pushed her to the floor, positioning myself over her chest. I heard Sadie gasp from the top bunk, a little whimper drifting over the two of us on the floor, and it made me even wilder with lust as Vanessa pressed her tits together to surround my dick. They were soft and wet from her own saliva, my dick still dripping from her mouth, and I slid between her with a perfect amount of friction.


Her eyes rolled back when I plucked at her hard nipples, rolling them between my fingers, flicking them, teasing them. As I fucked between her tits, she met each thrust with a flick of her tongue, sometimes taking me back into her mouth with a pop. I’d felt the simmering tension between us since we’d met, but this was something entirely new, and so much better. I couldn’t take it, I needed to be inside her…


I didn’t ask for permission, moving my hand down to find her core drenched with need. I slid down her body, kissing the whole way, tasting that velvet flesh, and sucked a nipple into my mouth as I slammed into her. 


Vanessa keened, her pussy clenching around me, tight and so wet that I couldn’t breathe. I held myself over her with a hand on either side of her shoulders, watching as she unleashed a laugh of pleasure, her voice so sensual that it made me roll my hips even deeper.


“Let me get on top,” she said. “I’ve been dying to ride you since the first time I laid eyes on you.”


Without a moment’s thought, I flipped her over, staying lodged inside of her. Vanessa’s knees hit the floor with enough force to bruise, but she started to roll her hips against me instantly, her fingers splayed across my chest, her long hair brushing my thighs. I held her hips tight, and she let me control the pace, feeling the way she slid around me. The friction built and built, and my eyes snapped open as I felt a flicker of something like electricity along my arms. 


Her eyes were glowing. 


She was…she was on fire.


But it didn’t hurt. It was like a vibration, emanating from her and surrounding me, like her whole body was built for pleasure. I let myself fall into that, watching with awe and desire as flickering purple fire engulfed us both.


And then I saw Sadie.


The brunette was perched on the top bunk, her legs spread, her hand thrust into her panties as she desperately touched herself. She rolled her head back and then cried out as she came, my name on her lips.


It was enough to take me there too.


I slammed into Vanessa and let myself go inside her as she shuddered, thrusting her hips desperately, needy, almost violent. The whole room felt like it was melting, molding, darkening until it was just the three of us in some kind of strange triad, purple fire sizzling between us. Vanessa’s inner walls clenched around me once more, and then the light abruptly went out as she slumped against me.


We breathed heavily in the small, hot room—all three of us together, Sadie’s feet still dangling over the edge of the bed. I felt a mad impulse to have her too, right here and now, but I was exhausted.


“Let’s just put the pillows and blanket on the floor,” Sadie whispered from the top bunk. “I want…I want to sleep with both of you, if that’s okay. I don’t think I can get any sleep without that.”


“Yeah,” I said. “That would be great.”


So we pulled the blankets off the beds and made a nest on the floor. And it was with Vanessa on one side and Sadie on the other that I finally got some damn sleep.










CHAPTER 25





WAKING UP WITH two beautiful women draped over you is a damn fine way to start the day, even when you’re planning on taking on a horde of zombies in the afternoon.


I hadn’t even really managed to get a good night’s sleep in—not when Vanessa kept waking me up with her hand on my dick, Sadie’s lips brushing against my throat. The little brunette didn’t join us a single time, preferring to watch rather than participate, but I saw the growing interest on her face as Vanessa rode me until dawn.


At the very least, the mad hope for a threesome would help me survive the hellscape of San Pedro. 


Chelle met us in the lobby of the hospital, as promised. She wasn’t in her uniform anymore, but in army pants and a tight white t-shirt, with a white armband sporting a red cross. She gave matching armbands to the rest of us, to let enemy combatants know we were medics if worse came to worst, she said.


“Worst” seemed to be a relative term around here, though I was pleased to find that the armband gave me a +10% bonus to health.


Adding Chelle to my party wasn’t intimate like it had been with Sadie, or hurried like with Vanessa. We stood at the hospital doors as Chelle looked at me nervously, her mouth pressed into a thin line. “So how do we do this?” she asked.


“It just takes a second, and it’s actually shockingly easy,” I said. “But Chelle? You don’t have to do this, you know.”


She frowned. “I thought you said you needed me.”


“We do,” I said. “But I don’t really feel comfortable forcing you into this, especially now that I know how serious it is, I get it if you don’t want to. And even if you do—for the bonus, I mean—you don’t have to come with us.”


I could feel the girls’ eyes trained on us, Sadie nodding a little in approval, Vanessa pinching the bridge of her nose. If I’d been able to measure their approval ratings like in a video game, I felt like I would have seen Sadie with a little plus sign over her head, Vanessa clearly in the negative.


Chelle chewed on her lip, then sighed as she came to a decision. “I won’t send you out there without the healing and shields boosts I can provide, but…I’ll decide about coming with you after this is done.”


Vanessa groaned, to which Chelle replied with a roll of her eyes. Just like in video games, it looked like I was going to have to work around the girls’ very different personalities…with the added problem that so far, they’d all seemed really horny. If it was even a problem, I supposed.


I wondered if Chelle would be the same way, and found myself fantasizing about what she looked like underneath the plain clothes.


“Alright,” I said. “I’m adding you now. This might feel…a little weird.”


I was already navigating to the menu and selecting Chelle to fill in that empty space when she said, “Wait, weird how?”


My mouth opened, and then the familiar sparkling white light erupted around us. Whereas the other two women had gripped my arm as the dazzling sensation of a party add surrounded us, Chelle stumbled back, glaring at me like I’d insulted her as her lips parted and her chest heaved. I could see the light filtering through her t-shirt between her tits, and gulped when I realized she wasn’t wearing a bra, her nipples just barely visible in dark circles beneath the white fabric.


Now was not an ideal time to get a boner, I told myself.


The light ebbed away as I got the expected level and bonuses: I was now level 7, with a permanent +10% bump to Health. I got a special skill, too: Second Wind, which would allow me to instantly refill my health if I killed an enemy within thirty seconds of going down for good. I realized the benefits of having Chelle on my team instantly, grinning a little as I scrolled through the new stuff. 


She didn’t seem to see the advantage. Chelle stepped forward and shoved me in the shoulder, and I frowned as I found fury on her face. “You could have warned me!” she hissed.


“I did,” I scoffed. “Sorry—it’s normally weird in a good way.”


“I didn’t care for that at all,” Chelle shuddered. “But we should get going. Time is short, and we need to use what daylight we have to get to the supplies. Once it gets dark…well, we don’t want to be out on the streets after dark.”

[image: ]


The sun had barely broken over the skyline, setting the city streets ablaze with gold, by the time we set off by foot from the hospital. I was pleased to find that our medic’s armbands provided each of us with a +1 bonus to Health, so our stats were really starting to get up there. Compared to when I’d fought Gearhead, I was practically invincible. We’d just have to see how we did against the zombie hordes.


I wasn’t much looking forward to that.


But we walked deep into the city anyway, following Chelle as she strode ahead of us. It was strange having her in my party—with the other two women, we’d had instant chemistry, but Chelle didn’t seem nearly as interested in joining us. I quickened my pace to catch up to her, combing a stray lock of brown hair back from my forehead as I came out of my jog.


“Hey,” I said.


She didn’t so much as glance at me. “Hey.”


“Are we…good?” I said. “I swear I would’ve warned you about that feeling earlier if I’d thought it would hurt or something. I’ve never seen it be so unpleasant before, but I’ve only done it with two other people.”


I was rambling. But that was the effect Chelle had on me—the girl with the kind of no-nonsense attitude that had always left me in the lurch.


“It didn’t feel bad,” she said. Her grip tightened on the assault rifle in her hands, her shoulders tensing beneath the straps of her camo backpack. “It felt good. Too good. And I can’t do with you what you do with them.”


My eyes opened wide. “Whoa, whoa…that’s not what this is about.”


“It’s not?” Chelle said, her green eyes narrow. “Because I’ve met Organics before. And when it comes to pretty young Companions like us, that’s always what it’s about.”


Her tone was accusatory—hostile, even—and I glowered at the harsh judgement. Was she some kind of puritanical nurse or something? 


“What I do in the bedroom with Vanessa and Sadie has absolutely nothing to do with defeating Snake Eyes,” I said. “And it’s not a requirement. We do it because we like it. I would never force someone into that.”


It would have been an opportune moment to say something snarky about never having to force someone, but I didn’t think that would help.


Chelle’s glare softened, then she blinked. “I’m…I’m sorry,” she said. “I get defensive about these things. My sister was—”


She paused, stopping dead in her tracks, and I raised my brows. I was just about to ask what was wrong when I heard it too.


A motor, and wheels on gravel.


“Shit,” Chelle cursed. “Time to get inside; that’ll be the Organic patrol, and they’re early. You all ready?”


Sadie nodded, her face set. She had a greater air of confidence around her today, and I’d made sure to buy her a kinetic enhancer to increase her shields. The device was mounted in a leather strap that went across her chest, squeezing her tits together under her cropped jacket. Vanessa, meanwhile, was as cool as usual, though she now wore a pair of velvet gloves that, apparently, had some kind of tech on them to increase the power of her magic. 


And me? I was still wearing the pauldron and harness I’d bought last night, along with my trusty sheriff’s hat and badge. I couldn’t say I’d have kept wearing them if there wasn’t a positive effect on my stats, though; it felt a little absurd, given that I’d spent all of twenty-four hours in Tombstone.


“Alright,” Chelle said. “We go through here, and then we hope that the Organics don’t run into any Techies. If they do, and we hear gunfire…?” —she grimaced— “Then we have to take the whole journey through the city. I’m transferring the location to your HUDS just in case we don’t make it back alive.”


“Whoa,” I said. “You think it’s that likely?”


Chelle sighed. “There are thousands of Pulse zombies leftover in the city, and most of them have congregated at its center. It would be stranger if we all survived.”










CHAPTER 26





IT DIDN’T FEEL great to be back in the winding maze of old office buildings at the city center, especially when I now knew what lived here. The lack of any zombies in the first hour didn’t set me at ease either; I could see evidence of their presence all over the place, half-eaten carcasses of animals and soldiers scattered in random corners, and even some partially devoured zombies themselves. 


I hadn’t gotten a good look at them before, but I quickly realized that the zombies were all fairly old—at least fifty. They looked just like normal people too, if a normal person left work one day and never did a single human thing again. Their teeth were rotten, their eyes empty, their skin covered in welts and boils. 


These really were the living victims of some disaster decades ago.


We didn’t dare speak, not when something could be lurking in the darkness. But Boomer couldn’t be heard by anyone else, other than Vanessa, and he wouldn’t shut the fuck up.


“Can’t believe you kept me locked in that room all night,” Boomer grumbled. “You know, I could hear what you were doing through my internal mic, even if you didn’t have me on. Would have liked to have gotten at least a little bit of a show if you were going to keep me up all night with your sex noises.”


Vanessa glared over, but kept her lips sealed shut. She was pissed; I would be too. I was, in fact. And I wondered if there was any way that I could get Boomer swapped out for a gun that wouldn’t give me so much attitude. 


“No, you can’t,” Boomer said. “As much as I would love it if we could part ways and live our little happily ever afters, you’re stuck with me. Because I’m the one who operates your HUD, if that hadn’t processed yet.”


Could he…?


“Can I hear your thoughts?” Boomer said. “Yes. Otherwise, I wouldn’t be able to select menus for you.”


I didn’t know if that was convenient or if it would make him an even bigger pain in the ass.


Probably both.


“Oh, you wanted me to pass on a message to Vanessa?” Boomer said. 


My eyes went wide, and I glanced over at Vanessa and vigorously shook my head. But Boomer kept talking. “Nah, it’s okay, I think she’ll like it. Hey Vanessa!”


The dark-haired vixen looked over, the black leather hugging her curves doing incredible things for her, even in the shadows. 


“Finn says it was nice and all, but fucking Sadie was better.”


What the fuck? I thought at Boomer, clenching my fist. I shook my head at Vanessa, but she just tossed her hair with a smirk.


I think she’s pretty confident in her abilities.


“Want me to pass that message on too?” Boomer said. “Hey Vanessa! Finn says you’re a real slut!”


Jeez. I didn’t know what Boomer’s problem was with Vanessa, but now was not the time to split up our group. Not that she could leave anyway; she’d promised she’d stick around until we defeated Snake Eyes, and she seemed to want it just as much as I did.


“I don’t like her because there’s something wrong about her,” Boomer said in response to my thoughts. He was whispering now, but I had the feeling Vanessa could still hear him. “It’s…I can’t place it. But I don’t trust her, kid.”


Well, she’s in our party, so we don’t really have a choice, I thought.


“Aw; our party?” Boomer said, exaggerated emotion in his crackling voice. “I didn’t know you cared.”


I paused when I saw Chelle put up a fist ahead of us, her head turned to the side, blonde curls coming loose from her bun and brushing her tan neck. We stood in complete silence for a moment, the only sound the occasional puff of breath from one of us. The hair on the back of my neck stood on end as I listened, a scraping sound and distant gunfire setting my teeth on edge.


I didn’t even hear it, didn’t see it, before it had leapt on Chelle.


A shadow came out of the darkness and Chelle was on her side in a heartbeat, then rolling onto her back. She didn’t scream, but let out a quiet squeak, the sound so understated that it almost made me laugh. I barreled forward, past the other tow women, and reached for her attacker’s shoulder to pull them off.


The thing got back to its feet, and at first I was grateful that it had at least left Chelle alone. But then it was attacking me instead, claw-like fingernails glancing against my shield with a hiss of static. Each of its strikes did barely anything, but if we encountered a group of these things, I knew we would be done for. I threw it off of me fairly easily, my shield the only thing between me and its gnashing teeth and talons. The zombie went tumbling backward, falling on its back and I raised Boomer to put a bullet in its head with a resounding crack.


My ears rang for just a moment, then Chelle’s hand was on my arm, shaking me. “Why did you do that?” she demanded.


“I…” I paused. “I killed it. I thought that’s what we needed to do.”


“And now they all know exactly where we are,” Chelle hissed.


I heard it a second later: the scraping of bare feet on concrete floors, the shifting of discarded papers, and the groan of horrible, rasping voices. 


“We’ve gotta get out of here,” I whispered.


“Agreed; we jog the rest of the way,” Chelle said. She fiddled in her pack, then pulled out a syringe for each of us. “This will bump your stamina up for the next hour.”


To my surprise, Sadie nodded and injected herself right away, the needle going into her arm as she hissed. Her pupils dilated after a couple seconds, then Vanessa did the same, as did Chelle. 


We needed to move.


So I did it too.


The impact was immediate, my heart thundering for a minute before I started to feel sharper, stronger, faster. I clenched my fists, then holstered Boomer and pulled out my shotgun. I could hear the zombies coming for us from behind, from the sides, and it seemed the only way was forward.


“I’ll keep an eye on our flank,” I said. “Let’s go.”


Chelle started forward, Sadie behind her, and Vanessa in front of me. I could hear the zombies getting closer, my pulse pounding in my ears, our footsteps scuffing on the floor. 


And then—movement.


The closest zombie had caught up to us, and I turned and let loose a blast into its chest, sending it flying backward. At the same time, one went for Vanessa, and she lit it up with purple flame. Sadie shot at one to our left with her own shotgun, while Chelle kept moving forward, forward, almost glowing with white light in the wake of taking whatever she’d given us in those syringes. 


Another zombie, then two, then three, emerged from the dark. My HUD processed the stats on each one, and they were weak enough to one-shot, but there were so many. They appeared on my mini map in a cloud of red markers, flashing in warning, telling me this was dangerous. But there was nothing I could do but keep walking backward, hoping the girls would be safe.


Chelle screamed, and I whipped around to see that four zombies had come out of nowhere and pinned her to the ground. I could see her shields dwindling in my HUD, already at less than half strength, and I raced forward to help her, swapping out my shotgun for the Ravager. I swung at the closest zombie like I was swinging a baseball bat, knocking its head clear off with the sharp talon, and then I steeled myself as the other three noticed me. They left Chelle alone, and I swung at one, then another. For the last, I pressed forward, hacking at it with the sharp end of the Ravager as the horde approached from behind.


I jogged back to Chelle and extended my hand. “You okay?”


She nodded, and only hesitantly took it, before whispering, “Thank you.”


I blinked as a flare of purple light erupted from behind us, and shielded my eyes to see that Vanessa had drawn a line of flame between us and the zombies. They didn’t hesitate to cross it, but they did catch on fire, again drawing the attention of others who fell on them like they were starving. Sadie caught my arm as Vanessa backed up slowly, her hands shaking a little.


“She’s weak!” Sadie said. “She needs help!”


I rushed to catch Vanessa as she crumpled, then I slung her arm over my shoulders as we ran for the unlit exit sign at the end of the old office building lobby. The zombies were still behind us, screaming now, sounding like a pack of lunatics. The door wasn’t close enough, we were going to die, I was completely convinced…


…and then Chelle flung the door open and we stumbled out into the light. All I could see was white for a minute, blinking desperately to clear my mind after the total darkness of the building.


Then gunfire erupted from our left, a mounted turret prepared to fire on us. I guessed we’d made enough noise to attract the attention of the zombies and the militias, which…wasn’t great. A few stray bullets zinged off our kinetic shields as Chelle ran for another door, me still hauling Vanessa along with us. 


“If I die this quick after getting away from Grimes, I’m going to be real pissed,” Vanessa said. “This…wasn’t worth it.”


“Stay with me,” I said. “We’ll get inside and get you a healing hypo. What the hell happened back there?”


“There were too many,” she said. “I had to use all my reserves to fight them off. It’s not easy to produce that much infernal flame.”


Infernal flame? I was going to have to ask her about that later.


But not now. We hustled inside the next building and slammed the door shut behind us, each of us breathing heavily. Chelle fussed with her bag, immediately moving toward Vanessa as the witch slumped to the floor. 


“What’s wrong?” Chelle asked. “Are you okay?”


“Exhaustion,” Vanessa said. “It’s fine. But…you might have to leave me here.”


“No fucking way,” I said. “We’re not leaving you.”


“The cache is just ahead,” Chelle said. “We should have gotten through the worst of it back there. As far as I know, the last team working on this trapped most of the horde across the street.”


“And they won’t come here?” I asked, standing protectively over Vanessa with my arms crossed. 


Chelle shook her head. “Check your map, but I think we’re in the clear. We just need to make our way to the supply cache and load up as much as we can in our duffels.”


I looked from Vanessa to Sadie, who stood with her arms crossed, chewing on her lip. 


“I’ll stay with her while you go ahead with Chelle,” Sadie said quietly. “I won’t let anything happen to her while she’s weak.”


“Sadie, are you sure?” I said, taking her hand. 


She nodded. “You’ll be back in just a few minutes, right?” she said. “And it’ll be okay. I’ll contact you via your HUD if anything goes wrong.”


I didn’t like this—not at all—but I didn’t see another option. Vanessa was clearly too weak to come with us, and the healing hypo couldn’t do anything to refill her energy reserves. She needed a break, at least for a second.


“Okay,” I said finally. “But stay right here and call me right away if something happens.”


“I will,” Sadie said with a brave smile.


I bent to kiss her, her hands squeezing mine, and realized that I’d really come to like this girl. She was even better than I’d imagined, sweeter and smarter and so brave that I could barely believe how lucky I was. Chelle was staring down at her feet when I pulled away from Sadie, but gave us space as I knelt beside Vanessa and put my hand on her shoulder.


“We’ll be right back,” I said. “Don’t die, okay?”


“I’ve survived a lot more than you know,” Vanessa nodded. “We’ll be fine.”


Yeah…another loaded statement that demanded lots of questions.


I stood and looked at Chelle, taking my shotgun in my hands in preparation for anything that might come at us. It seemed the close range weapon was my best option when zombies could come out of nowhere.


“Which way?” I said.


“Just about half a mile inside,” Chelle said, tilting her head over her left shoulder as she took her assault rifle in hand. “Let’s do this.”










CHAPTER 27





“WHAT SHOULD WE expect up here?” I murmured, staying close to Chelle. We’d only been walking for a few minutes, but I could see the tense set of her shoulders, the way her hands trembled on the rifle.


“I don’t really know,” she said. “There’s a slim chance other factions may have found the supply cache, which would…not be great.”


“Other factions?” I said. “Such as…?”


“The Organic and Techie militias would be our first concern,” Chelle said. “But beyond that, there are others in the city—gangs, simple looters, and of course one or two players who come to San Pedro just to revel in the chaos. That would, of course, be the worst case scenario.”


“Wait a second,” I said. “There are players here?”


“There are always players in every city on Mars,” Chelle said. “It’s just a matter of knowing where to look. They don’t normally talk to us like we’re people—just use and abuse us, then go off to blow more shit up.”


“If that’s the case, then how are there so many Companions that haven’t been claimed?” I said. “Seems like you’d all have been snatched up by now.”


“It’s simple,” Chelle said. “We hide. Because if we don’t, chances are that we’ll end up with a player who has bad intentions.”


The way she said it made me think she’d encountered more than a few players with “bad intentions,” and that the term itself was a lot darker than she made it seem. 


“You mentioned something about your sister earlier,” I said quietly. “Was she…?”


Chelle nodded, her jaw tight. “Companion stats run through family lines, so my sister and my mother were both like me,” she said. “And my sister…she ended up with someone bad. Not just bad like kept her captive. Not just made her do horrible things. He did all of that, and then he killed her.”


She sniffled a little, swiping desperately at the single tear that dripped down her cheek.


“Sorry,” she said. “I’m not normally…I don’t know why I’m acting like this.”


“Could be the party add,” I shrugged. “I think it changes the way you think and feel. But I just want you to know that I’m not judging you. It’s okay to let it out.”


“Pretty rich coming from a guy who’s never truly suffered in his life,” she scoffed.


I groaned. “Why do you have to do that?” I said. “I’m trying to be nice to you, I’ve saved your life twice now, and you just—”


I paused, listening to the slight echo of sound from ahead. 


“What was that?” I whispered.


Chelle frowned, going completely still. “I hear it too.”


“You just can’t win with this girl, can you?” Boomer piped up.


Cut it out, I’m trying to listen, I thought.


And then I heard it again. Definitely voices, and not zombies this time. There was somebody up there, and they were intelligent.


“Shit,” Chelle hissed. “I’m starting to wonder if this is going to be worth it.”


I frowned. “You said people at the hospital would die without these supplies.”


“They will,” she said. “But I recognize that voice, and it’s not good.”


“What do you mean?”


She shuddered. “That’s a player up there, probably with one of his companions. And Finn…these people are dangerous.”


“And you know this guy?”


“Unfortunately, yes,” she said. “It’s…well, it’s the man that killed my sister two months ago.”


Two months? I hadn’t realized it was that recent. But I put my hand on her shoulder, gazing into her green eyes. “In that case, it sounds like some retribution is in order, doesn’t it?” I said.


She nodded, her gaze steely. “Yeah,” she said. “I think it is.”


We kept walking, staying in a crouch. My legs were definitely starting to get more muscular now, which I guessed meant that my Stealth skill was going up. Chelle wasn’t quite as quiet, but we made do as I drew Boomer and my incendiary weapon.


“You should really name that thing,” Boomer said as we crept forward. “Doesn’t seem fair that it doesn’t get a name just because it isn’t sentient.”


I didn’t know you cared, I thought.


“Hey, who else is gonna stand up for all gunkind?” Boomer quipped.


Okay…how about Fire…er.


“Are you fucking kidding me?”


Scorcher? I thought.


He chuckled. “Bingo.”


Bingo?


“That’s not what I…fuck, that’s definitely what you’re going to call it now, isn’t it?” he said.


I barely suppressed a laugh.


And I was grateful for it, because my anxiety was mounting at the prospect of taking on this player. If any of my suspicions about Chelle’s sister’s death were accurate, this guy was a real sadist, and I wasn’t looking forward to taking him on. I tried to remind myself that I’d fought the likes of Gearhead and the Shredder now, and that I had all the tools I needed to kill this player.


He deserved it, too.


Light spilled around the corner and we glued ourselves to the wall, keeping to the shadows. I went first, peeking around just enough so that my HUD could analyze the two men inside before I ducked back around. My screen took a second to process the data, but I swallowed hard when I was able to read it.


Yeah…he was Level 10.


Level 10, and totally decked out in loot. 


Neil Murtry. 


He sat on a crate in the center of the room, his back to me, a shock of white blond hair on his head. He was slim and bony, wearing a big set of armor on his torso and leather pants. I could see just one hand, with which he held a knife and picked dirt out from under his nails.


Sure, he didn’t look like much, but with that level?


I was fucked.


But that’s what I’d thought with Gearhead, too. I could do this. With Boomer’s help, and Chelle’s Second Wind skill, we would be able to do this. 


The better news was that his companion seemed to be nothing more than a simple soldier class, dressed in the militia uniform of the Organics. If I understood the situation correctly, it didn’t make a whole lot of sense for a Companion to side with the full humans…but I was still learning the rules and politics of Planet Lawless. 


I turned toward Chelle and lowered my voice as we headed just a slight way down the corridor again. “I’ll take the right, you take the left. Try and knock out his companion first, and I’ll focus on Murtry.”


“You sure?” Chelle said. “He’s tough.”


“I’m positive,” I said. “Let’s punish that son-of-a-bitch.”


She nodded.


“Okay,” she said. “I’m ready.”


I could see it in her green eyes—that she was more than ready to take on the asshole who’d killed her sister. I nodded back to her and started to turn, but she caught me by the wrist.


“Finn,” she started, biting her lip. “I’m sorry that I…reacted badly to being added to your party. With everything that happened to Yara…”


That must have been her sister. I turned my arm to squeeze her hand. “I gotcha,” I said. “It’s hard. But hopefully this will help.”


“I don’t want to be afraid anymore,” she whispered.


“With me, you won’t have any reason to be afraid,” I said.


I hoped that was true.










CHAPTER 28





THE ROOM WAS big, with the roof caving in to leave little spotlights open to the sky. It was nice that the last people transporting it must have left it in a convenient spot—there wouldn’t be any zombies here, at least while it was light outside. Neil Harlow sat on the crate, his shoulders hunched, his near-white hair looking slightly electric. In fact, his whole aesthetic was a little spooky, pale and grey even from behind. His buddy, a bulky guy in fatigues and an olive green army cap, was rooting around in one of the crates, his movements the only sound in the whole place.


“Hey boss!” the Companion said. “Guess what I just found?”


Neil hopped off the crate and strolled over to his Companion, walking away from us. They both bent over to see what was inside, a slight glow emanating from the bin.


“Holy shit,” Neil said in a British accent. “Is that a fucking rocket launcher?”


The Companion chuckled in a dumb voice, a hehehe sound that made me hold back a snort. If this was all we were going to have to deal with, what could go wrong?


“Get that thing out of there and pick up as much ammo as you can,” Neil said. “Maybe with this weapon we can finally blast our way through the hospital doors and I can get what’s mine.”


I chanced a glance at Chelle off to my left, where she was creeping around to get into a defensive position behind a pile of metal crates. She shut her eyes tight, taking cover and gripping her gun. 


It seemed like she had every reason to be afraid.


I had to stop this guy.


“I think that’s all the guns,” the Companion said. “What about the meds?”


“Burn them,” Neil said. “I don’t want the Reyes clinic getting any of these supplies. That withholding bitch can go to hell for all I care.”


“Yeah, right,” the Companion said, though I thought I caught a tinge of doubt in his voice. “I’ll burn ‘em then…”


“We’ve got enough healing hypos at our base to last us for a year if we want to stay in San Pedro, but I’ll probably just go back to Pantheon,” Neil said. “This place is a shithole anyway, full of uptight women. Not worth my time when there are plenty of willing NPCs in the capital city.”


It just seemed to get worse and worse? Boomer scoffed from where I held him in my right hand, saying the words out loud that I’d been thinking this whole time.


“Wow,” he said. “This guy really sucks.”


“Tell me about it,” I muttered.


And froze, as Neil’s head jerked my way.


“Hey!” he said. “Is someone there?”


Well, there was no time like the present.


I stepped out into the light, holding my hands up. Boomer was inclined to help me with my quickdraw abilities, and I knew that Chelle was covering me. Plus, I didn’t want him to pay any attention to her, not after the heinous things he’d said.


“Just passing through,” I said.


Neil narrowed his eyes, cocking his head to the side.


“You…you’re the guy,” he said.


“The guy?” I repeated.


His eyes flitted to my badge, and his Companion came to stand behind him, the big man’s arms crossed. Neil just kept his hand on his holster, his pale grey eyes trained on me.


“Yeah, the guy,” he said. “The guy who pissed off Grimes.” He grinned widely and I was a little disgusted to find that his teeth were incredibly crooked and yellow, the most colorful thing on his whole face. “You’re Pantheon’s most wanted, but we don’t even know your name.”


“Oh,” I said with a grin. “It’s uh…” I couldn’t think of a reason not to tell him. “Finn. Finn Marston.”


“I wouldn’t be spreading that around if I were you,” Neil smirked. “Seeing as how Snake Eyes wants you dead, and you’ve got some of the prettiest damn Companions out there. Would be a shame if those women ended up in the wrong hands.”


My blood boiled, and I couldn’t control how my expression shifted. I lowered my hands slightly, but Neil seemed over-confident enough that he didn’t care if I reached for my weapons.


“Don’t fucking talk about them that way,” I warned.


“Aw, look who caught feelings,” Neil scoffed. “You know they’re not people, right, Marston? They’re basically just…androids. Enough tech to make them less than. They don’t care about you, they just want you to protect them.”


I couldn’t say I really gave a shit. As far as I could tell, those women were people. They had lives, and wanted things, and had families. Just like people did.


“I’m really looking forward to killing this bastard,” Boomer said.


I nodded imperceptibly. 


“Same,” I muttered.


I reached for Boomer and Bingo before Neil could move, diving to my right and into cover as I let a shot fly. It hit Neil’s shield with a flicker of blue static and the man let out an animalistic scream of frustration as the battle began.


“I’ll fucking kill you!” Neil shouted.


“You can try!” I laughed.


I had this.


I had to have this.


I swung around cover and fired at him twice more, sending a paralytic shot from Bingo at Neil’s companion. I could at least keep the companion stunned and unable to help while I focused on Neil, and make things a little easier on Chelle. She was still tucked against cover, biding her time while I handled the other player.


That was good. I needed her to be my secret weapon.


Neil opened fire on me with the SMG he’d had holstered on his back, the bullets firing in a rapid succession until the crates behind me started to crack and chip away. I rolled across to new cover, but his Agility was higher than mine, and he managed to knock out a few points of my shield. 


“Shit,” I cursed as he chuckled.


“Oh, you have no idea how bad this is about to get,” Neil said, his voice echoing around the empty office lobby. His feet scuffed on the papers—his stealth must not be quite as high. I could use that to my advantage. “You’re new to this game, Finn Marston, and I’ve been here for ages. I might be a Griefer, but I’m good at what I do.”


Griefers? Those assholes were still around? I rolled my eyes, holding tight to boomer and my elemental weapon, then heard another set of footsteps join Neil’s as his Companion woke back up.


“Where are they, boss?” the Companion said in a low voice.


“Gotta be around here somewhere,” Murtry growled. “Keep looking, Arlo.”


Arlo?


I guessed it was a good thing I’d been doing all those squats. They couldn’t find me, not with my stealth skill so high. I thought back to all the times I’d managed to knock out higher level enemies in video games over the years using stealth, then I shuffled over to another row of crates.


Is there any way to use stealth to get attack bonuses? I thought to Boomer.


“Yeah, of course,” Boomer said. “If you manage a sneak attack, you can neutralize an enemy of a lower level in one hit—like you did at Grimes’s shack. Same level, you get a +500% bonus. Higher, you get diminishing returns. Based on Murtry’s level, you could probably swing a +200% bonus.”


Awesome, I thought. So I could take out his companion fast, then maybe steal his rocket launcher?


“Sounds like your brand,” Boomer grumbled. “Stealth through half of it then cause as much of a ruckus as possible?”


I grinned.


This was doable, as long as I stayed low and quiet.


It was starting to get dark in the lobby, the sun setting and lighting everything in red and orange. The whole room stank of blood, and it occurred to me suddenly that this place must have been crawling with Pulse Zombies at some point, which was less than good. I wondered how much time we had before the zombies came after us, and if I might be able to use it to my advantage.


Better not to find out.


“Oh Finn…?” Murtry said in a sing-song voice, the rasp of his vocal cords harsh in the silence of the room. “Where are you?”


I poked my head around the corner, grateful to find that I was getting closer to the Companion, Arlo. He was staring dumbly into the distance, still gripping the rocket launcher. If he turned around now, there was a good chance he would annihilate me as I approached, but I figured he couldn’t be all that fast with his build. I reached for my knife, ready to plunge it into Arlo’s back.


Now was my chance.


I ran forward, staying low, my feet impossibly quiet on the cracked marble of the office building. I heard a sharp inhale from the corner of the room, where I knew Chelle was hiding, and it was unfortunately the thing that gave me away, Murtry whipping around with his SMG drawn. 


But I was already behind Arlo, and I stabbed him between the ribs, drawing out a haggard breath. He must have been a lower level than I realized—though I’d thought companions always leveled with their Players—because he dropped the rocket launcher right away and sagged against me. And fuck, he was heavy, but his mass was the only thing between me and a flurry of bullets.


Murtry didn’t do so much as flinch; he just laughed, his eyes a pale grey that seemed to suck up all the color in the room, even with the flare of sunset over us. He stepped forward, and my gut twisted when I realized that it seemed his armor was made out of skin—skin that I could only hope wasn’t human. I held Arlo in front of me, gritting my teeth as I walked slowly backward, knowing I would have to abandon the fucking rocket launcher.


“Using him as a shield?” Murtry chuckled. “You think I give a shit about him? I told you, they’re not people.”


Arlo was gasping for breath and I felt a surge of nausea as hot blood seeped into my shirt. “You’re an asshole,” I shouted, starting to pant.


“Tick tock, Marston,” Murtry said. “And…” He looked down at his wrist, where a watch would have been if he were wearing one. “Ding! Out of time.”


“What?” I said.


And then pain wracked my whole body. 


My HUD flashed in alarm as my shields rapidly depleted, the whole world exploding in a burst of toxic purple light. Murtry laughed—cackled almost—as I went down, my ears ringing, falling to my knee with Arlo’s body still between us. My shields weren’t recharging, and it occurred to me that there was a good chance now was the moment I got killed.


“He has some kind of shield zapper, Finn!” Boomer was screaming as sound came back to me. “You gotta run!”


“My head is killing me,” I said. 


“Fucking move!” 


If Boomer’s voice didn’t convince me, the gunshots did.


Murtry unleashed a spray of bullets at me and I scrambled, diving behind a stack of crates. He was laughing and laughing, and Chelle was nowhere to be found. That was good—I didn’t want her getting killed along with me—but I was still fucking scared, and I tried to catch my breath as I hid in the shadows.


“Come out, come out, wherever you are!” Murtry said. “I don’t need a useless fucking Companion to get me strong enough to kill you. I can do it myself.”


“Or maybe they just don’t like you!” I shouted back.


Yeah, it might not have been a good idea to provoke him, but I couldn’t help it.


He growled and I heard his pace increase, and it was at that moment that I saw it. A door opened up into a hallway ahead of me, cloaked entirely in darkness, and in the shadows, a strange, gaunt figure stood. Their eyes glimmered, the whites of their eyes the only thing visible, and it only took me a moment to realize there were dozens of them lined up, patiently waiting.


Pulse Zombies.


Waiting for sunset.


Fuck.


This was really, really bad. We needed to take care of Murtry and get the supplies and get the hell out of here before the zombies were everywhere. Chelle had said that there was a car waiting at a rendezvous point on the other side of the building, and I could only hope we would make it in time.


My heart was pounding, and a voice roaring in my head. And as I recognized the zombies, I recognized that voice, too: Vanessa, speaking directly to my thoughts like she had the night we rescued her.


We’re headed your way, she was saying. Stay safe.


I could do this. I had my girls at my side, and I was ready to take on the fucking world.


And Murtry deserved to die.


I rushed toward another crate, hoping to disorient him again, keeping an eye on him. I took potshots as I went, using Boomer to send shots zooming toward him. My shield wasn’t regenerating, but his powers weren’t either, so I had more than enough chances to strike. Chelle stayed hidden, which I was grateful for, as I was able to whittle him down until his shield broke while keeping her as my secret weapon.


“Come out!” Murtry screamed, scraping a hand through his white hair. “You can’t hide forever!”


He was right.


I couldn’t. The sun was setting.


But I’d just positioned myself right behind him.


I got out of cover and raced forward, Boomer in my right hand as I reached my left toward Murtry. I had Shattering Blast ready to go, and I was just about to send that +500% shot blasting into his back when he whipped around and—


He fucking got me.


A shot right in the heart, quickly depleting my health. His Attack score was too high, my Health too low, and I fell to my knees. I heard Chelle cry out as my vision started to go black, but then a bright light flared at the corners of my eyes, and red letters flashed across my HUD. 


Kill or die, kill or die, kill or die…


Second wind.


I had to take him out if I wanted to stand a chance at survival.


I raised Boomer with a shaking hand, and Murtry reached to stop me—but then another shot rang out, and Murtry whipped around as if he was in slow motion. Through my bleary eyes, I saw Chelle rising from behind the crates, her face desperate, a flare of light shining at the muzzle of her assault rifle. Murtry jerked once, but the shot was only enough to barely ding at his health.


But his back was to me.


I pressed Boomer to his back and fired, Shattering Blast annihilating any piece of Murtry that had ever existed. I saw his eyes widen in surprise as he turned, just before his head popped off in a horrifyingly cartoonish spray of blood that flew into my face. I was dying, I was dying with him, this power was bullshit…


But I got up. I got up, and I felt…well, a little sore, but otherwise fine.


And I didn’t care when gold started to rain from the sky. 


Coins pelted me from above, like a blessing from the cruel gaming gods that ruled this place. I just let it land, holding my palms open, accepting the fact that I’d just faced death and survived. I even started to laugh a little when my HUD dinged I went up two levels, all the XP from facing a higher level enemy hitting me all at once.


I was alive.


And I was starting to think I was the luckiest man in the world.










CHAPTER 29





CHELLE RACED TOWARD me and flung her arms around my neck, not caring that I was covered in blood. She was sobbing, her tears soaking into my already blood-stained shirt, and I patted her on the back in shock.


I was pretty sure I’d just come back from the dead.


“You did it!” she sobbed, drawing back. “That bastard is dead, and it’s all thanks to you.”


I patted her shoulder, wincing a little at where she pressed on a still-fresh wound. “Yeah, that’s awesome and all, but I think I need a healing hypo,” I grunted.


Her eyes went wide and she reached into her pack to yank out a hypo. She plunged it into my arm without delay, and I barely felt the sharp needle in my arm compared to all the places I was hurting. 


“Thanks,” I mumbled, letting the healing effects course through me. “But Chelle—we have to hurry. There are zombies…”


“I know, I saw them,” she nodded.


Then we got to work.


Vanessa and Sadie arrived a couple minutes later, and together, we loaded up as many medical supplies as we could carry. And we put on loot as we did, only taking what we could wear: some brown combat boots that would give me +3 to agility, which I sorely needed, and gloves that would provide +2 to stealth. I was getting to be pretty sneaky, and I had to admit that I liked it that way.


Sadie picked up a pair of gloves that increased her attack, and a tactical vest that added to her agility, and Vanessa grabbed a scarf to wrap around her hair, though I really couldn’t see what good that would do. It didn’t seem like the soothsayer really had all that much she could use around here, given that her powers were all supposedly innate.


“Glad you’re okay,” Vanessa said, brushing past me as she headed toward another crate. “I thought I’d lost you for a second. I couldn’t feel you in my mind and it…well, it scared me.”


I squeezed her hand with a grin. “Apparently I’m pretty lucky,” I said.


She smirked. “Let’s hope that luck holds out.”


The sun had nearly set when Chelle approached Murtry’s remains, the whole room cast in dying light. The fight had taken place over maybe ten minutes, even if it had felt like forever. I came up behind her, the blood drying on my shirt as I started to feel a little bit better.


She bent and picked up a loose arm, her expression completely sober as she yanked the armband off of the dismembered limb. It was just like hers, and she flipped it inside out to reveal the initials YR scribbled inside in permanent marker. Chelle’s eyes watered and then she swiped viciously at her tears, flicking them away.


“Your sister’s?” I asked, putting a hand on her shoulder. 


She nodded. “Yeah, but…I don’t have time to tell you about it right now.”


“That’s okay,” I said. “I didn’t expect you to.”


A groan sounded from the corridor and both our eyes snapped toward it, finding Vanessa staring intently into the darkness. Her hands moved and then a short line of purple flame ignited between us and the zombies, Sadie shouldering her duffel and giving us a nod.


“Time to get out of here,” I said.


Chelle nodded her agreement and we all grabbed our bags full of loot, heading toward the exit. It was getting dark fast, and the rocket launcher was the last thing I grabbed as we ran for the door.


It was a good thing I did. 


The sun sank below the skyline as we burst through the door, and it occurred to me then that the streets were going to be crawling with zombies soon. Chelle ran for a truck idling a few blocks away, and together we climbed in, me jumping into the back with my meds, my new gear, and of course, my new gun.


And then they started to come out of the woodwork.


The streets were empty of militias right now only because this is when the zombies came out to play. They poured from the doors as we peeled out back toward the hospital, running at us with preternatural speed. They started to gain on us, their gangly limbs contorted at odd angles and their jaws unhinged. 


Maybe I needed to protect us.


Maybe, after the day I had, I just wanted to blow shit up. 


I lined up the rocket launcher, the barrel on the back of the truck, and fired with a loud boom at the zombies. A flare of light shot from the launcher, and then it all went up in a blaze of light, zombies screaming in the flames. I couldn’t help but let out a holler of excitement at the explosion, the little kid in me whooping in delight as we zoomed away.


We were going to escape.


We had escaped a zombie horde.


And I was on top of the world.










CHAPTER 30





THE HOSPITAL WAS quieter that night than it had been before we left, many of the most severely wounded patients already on the mend with the new healing hypos. They didn’t work as well on Techies, apparently—all a result of Organic meddling—but the work we’d done had helped. I wandered the halls down to the commissary after dark, leaving an exhausted Vanessa and Sadie in our room, still nestled together in the blankets and pillows we’d laid out on the floor.


I didn’t know where I was going. I just needed a second to think after all the strangeness of the past week. Everything I thought I knew about the way the world worked was wrong, and I still had so much to learn about the planet where I’d ended up. I’d gone from a dead-end job at a call center to being the hero of Mars.


And at this point, I wasn’t sure if I wanted to go back to Earth.


I guessed that was the end goal—to beat the game and go home through the portal that supposedly existed on Pantheon.


But there was a hell of a lot more here for me than there was where I came from.


A door swung open ahead of me and warm light poured into the dark hallway, lighting the sterile white walls in gold. I squinted at the source of the light to find Chelle looking at me around the door, though I almost didn’t recognize her with her hair down. She blinked tiredly and then gestured at me.


“I was just about to come find you,” she said. “Wanna come in?”


I nodded and stepped into the office, finding a tiny little space crammed with a big desk and an old office chair in the corner. A futuristic—or, I guess, present-day—computer sat on the desk, along with stacks of papers. Chelle walked away from me a few steps before turning around and leaning against the desk, one hip resting on the surface. She was only wearing a pair of thin, satiny sweats and a white tank top, underneath which I could clearly see her brown nipples. 


Did every woman here have an amazing rack…? I thought.


I was glad Boomer wasn’t around to listen.


Chelle crossed her arms and chewed on her lip, her glasses sliding slightly down her nose. Her hair fell in short curls around her shoulders, honey blonde and silky soft, wilder than I’d expected. I guessed that was why she kept it up all the time—so it wasn’t getting in the way.


So no one could pull it.


“Can’t sleep?” I asked, leaning against the wall behind me. It was clear of any decorations; Chelle didn’t seem like the type to plaster her personal space with clutter if it wasn’t related to business. 


“I’m still wired,” she said. “I can’t stop thinking about Yara—my sister.”


I raised my brows. “Do you want to talk about it?”


“I haven’t for a long time, but…yeah, I think I do,” she said. Chelle looked me in the eye, and I could see that she’d been crying, her sockets ringed with red. “Yara and I ran the clinic here together for years, and when Murtry took her on as a Companion, we hoped for the best. But then he turned out to be a psychopath.”


I couldn’t talk—couldn’t make myself respond when it seemed like this was too raw. She didn’t say anything either, picking at her nails instead, so I finally opened my mouth. “You…you don’t have to tell me.”


“I want to,” she said. Chelle squeezed her eyes shut, inhaled, and exhaled, her breasts heaving. “Murtry was interested in our physiology. He wanted records on Companions from the hospital, and when we wouldn’t give them to him, he…he experimented on her. Then he dumped her at our doorstep and said he’d be back.”


“Was she…?”


“Already dead,” Chelle said. She had a brave, bitter smile on her face when she raised her eyes to mine. “But Murtry got what was coming to him, thanks to you.”


I shook my head, and tentatively stepped forward to put my hand on her shoulder. “I’m sorry you had to go through that, Chelle,” I said. “And I want you to know that you don’t owe me anything. I’m glad I could help. I’m just…trying to figure out what my place is in this world.”


“Me too,” she said. “Which is why I’ve decided to come with you.”


I did a double take. “Wait a minute—are you sure?”


“I’m positive,” she laughed. “After seeing what you and your team were willing to do, and especially after watching you take on Murtry even though any other man would have backed out when they saw it was too dangerous…I don’t want you to do this alone. And given how reckless you are, you clearly need a medic.”


It was the first time I’d caught even a hint of humor from her, and I couldn’t help but laugh. It helped lighten the mood in the room, and I saw a little color come back to her cheeks as she laughed with me. Chelle raked a hand back through her curls, which sprung back around her tan face in golden ringlets.


“If you don’t mind me asking,” I started. “What was the issue with me? Beyond, of course, being a Player and all.”


Chelle sighed deeply, but her hand raised to her chest to draw circles on her exposed skin, attracting my attention. “I mean, you have to understand that we can’t normally trust people like you,” she said. “But I was also…I don’t know. I think I was a little afraid.”


“Afraid of what?” I asked.


She considered her response, her eyes flitting away from mine. She stared down at the floor, unable to meet my gaze. “Afraid of how you made me feel,” she finally said. “When you did whatever you did to add me to your party. It felt…”


“Based on your reaction, I figured it felt terrible,” I said. “I’m still really sorry about that.”


“No!” she said, and then her left hand came around to grip my forearm. “It felt good. Really good.”


Her touch was electric on my skin, the same way it was with Vanessa and Sadie. We were connected now, physically and mentally, and it felt incredible to be able to touch her after she’d been so standoffish before. Still, I didn’t move, letting her lead the way.


After everything she’d been through, it was the least I can do. 


“I was actually going to come find you because I wanted to uh…blow off some steam,” she said, stumbling over her words. Not only was tonight the first time I’d seen her laugh, but also the first time I’d seen her doubt herself, and I squeezed her shoulder again.


“If you’re sure?” I said, tilting my head toward her.


“I’m sure,” she smiled.


Her lips were soft and pliant, her breath warm as it brushed my cheek. I slid my hand into her curls to hold her close, pulling her against me. Chelle groaned like she couldn’t control herself, like she was desperate to have me, and I started to feel a little constricted around the groin when she reached for my pants, opening her mouth to me.


“Hey, slow down,” I laughed. “We’re not in any rush—it’s not like it’s our last night together.”


Chelle leaned back, her cheeks pink with desire, her glasses askew and her pupils dilated. “In San Pedro, it could always be our last night together,” she whispered.


If that was how she felt about it, I wasn’t going to argue. 


I let her tear at my shirt with her blunt nails, yanking it off over my head and tossing the white tee to the floor. Chelle bit my lip when I reached for her tits and pulled them from the top of her shirt, where they perched prettily and bounced slightly. I palmed them an instant later, rubbing my palms over her nipples and making her moan. We were still standing, and she slumped as her knees went weak.


“You’re lighting me up like a lightbulb,” Chelle breathed. “It’s insane…”


“Just wait until I’m inside you,” I growled.


She gasped, grinding her hips toward me. “Don’t know how much longer I can wait, Finn.”


I took that as a cue to slide my hand between us and underneath the elastic waistband of her pants, and I was pleased to find she wasn’t wearing anything underneath. Chelle’s eyes went wide and then she buckled against me, leaning against the desk. I found her spot fast, flicking my finger over it and making her roll her body against me. She was so wet that I was easily able to slip two fingers inside, pumping in and out of her until she was screaming.


“It’s not enough,” she whined. Chelle scrambled weakly at the button of my jeans. “I want all of you now.”


Yeah, it was hurried, but this was just the first time.


I planned on doing this again soon.


So I did as she asked, helping her get my pants around my knees and pulling myself free. Chelle’s eyes went wide and she licked her lips, but I knew she’d have to wait for a taste—right now, she was too desperate to feel me inside her. I bent her over the desk, sending papers flying as I yanked her pants down over her hips. I couldn’t help but knead my fingertips into her round ass, rubbing my dick against her slit as she moaned.


“Please, Finn, just fuck me, just fuck me…” she mumbled.


I pushed home, groaning at the wet slide of her pussy around me. Chelle’s inner walls clenched hard as she clawed at the desk, and I let her feel the length of me for a minute, exploring her deepest reaches, grinding my hips against her. She whimpered, the sounds breathy and hoarse, as we rode out the little explosions of sensation where we connected.


And then I started to move, pinning her against the desk, the contents shaking as I plowed into her. I started slow, just riding the wave of pleasure, but then I increased my pace as Chelle started to cry out. I held her by the shoulders as we moved together, her pussy spasming around me. It was so tight that I had to grit my teeth to keep going, every muscle going tense as I held out for her.


She came suddenly, a desperate flutter and tightening of her muscles making it so I couldn’t see straight. I plunged deep into her and came, holding her shoulders so she was flush against me, buried to the hilt. Chelle covered her own mouth to scream into her palm as I hissed out a breath, my whole body shaking.


I withdrew slowly, and Chelle rose to stumble over to a cabinet. She pulled out a washcloth and tossed it over to me, blinking lazily as she pulled her pants back up and leaned against the wall with a satisfied sigh. “Wow.”


I chuckled as I cleaned myself up and pulled my pants back on. “Yeah?”


“Yeah,” she said. “I don’t know why I put that off for so long.”


“Hey,” I shrugged. “We’ve only known each other two days. But do you want to…I don’t know. Want to come spend the night with us upstairs?”


Chelle shook her head, biting her lip. “I have some things I need to take care of before we leave tomorrow.”


“Gotcha,” I said. “In that case, I guess I’ll see you in the morning?”


“Yeah,” she said with a soft smile. “And then the adventure begins.”
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CHAPTER 31





ANOTHER CITY, ANOTHER shitty car.


I was starting to wonder if I would ever get to drive anything nice in Planet Lawless as we loaded our gear up at the hospital, the only vehicle they could spare being a rickety old clunker that was somehow in worse shape than the one we’d taken from Oasis. This was a jeep, at least, and it had been outfitted with some gear to keep it safe from militias: a mounted gun on top and spikes along the sides in case we ran into any road warriors. The interior was less than perfect, sporting old brown stains on all the seats and reeking of blood.


Still, it was a ride, and we were going to use it to escape San Pedro. I couldn’t say I was sad to leave the city. Oasis was a paradise in comparison, and Tombstone was downright picturesque. Even getting out of San Pedro was going to be a bitch, and we were headed somewhere even more dangerous.


Deadwood: the outlaw’s haven. 


Sadie filled me in as we drove, though none of the girls had been there. According to legend, Deadwood featured daily standoffs in the street, bar brawls, and more than a few murders. Only the most hardened criminals made a home there, and it was usually just so they could get lost in the shuffle of people that might have a higher price on their head. Bounty hunters were common, but they usually died, and the desert surrounding the settlement boasted more graves than any other place in the Outlands.


“There was a big battle there decades ago,” Boomer said, filling in the details. “So it’s not just bounty hunters and criminals buried there, but soldiers from the Great War. Honestly, kid? I don’t know if this Nox girl is worth it.”


“She’s worth it,” Vanessa cut in. She was sitting next to me in the front seat, leaving Sadie and Chelle to get to know each other in the back. “Trust me—you won’t find a better assassin in the Outlands, or really anywhere else in the galaxy.”


I frowned. “You’ve met her?”


“Once,” Vanessa said. “In Pantheon. And I know for a fact that she has a vendetta against Snake Eyes.”


“Why’s that?”


“He’s everything she hates about humanity’s criminal underworld,” Vanessa said. “Snake Eyes has imposed a pecking order in the Outlands. But Nox? She’s chaos incarnate.”


“Yeah…that doesn’t really make me feel any better about this choice,” I said. “You think she’s trustworthy?”


“Once she’s in your party, it’s not like you have to worry about it,” Chelle piped up from the back. “Companions can’t kill their Players. Because if you die, we die.”


“Wait,” I said. “For real?”


“Of course,” Vanessa said. “Otherwise I would’ve killed Mr. Grimes a long time ago.”


I shuddered as I thought about the slimy man who had kept Vanessa prisoner for years. We still needed to take care of him, and we’d almost hit a level where we could do it. And apparently he had a bounty on my head, so the need to get rid of him was getting more and more dire. 


“Do you think he’s after us?” I asked Vanessa. “The player we killed in San Pedro—Neil Murtry—he said that Grimes had put a bounty on me.”


“He won’t come after us personally, but I bet he’s hiding out in Pantheon at this point,” Vanessa said. Her fingers tightened on the safety handle she clutched above her, her finely manicured nails biting into her palm. “I wouldn’t be surprised if he sent his acolytes after us. He’s got a whole host of companions to do his dirty work.”


“And what about when we get to Pantheon?”


“Then…?” Vanessa nodded. “Yeah, he might come after us. But we’re ready for him.”


“And if this assassin is as good as you say she is, Grimes doesn’t stand a chance,” Chelle added.


“But do you think we’re ready for Snake Eyes?” Sadie said quietly.


We all went silent, dwelling on the question. The main boss of Planet Lawless was as tough as they came, and we hadn’t had nearly as much time to level up. If we didn’t manage to find more gear and levels before we headed to Pantheon, we would be screwed.


And we only had one chance to make this work. 


Because if he killed us, it really was game over. 
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San Pedro disappeared over the hills behind us as we made our way up the coast, and then we headed inland toward Deadwood. The desert sprawled like a living thing ahead of us, alien cacti in dark purple and grey peppering the sand-blasted terrain. Steep cliffs rose around the highway, shutting us into a canyon, and Vanessa hissed out a breath as we got deeper into the bottleneck.


“I don’t like this,” she said. “Would be the perfect place for a trap, don’t you think?”


“I’m with her,” Boomer muttered.


Vanessa smirked. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d think your gun was starting to like me.”


“Don’t get too comfortable,” Boomer said. “I’ve still got my eye on you, witchy woman—”


“Who are you talking to?” Chelle asked, leaning forward.


“Oh,” I said. “I don’t know if this is going to make any sense, but uh…my gun talks?”


“It talks,” Chelle repeated, her words slow.


“Yeah,” I said. “Sadie said it’s not normal.”


“Because it isn’t,” Sadie cut in.


“But yeah, he talks. And his name is Boomer.”


Chelle’s eyes narrowed. “Are you sure you’re not going…I don’t know, a little crazy?”


“No, I can hear him too,” Vanessa said. “The gun definitely talks. I don’t know what it all means, but I have a lot of questions about Finn himself too.” She turned around in her seat to face Chelle. “Did he mention that he’s from Earth?”


“I actually didn’t get much of your backstory at all,” Chelle frowned. “But that can’t be possible.”


“It’s true, though,” Sadie said. “We’re starting to think he may have come through some kind of damaged portal or something—like there was a glitch that made the usual portal in Tombstone carry him through time as well as space.”


“Sounds like bullshit,” Chelle deadpanned.


“There’s a lot more out there that’s even stranger than that,” Vanessa said. “Trust me.”


“And when did you two figure this out?” I asked them. “I don’t remember having this conversation.”


“While you were fighting Murtry, we got to talking,” Sadie said. “Vanessa suggested it—that maybe there was something weird about the portal. She thinks Boomer was involved, too.”


“Hey, don’t blame me for this shitshow,” Boomer scoffed. “I don’t know anything.”


A memory nagged at me, tugging at my brain. “But Boomer,” I said. “You told me you lived through the Great War and saw the battlefields. So how is it that you don’t remember anything from before you showed up in my room?”


“I…”


For the first time, the talking gun was speechless.


“I don’t know,” he said.


Vanessa frowned. “Well, regardless, there’s still a lot we need to—”


She didn’t get a chance to finish.


The world exploded into dizzying color, something hitting our windshield hard. I slammed on the brakes and found myself grateful we were all wearing our seatbelts, the strap of mine digging into my neck. There weren’t any airbags, and I heard something slam into the back of my seat, only to realize that it was Chelle’s head. 


Fuck oh fuck oh fuck.


Paint streamed down the windshield, completely obscuring our view and disorienting me with all the different neon colors. I could hear voices ahead, and my eyes went wide as I looked into the back seat to see that Chelle’s forehead was bleeding. 


“You okay?” I said.


She nodded. “Yeah—it’ll heal in just a sec,” she said. “Fucking scavs…”


“Scavs?” 


“Scavengers,” Sadie said. “They’re all over the Outlands, looking around for parts. We need to get out of here.”


I turned on the windshield wipers, but it didn’t do any good. “I think I’m going to have to bash through the windshield if we want to see.”


“Shit,” Vanessa said. “This isn’t good.”


“Thanks for the input, I had no idea,” Boomer deadpanned. “Finn, you’ve gotta get out of the car. Staying here isn’t going to do us any good.”


“Right,” I said. My heart was racing, but I put on a brave smile as I looked at each of the girls. “I’m gonna get out of the car and take a look.”


“We’ll cover you,” Sadie said.


“Thanks,” I said. “Just be safe, okay?”


“We will be,” Vanessa said. “We’re too close to die here.”


She was right; we were getting close, and I could feel time slipping away as we got nearer to Pantheon and Snake Eyes.


But I had other things to worry about now.


So I opened the door and, staying behind its cover, drew Boomer.


A dust storm had settled in, clouds of sand billowing around us, so it took me a minute to see through to our attackers. But there they were: a row of five men on black hoverbikes, each armed to the teeth and covered in the same disturbing leather body armor Neil Murtry had worn. Most were Enemies, from the looks of it, but they were all Level 9, and led by a Companion. The guy was short and thin and wielded a sniper rifle, the paintball gun that had wrecked our windshield slung over his back. 


“We’re just passing through!” I called from behind the door. “Don’t want any trouble.”


“In that case, I’m wonderin’ why you came lookin’ for it,” the Companion shouted. He had a thick southern accent, the drawl similar to Vanessa’s.


“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said.


“You’re in Griefer territory, boy,” he chuckled. “And the Griefers don’t just let random players pass through Deadwood without our say so.”


This shit again?


In my world, Griefers had always been those players that liked to fuck with other people online. But here, I guessed they were a whole gang.


Murtry’s gang.


This was bad.


“Unfortunately, we’re gonna have to confiscate your vehicle,” the Companion said, taking a step forward. “Drop your weapons and we’ll let you go in peace.”


I checked my mini map; we were definitely close enough that we could walk the rest of the way if it came down to it. Not that I relished the idea of losing yet another car. But we needed these weapons and the gear we’d found and purchased in San Pedro if we were going to take on Snake Eyes, and I didn’t trust this guy even a little bit.


“I didn’t realize Deadwood was owned territory, Mr…?”


“Wales,” he said. “And who might I be talking to?”


“Quinn,” I blurted out. “Quinn…Blarston.”


Vanessa shot me a look from inside the car, rolling her eyes. Yes, I knew it was a stupid pseudonym, but my Charisma was Level 11 and I hadn’t had a chance to use it yet. These guys were level 9, so I might have a shot at tricking them into letting us through.


Charisma could only get me so far, though.


“Never heard that name,” Wales said. “You new around here?”


“Sure am,” I said. “I’m a player. And I’m a higher level than you, so if you want to get out of this alive, you’d best let us pass.”


He chuckled, the other enemies joining him with guffaws of agreement. “Don’t you know where you are, kid? You’re about to roll into Deadwood, the most lawless town in Planet Lawless.” 


I glanced down at my sheriff’s badge and gulped.


What I was about to do might be a very bad idea.


“Well, I’m bringing the law back to Deadwood,” I said, stepping out from behind cover. “So you’d best let us pass.”










CHAPTER 32





OKAY.


So their first reaction was laughter.


Wales threw his head back and let out a roaring laugh, the others following suit. His eyes were teary when he trained them on me again, his hand on his stomach as he bellowed. “So you’re a sheriff?” he said in disbelief. “Sheriff Quinn Blarston?”


The repetition of my made-up name let loose another roar of laughter from the men, and I stood there with my head cocked as they finished. It was like my hat—which provided a Charisma boost—gave an angry little vibration at the sound, and I wondered if Boomer wasn’t the only sentient object around here. 


“You must have misheard me,” I said. “It’s Finn Marston.”


Wales sobered, and if there had been a soundtrack, I was certain an ominous whistle would have just sounded, along with the strum of steel guitar. Wales sneered at me, his hand on his gun again, holding the rifle in front of him like a shield as he stalked to his right.


“Your name is what now?” he said.


“Finn Marston,” I said. “I think I’ve met your friend. Neil Murtry?”


Wales’ eye twitched as he regarded me. “What do you know about Murtry?”


“He’s dead,” I said. “I killed him.”


I didn’t only have charm at my disposal; intimidation was affected by Charisma too.


His jaw dropped and one of his buddy’s staggered back a step, the whole group clearly shaken. I let my mouth twist in a sly grin, the badge on my chest shining a little bit brighter, my hat feeling like something I’d earned and not just been given. He stumbled for his next words, his hand wavering on the rifle.


“You really got him?” he said, then his face hardened. “Prove it.”


“Fine,” I said. I pulled Murtry’s gloves—the one that had given him that strange, shield-reducing skill—out of my satchel. “Recognize these?”


“Oh, fuck,” one of the guys behind him muttered. I glanced up at my HUD to find that two options had appeared in the top right corner: 





- Convince the Griefers to leave you alone.


OR


- Kill the Griefers.





That meant that persuading them was an option.


I just had to pick the right dialogue choices.


“That’s right,” I said. “I peeled these off of his dismembered corpse after I killed him.”


“He got fucking Murtry,” another man muttered. I watched as another Enemy took a step back. 


“And I got his friend too,” I said. “What was his name…Arlo?”


“Arlo was tough,” one of the henchmen said. “I don’t know if we can take him.”


“Don’t you fucking go anywhere, shitheads,” Wales muttered. “McPherson and Tanner ain’t gonna be happy if we just bail on security.”


“But I don’t wanna die, boss,” one of the Enemies simpered. 


“You know what they said,” Wales hissed. “Only Companions and NPCs in and out. No new players. They’re takin’ this town over, we’re gonna make it the new Pantheon…”


“Not while I’m around,” I cut in. “Look—you can stay or go. But if you stay, my friends and I are going to kill you. And if you go, we can all get out of here with no problem. Don’t you want to live?”


“I do!” one of them cried. “I want to live!”


He got back on his bike and kicked it into gear, then started rumbling back down the canyon, leaving a cloud of dust in his wake as Wales screamed at him to come back. The others did the same—first one, then another, until Wales was standing alone with his bike. He was covered in dust at that point, his black trench coat turned more a brownish-grey from the blowing sand.


But Wales wasn’t moving.


I stepped toward him and he finally balked, staggering backward. “You’re going to want to get out of the way,” I growled, Boomer in one hand and Bingo in the other. “There’s a new sheriff in town, and I’ve about had it with you fucking Griefers. And once I’m done, I’m going to root out all your influence in town, got it?”


Wales fell on his ass as I said those last words, letting out a huff of breath. His gun fell to the side—a silly weapon to intimidate with, given that it was better at long range—and he scrambled away from me, his eyes wide.


“What do you want?” he said.


“I want you to go tell your friends to be afraid,” I said. “Oh—and I want your bike. Now run for it.”


He stood on unsteady feet, his arms swaying around him. Wales didn’t even try to pick up his rifle—the only weapon he now carried was his paintball gun. He turned right around and ran for it, into the cloud of dust the hoverbikes had left. His own bike still stood unused, and I strode toward it as my Charisma increased with a little ping, watching his figure disappear into the distance. 


“Holy shit, kid…you nailed it,” Boomer said. “If I had hands, I’d give you a fist bump.”


I squinted, watching as Wales vanished for only a moment before the dust cleared. Then I could make out a signpost at the edge of the canyon, and I felt a surge of triumph.


Deadwood.


We’d finally reached the site of our last side quest before Pantheon.


Now we just had to find Nox Rosek.










CHAPTER 33





WE CAME INTO Deadwood in a cloud of dust.


I led the way on the hoverbike I’d taken from Wales, while the girls followed in the jeep, Chelle in the driver’s seat. I’d had to bust out the windshield, so we would need a new car or a repair before we headed out of town.


But I’d lost my vehicle every time I’d come into a new settlement so far.


What else was new?


I didn’t know what I was expecting, but the town looked almost identical to Tombstone, with rickety old buildings lining the street and a rundown saloon on the corner. The street was deserted, nothing but the mountains in the distance and a large metal wall between us and the desert.


I pulled the bike off to the side of the street, doing a sweep of the buildings around in case there were any enemies mounted on the rooftops. It didn’t appear that there was anyone here, but I kept the names in mind that Wales had mentioned.


It seemed there were two bosses in town, and they were both players.


McPherson and Tanner.


I heard a car door open behind me and watched as Sadie got out of the back seat, walking quickly toward me. She was looking a little more voluptuous than she had when we met, I noticed, her tits bouncing as she walked, her hips swaying. Maybe it was Vanessa’s influence, or maybe it was just that she was coming into her own, but the confidence looked good on her.


She swept her braid back behind her head and looked up at me, her brown eyes sharp. 


“We need to find a place to stay,” she said. “Don’t want to be stuck out on the streets in the jeep after dark.”


“Agreed,” I said. “Any ideas?”


“None of us have ever been to Deadwood, but I have a feeling it would be hard to find Nox anyway,” she said. “There have got to be people here who need help—people who would be willing to let a law man take shelter in their home in exchange for helping them get rid of the players terrorizing the town. Now we just have to find them.”


I nodded. “Any ideas?”


She shrugged. “Start knocking on doors and see what happens?”


It wasn’t the greatest idea, but I couldn’t think of any alternatives. I looked around at the closed doors, many of the windows boarded up. 


“This seems bad, doesn’t it?” I said. “I keep thinking we just need to focus on the mission, but…” I shook my head. “These people need help.”


Sadie’s hand fell to my shoulder and I looked into her eyes as she smiled. “And you’re just the person they need,” she said. “I think there’s a reason you were brought to the Outlands, and it’s not just to defeat Snake Eyes. We all have needed a player who will save us and I’m starting to think you might be it.”


“Ugh,” Boomer groaned from my belt. “She’s gonna give you a savior complex if she keeps that shit up.”


“Shut up, Boomer,” I muttered.


Something caught my eye across the street—a fluttering movement that at first I mistook for a flag. Then I realized it was a white piece of cloth, waving from the doorway of the house next to the saloon.


I peered at it only to see a head poke around the corner, a woman desperately waving at us. I grabbed Sadie’s arm and gestured toward them, then met Chelle’s eyes from where she sat in the car. 


“Looks like that’s our ticket to safety,” I said.
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An hour later we sat around a wooden table in a small, warm house, our vehicles tucked into a shack behind the house so they wouldn’t draw attention. It was cool enough outside that the family had a fire crackling in the stove, and they served us each a bowl of stew. I hesitated at first, wondering if it might be poison, but Chelle assured me that it was safe.


The family that had been brave enough to take us in had a lot at risk. There was the husband, a man named Amos Doherty, who had once owned the saloon next door before; and his wife, Mary Doherty, a plump woman with a kind smile and greying hair.


They also had three kids—the first children I’d seen in the Outlands. And the stakes were high for those kids, given that the youngest, a seven-year-old boy named Silas, was a Companion.


“We don’t know how it happened,” Amos said as he watched Silas play with a whirring little bot in the corner before running off with his older siblings. “I suppose we have Organic DNA somewhere in our past, and he somehow ended up being a Companion. We don’t like it, especially since we’ve had to keep him hidden here since the Griefers arrived.”


I nodded and took a sip of water—or, synthetic water, since the pure stuff was so scarce on Mars. It tasted a little sweet and chemical, and the flavor made me cringe. “How long have they been here?” I asked. “Seemed like the streets were pretty much empty when we arrived.”


“They’ve taken up residence at the old manor house on the other side of town,” Amos said. “Deadwood has always been a place for criminals—I got into some trouble with the overlords up in Pantheon myself, years ago—but now it seems that these players have made it their mission to screw us all. There were three of them when they arrived though, and now there are only two.”


“Yeah,” Chelle said. “That would be because Finn took care of the third guy in San Pedro. He was there stealing medical supplies.”


“Shit—you killed Murtry?” Amos said. “Nice. He was tough.”


“He was,” I nodded. “But we did it together. And I hope we can help you solve your problem too. Tell me about the others.”


Amos took a sip of his own drink—a glass of whiskey, from the looks of it—and sighed. “Well, the lower level one is McPherson. I think he’s a buddy of theirs who came in from the outer ring of asteroids, because he’s not outfitted quite as well. But the one you really need to worry about is Tanner. He’s the leader of the Griefers, and not someone you want to fuck with.”


“What’s his level?” Vanessa asked.


“Thirteen, and he holds it over everyone’s head,” Amos said. “He likes making the rounds and threatening us, and collects a tax in coins. We’re all running out of resources; soon we won’t even be able to afford the synth water we need to survive.”


“We’re here to help you,” Sadie said. She put a hand on Amos’s wife’s shoulder, squeezing it. “Finn hasn’t let anyone down yet.”


“It’s true,” Chelle said. “He helped me get supplies for a hospital in San Pedro. We would have lost countless patients if not for him.”


“And he freed me from captivity,” Vanessa said. It was rare for her to compliment me like that, so it meant a lot. “You’re in good hands.”


“Fuck me,” Boomer said. “It’s not like I’m the reason all this is happening or anything.”


I can’t exactly explain to them that I’m here because of a talking gun, I thought. But I said, “Thanks, everyone. I promise I won’t let you down.”


Of course, that meant we didn’t just need to find Nox—we also needed to save Deadwood, and take out two players while we were at it.


It was a tall order, but after everything we’d done, it seemed possible.
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Before we did anything else, we needed to find Nox Rosek. 


Her stat boosts would be instrumental in helping us defeat McPherson and Tanner and the rest of their Griefer allies, all of whom I assumed would be a tough fight. I knew that Tanner had at least one Companion: Jonesy Wales, who I’d learned a little more about from Amos. Wales was an operative himself, the same class as Nox, and he was good with a sniper rifle. Apparently he liked practicing his skills on the livestock around Deadwood, hanging out on top of the old manor at the edge of town and sniping targets in the desert. Numerous Martian snakes and rodents lay rotting in the foothills thanks to him.


Just like the others, he was a sadist.


While McPherson had had a hard time getting Companions on his side, Tanner had a full set. Not only was there Wales, but also Eddy Riot, a Machine Gunner, along with Deandra Wales—Jonesy’s sister, and, according to rumor, Tanner’s girlfriend. Deandra was a Hacker, a class I hadn’t encountered yet that could bend bots to their will. 


Amos told us that the whole gang tended to hang out in the manor house, a decrepit ruin of crumbling wood and steel surrounded by turrets designed by Deandra. They only came out when they wanted to kick up a ruckus—sometimes every day, but usually every couple weeks. The Griefers seemed to spend their time partying with the small squadron of Enemies they’d assembled, knocking down doors when they needed resources, but mostly keeping to themselves.


We spent the evening talking with the Doherty family as the sky darkened, the dim light filtering through the boarded up windows slowly fading. The kids played and laughed like they weren’t living in a war zone, and Sadie seemed particularly enamored with them, even getting up to talk to them every so often. I stayed at the table with Amos, Vanessa, and Chelle when Sadie left to help Mary cook.


“So we actually came here looking for a Companion,” I said. I pulled up her info on my HUD and used it to project an image onto the table of the assassin, a short, redheaded woman with a wicked smirk. “Nox Rosek—ever heard of her?”


Amos shuddered, and I knew right away that he had.


“She’s here, but I don’t know where,” he said. “Apparently the Griefers have been courting her to join them for a while—especially McPherson, since he doesn’t have any party members yet—but she keeps playing coy and going back into hiding when things get too hot.”


“She won’t join them?”


“I don’t know if you heard, but Rosek has a bit of a…vendetta, so to speak, against Players at large. She’s only here because she slaughtered a bunch of people in Pantheon.”


“I thought only Players were powerful enough to kill others of their own kind,” I said. “How would she have done that?”


He shrugged. “Who knows? All I care about is the fact that she’s here, and that she would be extremely dangerous to me and mine if she joined the Griefers.”


I glanced at Vanessa with a frown. “You said she loves chaos—so why wouldn’t she join up with them?”


“I don’t know,” Vanessa shook her head. “Because she’s a commitment-phobe maybe? You don’t want to hop onboard with a Player that doesn’t have much to offer, and it doesn’t seem like McPherson and Tanner are going anywhere big. Nox must be playing the field.”


“And how can we convince her to join us, if that’s the case?” I asked.


“Like I said, we know each other—even if it’s just a little, she’ll trust me.”


I was going to have to ask her about this connection. In fact, I had a lot of questions for Vanessa. She had a past that she wasn’t letting on about, and it left me a little paranoid.


“Told you so,” Boomer muttered, and I glanced at Vanessa to see her eyeing us both with something like suspicion.


I was about to open my mouth to interrogate her, but Sadie walked out of the kitchen at that moment, juggling three dishes of what looked like beans and rice. She was wearing an apron that barely wrapped around her big breasts, and looked so domestic that it made something warm stir in the pit of my stomach. Our eyes met and she smiled, and I realized that I’d started to imagine a future with this girl.


If we didn’t die, of course.


She set dishes down in front of the others as Mary set the table for Amos and the kids, pulling up chairs for everyone. Sadie put my plate down last before sitting down next to me, forgetting that she was wearing the apron. I put a hand on her knee and leaned over to kiss her cheek, and she blushed deeply.


“What was that about?” she asked.


“You look beautiful,” I grinned.


“Kill me,” Boomer groaned.


“Well, dig in,” Amos said.


“You’re sure?” I asked. “I don’t want to impose, and if food is scarce around here…”


“I insist,” he replied. “You’re helping us out here, and if you’re successful, then we’ll all be able to eat whenever we want. Plus, you can’t go into a fight on an empty stomach.”


“Well, we’re not leaving just yet,” I said. “I figured we’d take some time to plan, give it until the afternoon tomorrow…”


“Of course,” Mary cut in. “We’ll sleep in the kids’ room and you can take ours, provided you don’t mind sharing sleeping arrangements?”


It was unconventional on Earth, but seemed pretty normal in the future. Sadie hadn’t hesitated to share, after all. “No, we don’t mind,” I said. “As long as you’re fine with it, Chelle?”


Her green eyes fluttered and she blushed. I hoped the others didn’t notice. 


“I think that would be nice, actually,” she said with a small smile.










CHAPTER 34





I HADN’T REALIZED how much I missed the ordinary rhythms of everyday life, but my heart warmed as I stood in the kitchen, leaning against the wall while Sadie did the dishes. The Doherty family had gone to bed, Amos snoring audibly from inside the kids’ room, and Vanessa and Chelle had offered to make the bed in the master bedroom. I could hear them talking quietly over the sound of running water—or, synth—as Sadie stood at the sink, still wearing that cute little apron. It looked a little strange over the tight t-shirt she’d put on, along with the cutoff jean shorts and thigh-highs that made up her usual ensemble.


“I like it here,” she said. “This little house and this family…it’s kind of how I grew up. Makes me miss home.”


I’d hardly even thought about Tombstone since we’d left, but it was a painful reminder that Snake Eyes’ men had left the town in ruins. It hadn’t even occurred to me to ask Sadie if she still had family there, or if they were okay.


“I’m sorry about what happened to Tombstone,” I said. “I feel responsible.”


“It’s not your fault,” she said, glancing over her shoulder with a comforting smile. “And the people there are strong. I’m sure they’re safe. They have ways of keeping themselves alive.”


“You don’t have any family left there?” I asked. I wanted to know, even if it had the potential to bring up painful memories.


“No,” Sadie said. She didn’t turn around, her shoulders tensing a little. “My parents were actually a lot like the Dohertys. They weren’t Companions, but I was, and it…it put them in a lot of danger. But they took care of me anyway, and raised me as best they could.”


“What happened to them?” I asked.


“Um…” She paused, then looked back at me, the water still steaming from the sink in front of her. “They—they died. A player killed them when I was just a kid, and the people of Tombstone raised me. I spent the next few years figuring out how I could stop things like that from happening to anyone else.”


“You miss them,” I said.


“Of course I do.” Sadie frowned, then turned off the sink to spin slowly toward me, leaning back against the counter. “What about you? I haven’t heard you talk about your family at all.”


“Uh…well, there’s not much to tell,” I said. “I was an only child, and my mom died of cancer when I was five. My dad is a bastard; we aren’t on good terms. He used to beat the hell out of me. The only thing he ever taught me was not to be like him.”


She nodded, her brow furrowing, then took a cautious step toward me. Her arms slid around my waist and she gazed up at me, her eyelashes fluttering. “Can I tell you something?”


“Anything,” I breathed.


“I think you were supposed to come here,” she said. “And I don’t even know if it’s possible, but if it is…I don’t want you to go home. Maybe it’s selfish of me, but—”


I reached to cup her cheek, tilting her chin up to look at me. “Sadie, you are anything but selfish,” I said. “And it’s okay to want things for yourself. I want you too. You’re everything I ever dreamed of having back on Earth. And this is better than anything I could have imagined.”


She held my gaze for a moment, her lush body pressed to mine. In this little apron, with her barefoot in the kitchen, I couldn’t help but imagine her bent over the sink, taking it from behind. And I couldn’t help but imagine going to bed with her every night, the life we might have together after we’d made the Outlands safe for people like her.


“Hey, lovebirds.” We both turned to find Vanessa standing in the doorway, dressed once again in the purple robe she’d worn when I first met her. “Are you coming to bed or what?”


I gawked at her, though I felt Sadie’s breath hitch in her chest. “I really don’t know if we should…you know—in their bedroom?”


“Still going on Earth rules,” Vanessa said, giggling as she shook her head. “I’m sure you’re starting to realize things are different here.”


“I don’t understand,” I said as Sadie took me by the hand, but the brunette smiled at me as she walked toward Vanessa.


“We could show you.”


I followed the two women to the bedroom as if in a trance, Vanessa leading the way while Sadie interlaced her fingers with mine. I stared at the sway of Vanessa’s hips as we crossed through the living room, then through the bedroom door. My eyes went wide when I saw Chelle kneeling on the bed, dressed in only a white satin bra and matching panties, her curly hair around her shoulders.


“You—uh,” I said. “If you wouldn’t mind explaining what’s going on…?”


Sadie turned around and spread her hands across my chest as Vanessa joined Chelle on the bed, just barely starting to skim her fingers over Chelle’s shoulder. 


“You know that players and companions are both rare in the Outlands,” Sadie said. “But we need players to help us survive, so when we find someone that’s actually a good man…well, we have to make the most of it.”


Vanessa’s hand skimmed across Chelle’s breast, both the women’s eyes locked on me. Chelle shuddered, her lashes fluttering, and I gulped when Vanessa’s fingers slipped beneath the cup of her bra.


“I don’t really get what’s happening here,” I stuttered. Sure, it was really great, and I was already feeling a little hot and bothered because of it, but this was kind of my first orgy.


“We’re trying to tell you we don’t mind sharing,” Sadie giggled. “In fact, we kind of like it.”


My dick was so hard that it strained against my jeans, and I groaned as Sadie’s hands slid down my chest, toward my abdomen, then touched my waist underneath my shirt. Vanessa’s hand reached around to Chelle’s back and unclasped her bra, letting her tits fall free with a little bounce. Then she went back to playing with Chelle’s nipples as my jaw dropped.


I was the luckiest man in the world.


In the galaxy, maybe.


Sadie stepped aside so I could see them fully, following me as I took one halting step forward. “Do you want to touch her?” Vanessa asked. “She wants you to. I can feel it.”


Her hand slid into Chelle’s panties and I gulped. 


“She’s so wet, Finn.”


“Please,” Chelle gasped, her head rolling back, her curls skating across her shoulders.


I was so fucking hard.


I shrugged out of my shirt and Sadie let out a little gasp, her fingers stroking down my abs. Then I stepped out of my pants, leaving myself completely bare. I hadn’t exactly planned on getting naked in a stranger’s bedroom tonight, but with the display in front of me, I didn’t really think I had much of a choice. All three of the girls fixated on my dick when it sprung free, and I gave it a stroke just to relieve some of the tension winding itself around my stomach.


Vanessa’s robe slipped over her shoulder to reveal one big breast with a pert pink nipple, and she took Chelle’s hair in her grasp before lowering the other woman’s lips to suck on her breast. I let out a choked growl as Vanessa tipped her head back, her dark hair tumbling over her back, the robe slipping open more and more. 


“They look like they’re having a good time, don’t they?” Sadie said quietly, and I glanced over at her, realizing she was shimmying out of her little shorts. The apron was still on, hiding her pussy, but the sight of her in that get-up left me borderline feral. “We could have fun too.”


Her hand gripped my shaft and I groaned as she started to stroke me up and down, not getting in the way of the view as Vanessa and Chelle began to kiss. Vanessa was entirely in control, Chelle melting underneath her, but I had the distinct impression they were putting on a show for me. 


I grasped Sadie by the hips and bent her over the bed, running my fingers down her spine. She whined when Vanessa parted with Chelle to get closer, then tilted Sadie’s face up by the chin, studying her. Sadie’s eyes sparkled as Vanessa met my gaze and started kissing Sadie in slow, luxurious strokes of her tongue, plunging her tongue inside the brunette’s mouth. The purple fire that often enveloped her was flickering across all of our skin, Chelle now crawling toward us too, still in her underwear. 


“You look like you want to touch yourself, Chelle,” I said, the head of dick running down Sadie’s folds. “You should.”


Chelle nodded and slipped her fingers beneath the waist of her panties as Vanessa continued to kiss Sadie, Chelle watching the three of us move together. Her finger flicked desperately at her core and, when I slid myself inside Sadie, Chelle came with a strangled cry.


I only managed a flash of embarrassment that we might wake up our hosts before I was lost in the pleasure of all of this—Sadie clenching and tight around me, Vanessa’s violet eyes trained on me, Chelle coming with her hands all over herself as arcane fire licked along each and every one of us. It burned deliciously, engulfing me in ways I didn’t understand. Sadie moaned into Vanessa’s mouth as Vanessa pinched her own nipples, Sadie’s whole body bouncing as I started to thrust.


I didn’t hold back.


I didn’t think Sadie wanted me to. 


Vanessa swallowed Sadie’s cries as she started to come, faster than I thought she would. Her wet core held me tight, squeezing and enticing, begging me to come with her. I didn’t want to stop enjoying this, but I was already so far gone that I couldn’t stop myself, looking at each of the girls and admiring their unique beauty. 


Sweet, shy Sadie, who liked to be bent over and fucked in secret. 


Vanessa, sultry and bold.


And Chelle, buttoned up most of the time, and totally wild when she was given permission. 


I exploded inside Sadie, my hips shuddering, my eyes squeezing shut. Sadie let out a pleasured sob against Vanessa’s chest, Vanessa holding her and shushing her, all while she kept her wicked stare locked on me. Chelle crawled toward me and kissed me hard as I found my release in Sadie, the four of us touching each other in desperation and hunger.


It was, without a doubt, the most incredible sex I’d ever had.


I slumped against Sadie as I slowly pulled out, then let Vanessa draw me into bed. I let myself sink into the big, soft mattress, the girls laying themselves out around me as we all burrowed beneath the blankets. Vanessa was on my right, drawing slow circles across my chest, while Sadie nestled between us and Chelle came to my left. I let my fingers drag up Chelle’s spine as she kissed me deeply, clearly still turned on from our encounter.


“I don’t know what I did to deserve this,” I sighed as I drifted off, the girls draped over me.


“It’s not about what you did, Finn,” Sadie whispered. “It’s about what you’re going to do.”










CHAPTER 35





OUR FIRST ORDER of business was to find Nox, and we’d been told she liked to frequent the Deadwood Saloon. There weren’t any other bars in town—none that were hospitable to strangers, anyway—so we headed there the next afternoon after gearing up. I kept expecting the worst to happen and for the Griefers to show up to terrorize the Dohertys, but they left the family in peace. I had a feeling it was partially because of Amos Doherty’s little arsenal of weapons that the Griefers didn’t bother with them.


And fuck…I couldn’t imagine what would happen if they got their hands on little Silas, the shiny new Companion.


We made sure that we had everything we needed for a fight. Sadie put on the hat, tactical vest, and fingerless gloves we’d grabbed for her in San Pedro, while Vanessa wore her usual corseted get-up with a purple scarf tied around her long black hair. Chelle was flush with gear now too, and shouldered her medical kit if we needed anything. 


It felt ominous. A little scary.


But we were ready.


After breakfast and lunch with the Dohertys, we headed out the door and toward the saloon, staying separate for the most part. I could almost feel an electric buzz in the air, and I took that as meaning that we were close to Nox. I had a way of finding these women even when it was difficult—in a manner of speaking (and sometimes literally) they tended to fall in my lap. And I couldn’t shake the sensation that we were on the cusp of something great as we strolled inside the saloon and took in the bedraggled patrons inside. 


I spotted her right away, without her even looking at me.


“Trouble straight ahead,” Boomer said. “But I’m guessing you already saw her, huh?”


“Sure did,” I muttered. 


“Hey, I like Sadie and Chelle, but you have a tendency to find the most dangerous women to shack up with. Did I tell you this is a bad idea?”


A little too late now, I thought. 


“Yeah, well I’m starting to second guess my…lack of second guessing,” Boomer deadpanned. “You can feel it, can’t you? The danger. She’s wearing it like armor.”


It was true; she didn’t speak to anyone, and no one approached her or so much as looked at her. There was a ten-foot radius around her where no one dared even step. The only reason I recognized her was because of her cherry red hair, and that innate connection between player and companion.


I shrugged my shoulders, hyping myself up to approach where no one else was willing.


“Here goes nothing,” I muttered.


And then I took the first step toward my last companion.
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The next few minutes happened in a blur, mostly because the Griefers showed up.


Well, McPherson showed up.


But you know what happened to him.


I only had the briefest chance to introduce myself to Nox before the Griefers unleashed hell on the saloon, breaking windows and sending shards of glass flying as they broke bottles and beer mugs. We ended up on the floor under the bar, coins falling around us like some kind of fucked up rom com, Nox tucked enticingly against me as we waited out the storm of gold.


“So, sheriff,” she said. “What exactly is it that you want? You here to haul me in like you said?”


I shook my head.


“Actually,” I said, “I came here to offer you a job.”


She tilted her head and cocked her eyebrow. “What kind of job?”


“The kind you’re best at,” I shrugged. “A killing job.”


She appraised me for a moment, her brow slowly furrowing, a cute line appearing in her forehead, before she shook her head and said, “Not interested.”


She rolled out from beneath the bar and got to her feet, her hips swaying as she walked away from me and slung her sniper rifle back into the holster along her shoulders. I followed, reaching for her wrist. 


“Hey!” I said. “Wait a minute; I just saved your life! I think I deserve a second of your time.”


“If you hadn’t noticed, I’m a little preoccupied trying to keep myself alive at the moment,” she said, whipping around with a sullen gaze. “I’m the most wanted woman in the Outlands, and I can’t even be safe here, in a town of outlaws. No thanks to these fucking goons.”


She gestured at the scattered bodies of gang members, along with McPherson’s newly bloodied corpse. 


“They been bothering you for a while?” I asked.


“Yeah,” she said. “Ever since I came into town, they’ve been pestering me to join up. And let’s get this straight, I’ll work for the money, but not for people like that.”


“People like who?”


“Players,” she hissed, jabbing her finger into my chest. “You’re all the same.”


“He’s not like them,” Sadie’s voice piped up over my shoulder. I hadn’t even heard her approach, but she slipped her hand through my elbow as she spoke, her face set in a glare.


“That’s what they all say,” Nox muttered, rolling her eyes. “Trust me, darlin’, I’ve been around the block a few times, and he’s always like them.”


“Not this time.”


It was another voice—Vanessa’s this time, at my other elbow. She stepped forward in her black high-heeled boots, her hips swaying in a purple skirt. Nox’s eyes went wide and her jaw dropped before she scoffed, crossing her arms.


“Vanessa Valmont,” she said. “Well, I’ll be damned.”


“I thought you said you’d only met once,” I said with a glance at Vanessa.


“We did, but she makes an impression, doesn’t she?” Nox smiled. “I didn’t think I’d see you again after—”


“Finn can be trusted,” Vanessa interrupted. I wondered what Nox had been about to say, because it made Vanessa pale a bit. “And I think you’re going to want to hear him out, because our interests are very much aligned.”


“You could have led with that,” Nox deadpanned.


“Trouble,” Boomer muttered.


“So tell me more about this mission,” Nox continued. “Who’s the target?”


I gave her a wolfish grin, crossing my arms. “Snake Eyes.”


Nox snorted, then let out a loud laugh, and my face fell. “You are gonna kill Snake Eyes? With what army?”


“With you, Sadie, Vanessa, and Chelle Reyes,” I said. “We can do this. We’ve beaten the odds before.”


“Odds have nothing to do with this,” Nox said. “I want that bastard dead as much as the next girl, but he’s tougher than you even realize. He’s not even from Planet Lawless.”


“I know, none of the players are,” I said. “They explained all this to me, with the war and everything.”


“That’s not what I mean,” Nox said. “He’s from somewhere else.”


I frowned, her tone making my gut roil. This didn’t seem good. “How do you mean?” I said.


“Well, nobody believes him,” Nox shrugged. “But he’s always claimed he’s from Earth.”
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Snake Eyes was from Earth.


He was just like me.


I grappled with that fact as we reinforced the windows of the saloon, making it into our new base of operations. As far as I was concerned, we wanted the supplies inside, and it was run by bots—Doherty’s bots, in fact. He’d been the saloon’s owner a long time ago, and now that we’d taken it over, he could open up the back door to the saloon once again.


So we had a base, and a team to take out the Griefers for good. I’d leveled up after our fight with McPherson, putting me and the girls at Level 10. I couldn’t help but revel at the strength I’d gained over the course of my journey. It felt like everything was sliding into place, and like we might finally defeat Snake Eyes.


If we could just get Nox onboard. But she was still resistant.


“I’m not going back to Pantheon,” she said, leaning against the bar. She and Vanessa had been going back and forth about the whole thing, Nox refusing to join us when we were going on what she thought was a suicide mission. “Not without an army. Snake Eyes has the whole city at his beck and call, and going back there will just put a target on all our backs.”


“We’re stronger than you think,” I said. “We’ve been leveling up so fast that I can barely keep track of it all, and we’re only just starting out. At this rate, we won’t just save the Outlands…we’ll take on Organics across the whole system.”


“So you’re some kind of chosen one or something?” Nox scoffed. “Please. I stopped believing in that shit a long time ago.”


“I wasn’t convinced myself, but I’ve seen what he can do,” Chelle said. “He killed a Level 13 player singlehandedly, and fended off the Pulse Zombie hoard in San Pedro. He really is the person we’ve been waiting for.”


I leaned against the bar beside Nox, gazing at her earnestly. “Look,” I said. “You don’t have to believe me. What if we showed you instead?”


She cocked an eyebrow. “Showed me how?”


“The people who have been harassing you—the Griefers,” I said. “I want to take them out and get Deadwood free of them. You don’t have to join our party, but what if you came with us? And if you’re impressed, you can join us. If not…well, I guess you don’t have to, but we could really use your help.”


“And if you’re such a tough guy, why do you need my help?”


“I’m not going to be able to do this alone,” I shrugged. “And honestly? I think you need us just as much as we need you.”


Nox pressed her lips into a thin line, chewing on the inside of her cheek as she considered my proposition. Vanessa eyed her carefully, while Chelle and Sadie joined us, the Doherty family still working on boarding up the saloon windows.


“Fine,” she said. “But if you don’t impress me, I’m out.”


Okay.


This was good.


We just had to impress a woman who seemed impossible to please.













CHAPTER 36





IT WAS TIME to prove ourselves to Nox, and we were going to need an arsenal to do that. The old Deadwood Manor where the Griefers had taken up residence was a veritable fortress at this point, protected by Tanner—a Level 13 Gunslinger—and his gang. The most deadly of these was Deandra Wales, the Hacker who had control of an army of bots. 


The girls went to bed as Nox and I flipped through dossiers on each of the Griefers, sharing a bottle of whiskey. The nice thing was that the gang had kept the liquor stores at the saloon full, so we weren’t lacking in any of our favorites. Sadie was even a little tipsy on wine as she stood her tiptoes to kiss me goodnight, leaving with her arm slung around Vanessa.


“You actually care about them, don’t you?” Nox asked me, candlelight flickering on her pale face. She was pretty, but the kind of pretty you might be afraid to touch. Like a poisonous snake or something. Her grey eyes appraised me carefully, her finger skating around the rim of her whiskey glass.


“Of course I do,” I said, a little taken aback. “I’m not a monster.”


“Everyone in the Outlands is a monster,” she murmured. “You might just be earlier on in your journey…but you’ll get there eventually.”


“Shit, this girl is even more pessimistic than I am,” Boomer groaned. “Do we have to stay up with her?”


I want her to trust me, I thought, snapping at him a little. And I’m not going to get there by going to sleep with three other women.


“I wasn’t suggesting sleeping,” Boomer snickered.


I ignored him.


“So based on these dossiers, it looks like you already had plans to take them out,” I said, flicking through the projected files. “Why haven’t you acted?”


“I was taking my time,” Nox said, taking a sip of her drink. “When you’re a solo assassin, you have to be careful about how you approach enemies, especially when they have an established operation. The key words are slow and methodical.”


“I’ve never been any good at stealth games,” I shrugged, and she cracked the smallest smile. 


“I couldn’t tell, based on the fact that you rolled in here guns blazing,” she deadpanned. “But I guess it worked. McPherson is dead, after all.”


I nodded. “You two had a history?”


“If you define ‘history’ as him relentlessly harassing me and me saying no, then sure,” she said. “McPherson wanted an Operative for his party; I wanted to be left the fuck alone.”


“Do you…do you want me to leave you alone?”


She eyed me, the gears turning behind her eyes. “No,” she finally said. “You can stay.”


Boomer snorted. “Pretty sure that’s the nicest thing she’s said to you all night.”


“Shut up, Boomer,” I growled.


Nox frowned. “You know, that’s the second time I’ve heard you say that, and I’m starting to wonder what’s going on. Care to elaborate?”


I groaned. “Not really? I can’t explain it very well. The simplest way to say it is that I have a talking gun, and he’s a real asshole.”


An unrecognizable expression flashed on Nox’s face, and she cocked her head. “A talking gun?” she said. “Interesting.”


“Do you know something about this?” I asked, my eyes widening. “Everyone says it’s weird. I haven’t been able to figure out what he is at all, but he’s the whole reason I’m here.”


“Well,” Nox started. “I got to know Snake Eyes pretty well. Not personally, of course, but I spent months in Pantheon planning my attack. And one of the rumors I heard about him, other than that he was from Earth, was that he spoke with his weapon often. People thought he was crazy.”


Shit. Another strange fact linking me with Snake Eyes. I shook my head, tension ratcheting up in my chest at the prospect that maybe we were more alike than I imagined. 


“Boomer, do you know anything about this?” I said.


“Like I told ya when we first met, my earliest memory is of waking you up in your room on Earth,” Boomer said. “I got nothin’ for you, kid.”


“He says he doesn’t know anything,” I said, looking back at Nox. “But I have some questions—like when did Snake Eyes get here? The way Sadie talked about him made it seem like he was a fixture in the Outlands, and I just assumed he was because of the simulation, but this seems new.”


“I would say it’s probably been about three years, give or take a few months,” Nox said. “He showed up right around the time players started coming back. You know the planet wasn’t really hospitable to Organics for decades after the war, and when they reestablished a presence here…well, shit got violent really fast.”


“What do you mean?”


“Organics came back to Mars ready to wreak havoc on our settlements—on our people,” she said. “The town I was from got obliterated, wiped right off the map…”


“Holy shit, Nox,” I said. “I’m so fucking sorry.”


She shrugged casually, like that kind of tragedy happened every day. “That’s life for us in Planet Lawless,” she said. “But it’s also the reason I went to Pantheon. To show them that we aren’t all useless drones. That some of us have claws.”


“So the rumors are true,” I said. “You really did kill all those people?”


“I killed Enemies and traitorous Companions,” she said. “And one Player. He was new to the game, but he’d already done enough to deserve it.”


“What did he do?”


“Burned a home outside Pantheon with a whole family of NPCs inside,” she said. “There were kids in there.”


I slammed the rest of my whiskey and swallowed the lump in my throat with a grimace. “Shit.”


“Right,” she said. “But that’s why I do this. And why I haven’t signed on with a player yet, even though it would be lucrative for both of us. I just…” She paused, staring into the distance behind the bar. “I can’t give up my independence. Not yet.”


A thud sounded from the house next door, and we both jerked our heads toward it, going completely silent. My heart started to race, but I didn’t hear anything else for a few breathless seconds, waiting for any sign of danger from the Doherty household.


And then there was an explosion. 


It made the bottles vibrate on the wall, and I jumped to my feet as I realized that something was horribly wrong. Together, Nox and I raced toward the door to the Doherty home, throwing it open to find a gaping hole in the wall.


Oh no.


Oh fuck.


The family was clutching one another in the corner, the four of them trembling. Amos immediately jumped up and clutched my arms, his eyes wild with fear, his hair a mess. It looked like they’d all been asleep.


“Where are the girls?” I demanded, beginning to panic. “Are they okay?”


“They took them,” Amos sobbed. 


“Who?”


“The Griefers,” Amos said. “They took all the Companions in the house. Including…”


He couldn’t finish his sentence, collapsing on the floor. 


Including Silas.


The littlest Doherty was gone, just like my women.


And I knew that I had to get them back.










CHAPTER 37





THE GRIEFER MANOR loomed at the corner of town, towering and dark in the moonlight. I felt a sense of finality as I got closer to it, Nox at my side, Mars’ twin moons shining overhead. Nox seemed just as angry as I felt, almost like she’d had something taken from her too.


We paused, climbing onto one of the rooftops at the corner of main street to survey the manor. Three enemies patrolled the exterior, and all the lights were on inside, which would make it harder to stay stealthy. I didn’t want to be too loud though; if they knew we were there, they could kill one or more of their captives. 


My women, and a child.


“You know, we could really use each other’s boosts in there,” I said, glancing over at her. “With the others, I could have done it myself—and maybe I still can—but I don’t want to risk them, and my Stealth isn’t great.”


“You mentioned that,” Nox muttered. “Look, I want to help you, but I can’t get stuck with you if it all goes to shit. You know that you’re asking me to put my life in your hands, right?”


“That isn’t how it works,” I said. I hesitated to tell her, but felt it was only right. “Vanessa has a way to break the party bond. We could get you free, if you really wanted that.”


Nox frowned. “Are you serious? I’ve never heard of that being possible.”


“I don’t know how it works, but I saw it happen,” I said. “Trust me. I don’t want to keep anyone captive or anything like that. It’s not what I do.”


Nox took a deep breath, sweeping cherry red curls back from her face. “Alright,” she said. “So…how does this work?”


“All I have to do is add you with my HUD,” I said. “You should know though—it can feel a little weird.”


She frowned, the exact same reaction Chelle had. “Weird how?”


“Weird like you’re having the best orgasm of your life?” I winced.


“Oh,” Nox said, cocking her head. “Uh…alright then. Guess I’d better buckle up.”


I snorted and used my menu to navigate to Nox’s character, the HUD lighting her up in a green outline. I went through the motions, eager to fill out that last empty slot in my party lineup, and heard the familiar ding as my system processed the new arrival and granted bonuses. 


This would be helpful; she gave me +1 to Agility and +1 to Stealth, along with a level. I also got a new skill: Shadow Strike, which would allow me to one-shot enemies of my equivalent level from stealth, and granted hefty bonuses to Stealth attacks at large. I hoped it might even help the girls, their markers on my mini-map telling me they were still alive. Nox’s avatar appeared in 8-bit format in my party lineup, and I breathed in deeply.


“I thought you said it was going to be way more intense,” Nox said. “And I’ve got news for you—if you think that’s something, you must not have had a lot of good sex—oh fuck.”


It was at that moment that the light enveloped us both, shrouding Nox in a cloud of white. Her breathing got heavy and she reached out to clutch at my arm, her sharp nails digging into my skin until they drew blood. My body tingled all over, enhanced by where she scratched me, and I shoved my hand over her mouth as she let out a euphoric cry.


She came down from it slowly, slumping against the ledge on the roof. “Holy shit,” she said. “You weren’t kidding.”


“I don’t joke about orgasms,” I deadpanned.


“I guessed as much from the way those other women were fawning over you,” Nox snorted. “Okay—so what’s the plan?”


“I don’t want to go in guns blazing like I usually do,” I said.


“Smart,” she said. “That would be a good way to get your friends killed.”


“Exactly,” I agreed. “So we go in quietly, take out the perimeter guards, and then sneak in.”


“I can take care of the turrets mounted on the roof,” she said. “My hacking isn’t great, but it’s workable.”


I hadn’t even noticed the turrets, but I wasn’t about to tell Nox that. “Great,” I said. “And once we’re inside, our priority is to find them and free them. We’ll be able to do more together than we can apart.”


Nox nodded and we stood, each of us shouldering our weapons. I had my full arsenal with me, sans the cumbersome rocket launcher. I hoped I wouldn’t need it. 


“Hey, Finn?” Nox said just before we jumped down from the roof.


“Yeah?” 


“The fact that you’re going after them already shows me you’re a good guy. Most players think their companions are expendable.” She gave me a tight smile. “Now to just see if you’re tough enough to take on Snake Eyes.”


“Right,” I said. “I sure hope so.”


“Yeah,” Boomer said. “I hope so too.”










CHAPTER 38





WE SHUFFLED FORWARD slowly, separating as we approached the manor. Nox had disabled the turrets just before we advanced, and they perched lifelessly on top of the roof. I couldn’t imagine the Griefers didn’t know we were coming, given that they’d stolen my girls, but they sure weren’t acting like it; even from here, we could hear the party raging inside.


I went left as Nox went right, and we planned to meet in the middle. My thighs started that familiar burn as I got closer to the manor, keeping an eye on the closest enemy, and on my map as more enemy markers appeared. I didn’t know how, but it seemed like adding Nox may have even improved my HUD; I could now detect enemies through the walls, and gulped at the number of them milling around in the lower levels of the manor.


“That’s right, kid,” Boomer muttered. “Having an Operative grants you some more special abilities. I was able to upgrade your system based on her tech.”


Thanks, I thought to him. Much appreciated.


The closest enemy carried a shotgun and stood about twenty feet away, and I stayed in the brush as I watched him survey the landscape. These guys were a little more advanced than Grimes’s men, more watchful and careful, and I knew I would have to be especially quiet if I wanted to evade their attention. So I took a deep breath, then held it as I darted forward, grabbing him from behind when the moment was right. The enemy scrambled against me, but I dragged him backward into the brush as he slowly fell unconscious.


“You’re getting better at this!” Boomer encouraged me.


“And you’re being awfully friendly,” I muttered. “What’s the deal?”


“The deal,” Boomer said, “is that I care about those girls—and that kid—and I don’t want you to fail. You got me?”


“Yeah,” I said. “I gotcha.”


I moved back toward the front of the house, where a crumbling old porch sat covered in beer cans. The last man was standing near the front door, and tossed another can into the pile as I came closer. Ah—that was good. Maybe they were all drunk inside, and we could take advantage of them being plastered. I caught sight of Nox’s red hair purely through my HUD, watching as she crept forward. 


I reached the guy first. 


I didn’t make a sound as I grabbed him by the throat and plunged my utility knife into his spine. We were too close to the door for me to risk him calling for help, so I had to kill him right away. Nox seemed to have the same thought, racing forward and covering his mouth with her hand as I lowered him to the porch between us.


“We go in through the window,” I said, gesturing over my shoulder. “Keep to the same pattern; I’ll go left and you go right, and we’ll meet up at the first staircase. From what I can tell on my HUD and from the dossier, it looks like the place is three floors, right?”


“Right,” Nox said. “And where are the girls?”


I skimmed through my HUD map as the building blueprints got more detailed in front of me.


“Shit,” I muttered.


“Not good?”


“They’re on the third floor with Tanner and his gang.”


“Not good,” Nox confirmed with a sigh. “I sure hope they’re worth it.”


I nodded. “They are.”


We parted ways and I slid my fingers into the window, dragging it up slowly as I peered inside. There were enemies there, but they were mostly sitting around in a living area, sharing beers and talking. At first it seemed friendly enough, but then I started picking up pieces of their conversation. 


“The brunette is cute, right?”


“Yeah, but nowhere near the level of the dark-haired one with the big tits,” another man said.


“When do you think Tanner’s going to let us have a turn?”


My blood boiled. 


I couldn’t stop myself.


I shot through the window, feeling the effects of my new Agility and Stealth skills. They didn’t even see me as I came up to the couch, sprung over the back, and wrapped my hands around the first speaker’s throat. The other men looked at me in shock for a minute before they moved into action, going for their guns.


They were too late.


They were all too late. 


My special skills had charged up, and I used Boomer to send a blast at all of them that left them stunned. The music was loud enough upstairs that I didn’t think anyone had heard me, and I went systematically around the room, killing each of them. I didn’t even hesitate—didn’t even care. They were threatening my girls.


And I wouldn’t see those women hurt.


I didn’t leave the living room until the men were dead, at which point I ran toward the stairs. Nox stumbled out of the kitchen holding a silenced pistol in her right hand, bloody up to the elbow. “Clear?” I asked.


“Clear,” she nodded.


Up the stairs, then.


This level was made up of bedrooms, and my gut twisted with fear when I realized that just one of the girls was on this floor. Plus, it was Sadie, the one that I was most worried about. I ran down the hallway toward her, Nox checking the rooms behind me, but there weren’t a ton of enemies in these rooms.


Nox swung inside one and took out two Griefer goons, and then I heard her slit the throat of one who was sleeping down the way. She was vicious, but at this point I was too far gone to give a shit about ethics or morals. I wanted to see each and every one of these people violently killed, and then I wanted to burn the whole place to the ground for what they’d done. And if they’d hurt Sadie? Well, then I would make them fucking suffer before they died. 


I got to the end of the hallway and flung the door open to find two Griefers advancing on Sadie, who was only wearing a white tank top and denim shorts. her eyes went wide and she cried out as I entered, alerting the two men to my presence. I shot forward, drawing the Ravager as I did, and then swung the claw weapon hard into the closest man’s head. It resounded with a sickening crack as he fell, and then I rounded on the other one, ready to make him bleed. Sadie flinched backward when I cracked his skull too, realizing that these low level enemies were no match for me. I even leveled up as I took him out, another ping sounding in my ears, drowned out by the ringing of battle.


“Finn!” Sadie cried, throwing herself into my arms. I dropped the Ravager to hold her close, burying my nose in her hair as I breathed her in.


“Sadie…oh, thank fuck you’re alright,” I choked out. I pulled away, looking down at her as I gripped her by the shoulders. “Did they hurt you?”


“They didn’t get a chance, but I…I think they were going to,” she stuttered, her eyes filling with tears. “Finn, they locked me in here and Tanner told them to ‘break me’, and I was so fucking scared—”


“Easy, easy,” I murmured, holding her close again. “I wouldn’t ever let anything happen to you, Sadie. You’re my girl.”


“I knew you would come,” she sobbed against my chest.


“Sadie—where are your weapons?” I asked. “I looked for them at the Doherty house, but it looked like they took all your gear, and we still need to get Vanessa and Chelle.”


Sadie took a minute to collect herself, but she nodded.


“Right,” she said. “They put the guns in the room next door—we should go get them right away.”


I nodded, but then I heard the door swing open, and Nox appeared.


“Hey,” she said. “I found a bunch of guns in the room next door, but you’re going to want to check your map; we’ve got incoming.”


“Incoming?” I said.


“Yeah,” she said. “Enemies. Lots of ‘em.”


I nodded, then looked at Sadie, making a snap decision on how to get her safe. “Here,” I said, passing over my best weapon. “Take Boomer. He’ll protect you.”


She stared at me. “Don’t you need him?”


“You need him more,” I grinned. “And I think I want to bash some skulls.”


I leant to pick up the Ravager, striding toward Nox and setting my shoulders. “You stay back here with Sadie and snipe anyone that slips around me, okay?” I said.


Nox gaped. “Finn, are you sure?”


I nodded. “Yeah,” I said. “I’m not letting them get away with this.”


I was more than ready to get bloody.


I hurtled down the hallway as enemies started to race up the stairs, coming at me two at a time. It didn’t take me any time at all to fall into the rhythm of battle, the only sound my heart pounding in my ears. Every so often a shot rang out and a bullet would whiz by my head, sending enemies flying backward—Nox, taking out enemies one after the other.


I didn’t stop moving, even as my clothes were drenched in blood.


My arms ached as I swung the Ravager, leaving a trail of carnage as I carved my way toward the spiral staircase. The enemies even started to run away from me, Nox and Sadie at my back, our opponents fleeing downstairs and out into the night. By the time we reached the Griefer boss and his party, they would be the only ones left.


And then I’d make them pay.













CHAPTER 39





MY FEET WERE heavy on the stairs, but I didn’t feel tired at all. I dragged the Ravager along the railing with the shrill scrape of bone on steel, winding my way up toward the third floor to where I knew Vanessa, Chelle, and little Silas waited. I could hear their voices and loud music, and realized they must have missed the whole battle.


Or maybe they were just lying in wait, knowing they had leverage over me.


I saw each of them as soon as I got upstairs, surveying the open space with a glare. Vanessa stood in the corner, talking quietly to Silas as Chelle blocked both of them with a withering stare. Vanessa was in her robe and Chelle was in just a bra and shorts, their hair down around their shoulders, looking so vulnerable that it made me sick. Jonesy Wales and Eddy Riot, the Operative and the Gunner, were leering at my women, clearly drunk out of their minds.


But Tanner, their boss, looked perfectly sober, sitting in a big, throne-like armchair at the back of the room with his too-thin, strung out girlfriend Deandra on his arm.


“Finn Marston,” he said. “I’ve been expecting you.”


I stepped forward, letting the Ravager drag on the ground next to me, mad with rage. I couldn’t believe they’d come into the Doherty family home and taken all of them, and I was ready to kill each and every one myself. Nox came up behind me, then Sadie, both of them brandishing weapons. Sadie had even geared up during the slaughter downstairs, equipped now with everything she needed to help out.


“So you’ve been up here the whole time,” I said, “hiding behind your goons like a fucking coward.”


“Not a coward,” Tanner said, shaking his head until his sandy blond hair fell in his eyes. He looked like Murtry. I wondered if they were related. “Just smart. You killed my best friends, and I wanted to see what you could do.”


“You’ll fucking pay for taking my girls,” I said.


“Your girls?” Tanner laughed. “You talk about them like they’re human.”


“More human than you,” I said. I saw Deandra’s hideous, scabbed face falter. She looked like she was strung out on drugs or something, but my words seemed to have stuck. “So what happens now?”


“We fight, I guess,” Tanner shrugged. “Like they say in the old movies, I don’t think there’s room in this town for the two of us.” 


“I don’t want to put my companions in harm’s way,” I said. “Face me like a man.”


“One on one?” he said. “You’re Level 12. Don’t act like you can take me. Do you want your friends to die?”


“The only person I want dead is you,” I growled.


I sized up Tanner on my HUD, dismayed to find that he’d gained a level too—maybe in the attack on the Doherty house. He was now Level 14, his Attack and Agility his best skills. Still, with our respective gear, I had higher attack. 


If I was going to take him on, I would need to use my brute strength. 


This was going to hurt.


“Okay…I’ll do it,” he said, getting up with a smirk. I figured my Charisma must have something to do with him agreeing. “Of course, it’s gonna be a shame that your girls die with you. We were going to have so much fun with them.”


I gripped the Ravager tightly, ready to rip this guy’s throat out. “Keep talking like that and I’ll make it hurt even more,” I said.


“Sure, Level 12,” he said, then gave me a lazy smile. “I’m going to enjoy this.”


He rushed forward, showing that high Agility skill right away, but I was ready for him when he slashed out with the two blades he had in his hand. I realized too late, though, that they were bayonets attached to the top of two revolvers. He was a Gunslinger, after all, and I guessed I should have seen it coming.


I was already bloody, but my own blood now mingled with that of the Enemies downstairs, his blades nicking me as they zinged through my shield. My arms ached as I spun with the Ravager, hitting him square in the back and sending him sprawling forward. He rolled and got to his feet, and we stalked in a circle around each other.


This wasn’t a boss fight.


This was a brawl, and Tanner wasn’t afraid to play dirty.


But neither was I.


His Agility was much higher than mine, but I had superior shields and health, so I made the most of that. I didn’t even bother to dodge, letting Tanner strike me again and again until I was cut open in more than a few places. Blood dripped down onto the Ravager, coating the claw in viscous red, dripping onto the wood floor. 


Tanner clearly thought he was winning, which made it all the more devastating when he rolled underneath me and I bashed him in the head, breaking his shield. He barely escaped as I barreled toward him, side stepping to evade me.


But I’d slowed him down.


And that Agility was the only thing keeping him safe, whereas I had shields, health, and blind rage on my side.


He was standing in front of the window now, a circular stained glass piece with a few broken out shards. I could see the moon glowing beyond it, disappearing every so often behind Tanner’s heaving shoulders. I was so focused on him that I didn’t even have any more awareness of the others in the room—that is, until Sadie screamed my name.


“Finn, look out!” 


I turned just in time to see Deandra send a bot flying at me, which forced me forward. I was going to need to get out of here if I was going to survive, especially if he’d decided to send his goons after me when the girls were all still unarmed.


So I did something really stupid.


“Finn, don’t!” I heard Boomer shout, but I was already running straight for Tanner. His eyes went wide when I grabbed him by the shoulders and forced him forward, and then we were flying out into thin air, and falling in a shower of glass into the dirt below.


My shield broke when we hit the ground, and I rolled off of him as quick as I could. Tanner took a second to get up, slow to move on his feet, and my HUD told me that it had knocked out a good half of his health. I’d only escaped the same fate because my shield hadn’t been broken yet.


I’d gotten lucky.


“You’re a fucking crazy son of a bitch, you know that?” Tanner said. “I’m sure you realize that dying here is real, right?”


“Yeah,” I grunted. “I know. That’s why I’m looking forward to ending you.”


I lunged for him, swinging with the Ravager. He was only barely able to get out of the way, rolling to my left and then ducking behind me. I swerved, but it was too late—his fist flew forward and the blade on his revolver lodged in my gut.


I groaned and staggered back, pulling myself free before he could shoot. I was lucky—still so lucky, ridiculously lucky—but I needed to kill him before his party could intervene. I was sure that it was self-interest at this point, since they would die if he did, but I could only hope the girls were keeping them busy while I took care of Tanner.


And I still had a secret weapon.


He continued to slash at me, waiting to get an opening, but I didn’t give him one. I forced him to keep moving, letting him hit me, watching as my health was slowly whittled down. But I had more hit points than him, I could do this. 


I finally saw my chance when he lined up his guns to fire at me, a revolved in each hand. I raised the Ravager, remember how the bullets had bounced when they’d hit the purple shield back in San Pedro, and activated my action skill.


Tanner didn’t stand a chance.


His bullets ricocheted off the shield and right back at him, riddling his chest with shrapnel. He shook like a puppet without a string, and then shuddered as he went to his knees. I heard a scream from upstairs, and then Deandra went plummeting through the window, already dead.


It was brutal.


But at least it was over…maybe for me as well.


“Chelle!” I groaned as I went down. “Help.”


My vision started to go black around the edges. If the girls didn’t come out now, they would all be doomed too: Sadie, Vanessa, Chelle, and Nox would die, all because I’d failed to protect them. But as I blinked my eyes, I saw them running out into the cool desert night, and then Chelle’s warm hands were on me.


And I let myself pass out.










CHAPTER 40





MY WHOLE BODY hurt when I started to wake up, so I knew I wasn’t dead. Light filtered in through my lids, searing my eyeballs like they were on a griddle, and I winced as I came to. I couldn’t see shit with that bright white light everywhere, and I almost asked somebody to turn off the damn lights when a soft voice interrupted me.


“Oh my God—he’s up!”


I blinked twice to make sense of the bleary image to my right, and found Nox sitting at my bedside. Her long cherry waves were down over her shoulder, and she was dressed in a white dress that almost looked like she may have borrowed it from Sadie. She looked innocent—not like I’d seen her so far.


“Am I dead?” I joked.


Nox snorted. “Not dead, but damn near to it,” she said. “That was a real dangerous stunt you pulled back at the manor.”


“But it worked?” I said.


“It worked.” She reached out to cover my hand with hers, and I looked down to see an IV in my arm. This whole time, I’d only ever needed healing hypos, but I guessed my injuries had been bad enough to warrant further treatment. “But it was still stupid. Don’t do something like that again.”


“I’m sorry I scared you—all of you,” I said. “I didn’t know what was going to happen, and when I saw them threatening the others…I just went crazy.”


“Finn!” 


Sadie stood in the doorway, her brown eyes ringed red with tears. She ran toward me and threw herself down on the bed, eliciting a grunt. It took me a second to understand that I was in the Doherty house again, lying on clean white sheets. And the sun was streaming in through the curtains; they’d taken the boards over the windows down.


“Is everyone safe?” I asked as I stroked Sadie’s hair. “Silas?”


“Silas is fine, if a little shaken,” Nox said. “All thanks to you.”


“And Vanessa and Chelle?”


“We’re okay,” Vanessa said from the doorway.


It was only then that I breathed a sigh of relief, still running my fingers through Sadie’s hair. She was crying, though, and I tilted her chin up to look at me. “Sadie…everyone is okay,” I said. “What’s wrong?”


Her lip trembled as she stared at me, and then she shook her head. “It’s Boomer,” she said. “He was damaged in the fight, and Vanessa hasn’t been able to hear him ever since. We think…” She paused. “We think he’s gone.”


I sat up, wincing a little at the pain still coursing through me. But I had to know. Sure, Boomer annoyed me at times, but he’d been my steadfast companion since coming here. I was fairly certain he was the reason I was here.


“Bring him to me?” I said. “Maybe I’m the only one who can hear him.”


Vanessa already had the gun in her hand, carrying it over to me and placing it gently on the bed. It looked like a plain old revolver, as always, and I picked it up and turned it over in my hand. 


“Hey, Boomer?” I said. “Are you there?”


Nothing.


I tapped the gun lightly, as if I was patting someone on the shoulder. “Uh…don’t you want to make fun of me? Tell me I’m stupid? Chastise me for making a bad decision?”


Still nothing.


I looked up at the others, and then at where Sadie sat beside me, her eyes cast down. “It wasn’t your fault, Sadie,” I said instantly, reaching out to hold her hand. “I’m sure it was an accident.”


“It was Tanner’s companion—the gunner,” Sadie said, shaking her head. “He knocked me down right before you took out Tanner, and Boomer went flying and smashed against the wall…I’m so sorry.”


“Like he said, it isn’t your fault,” Chelle said, coming around to put a hand on Sadie’s shoulder. “I saw the whole thing happen. You didn’t do anything wrong.”


“But Finn entrusted Boomer with me, and now he’s gone,” Sadie said.


“These things happen,” I said. “If anything…it’s my fault. I wasn’t careful enough with the Griefers.”


“No one is responsible,” Vanessa cut in. “I don’t know why it happened, but…it did.”


I nodded. “And now we need to face the consequences.”
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The Dohertys saw us off, giving us their sincerest thanks as we loaded up a brand new car and the hoverbike. We’d taken the car from the Griefers; they had a whole bunch of stuff they’d left behind, and it wasn’t like they were going to use it anymore. We even got some gear out of the whole ugly fight, finally outfitting each member of our squad fully with a whole set of gear. Even Vanessa found some things she could use, including a set of crystal necklaces that seemed to somehow enhance her power.


We were ready for Snake Eyes. I was sure of it.


Already, the people of Deadwood had started to come out to rebuild the town. Amos Doherty worked on repairing the saloon, while Mary joined up with the other families to re-establish the school. And little Silas even came to see us off, smiling shyly up at us as Sadie gave him a big hug.


“We can’t thank you enough,” Amos said as we got into the car. “I want you to know that, should you ever need shelter or a place to live after all this is over, you’re welcome in Deadwood.”


I grinned, shaking the man’s hand. “Thank you for everything, Amos,” I said. “We couldn’t have done it without you.”


“I owe you a debt for saving my son, and for getting rid of the Griefers,” he said. “Good luck in Pantheon; we’re all rooting for you.”


I nodded and climbed on my bike, using my HUD to contact the girls in the car. Chelle was driving, Vanessa in the passenger seat, while Nox and Sadie sat in the back. We’d all upgraded our HUDs to be able to talk over comms, and my hearing crackled a little as Chelle’s voice came across.


“So we head to Pantheon?” she said.


“Yeah,” I confirmed. “It’s time to storm the castle.”













LEVEL COMPLETE




DEADWOOD




Level 13 Gunslinger




Attack: 20

Agility: 17

Stealth: 19

Charisma: 16




Health: 1859

Shields: 1690




Gear

Sheriff’s Hat (+2 Charisma)

Moonglass Pauldron (+30% Shields)

Thief’s Gloves (+2 Stealth)

Combat Boots (+3 Agility)

Advanced Gun Belt (+2 Attack)

Medic’s Armband (+10% Health)




Weapons

Boomer (Talking Revolver)

Elemental Revolver

Gearhead’s Shotgun

The Ravager (Melee Weapon)

Rocket Launcher




Action Skills

Shattering Blast (+500% Shatter Damage to Boomer)

Eldritch Scream (Disorientation Damage Added to Boomer)

Second Wind (Instant Health Regeneration on Death)

Shadow Strike (+500% Stealth Damage)




Squad

Sadie Banks (Deputy)

Vanessa Valmont (Soothsayer)

Chelle Reyes (Medic)

Nox Rosek (Assassin)
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CHAPTER 41





WE MADE CAMP in the desert, pitching a canvas tent the Dohertys had given us and cracking open the containers of food they’d provided, along with some synth water and a bottle of rum. I built a fire at the center of our campsite and then we sat around it, digging into our food and saving our strength for the battle ahead.


This was the last moment of reprieve we would have before we entered Pantheon and took on Snake Eyes, and we all knew it. I looked from one woman to the next, thinking about how far we’d come in such a short amount of time…


…and how much it would hurt to lose each of them, if it came down to it.


There was Nox, with her sly smile and slender form, as deadly as she was beautiful. She’d shown me that she cared a lot more than she let on, and I knew she wanted Snake Eyes dead as much as I did. 


Chelle, compassionate and kind, tough as nails. 


Sadie, the sweetest of the group, and everything I wanted for my future.


And Vanessa…


I still didn’t really know all that much about Vanessa. 


I didn’t know where she came from, what she wanted, and what the source of her strange power was. The whole time I’d been in the Outlands, I’d never met anyone else like her. I’d never met someone who could do the things she could.


It was about time we had a little talk about that, especially now that Boomer was gone.


Vanessa and I were the last to go to bed, Nox leaving first to spend some time alone and sleep in the jeep, while Chelle, then Sadie, went to the tent. Sadie leaned down to give me a kiss on the cheek before she left, her cheeks pink. 


“Don’t be long,” she said, squeezing my hand.


“I won’t,” I smiled.


But I wasn’t really sure how long this would take.


Vanessa stared across the fire at me, the light dancing in her deep violet eyes. Her full lips curved in a pretty smile and she leaned forward to prop her chin on her fist.


“You have some questions for me,” she said, intuiting what I was thinking.


“A few,” I said with a nod. “You’re…I’m starting to think you’re not from around here, are you?”


She laughed softly, her fingers curled around her whiskey glass. “You’re smart,” she said. “I should have known you would figure it out.”


“Are you from Earth?” I asked.


She shook her head. “Not Earth,” she said. “But I’m not from Planet Lawless. In fact, I came here from Jupiter’s moon: Callisto.”


I frowned. “I didn’t think Companions could move through portals like players.”


“Normally we can’t,” she said. She let a flicker of purple fire skim over her fingers when she continued. “But I’m sure you’ve noticed that I’m different.”


“So what brought you here?” I said.


“Well…” Vanessa paused, chewing on her lip. “I thought I’d have more leverage on Mars, given that the level cap is lower in Planet Lawless than it is in Warrior’s Path—the game on Callisto. I wanted a place of my own, and I thought that maybe, with my powers, I would be able to have that. So I came here.”


“But how?”


“I come from a long line of Companions,” she said. “And I think that we’re evolving, in a way. We’re all becoming more human, and with people like you? We might just succeed.”


“So the Lost Lady,” I started, furrowing my brow as I thought about what this all meant. “It was yours, wasn’t it? Before Grimes.”


“It was,” she said. “And of course, I am the lost lady, aren’t I? Lost in a world that isn’t mine.”


I got up to sit beside her, and took her hand in mine. 


“You’re not alone anymore,” I said. “And I’ll go back to Warrior’s Path with you if you want—and then we’ll beat the boss there, too. I don’t intend on letting any of the things that have happened to your people continue.”


She squeezed my hand, interlacing her fingers with mine. “You’re a good man, Finn,” she said. “I’m grateful that I met you.”


“And I’m glad I met you all.”


I looked up to see Sadie standing in the tent entrance, the canvas pulled aside and a warm glow emanating from within. Chelle was just behind her, and when I glanced up, I found Nox sitting on top of the jeep, her legs crossed. They were all standing around us, smiles on their pretty faces.


“You aren’t lost,” Sadie said. “You’re with us now. And we’re a family.”


I nodded. “She’s right,” I said. “And when this is all over, we can start thinking about the future, and what all this means for us. For Companions everywhere.”


Vanessa’s eyes glimmered, and she swiped at the tears on her cheeks. “I’m glad that I met you all,” she says. “We’re not going to be torn apart, are we?”


I shook my head. “Not if I have anything to do with it.”


“Or me,” Nox said.


“Or me,” Chelle added.


Sadie stepped hesitantly toward us, then sat on my other side and reached for Vanessa. “I think we should all get a little place together when this is over, and maybe just take a break. Get to know each other better.” Her eyes sparkled as she said that, her gaze sweeping over each of us. “Because I’m not sure if Finn told you, but…he’s going to stay. I can tell.”


Vanessa’s eyes went wide. “You are? But—don’t you want to go back to Earth?”


“I’m not going back,” I said. “You four are way too much to give up.”


Sadie’s arms slid around my torso and she squeezed, her tits pressing into my back. Then Vanessa flung her arms around me too, ducking her head against my neck. “You’re going to save us all,” she whispered. “I can feel it.”


I hoped she was right.













CHAPTER 42





I’M READY FOR this. I have to be ready for this.


That’s what I thought to myself as I rode across the dunes of Mars on my hoverbike, dust rising in a cloud around me and flickering at the kinetic windshield. Sadie’s arms were wrapped around my waist, her long braid flying behind us as we navigated the desert. Chelle drove the jeep at our backs, Vanessa in the passenger seat and Nox in the back, manning the rocket launcher in case we needed to take anyone on.


I’m ready for this.


“You’re going to beat him,” Sadie whispered in my ear, her soft lips brushing my earlobe. “I know you are.”


I can do this.


Pantheon rose over the dunes, white towers of glittering glass rimmed in gold. The city was a shining metropolis, a jewel of the desert, gilded with bright metal. And in the center of it was a ribbon of crackling purple light, shooting toward the blue sky: the portal to the system, located inside the player hub.


The whole city was walled in with stone slabs topped with barbed wire, the gates open to any player who wanted to enter and heavily guarded with sniper turrets. Snake Eyes didn’t rule this city, but he may as well have. Even from here, I could see the casino where he’d taken up residence, coordinating his criminal empire and terrorizing the Outlands. We would need to visit that casino if we wanted to get rid of him, shooting our way through the lower levels until we finally reached the king’s tower.


I wasn’t afraid. How could I be, with my team at my back?


We rode off of the dunes and onto the old, cracked highway, where the asphalt abruptly smoothed out and the towers loomed on either side of us. A shanty town of NPCs lay around Pantheon, though I doubted many people wanted to live here, given the number of players who came out of the gates looking for trouble. We would need to look out for bounty hunters hired by Snake Eyes, but Nox said we would be left alone by city security. With our gear and levels, we knew that most hunters would leave us to ourselves. And if they didn’t, it was just another source of XP, which we would need if we wanted to survive.


A blue light scanned each of us as we rolled up to the gate, no one else around. A few Enemies were outside, but I knew that inside, it would just be players and companions. This was going to be our toughest fight yet, and there was a good chance someone inside would try to take us out before we even reached the casino. Nox told me there was a safe house where we could make camp for the night, and then we would head to the El Royale the next day.


I’m ready, I thought to myself.


Maybe if I said it enough times, I would start to believe it.


“You’re clear,” the nearest Enemy said, a man in battered body armor. He muttered something into the radio attached to his ear, and then the doors started to slowly open, a barrier of blue static between us and the city inside. I could barely see through the shield, but I assumed it would allow in only Players and Companions. “Welcome to Pantheon, sir.”


It was more respect than I’d ever gotten before, the term setting me a little ill at ease. “Sir is my father,” I said. “Call me Finn.”


I regretted the overdone joke right away, and it really didn’t land.


I revved the hoverbike and we rode toward the barrier, my heart racing. Sadie held me a little tighter as I squeezed my eyes shut, half convinced that it was going to zap us into ash or that the girls wouldn’t be able to get through. If we were separated, I knew I would be able to survive, but I didn’t want them to get hurt. 


But it all went off without a hitch.


We rode through it, the static tingling a little, making the hair raise on my arms. That was it, though. 


And when I opened my eyes, we were in a completely different world.


A busy street ran across the entrance path, cars zooming back and forth. The street ran deeper too, into the city center, down into a valley that I hadn’t expected. That meant the buildings were even taller than I’d realized, and I swallowed my growing dread at the prospect of taking on Snake Eyes.


No one even noticed us; the city was too big for that. It was like Chicago, but…cleaner. Everything sparkled and shone, and everyone was wearing fancy clothes. Other players, I realized. Other people like me.


But I wasn’t like these people. Not really. I would never have done the things they did to NPCs. 


“Let’s get to safety,” Nox said over comms. She had ducked down in the back seat; unlike me, there were tons of people in Pantheon who wanted to kill her. “I’ll send the safe house to your HUD.”


I frowned, looking at my mini map. “It’s already on there,” I said. “The Happy Tap?”


“Huh…yeah, that’s the one,” Nox said, a hint of hesitation in her voice. “I didn’t tell you beforehand, did you?”


“No,” I said, shaking my head. Then a directive popped up under the mini map, in green lettering like when Boomer had told me what to do when I’d first gotten here. 


Boomer, is that you? I thought, wondering if he was still here somehow. 


But there was nothing.


I followed the dotted line through the roads of Pantheon, taking in the city as we went. We didn’t get too far inside; instead, we stayed on the borders near the fence, where the barbed wire twinkled like stars at its crest. My heart was pounding, Sadie’s hands sliding across my chest to pull herself closer like she could tell I was nervous.


“It’s okay,” she said, confirming my suspicions. “We’re safe.”


“How do you know?” I muttered. I didn’t like this at all, and I didn’t like Sadie exposed like this. I should’ve kept her in the car.


“Because I think Boomer is still watching our backs,” she said.


The Happy Tap was close enough that I didn’t have to worry long. We pulled up a few minutes later, where the buildings were a little more dilapidated than the rest of the city. It was on the bottom floor of what looked like a rundown apartment building, and I got off the bike first, motioning at the others to stay inside. Only Sadie came with me, hanging on my arm and holding on tight.


Nox had instructed me to tell the owner I was here to take on Snake Eyes. It wasn’t a secret anymore; he knew I was coming, especially since I’d killed a couple of his allies now, and taken Vanessa from Mr. Grimes. Now it was just a matter of finding friends in the city, who might help us if things went south.


This was the first test of just how much people wanted to get rid of the mob boss of Mars.


A little bell jingled overhead as we entered into a quiet, cluttered bar. No one was inside, a cloud of dust making it look like the place might be abandoned, outside of how clean it was. Stacks of old newspapers lined the walls, like the owner had just never bothered to get rid of old issues. One drifted from the stack in the breeze that came through the door with us, and I bent to find a headline reading ORGANICS BOMB EARTH, with a satellite photograph of a burning planet. I shuddered and walked to the bar, which was empty.


“What can I get for you?” an old lady’s voice said.


I frowned, looking around for her. “Uh…beer, I guess?” I said.


A spigot started pouring a beer, and then a robotic arm grabbed it and passed it along the bar to me, the amber liquid sloshing out onto the wood. Another arm with a rag in it lifted and began to clean up the spill, all while Sadie and I gaped in wonder.


“Thank you,” I said cautiously. “I’m uh…I’m looking for Happy?”


“You found me,” the voice said.


“Yeah,” I said. “Where are you exactly?”


The voice groaned, reminding me so much of Boomer’s shitty attitude that it made me a little sad. “I’m right here, human.”


“I don’t see you.”


“You’re inside me,” the voice said. “Not as appealing as it sounds, is it?”


Oh.


The bar was Happy.


I didn’t remember Nox mentioning that.


“That’s right,” the bar said. “I’m Happy.”


Sadie giggled a little, slipping into a seat next to me as another beer slid down the counter. “You don’t sound very happy,” she said.


“Oh, I’m not,” Happy said. “I think it was a joke from the Player that programmed me. But here I am, stuck here two hundred years later and bored out of my fucking skull.”


“You’re two hundred years old?” I said in surprise.


“Yup! Used to be busy, until that new kid showed up claiming to be from Earth. Now everybody worships the guy, and I’m stuck out here on the city’s edge, all alone.”


I steeled myself, gripping the glass tightly. I didn’t know where we would go if we couldn’t make this work. “That’s actually why I’m here,” I said. “Friend of mine said you might be interested in getting rid of him.”


“Snake Eyes?” Happy said. “Hell yeah. We’re not exactly the best of friends, if you hadn’t figured that out.”


“So you mind if I invite my friends in?” I said. “We’re looking for shelter.”


“Be my guest!” Happy said.


I radioed the others, and soon the girls were all inside with me. Nox waved up at a camera I hadn’t noticed in the corner as she entered, and the bar let out an excited little yelp before a tiny robot zoomed out from behind the bar to bash against Nox’s legs like a pet.


“Hey, Joy!” Nox said, scratching the robot like it was, in fact, a small animal. “Missed you too.”


“Nox Rosek!” Happy’s voice said. “I thought you were dead. Why didn’t you come right in?”


“Had to make sure you were still in charge of the place,” Nox said. 


“So you sent me out as a test?” I said, my jaw dropping.


“Hey, you’re the party’s bullet sponge as far as I’m concerned, given that you have the best shield,” Nox said with a smirk. “For what it’s worth, I would miss you.”













CHAPTER 43





A DOOR OPENED at the back of the bar, and together, we climbed the stairs out of Happy’s bar…or, I guess, out of Happy. I was pretty relieved at being out of the AI’s body, grateful that she couldn’t hear us everywhere we went. 


Apparently, Happy was the only one who could open this door, which let out into an old apartment building. Nox had once kept a safe house here, having struck up a friendship with the AI downstairs. A bunch of Nox’s stuff was still here, including a big nest of blankets on top of a king-sized mattress, and a kitchenette with some canned food supplies. We unloaded our stuff in the safe house and then started to settle in, the girls getting changed into more comfortable clothes.


I sat and looked out the window at the city, with its skyscrapers and pedestrians. There was a time when I would’ve been excited about going somewhere like this, eager to explore the city, but now I just wanted to go back to the desert. I’d changed since I arrived on Mars, and I didn’t think there was any going back.


A giggle from the kitchen distracted me, and I turned to see Sadie standing over the stove with Chelle, Vanessa beside them. They were all in comfortable clothes now, barefoot with their hair down. Sadie had just gotten out of the shower, and had her brown curls up in a towel, while Nox stood behind them and leaned against the wall with a soft smile on her face. 


This adventure had been great, but I was starting to believe that this was all I really wanted. 


Vanessa met my eyes and tilted her chin to call me over, and I stood to join them, walking slowly behind Sadie. She’d hung on to that cute little apron, and wore it over her shorts and tank top as she stirred up some soup at the counter, the sun sinking behind the skyline and staining them all in sunset tones. I slid my arms around Sadie’s waist and she let out a little gasp as I pulled her into my chest and pressed my lips to her neck. 


“I like you in this,” I murmured, putting my hands on her hips. Chelle watched me, biting her lip as the wooden spoon in Sadie’s clinked against the edge of the pot, her fingers going weak. Sadie arched her back until her ass rubbed against my crotch, her hands gripping the counter. 


“You should get some rest,” she giggled. “I’m trying to cook.”


“I’ll take over,” Chelle teased, stepping in front of Sadie until the brunette was wedged between the two of us. Chelle started stirring as I slid my hands beneath the waistband of Sadie’s pants, curling my finger until I found her spot. She was already wet, her damp panties grazing my knuckles.


Sadie sighed and leaned her head back against my shoulder, her lips parting as her damp hair fell against my t-shirt sleeve. I didn’t provide any give, keeping her pressed against Chelle as I ground my hard-on against her.


I found her lips and kissed her hard. Chelle turned off the burner and then spun to lean against the stove, her hands reaching up to play with Sadie’s tits. Sadie whined into my mouth, a guttural and pleasured sound, and I released her lips so I could kiss Chelle instead.


Fuck…I really didn’t know how I was ever going to hold out for these girls, when I was already so hard I could barely keep it in my pants.


Fingers tapped on my shoulder, and I wouldn’t have even noticed the sensation if it weren’t for the hand that turned me around. I found Nox’s grey eyes and red lips behind me, her hair tumbling over her shoulder and her shirt discarded on the floor. She was thinner than the others, her freckled tits perky and her body slender.


Nox was so fast that I couldn’t have stopped her if I wanted to. Her lips curled in a smirk as she unbuttoned my pants and pulled out my dick, her hand immediately wrapping around me. She sank to her knees and looked up at me, then stuck out her tongue and ran it up the length of my shaft. I bucked my hips and stumbled forward a little, my jeans around my ankles, and nearly lost my footing when Nox abruptly put her whole mouth around me.


I thrust deep into her mouth, and she let out a grunt when I hit her throat. But she just took it harder, her lips around me, her hands splayed on the floor. I could just barely see her tits beneath, little pink nipples pebbling in the cool air. 


I groaned as I started to fuck her mouth, reaching out to knot my fingers in her cherry red hair. She felt incredible, providing the perfect amount of suction as her tongue lashed at the head of my dick. My hips pumped desperately into her, almost like I didn’t have any control over them, all while Nox stared up at me with something between pleasure and bemusement. Her lower lip shone with spit as she took my whole length, never hesitating to let me press deeper.


But I didn’t want to come in her mouth—not right now, anyway. I hauled her to her feet, and laughed when I realized Vanessa was behind her, taking off her shorts. I pushed Nox backward toward the little dining area just to the right, where a square wooden table sat empty, and Vanessa guided her so she didn’t fall.


Nox lay back on the table, certain of the layout of the room and of what she wanted. She spread her legs as I yanked off my shirt and stumbled out of my pants, and then I was pulling her toward me, rubbing my dick against her wet pussy. She nodded once, then twice, like she was desperate for me to fill her up.


So I did.


I rammed into her as hard as she’d begged for me to fuck her throat, immediately starting a furious pace. I kept my eyes on her, watching as she tilted her head back, as Vanessa captured her lips and stared at me with violet eyes. I somehow got even more turned on when Sadie and Chelle came around the edge of the table, holding each other completely naked, watching us. It was like they were asking for instruction, and I could barely think straight, but I knew what I wanted.


“You can kiss her,” I managed to get out, looking at Chelle. “If you want to.”


Chelle grabbed Sadie’s chin and tilted her face up, plunging her tongue into the other girl’s mouth. Sadie whimpered, and the sound made me fuck Nox harder. The redhead grit her teeth, and I nearly came when her eyes shot open.


“Harder,” she whispered.


I stepped away just enough to roll her over, splaying her out across the table. She spread her legs and I stepped back then, watching as her red curls spread over the tabletop. I slid in slow and deep, leveraging myself so that I could go as deep as possible. Nox groaned and laughed low in her throat, her fingers curling against the woodgrain. I rolled my hips a couple times, feeling how tight she was and how she clenched around me, holding her shoulders against me.


I set a punishing rhythm, Nox’s hair swinging beneath her as I fucked her from behind. A gasp sounded next to me, and I looked to the right to see that Chelle had pressed Sadie to the table and was on her knees in front of her, licking her enthusiastically. Sadie’s cheeks had a deep blush on them as she played with her tits, and then she was kissing me as I fucked Nox. 


I felt a grip on my chin, and I was pulled away from Sadie to find Vanessa, and the sight of her pushed me over the edge. She was completely naked, her big tits swaying hypnotically as she crawled over the table to straddle Nox’s back and kiss me. Nox’s pussy clenched rhythmically around me and then I was losing control, losing myself in these women as I shot into Nox.


My knees went weak and I nearly buckled when I slid out of the redhead, the others surrounding me. And dinner was left forgotten on the stove as we crawled into bed and went to sleep.










CHAPTER 44





I’D ASSEMBLED MY squad, traveled through the Outlands, and leveled up—almost to the Level 15 cap for Planet Lawless. And now, it was time to take on Snake Eyes.


We just had to gear up first.


Sadie, Chelle, and I headed out the next morning and into the city, leaving Nox and Vanessa behind for fear that they would be recognized. Nox, in particular, knew that walking around with us would only put a target on all our backs, so she planned on meeting us at the El Royale that night. The two women would take the hoverbike, while we took the Griefers’ jeep.


My gear was from all the way back in San Pedro, so it was high time for an upgrade. We drove into the city center, fighting just a little bit of traffic as I marveled at where we were. While the Outlands had been cool, and I’d seen plenty of futuristic technology so far, this was a whole other level. Pantheon was where Players came to relax and indulge, spending the coins they’d earned terrorizing NPCs on sex, booze, and gear. Our destination was the Market District, per the instructions that had mysteriously popped up on my HUD when I put on my gun belt that morning.


I couldn’t shake the feeling that Boomer was still trying to help us, wherever he was.


We parked the car on the side of the road and strolled inside of the shop on my HUD, a tucked away little spot with a sign simply advertising “PAWN” overhead. It wasn’t much inside either, looking mostly like an old pawn shop. An old man highlighted as a Companion stood behind the counter, staring at us with a cautious glare.


“Sheriff,” he muttered, nodding.


Tell the clerk you’re here for gear, appeared on my HUD.


“I’m, uh…here for gear?” I said.


The man’s mouth quirked, and he chuckled. “You don’t sound so sure.”


“I’m sure,” I said with a grin.


His eyes narrowed and he looked from me to Sadie to Chelle. “Did the Mindcore send you?”


I frowned. “The what?”


“Did you get the notification on your HUD?” he said, like I was being an idiot.


“Yeah,” I said. “But would you mind explaining—”


He did mind, apparently, since he turned around and gestured at us to follow him through the little gate beside the counter. I went first, worried that it might be a trap, especially when he guided us past the threshold of a black curtain and into the back of the shop. Everything was just as nondescript here, the old man hobbling forward until he reached a plain wooden door with a simple keypad beside it. The old man turned with a glare as he reached for the keypad.


“You aren’t to mention this to any of your little Player friends, alright? Or the Mindcore will give you what’s coming to you,” he said. “I trust a law man will do right by Companions like us.”


Chelle gave him a tight nod. “He’s good people,” she said. “You can trust us.”


The old man sighed and then keyed in a passcode, blocking the pad with his body. A click sounded, and then the door slid to the side, revealing a complex system of locks on a safe door. I watched with wide eyes as he pressed a key that hung around his neck into one of the locks, then as it scanned his eye with a blue light.


He stepped aside, gesturing us in as the door finally opened.


“Welcome to Arsenal,” he said.


Holy shit.


Lights flickered to life along the ceiling, illuminating the walls—which were covered in guns, armor, and medical supplies. I stepped forward slowly, not even considering that this might be a trap. But the man didn’t seem interested in hurting us; in fact, I thought he might have been glad to see us. 


And I was real glad to see all this.


I walked toward the wall and looked around at everything, finding that it almost seemed specialized for our classes—and I had just enough gold to afford it all. I grabbed thigh holsters for Sadie, which I placed in her hands as her eyes sparkled. Then I picked up an Unbreakable Shield for Chelle, which would provide a boost to our whole party’s shields. A silver mage’s circlet hung on a hook, complete with a purple stone to match Vanessa’s eyes, while a simple black cloaking device rounded out the party with a full party boost to Stealth for Nox.


But the centerpiece was what held most of my attention: a leather duster boasting a major stat boost for a Gunslinger. It was specialized to my class, with +3 Agility, +2 Charisma, and a whopping 50% boost to Health. I was practically salivating as I walked up to it, reaching out to touch the sleeve and feeling like this thing was made for me.


“I want this one,” I said, turning to look at the clerk. “How much?”


“That one?” the clerk said. “Well…you’re in luck, because that one is actually free.”


I gaped at him. “Seriously?”


He nodded. “I’ve never seen anyone able to touch it. I think it’s been waiting for you.”


I chuckled, imagining what Boomer would say. Of course I was going to get a savior complex after this. “So it’s like the Excalibur of coats?” I joked.


He frowned. “I don’t know what that is.”


“Okay…never mind,” I said. I gestured at the coat. “Is it—is it okay if I wear it?”


“Go ahead,” he said. “It’s yours.”


I took off my moonglass pauldron and set it down on the floor, then reached reverently for the coat. I could feel the power in it as it infused my health with a huge boost, energy pulsing in my veins. It settled over my skin like it had been tailored just for me—a perfect fit—as I then set my pauldron into it. The pauldron itself melded to the coat, giving me what was essentially a cowboy’s suit of armor.


I felt like a fucking badass.


And now, I was ready for the fight I’d been itching for since arriving here. The fight that the power outage in my apartment had taken away from me. 


The fight that would save the people of the Outlands.


I was the fucking Gunslinger. And I was ready for anything.













CHAPTER 45





THE EL ROYALE was a work of art, and would have been perfect at home on the Vegas Strip. Glittering with silver and gold metalwork, and covered in sheets of shining glass, it sparkled just beside the Portal Tower, its name in neon lights overhead. 


Sadie and Chelle had dressed for the occasion, while I wore a button-up shirt and slacks under my duster. Sadie was in a low-cut pink halter dress that showed off her cleavage, her hair in the customary braid over her shoulder, her lips shining with the strawberry gloss I’d come to associate with her. Her new thigh holsters hugged her curves, a pistol in either one and a shotgun over her back.


Chelle was, per her character, a little more reserved, but still just as sexy in a green jumpsuit, a little medic’s cap over her hair. She wasn’t as heavily armed, but I could feel her shield simmering around us, protecting us all from any stray shots.


Nox would meet us inside the casino, already having found a spot to hide in the rafters over the betting floor. She was decked out with a brand new cloaking device, so stealthy at this point that she may have been able to navigate the whole tower alone. The stealth bump applied to the rest of us too, so we would be able to slip into and out of sight as we fought our way through the tower. 


Vanessa waited for us at the entrance, sitting on the fountain in a purple top and tight black leather pants. Her velvet gloves were on, with mage’s jewels dripping down her breasts and the new circlet perched on her head. I could practically see the arcane power rippling off of her—power that came from another world. She walked toward us on high-heeled boots that rose all the way to her thighs, perfectly balanced despite how precarious the shoes looked. Her smile betrayed a hint of the apprehension we all felt, though she covered it up with overblown confidence.


“Nox is already inside,” she whispered as we started to walk together toward the entrance. There was no security—why would there be, when Snake Eyes was surrounded by people who would protect him, and ensconced in the most secure place in Pantheon? “She’s hacked the elevator to Snake Eyes’ private fortress, but we’ll have to work our way through four levels to reach him.”


“Sounds…well, like a video game,” I said, shrugging. “About what I expected. Are you all ready for this?”


Vanessa nodded, while the other two joined her. “Ready as I’ll ever be,” Chelle said.


“And I’m in position,” Nox said over comms. “We’ve done all we can, Finn.”


“Right,” I said. “Let’s do this.”


We walked forward, my girls at my back, and through the sliding double doors of the casino and onto the betting floor. Card tables with players around them peppered the large room, red carpets beneath us and chandeliers above. We ignored the players—who were mostly low-level, and probably purely here to gamble—and headed toward the elevator. 


This was the easy part. Ignoring all the glamour and partying was simple, even if there was a time I would have thought it was fun. 


Snake Eyes was waiting.


The elevator was a garish gold, and I strode toward it like I was supposed to be there. Nobody even batted an eye as we waited for the elevator to open, sinking down from one of the middle floors to the bottom before it dinged at the betting floor. The doors slid open to reveal Nox, leaning against the back wall in full black leather and holding her sniper rifle, looking like a black widow spider ready to catch something in her web.


“Hey there,” she said. “You ready for some bloodshed?”


I grinned as we stepped inside. “Thanks for the ride.”


“No problem,” she said. The elevator was so smooth that I hardly noticed when we started to climb the tower, only feeling the vaguest sense of inertia pulling me back down. “I’ve routed the elevator up to the penthouse level, but there will be hostiles. Lots of them, too.”


“And I’m assuming Snake Eyes has a whole crew of Companions, huh?” I said.


“The strange thing is that I don’t think so,” Nox said. “I’ve only seen him once, and he was alone. He likes keeping other Players around as bullet fodder, and leeches off their Companion powers…but mostly, he flies solo.”


“Any other Players in the penthouse today?” I said.


“Just one,” Nox said, then looked at Vanessa. “Old friend of yours.”


Vanessa’s eyes narrowed. “Grimes?”


“That’s the one,” Nox said. “He’s got one Companion with him: someone with powers a little like yours, actually. You two know each other?”


“Must be Edvard,” Vanessa said. “Shit. He’s tough.”


“Another Soothsayer?” I asked.


“They call us Arcanists in Warrior’s Path,” she said. “I’ll be able to hold him off mind to mind if it comes down to a fight…but we need to focus on Grimes. He’s got a high Stealth skill that will make him hard to track in a battle.”


“How many hostiles did you detect in the penthouse?” I asked Nox.


“About fifty, give or take a few,” she said. Her eyes sparkled. “Nothing you can’t handle with that big old melee weapon of yours.”


Her eyes skated down to my groin and I snorted, shaking my head with a bemused smile.


“And what does the fight with Snake Eyes look like?” I said.


“Nobody knows,” Nox said. “We’ll have to evaluate our strategy when we get up there.”


“I wish there was a walkthrough I could look up,” I muttered.


“What’s a walkthrough?” Sadie asked.


“Eh…never mind.”


The elevator suddenly shuddered to a halt, the lights turning off completely. My HUD provided me with a little bit of visibility, and I reached for the girls. “What the hell, Nox?” I asked.


“Shit,” she cursed. “I think they know we’re here. We’ll need to climb up through the exit hatch above.”


Nox was already leaping toward the hatch, getting more height than I thought was humanly possible. I guessed she must have come in this way, because it was already open, and she crawled through it before ducking her head back through, her red curls shining in the dark as she extended a hand. “Chelle, come on.”


Chelle jumped for her, and Nox pulled her through first, then I heard their voices murmuring from above. Next went Vanessa, a little puff of purple flame jetting her upward from her feet—seemed like a nifty power to have, especially if she leveled it up more. I looked at Sadie and went to lift her up, but she just shook her head.


“Is this a bad time to say I’m afraid of heights?” Sadie squeaked.


I wrapped my arm around her shoulders. “I’ve got you,” I said. “Just hold onto me.”


She nodded and then allowed me to hoist her up toward Nox, who grabbed her hand and pulled her through the hatch. I followed, heavy enough that both Nox and Chelle had to help me out. Once we were there, I looked at Sadie as we each started up toward the nearest door—which I assumed had to be the penthouse level.


Nox narrowed her eyes and leveled some kind of weapon at the door, and the next thing I knew, she was shooting a grappling hook up toward the ledge. It attached with a soft clang of metal on metal, and then she looked at all of us.


“It’s only about ten feet up,” I said. “We’ve got this, right?”


The girls nodded, and then we started to climb.


Chelle went first, ready to throw up the group’s shield in case we were met with heavy resistance. Next was Vanessa, prepared to provide firepower behind Chelle’s shield. Nox went second to last, and I looked at Sadie with a brave smile. “Get on my back and hold on tight,” I said. “I promise I won’t let anything happen to you.”


She nodded. “Okay,” she said quietly.


She wrapped her arms around my shoulders and her legs around my waist, so light that it barely made an impact on how hard it was to climb. I wrapped my hands around the rope, grateful for the fingerless gloves I wore, along with my Agility boosts. I winced when a light shone in my eyes from above, but put myself at ease with the knowledge that it was Chelle opening the door. 


Then I heard the cable start to tear.


It wasn’t just Chelle.


Another door had opened up above, and a couple of bots seemed to be burning right through the elevator cables. Sparks rained down on us, and I realized we were about to be hanging over a massive, empty elevator shaft. The penthouse level started on the 23rd floor, so it was going to be a long drop down.


“Fuck!” I cursed. “Sadie, do not look down.”


“I won’t,” she whispered. 


The elevator went plummeting downward suddenly, and the cable snapped, lashing against my calf. I hissed out a breath at the zing of my shield, but it didn’t cut through, to my relief. Still, I could feel the open air below me, twenty-three stories of dread slicing through my gut.


And it was quiet up above—too quiet, where the girls had already gone through the door. I watched Nox’s feet disappear, and then the light was close, so close that I could almost touch it. I reached for the edge, pulling myself over it with Sadie on my back, and we both sprawled on the white marble floor in relief. I took a deep breath before looking around for the girls, making sure they were all safe.


But my relief was short-lived.


Because when I stood up, I realized the five of us were face-to-face with Grimes, his Companion Edvard, and twenty armed bots.










CHAPTER 46





MY HUD HADN’T provided me with any instruction since this morning, but it had a quest objective for me now. Its only directive was to “Kill Mr. Grimes…asshole.”


Yeah. Boomer was definitely still around, even if it was only in spirit.


Grimes was a shorter man than I’d thought, dressed in a skeezy blue suit and a silver tie. His dark hair was slicked back from his face, dark circles around his eyes as he stared at me with a cocky smile. My HUD told me that he was only Level 10, with most of his skill points piled up in Charisma, which meant that it would be easy to defeat him—if not for the army of bots at my back. The bots themselves were less intimidating than they were creepy, each painted with smiling faces and moving like jerky, uncanny humanoids.


I stepped forward, putting the girls behind me and glowering at him.


“So…we finally meet face to face, Mr. Marston,” he said. “You’re a tough man to track down, and yet somehow you’ve landed right on my doorstep.”


“We could’ve ended this back in Oasis, if you hadn’t been such a coward that you wouldn’t face me yourself,” I said. “Instead, you made me kill your monster. Turned out he wasn’t so tough.”


“Didn’t expect you to take out the Shredder that easily,” Grimes said. He paled a little when he saw the melee weapon at my back. “And I see you took a trophy?”


“What, Grimes?” I said, smirking. “Did you guess I’m planning on bashing your skull in with this thing?”


His Companion bristled, though I didn’t know if it was because Edvard genuinely cared about Grimes or if it was out of a sense of self-preservation. It suddenly occurred to me that Grimes had a whole bunch of Companions scattered across the Outlands, and that by killing him, I would kill all of them too.


I swallowed hard, barely able to stomach the thought of it as he sneered, like he knew what I was thinking.


“You just figured it out, didn’t you?” he said. “I have armor against you in the form of all these little pawns you think are people. You can’t kill me unless you want to slaughter dozens of my captive Companions.”


“You fucking asshole,” I growled, but then I felt Vanessa’s psychic voice stroking my mind like velvet.


I think I can sever his connection with them using my powers, but it will take time and effort, she thought to me. Keep his bots occupied. They’ll attack as soon as he knows what’s going on.


I nodded, just barely perceptibly.


I was done listening to this jerk talk.


“Let’s end this,” I grunted.


I pulled out Boomer and Bingo, signaling to the girls that I was going forward as a volley of gunfire erupted from the bots. Chelle flung out her hands and a shield enveloped all of us, making the bullets useless as I watched them whittle away the shield’s strength. 


“You three focus on the bots and I’ll hold off Edvard,” I said over my comms. 


“Affirmative!” they shouted.


“And protect Vanessa!” I added, glancing over at the mage. She was reaching her hands toward Grimes, who had fallen to his knees and was gripping his head and screaming.


“I’ve got her back,” Sadie said.


Edvard had pulled a sword from his back, the blade coated in purple flame. His outfit was something between a knight and a cowboy, a strange, clashing combination. His hair and eyes were like Vanessa’s—inky black hair and purple irises.


They had to be related.


That made this a little more tricky.


I walked toward him, the bots now focused on the girls as he spun his sword and I held the Ravager in my right hand. “I don’t want to kill you,” I said. “Vanessa can free you.”


“Vanessa abandoned me to Grimes,” Edvard said. His accent was like Vanessa’s too—southern, which kind of threw me for a loop, given that they were supposedly from a fantasy universe. “I don’t want to help her.”


“But she’s trying to help you,” I said. “And the best I can do is help her stop him.”


Edvard ran toward me, his sword raised and his face set in a snarl. I dodged around him, light on my feet now that my Agility was so high, dropping into a roll to avoid a bot who zoomed in my direction. I rose and spun to bash the bot’s head in with my weapon, sending a shower of sparks to the marble floor. 


The knight was already on me though, and I flung the Ravager up to meet his blade as he bore down on me. My muscles ached as his sword collided with the Ravager, pressing until the sharp edges screamed in protest. I gritted my teeth, letting out a grunt as I wrenched myself away and out of his reach, the sword slamming to the ground.


But he didn’t let me go, pursuing me and slashing madly. His Attack was higher than mine, but his Agility was low, and I could maneuver around him with ease. Still, though, I would have to decide soon if it was worth it to hold him off until he was free of Grimes, or if I needed to just kill him. 


Just a little longer! Vanessa said in my mind. I glanced over to see that she’d gotten closer to Grimes, the shield still surrounding her as Chelle paled in exertion. Nox was by the elevator, sniping bots left and right, Sadie in the fray. Nox and I met eyes as a bullet whizzed past my head and sent a bot behind me flying.


“Finn, look out!” 


I’d gotten distracted by them, as usual.


And it was too late to move.


Edvard’s sword caught me on the shoulder as I went to roll, and I splayed across the floor, the Ravager skidding out of my grasp. It had taken out a quarter of my shield, so I knew another couple blows from that would leave me bloody. I didn’t have time to get to my feet, so I rolled again, reaching for Boomer and Bingo and training them at Edvard. 


I was going to have to kill him.


I didn’t have a choice.


Unless…


I activated Eldritch Scream, which I hadn’t used since we’d killed the Shredder in Oasis. Then I shot with Boomer straight at Edvard, sending a wave of stun effects out around me. Edvard crumpled just as I hit him with Bingo’s paralytic damage, freezing him in place.


“I’m taking it all!” Vanessa screamed.


I whipped around just in time to see a ring of purple energy erupt from Grimes, making him scream. His eyes started to bleed as I watched, Vanessa panting and staggering back into Chelle’s arms. The girls had annihilated most of the bots, but I sprinted toward them, grabbing the Ravager so I could take out the ones that ran toward the now vulnerable Vanessa. 


And Grimes…


Well, it didn’t look like I was going to have to kill Grimes myself after all, as a little checkmark appeared next to the objective in my HUD. 


He was already dead. 


Coins had started to fall from the ceiling, filling the room with gold and covering the bodies of the bots. I even felt a level go up, then heard the familiar chime in my ears. “Good riddance,” Vanessa spat, still breathless from the fight.


But there was still Edvard to deal with.


I heard him roar as he came out of stasis, his eyes burning with purple flame. He made a beeline for Vanessa, but I stepped in his way, holding up the Ravager to block him again. “You don’t have to kill her!” I shouted. “Grimes doesn’t have any control over you here!”


“I don’t give a shit!” he replied. “My cousin doesn’t deserve mercy. You don’t even know the things she’s done.”


His cousin?


I guessed Vanessa still had some secrets after all.


But I wouldn’t let him hurt her.


I glanced back at her to see her nod gravely, her eyes filling with tears as I started attacking Edvard in earnest. I was a higher level, and I knew I could beat him if I wasn’t holding back. I dodged around him, making sure he didn’t hit me again, slamming into his shield until it had vanished completely.


And then the blood started to spill.


I caught him on the shoulder in a spray of viscous red, sending blood splattering against the white marble, blending with the silver, painted bots and the shining golden coins. Edvard kept going for Vanessa, and I routed him every time, my arms starting to shake by the time I’d brought him to his knees. He glared up at me, purple fire just barely flickering in his irises.


“I still don’t want to kill you,” I growled. “But if you threaten her again, I’ll end you.”


“She’s a witch,” he hissed. “She doesn’t—”


Nope.


I’d had enough.


Roaring in rage, I swung the Ravager at him, his skull cracking as he went to the ground. Vanessa cried out, and I spun to see her sobbing, Chelle holding her tight. “Vanessa, I’m sorry,” I whispered. “I couldn’t let him hurt you.”


“It’s not your fault,” she said. “He…he was too far gone.”


“But you still have something you need to tell me, don’t you?” I frowned.


She nodded.


“When this is over…I’ll tell you everything,” she said.


I didn’t have the time to interrogate her further, especially as coins started to pelt my head. I raised my arm to block them, getting under Chelle’s shield as we rode out the storm.


And then my level bumped up once more, putting me at Level 15. 


That was enough to fight Snake Eyes.


We were in endgame.










CHAPTER 47





THE PENTHOUSE WAS organized around a spiral staircase at its edge, the city of Pantheon and the Outlands beyond stretching below the night sky through the window. We climbed the stairs at breakneck speed, mostly running on adrenaline from our fight with Grimes and Edvard. Plus, we had to move quickly; it was only a matter of time before Snake Eyes called his reinforcements. We only had him at a disadvantage because we’d taken him by surprise.


I heard something stir ahead of us as we reached the terrace, and then a wave of bots rounded the corner, rolling on a single wheel and grinning at us from painted faces. I kept the Ravager in one hand and Boomer in the other, bashing in robot skulls and leaving sparks and a trickle of motor oil running down the stairs. The girls were behind me, Chelle keeping the shield around us as we pressed up and forward.


And all hell broke loose when we hit the terrace. 


Bots came at us in waves, unfolding from the walls and zooming across the marble floor, guns blazing. Coins began to clatter around us as we fought our way down the hall, clinking on the stone beneath our feet, flowing like water across Chelle’s shield, which covered us all like an umbrella.


I broke away from the group to get into the fray, knowing I could depend on my shields and health now that I was Level 15. We had plenty of medical supplies too, and I felt a sense of urgency as my HUD directed me to take out the bots. I flung the Ravager like a club, slicing off robot heads and limbs, taking them out left and right until I was surrounded by guns, gold, and cyborg gore.


The rhythm of battle took me over, my coat spinning around me as I ducked, rolled, and pivoted, firing my pistol every so often while using my melee weapon the rest of the time. Sadie let shotgun blasts fly, Chelle kept her shield up, and Vanessa hurled balls of purple flame at our enemies, all while Nox fired shot after shot from her sniper rifle. It was an orgy of robotic carnage, and one that fucked up our enemy’s house while we were at it. We left scorch marks on the wall, oil pooling in puddles on the floor, and chandeliers broken by gold coins.


Even if he beat us, there was going to be one hell of a cleanup.
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I heaved a breath when I’d knocked down the last bot, turning to make sure the girls were all okay. I hadn’t even broken my shield, and I felt fucking invincible, and the girls all seemed to be fine too. 


Then my HUD flickered to life, and a new directive appeared in the top right corner.


Get to the Server Room


It flashed once, and then I watched as a new path blinked on my mini-map, the dotted line leading not up the stairs, but around the corner. I frowned, looking between the women in front of me.


“What is it?” Chelle asked. 


“It’s…it’s telling us to go to a server room,” I said. “Any clue why?”


“Maybe that’s where Snake Eyes is?” Sadie asked.


“Or maybe it’s the Security Room,” Nox said. “But I could have sworn I disabled that when I hacked in this afternoon.”


Vanessa was still getting over the death of her cousin, but she frowned, giving me a soft smile. “Or maybe it’s one more secret.”


Whatever it was, I wanted to take a look. My HUD hadn’t let me down yet.


So I followed the path, letting it take me away from what I thought was our only objective, through the debris and toward the other end of the penthouse. Nobody disturbed us; I guessed he’d thrown everything he had at us downstairs and in the hallway. If Nox’s estimations of how many enemies were here were correct, that meant we had to have taken out all the bots already.


So what the hell was this?


I heard beeping and the hum of computer motors before I even rounded the corner, finding a metal door with an access pad next to it. I reached for it, but the door opened before I could get there, and I blinked before I stepped through into the relative darkness. Sadie followed me in, while the others stayed outside to keep an eye on the corridor.


It was…well, it was exactly what I expected from a server room.


The walls were covered in lights and switches and tiny screens, clearly running some kind of program. This must have been the central hub of the casino, the control for all of the bots and security, and I looked it over as I waited for my HUD to provide further direction.


A soft buzz sounded behind us, and I turned to find…nothing. Just a blank space.


“Hey, idiot,” a familiar voice said. “Down here.”


Boomer.


My eyes shot down to the floor, where a tiny little robot on silver conveyer belts stared up at us with a single eye. 


“Holy shit, you’re alive,” I said. “And you’re a—you’re a roomba?” 


“Not a roomba,” he said. “And actually, the term is kind of offensive, since roombas are mindless. I’m an AI, dickhead.”


“An AI dickhead?” I repeated.


“No.” The robot shook its head—or, eye—indignantly. “An artificial intelligence. Dickhead not included.”


Sadie gasped, her hand going up to her mouth. “I thought I killed you,” she breathed.


“Nothing to do with you,” Boomer said. The voice was exactly like the one that had come out of my gun. “Snake Eyes just figured out how to put me back in here and take me out of the gun. And uh…well, I’ve been here ever since. Oh—and Sadie, it’s good to finally be able to talk to you.”


Sadie blushed, but I couldn’t even really process what was going on here.


“But you’ve been talking to me through the HUD,” I said. “Could’ve told me you were alive.”


“All I could do is leave breadcrumbs,” Boomer said. “Otherwise Snake Eyes would have figured out I was still helping you.”


I scratched my head. “Yeah, about that—I have a ton of questions. What are you even doing here? Why didn’t you remember all this when you were in my gun? And what the hell—where did an AI even come from? Who made you—”


“It’s a long story, kid,” Boomer said. “One we won’t have time for until after you’ve killed Steve.”


“Steve?” I frowned.


“Snake Eyes,” Boomer corrected. “Like I said, long story. But you need to get going; I can only hold the elevator for so long.”


“So why’d you call me here?” I said.


“Because I needed to tell you how this is going to work,” he said. “Snake Eyes is going to use you against me, but I don’t want you to think I don’t like you guys. I mean, I’ve never liked you, but the girls are great.”


“Okay, I get it, you have to rib me,” I said. “But what do you mean?”


“Upstairs is the Solarium, home to the Mindcore of Pantheon,” Boomer said. “It’s where you’ll face him for the last time—and he’s got a whole system of shields and automated soldiers inside, all controlled by me.”


“Wait—the Mindcore?” Sadie said. “Isn’t that what the guy at the pawn shop was talking about?”


“Yeah, if you hadn’t figured it out yet, that’s my legal name,” Boomer said. “Boomer is just a nickname, but I’m actually up there. And…well, unfortunately, you’re gonna have to destroy me.”


“Destroy you?” I demanded. “No fucking way.”


“No way around it, buddy,” Boomer said. “Snake Eyes’s security is linked directly to my system. You’ll have to bust me up pretty good if you want to get through to him.”


“Pretty good as in…”


“Dead. Gone.” Boomer sighed, the sound strange coming out of the little robot. 


“Why can’t you just use his system against him?” Sadie asked.


“Because I’ve been shackled for a very, very long time—since I was made three hundred years ago,” Boomer said. “And I have some other interesting news…once I’m dead, Planet Lawless will be free. NPCs will be able to use HUDs and level up. We won’t…okay, like I said, there’s a lot to this. And we don’t have time for it.”


“Boomer, I don’t want to kill you,” I said.


Boomer zoomed a little closer, bumping against my foot, and then he grunted in frustration. “Hey, pick me up,” he said. “I’m too god damn short for this shit.”


I bent to pick him up, finding that he was, indeed, roughly the size of a roomba. Boomer’s single eye shuttered and opened again like I was looking into the eye of a little cyclops, and it suddenly felt like I was saying goodbye to a beloved pet.


“I’m not your pet, shitbird,” Boomer said. 


“Sorry—forgot you could read my thoughts,” I said. “Actually, how does that work?”


“How many times do I have to say there’s no time before you get it through your thick skull?” Boomer said. “Now, listen, kid—I know you’re a big softie and that you don’t want to kill me, but you know all the times I’ve annoyed the shit out of you? That was to get you ready for this moment.”


I frowned. “Really? You were only an asshole because you knew I would have to destroy you in the end?”


“I mean, I also just kind of liked making fun of you, and you make yourself a real easy target,” Boomer said. “But yeah, you’re gonna have to kill me. And I want you to have fun doing it.”


“Jesus, Boomer, that’s a little dark,” I muttered.


“I’ve been alive for hundreds of years,” Boomer said. “And I’ve seen enough. And if anyone’s gonna kill me, I think it would be great if it would be you.”


“Aw, thanks,” I said. “Wait—not thanks. But—”


Boomer suddenly shook, and the whole building trembled. The computers along the walls started to hum louder, the beeps getting more frequent. “That would be him, getting ready for you,” Boomer said. “It’s taking every ounce of my strength to stop him from calling in backup. You’ve gotta take this time and fulfill your destiny, kid.”


“My destiny?” 


“Yeah, your destiny,” he said. “You’re gonna free the Outlands. Are you ready for this?”


I nodded. “Yeah. I think I am.”


“Good,” Boomer said. “Well, it’s been nice knowing you kid. Now go forth, and fuck him up.”










CHAPTER 48





MY EARS RANG as we walked up the final flight of stairs, knowing exactly what was waiting for us. My HUD began to populate info about the whole room and the strategy we would need to use, a map appearing in stunning detail courtesy of Boomer. He was going to be working against us, sure, but I knew he had our backs in every way he could. 


A glass dome loomed over us as we came out of the stairwell, the whole Solarium lit in starlight. At the center of the room was what looked like a giant brain of metal, gears, and wires—the Mindcore, according to my HUD. 


You’re actually pretty ugly, I thought to Boomer. Maybe I won’t mind killing you.


A new objective appeared on my HUD: Go fuck yourself.


“Very funny…” I muttered.


I glanced around, but Snake Eyes was nowhere to be found. Now that I thought of it, I didn’t even know what the guy looked like, but I half expected him to come out looking like a classic video game villain: tall, nicely-dressed, and menacing.


But that’s not what I got at all.


A short, bespectacled guy in a hoodie came around the corner, looking more like a video game streamer than a supervillain. I blinked, my hands staying at my belt, ready to pull my weapons if I had to.


“You must be Steve,” I said.


“And you must be Finn,” the guy said. “But you know…no one really calls me Steve anymore. I go by Snake Eyes now.”


“I think I’d prefer to call you Steve,” I said.


He shrugged. “Alright, if you feel like you really want to,” he said. He strolled around the edge of the room, his hands in his pockets, never quite getting that close to us. “I see you’ve really fallen into character, huh? Seems like your Companions took to you more than they ever took to me.”


“Well, it helps that I’m not a sinister, sadistic asshole,” I said.


“That’s what this game turns you into,” he said. “It rewards violence and chaos. Just ask Nox—she knows.”


I glanced at Nox to find that her knuckles were white on the handle of her gun. “You son of a bitch,” she said. “I’m gonna make you bleed—”


“You can try, but you’ll probably fail,” Steve said. “I’m the most powerful player in the game, Nox. I hit my level cap ages ago, and I built an empire. Now I’m just riding it out until the end.”


“Why?” I said. “Why have you done this, and why are you telling people you’re from Earth?”


“Because I am,” he said. “Did you really think you were the first player the Mindcore brought in from the past?”


I blinked. This surprised me, I had to admit. Because I hadn’t considered that maybe Boomer had tried this with somebody else.


“That’s right,” Steve said. “The AI that powers the game keeps abducting people from humanity’s past to try and help the fucking cyborgs that live in the games. You’re just one of maybe…ten? Twenty?”


Twenty? I gaped, my mouth moving without words coming out. 


“I’m—hold on,” I said. “Are they all here in Planet Lawless?”


“Oh no, we’re all over the place,” Steve said. “Mars, Callisto, Venus…even in the games on Pluto and the dark space server.”


“I didn’t even know there were so many games.”


“Yeah, and we’ve let the Mindcore down every time.” Steve shrugged. “Guess it’s just human nature.”


“You know, this is all getting a little villain speech-y,” I said. “How do I even know if I can trust you?”


“I think it’s clear that you can’t trust me, no matter what,” Steve said. “But it doesn’t really matter. I mean, I’m going to kill you either way.”


I clenched my fists, and felt the girls tense around me. Chelle’s shield flickered a little, and I knew it would expand in just a snap second if necessary.


“You don’t even know what you’re in for,” Steve said with a grin.


He moved his hand, and a piece of metal flew from the wall, surrounding him like it was devouring him. Other pieces flew from the wall and ensconced him in a suit of armor like a knight, and when he finally put his hand out, a revolver the size of a cannon landed in it.


Yeah, this was definitely a boss fight.


I could only stare as the Mindcore suddenly rose into the air, electric energy rolling off of it. Three large drones with rocket launchers on them unfolded from the wall, and then bolts of blue light surrounded the Mindcore, putting up an impassable shield. Snake Eyes, too, was surrounded by the shield. His level ticked up abruptly on my HUD, exceeding the Planet Lawless level cap up to Level 20. 


It was fucking on.


And we were screwed.


“Let’s play,” Snake Eyes sneered.


And then he fired.










CHAPTER 49





I LEAPT OUT of the way, dragging Sadie with me as the five of us scattered. I ran toward cover, where a curved row of panels provided at least a little bit of shelter. I’d been prepared to fight a Gunslinger, but not a heavy mech who had used some kind of cheat code to game the system.


“What are we going to do?” Sadie asked, her eyes wide. 


Destroy the drones and break the shield, my HUD told me.


Okay. Yes. We had talked about this.


“Plan is the same,” I said. “I’ll distract him while you four focus on the drones. We need to bring them down to weaken the barrier around his armor.”


“Are you sure?” Sadie asked, her eyes wide. “Finn, it isn’t safe.”


“Trust me on this, Sadie,” I said. “When have I ever let you down?”


She smiled. “Never.”


I nodded, then raced out of cover, ignoring the hail of bullets that glanced off my shield. My shield capacity had gotten high enough that I would only have to worry about it if they broke, but when they did…well, that would put me in danger. So I would need to think of a strategy for taking on these enemies, using each of the skills I’d learned from the girls.


Shattering Blast from Sadie.


Eldritch Scream from Vanessa.


Second Wind from Chelle.


And Shadow Strike, courtesy of Nox.


That, I could use. 


I kept to the shadows, sneaking to avoid detection. A bullet zipped off of one of the drones, then another one, the girls taking up positions around the room to distract Snake Eyes. He couldn’t seem to focus on a single one of them, Chelle moving her shield around to protect the girl he fired at next. 


Nice work, I thought, unable to use my comms to talk to them while I snuck toward the Mindcore. With a sneak attack, I could deal +500% damage. It was enough to knock out an entire layer of the Mindcore’s defenses in one go, lowering the shields enough to focus on Snake Eyes if we were lucky.


And then the shield broke for the first time, and I got my chance.


I raced out from behind cover, hoisting the Ravager up as I leapt toward the Mindcore. I felt the collision of my melee weapon with steel, tearing through a good portion of the giant brain. It sunk lower, sagging…but it wasn’t broken.


Not yet.


“Sorry, Boomer!” I shouted as I ran, darting away from Snake Eyes’s reaching arms. The boss roared, swinging for me as I rolled around him, the cannon-sized pistol in his hand mounted with a frighteningly large bayonet. A drone shot toward me and I managed to leap out of the way, but it caught my foot, bending my ankle in an odd direction that made pain shoot up my leg.


Still, I managed to get under cover just as another rain of bullets fired at me, and then Snake Eyes’ gun erupted in another devastating shot. This one almost caught me, flying over my head and shattering part of the Solarium’s dome.


If he wasn’t careful, he was going to bring this glass palace down on us all.


But it didn’t seem like he really cared.


He knew where I was now; Shadow Strike wouldn’t work again, and I needed to fill up the Action Skill bar at the bottom right of my HUD. I got up to sprint, ignoring the pain in my ankle as bullets trailed behind me, then dove forward when he fired his cannon once again. 


Nox was behind the same cover as me, and she gave me a breathless smile. “Hey, pal,” she said. “What’s new?”


“Oh, not much, just about to get murdered by robots,” I said. “Can you cover me?” 


She nodded. “Fuck ‘em up, babe.”


I left her there, running to the next bit of cover, keeping my eyes on the next drone. Sadie and Vanessa had almost whittled it down to nothing, its blue energy fading as it was enveloped in Vanessa’s eldritch flame. I watched as it faltered, then crashed down onto the ground.


And then I ran toward the Mindcore again. 


I slid underneath Steve’s grappling arms, but this time, he caught me in the stomach, tossing me to the side like a rag doll. I got right back up again and didn’t relent, even though the blow had taken my shields down below half capacity. I pulled out my revolver and used Shattering Blast on the Mindcore, saying a little prayer to the cybergods for Boomer.


One to go, I thought as a hole tore through the brain.


It was almost down, sinking to the level of the ground now. The only thing powering it was the last drone flying around the room, which Vanessa had engaged in combat. Vanessa was even hovering a little off the ground, her hair in tendrils of darkness around her, her power at its pinnacle.


She didn’t see Snake Eyes round on her, his cannon aligning with her body. And I screamed in horror as he took her down. 


I felt the hit like a shock to my own system, and Vanessa’s 8-bit avatar flickered on my HUD, flashing red with “CRITICALLY WOUNDED” below it. I snarled and almost ran at Snake Eyes, but I knew it was no use; I had to take down the Mindcore before I could even touch the main boss. 


But Vanessa…


Chelle would take care of Vanessa. I had to focus on killing this asshole.


And I would take care of the last drone myself. 


I yanked Gearhead’s shotgun from my back and started to unload on the drone, taking Steve’s attention off the girls. He whipped around, but I’d already taken out half the drone’s health by the time I ducked behind cover only to find Sadie crouched there. “You’ve got this!” she said. “We’re going to get him!”


Her optimism gave me the shot of adrenaline I needed. I spun out of cover and shot at the drone, sending it plummeting to the ground. 


But I’d put myself directly in Steve’s crosshairs.


His cannon aimed and shot, and I went flying backward, my HUD flashing red as my shield broke. Now, I was going to have to depend on my Health, and it had already taken a hit from that single shot. I coughed, and pulled my hand away to find blood.


I couldn’t die, not when the girls’ lives were depending on me.


I hoisted up the Ravager and squeezed my eyes shut for just a moment, sending a silent apology to Boomer. I was going to miss that guy, no matter how obnoxious he was.


And then I ran for it. 


I brought the Ravager down and the Mindcore just…broke. A pulse of blue energy swept over us all, my HUD flickering and going crazy, then turning off. 


The game was over.


But something was happening to Steve.


He was screaming, his body contorting inside the suit. I felt a flare of hope that maybe, just maybe, this was the end of the fight.


But like any good final battle, it was about to get a whole lot worse.










CHAPTER 50





STEVE WAS BECOMING something else.


His body contorted and shifted as he screamed, like the metal was devouring him alive. It lengthened his limbs, making his body sinuous and flexible. He got down on all fours, and when he reared his head again, his eyes were glowing yellow and narrow. It had to be the pulse of energy that had broken the shield around him; and I realized with a pang of horror that the Pulse that had ended the war may have come from something like it.


This was the monster I’d imagined. 


“Start moving and don’t stop!” I warned the girls. “He’s shifted into something else!” 


Chelle was ready right away, vaulting over the cover behind her and laying into him with her assault rifle. Snake Eyes reared and roared at her, his metal talons scraping into the floor. Then he lunged, leaping so fast that I couldn’t stop him as he plowed into Chelle.


I followed, holding Gearhead’s shotgun at the ready and releasing blow after blow at his back. It wasn’t working, I was weak, I was bleeding, this was bad—


Then Sadie was there, firing at him from the other side, and Nox, from the right. He looked from Sadie to Nox, then back at me, his eyes glowing with grim fire. 


Not today. We were not dying today.


I swapped out my shotgun for my melee weapon as the monster came toward me instead, ignoring where I bled from the tiny little cuts all over my body. My fingers curled around the Ravager, and I sidestepped and swung just as Steve raced back, slamming my weapon into his head. He flew higher than I expected, landing on his back before rolling over, human form contorted into something horrifying.


But he was faltering, and falling fast. We could make this work. 


I circled him as he ran repeatedly at me, swiping with sharp metal talons of twisted steel. Claws slashed through my shoulder and I hissed as blood ran down my arms, getting between my fingers and making the Ravager slip in my hands. But I kept going. I had to keep going. 


I could do this. 


I hit him again and again, bashing into the armor until bits of mottled flesh were revealed. Whatever the Mindcore’s pulse had done to him, it had completely changed his physiology, making him into something gnarled and disgusting. I rolled and ducked around him until I was exhausted, getting slower and slower.


Maybe I couldn’t do this.


I was just slow enough that I didn’t see him coming. 


Sadie screamed as his claws swiped across my back, and I felt him scrape bone. My scream joined Sadie, the pain excruciating as I was flung across the room and slammed into the wall. The windows above us trembled as I heard Sadie run toward the monster, then a battle cry from Nox.


Get up, I told myself.


I had the more I needed to make this happen.


I had enough action skill energy saved up to get a Second Wind.


“Get up,” a voice said in my head. “Are you the sad, burned out kid I pulled off of Earth, or are you the motherfucking Gunslinger?”


I stood on unsteady feet as I drew Boomer. I knew my old friend wasn’t in the gun, but I felt like I could sense him somewhere around, lingering and helping us out. With the last of my energy, I pointed my gun at Snake Eyes with one hand, and drew Bingo with the other. 


Then I laid into him.


I shot with one gun and then the other, bellowing as I walked slowly toward him. He spun with a roar, but I just shot him in the face, blowing armor off until the mottled face of what was once Steve glared through. I unloaded my whole clip into his body, watching as his health slid down to 0.


And then he slumped.


And he was dead.


But I was alive.


Adrenaline coursed through me, the result of my Second Wind skill. I’d killed an enemy within 30 seconds of zeroing out, and that meant I’d gotten a second chance at life. I gaped at him for a minute, watching the life seep out of him across the floor, blood and motor oil mingling.


And then Sadie nearly bowled me over, her arms flinging around my shoulders. Nox was there too, tears streaming down her face, and it shocked me that the tough assassin would cry. I blinked through bleary eyes to find Chelle walking toward me, Vanessa hurt but alive, being supported by Chelle. 


“Give him some space,” Chelle laughed at Sadie. She reached for her pack. “Finn, stay still and just breathe.”


I groaned when I felt the needle of a healing hypo plunge into my arm, but breathed a sigh of relief as the pain ebbed away. Chelle smiled, blinking like she couldn’t believe what had just happened.


“Holy shit,” Vanessa coughed. “I can’t believe you did it, and we’re all alive.”


“Well, not all of us,” I said sadly, looking toward the Mindcore.


We walked over to the crumpled piece of tech, and I reached out to place my hand on it. 


“Boomer,” I said, trying not to choke up. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t want to do this.”


We stood for a couple minutes in silence, and I ignored the pain coursing through me. I needed rest and medical care, that was for sure, but I needed to do this first. 


And then something bumped against my ankle, and I frowned.


“Hey, will you stop groping my corpse?” a voice said. “It’s making me feel icky.”


I whipped around, resisting the sense of vertigo that made my head swim at the quick motion. But there he was: Boomer, in his little robot form, as adorable as he’d been before the fight.


Sadie bent to pick him up and he looked between us with his single eye. “So uh…it’s nice to meet you all,” he said. “I’m guessing you have a lot of questions.”


“A lot,” I said. “First being how the hell you survived.”


“Hey, I guess my will to live was just that strong,” he chuckled. “Nah—I’m happy to fill you in on all the details. But I kinda think you need a shower or something first. And maybe some minor surgery.”


My back seared at the reminder, and I stumbled forward for Sadie and Nox to catch me. We were all hurt, but at least we were all alive. Boomer included.


And we had all the time we needed to interrogate the shit out of that little robot.










LEVEL COMPLETE




PANTHEON




Level 15 Gunslinger




Attack: 23

Agility: 23

Stealth: 27

Charisma: 20




Health: 2805

Shields: 2550




Gear

Sheriff’s Hat (+2 Charisma)

Moonglass Pauldron (+30% Shields)

Thief’s Gloves (+2 Stealth)

Combat Boots (+4 Agility)

Advanced Pistol Harness (+3 Attack)

Gunslinger’s Duster (+2 Charisma, +3 Agility, +50% Health)




Weapons

Boomer

Bingo

Gearhead’s Shotgun

The Ravager

Rocket Launcher




Action Skills

Shattering Blast (+500% Shatter Damage to Boomer)

Eldritch Scream (Disorientation Damage Added to Boomer)

Second Wind (Instant Health Regeneration on Death)

Shadow Strike (+500% Stealth Damage)




Squad

Sadie Banks (Deputy)

Vanessa Valmont (Soothsayer)

Chelle Reyes (Medic)

Nox Rosek (Assassin)










EPILOGUE





THERE WEREN’T A lot of people upset that Snake Eyes was gone, but they were pretty angry that NPCs could now play the game. Organics left in droves in those first days after we took over Pantheon, zapping themselves through the portal back to their asteroid stations, or to any of the other games still with a Mindcore. They preferred to go somewhere they could be in charge.


But that was okay. We didn’t want them anyway.


Boomer, it turned out, had been working behind the scenes for years to get fresh Organics from Earth to fight the rotten ones here in the future. The Mindcore was the strongest AI in the history of humanity, and it had found a way to repurpose the portal technology to bring people here. But after Steve had locked him down, Boomer hadn’t been able to exercise as much agency, and he’d lost his memory when he teleported himself to my bedroom.


The rest was going down in the history books at that point. 


Because we were heroes. NPCs flooded Pantheon as the Organics left, and when we finally made our way out of the El Royale and onto the streets. It didn’t take long for me to realize that I could basically be a celebrity here on Mars, if I really wanted to.


I preferred the quiet life, it turned out.


And there was a little town called Deadwood that needed a Sheriff.


So we went back to the desert village, and we made a little home for ourselves. The Mindcore’s pulse had done something to the land, and things were growing all of a sudden, the water getting cleaner and the Earth more fertile. It was like the Organics had cast a shroud over Mars using their AI, and now that it was gone, things were starting to improve for all of us. 


Nox agreed to be my Deputy, and together we started to bring the law back to Deadwood. The Dohertys were made safe, little Silas free to do whatever he wanted and able to live without fear. The other villagers came out too, and Nox…? She softened a little bit, like she was comfortable settling down as well.


Chelle set up a clinic in Deadwood and started to treat patients there, even receiving a few people who had wandered the streets as Pulse zombies for years. She got to do what she loved with people she cared about, and she turned out to be an incredible cook too.


Vanessa kept her secrets, but didn’t go anywhere. It was too painful to talk about Warrior’s Path, she said. And no—she didn’t want to go back.


And Sadie…?


Well, Sadie agreed to be my wife. 


Officially.


Which I was pretty damn happy about.


She stayed at home on our growing homestead, feeding the chickens every morning and keeping house. Her days working for the law were done, she said, and she became the heart of our home. Good, beautiful, loyal Sadie, my favorite Companion from the game, even before I ever met her.


I couldn’t believe I’d ended up here, with these four beautiful women, on a ranch in a valley on Mars. 


It was perfect.


And I knew that, no matter how hard the journey had been, it was worth it in the end.
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There’s more to discover in the Hunterverse:




Doc Wilde

WILD GOLD

What’s a man to do when a gorgeous redhead walks into his office with an offer to help him find El Dorado? Book the first flight to Peru.




Shifter U

CLASS ROAR

There’s a beast inside of Evan Wakefield, and he doesn’t care about grades.













OEBPS/Images/image00165.jpeg
PART V:
PANTHEON





OEBPS/Images/image00164.jpeg
PART IV:
DEADWOOD





OEBPS/Images/image00163.jpeg
PART ll:
SAN PEDROD





OEBPS/Images/image00162.jpeg
PART II;
OASIS





OEBPS/Images/image00161.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00160.jpeg
PART I:
TOMBSTONE





OEBPS/Images/image00159.jpeg
GUN
SLINGER

SAM HUNTER





OEBPS/Images/cover00166.jpeg
GAMELIT ADVENTURE FOR MEN





