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  Chapter One


  The tower was a symbol of her former slavery.  A symbol hidden by the tricks of the eye-screens.  Gabby kept her arm up to block the sunlight, while she stared at the tower, willing it to reveal its secrets.


  There were hundreds, maybe thousands, like it scattered up and down the GSA, and no one but the Coders and the higher echelon even knew they existed.  Gabby had probably lived her whole life next to one and never knew it.


  The sounds of battle raged ahead.  Not her battle, but one she was responsible for, but she couldn't pay attention.  Didn't want to pay attention.  Since the cloud layer had parted, her gaze had been locked on the tower.


  It was a small tower.  Not as large as the main broadcast spire to the north.  And one made of steel and wire and lies.  The big one was made of lies too, but also of brick and concrete.  The powerful central station communicated with the repeaters to keep LifeGame synced.  To keep the truth hidden.


  Gabby glanced to her left, the familiar score waiting to piss her off.  But since she'd come back to the GSA and joined the Coders, it hadn't the same effect.  Sure, she was judged like everyone else.  Scores given for jobs completed or extra tasks done, well after work hours.  But Gabby didn’t care so much about keeping score anymore.  The only score she had to settle was getting Zaela back.


  The weather conspired to hide the tower, much as the GSA had conspired to hide the truth of her reality with LifeGame, so Gabby resumed her focus on the battle.  Her arm dropped through the projection of a transport vehicle, long since removed from the battle by a missile or grenade.  Gabby didn't know which but it didn't take much to pull up the statistics and find out.  If she cared.


  Gabby walked through this world in the same way Damon had walked through her Final Raid.  She saw the holographic static that sparkled over the transport vehicle and the other projected false realities much in the same way Damon had probably seen her tunnels and giants and wraiths.


   The holographic static reminded Gabby of radioactive snow.   Memories of her snow - the one with Michael at the farmhouse - tried to bubble up, but she pushed it back down.  Fantasies of the Frags or Michael would only distract her.


  The static provided a useful visual, highlighting what she and her fellow Coders had created: an illusionary battlefield complete with exploded corpses and screaming kids.  Gabby let her frustrations about the usefulness of the screaming kids out on a clump of dirt.  


  Unlike the static transport vehicle, the kids were real, experiencing the full effects of the sense-web, courtesy of Unthar, who strolled ahead through the carnage like the god of war admiring his handiwork.  He wanted them to experience the horror of battle in their training so when the real war came, the one with the overwhelming hordes of Southlanders, they wouldn't flinch.


  Cassius had agreed, and in Gabby's two months with the Coders, Cassius always agreed when Unthar was involved.  And since Cassius was the Southern Front Commander, there was nothing Gabby could say otherwise.  


  Gabby shook her head.  She'd joined the Coders so she could go after Zaela in the Southlands, but instead, she'd been stuck on training duty while the days grew closer to war.  When the Southlands attacked, her Coder units proximity to the border would practically ensure her death defending the GSA.  Gabby gripped the stock of her automatic weapon, desperately trying to shed the adrenaline coursing through her body.    


  A fire fight broke out beyond the cafeteria.  Blue team had flanked a loose group of reds and Unthar was drawn to the skirmish like the false flies that hovered over the bodies.  Unthar ran right through a burning tank that shimmered in static.  


  Gabby wished she could coat the light post at the corner in glitter so Unthar would run right into it, thinking it holographic.


  "I'd kick him square between the legs if I didn't think it'd get me in trouble with Cassius," said Avony, strolling up from behind.


  Gabby's former best friend had her blond hair pulled back in a tight braid.  Instead of the doll-like joints she'd sported when they were schoolers in the midst of LifeGame, her skin glistened with ice crystals.  Hoarfrost formed at each step while her breath puffed out in white plumes even though it was late spring.  


  "And I'd kick Cassius if he complained," spat Gabby.


  Avony glanced upward as if someone was waiting above.  "Watch it, Gabs.  If he's not listening, he's probably got sniffers listening for his name.  He may be loose with some of the rules."  Avony waved her hand over her body, indicating the frost skin.  "But he's downright ruthless when it comes to insubordination."


  Gabby nodded, avoiding a kid lying in the ditch grabbing his leg.  Static sparkled over his leg where it'd been blown off in the simulation.  Even though the kid couldn't see her, they were hidden by the world painted over their eye-screens, she avoided eye contact.  His whimpers went right into her clenched jaw.


  "Let's hurry up and get this game analyzed so we can let these poor kids out of their misery," said Gabby.


  Avony nodded grimly.  They conferred away from the carnage, bringing up a mutual display between them.  


  After reviewing it for only a few seconds, Avony shook her head.  "It's no good.  Both red and blue teams are wasteful.  Look at these firing percentages.  Even with auto-targeting and squad infomatics they were atrocious.  Our game didn't buff them at all."


  "They're only twelve," countered Gabby.


  Avony met her gaze across the hologram.  "You know the same numbers that I do.  The Southlanders outnumber us ten to one.  We need every soldier and they must perform perfectly, or we're totally fragged."


  "Which is why I wish they'd let me go into the Southlands as a spy."  Gabby closed her eyes when she heard the kid in the ditch, crying again.  She'd put her hands over her ears, but it wouldn't work, the cochlea implants let it straight in.


  "Mario!  Why isn't Unthar ending this game?  We've got the information we need.  It didn't work.  I don't know why he keeps putting these kids through this."


  "You know, Gabs."  Avony walked through the hologram and consoled Gabby with a touch on her arm.  "He doesn't care about these kids and he'll just delay the end game if you bring it up."


  Pacing didn't relieve the pent up energy coursing through her body.  "I hate to say it, but I wish Damon was here."


  Avony adjusted her braid.  Frost crackled across her shoulder.  "The brass didn't like that he'd hidden his real purpose to taking that retrieval squad into the Freelands.  Who knows if he'll ever be back?"


  Gabby kept her lips sealed.  They hadn't found out that information from her.  Damon and his daughter Mouse were Gabby's ticket back to her friends.  If he didn't trust her then all bets were off, but if he was sent to another squad, it wouldn't matter anyway. 


  A lone wail pierced the silence.  The boy in the ditch was crying again.


  "This is so debuffed," said Gabby.  "The game is over.  He's dragging this out because he's a sick bastard.  I'm putting an end to this."


  Gabby marched off in the direction that Unthar had gone.  Avony ran to keep up.  "I know that look, Gabs.  This is a bad idea.  I'm with you in theory, but confronting him isn't going to solve it and it might even make it worse."


  Avony was running backwards to keep her gaze level with Gabby.  


  "You'll make him mad and he'll just punish the kids," said Avony.  "He still holds a grudge for what you did to him at Final Raid.  He blames you for getting passed over for Special Forces and getting him stuck in Coders."


  Gabby paused.  She hadn't thought of it like that.  Even she wasn't so rash as to punish the kids just to serve her ego.  


  "Fine," she said.  "But I'm still ending this game."


  Avony wrinkled her forehead.  "Unthar has lead on this one.  Only he can give the release command and he's not going to until every last member of red team has been fragged."


  "Exactly."  Gabby grinned and brought up the Coder interface.


  Avony watched with interest as Gabby flew through the options, adjusting settings and modifying the rules on the fly. After a few moments, Avony nodded in appreciation.  


  "Setting all buildings to transparency, red team weapons to negligible impact and blue team accuracy to maximum.  Going to make it so blue team wins sooner, I see."


  Gabby activated the changes and crossed her arms.  "Yep."


  Avony pursed her lips.  "But why not make the changes more subtle.  Couldn't you just..."  The words trailed off her lips as she looked up from the shared hologram to Gabby's face.  


  "Well, then," said Avony and she took three steps back from where Gabby stood.  


  The roar of rage could be heard from around the building as the red team count went to zero only a minute after Gabby changed the rules.  Unthar controlled the ending of the game, but the other Coders in their squad could make adjustments to the settings to observe the effects.  Usually, individual Coders only adjusted local settings so the other Coders wouldn't be interfered with, but Gabby had changed the whole battlefield.  


  His eyes bulged as he stormed around the corner, arms tensed like pistons at his side, flecks of metal gleaming from his jaw.  The skin Unthar wore made him into a cyborg.  Instead of slowing, Unthar raised an arm like a hammer and charged.  


  Gabby shifted to the balls of her feet, waiting until the last moment.  His fist came down like a missile.  She spun to the left, deflecting his strike with an upthrust arm.  The maneuver was reminiscent of Cat and Cut.  


  As Unthar passed, she caught his heel with her toe, tangling his legs.  He slammed into the ground, sending up bits of dirt.


  Gabby shuffled forward to deliver a devastating roundhouse when Cassius' projection appeared.  Gabby struggled to snap into attention while Unthar climbed to his feet with murder in his eyes.  


  "Are you two completely debuffed?" he said.


  Gabby opened her mouth to defend herself when he said, "I didn't give you permission to speak."


  Her arm still throbbed from the impact of Unthar's attack, but she ignored it and tightened up her ready stance.  The Coders weren't really part of the GSA military, but since they were designing the training realities, they'd been drafted.  


  The achievements plastered on Cassius' chest reminded her of Administrator Bracket from Neversoft High.  Except Cassius' seemed more real.  Part of her had never really believed Bracket was a military guy and maybe that's why he'd been sent to lead the school.


  Cassius, however, regarded Gabby as if she was a speck of dirt on his cuff.  His glance toward Unthar wasn't much better.


  "What happened?" he asked Avony and before she could open her mouth, he added, "And don't forget I can review this whole scene for myself.  I just want to hear it from you."


  After a thoughtful breath, Avony spoke, "Coder Unthar was dragging out the game despite the collection of critical data being complete."


  Gabby wished she had the OOC program so she could tell Avony 'thank you' but it would have to wait until later.


  "So Coder DeCorte aggroed Unthar by adjusting the game mechanics to allow red team an easy final victory and inciting him to charge her."


  When Gabby furrowed her eyebrows at Avony, she just shrugged.


  "Unthar's brutish attack was easily defended by a simple counter from Coder DeCorte.  Since it appeared he was not going to discontinue his attack, she was moving in for a finishing strike when you appeared."


  Cassius paused.  The muscles in his jaw line rippled with thought.  He appeared to be conflicted about some decision.  His distaste was so overwhelming, even Avony dialed down her frosty skin when he glanced in her direction.


  Finally, he shook his head.  "Personally, I'd rather be punishing you both for this nonsense, but we have a situation and you're the closest team."


  Gabby raised an eyebrow at Avony, who just shrugged again.


  "We have reports of a potential infiltration by Southlander spies at an industrial complex about thirty miles south of here," explained Cassius.  "I'm sending your whole squad to investigate."


  Gabby let out a soft groan when Unthar puffed up.  


  "You'll meet your squad leader when you arrive—" Unthar deflated, clearly bothered by his sudden loss of prestige, giving him another reason to hate Gabby— "I'll be monitoring the situation, which includes you two hotheads.  So if I even catch a whiff of dissent or a shortage of teamwork, I'll shut down your sense-webs and let the enemy have you."


  Gabby gave a deferral nod while Unthar did the same.  Commander Cassius flicked them each a mission card which downloaded the details to their systems when they caught it.  As Gabby ran by Avony's side toward the waiting truck, she caught Unthar's deadly glance.  He wouldn't be forgetting their encounter any time soon.




  


  


  Chapter Two


  The squad packed into the tight quarters.  Gabby pushed past her squad mates and took a spot against the truck wall.  Avony sidled next to her.


  "Why do you have to push him like that?  We have to work together," said Avony in a hushed tone.


  Unthar brooded on the far side of the truck, occasionally shooting dangerous glances in their direction.


  "What do I care?  You know why I came back to the Coders and it certainly wasn't to watch him torture defenseless kids."


  Avony sighed.  "Why do you always have to do this?  Push everyone like you did when we were playing LifeGame?"


  Gabby leaned against the wall to get a good look at Avony's face.  "I call that standing up for what's right.  When did you become so cowardly, Avs?"


  Avony's face rippled with anger before she blew out a hot breath.  "I'm not talking about how you stopped him.  That was pure Gabby.  I mean the way you made sure he knew it was you so he'd attack you."


  "I had to.  I had to make him look like a fool in front of Cassius so he'd stop putting him in charge."


  Avony gave a derisive shake of the head.  "And then Unthar will just find a way to 'cause an accident.'  You remember him during Final Raid.  He's a dangerous psychopath."


  Gabby crossed her arms and scrunched herself into the corner.  The frost around Avony's eyes faded away exposing imperfections, pores and a smudge of dirt along her nose.  Avony had turned off her skin.  Gabby was struck by the dark circles around Avony's eyes.  She clearly hadn't been sleeping much.


  Avony touched Gabby's arm.  "Gabs.  The real enemy is out there, waiting to kill us.  Even if he is a psychopath, we need to work with him.  Just like Final Raid.  You made it through that, now let's make it through this."


  "Fine.  I see your point.  But promise me when the time comes, you'll help me convince Cassius that he needs to send me into the Southlands so I can find out what's really going on."


  Avony put her hand over her heart as the frost maiden skin returned.  "I give you the word of your greatest archenemy."


  Gabby raised an eyebrow.  "Getting jealous of Unthar?"


  "Ha!" said Avony as she punched Gabby in the arm.


  They rode the rest of the way in silence with Avony leaning her head on Gabby's shoulder.  When the truck stopped, Gabby jumped out.  A pair of familiar red eyes watched her come to attention.


  "Damon!" she said, then quickly tamped her enthusiasm when he glowered.  She had to withhold the urge to run up and hug him.  If he was their squad leader then maybe she had a chance of getting through to Cassius.


  Damon waited until the whole squad had assembled before speaking which gave Gabby time to look around.  The buildings gave her the creeps and not because they were near the border with the Southlands.  


  It was because she knew what was in them.  In her first few days with the Coders, they'd taken her to a factory complex like the one they were at and told her to improve the production output.  A test, of sort.  The first part was to confirm she had the skills to be a Coder, manipulating reality to get people to do what the Coder wanted.  The second part was to make sure she had the fortitude to actually do it.  


  Gabby hadn't learned about the second part of the test until later when Avony told her.  Only a quarter of the recruits could actually do the job and mostly because the conditions of the base reality beneath the illusions didn't match their expectations.


  The GSA didn't sell all the losers of LifeGame to the Southlands.  Some they kept for themselves in industries deemed too sensitive to rely on imports.  Gabby hadn't completely understood what the factory was making - a component of the wetware electronics used in their sense-webs - but it hadn't mattered.  Gaming reality was all about adjusting the incentives and visual cues to get people to work harder.  The product almost didn't matter.


  The production floor had been full of middle aged people limping through their routines like broken marionettes being run by a bored puppeteer.  They'd made her walk into the factory without the illusionary overlays just so she would see that.  If it hadn't been for Zaela and Mouse and the Frags, the real reasons she'd come back to the GSA, she would have walked out right then.  


  Instead, she had strolled through the dingy aisles, alternating her eye-screens between the two realities, sifting through the code and trying to figure out how to improve the horrid situation.  


  Immersive clowns cheered the workers in one section, while another section was draped in an underwater motif.  One older gentleman with white hair and pale gray parchment-like skin, weakly swung a hammer at neon green gophers popping out of a plate.  The whole scene was a nightmarish and often cartoonish carnival run by forgotten programs and workers who probably couldn't even tell what they were making anymore.  


  The overwhelming feeling that any of those people could be her parents had kept her from focusing on the code, which was a mess of socio-economic game design.  Clearly, the factory had been a test for hundreds of Coders before her.  Gabby had puzzled at the overlapping structure, like layers of paint haphazardly sprayed on a wall and left to chip and wear at random intervals.


  Eventually, Gabby had stopped looking at the code and just watched the people.  The design was supposed to be a game, keeping the factory workers interested in their daily job, so they would maintain high output, but the rules had long ago become lost under the layers.  


  Instead, the workers jumped through successive visual cues trying to keep up or they would be shocked or buzzed or sometimes nothing would happen, which was just as confusing as the pain.  Underneath the mask of their skins, and they were all required to wear them to keep the appearance of morale high, Gabby had seen their vacant eyes and open mouths.  


  Disgusted by the conditions, Gabby hadn't added a single line of code.  Instead, she'd stripped out sections, removing them whole cloth, with no regard for the interconnections.  She might have stripped it down to the base code had she not seen a girl she thought she recognized from Neversoft High.  


  With her stomach wrung into a knot, Gabby had stormed from the factory expecting to be reprimanded for not adding any code or fixing the poor output.  Her surprise had probably kept her from spitting out the truth when they congratulated her on the solution.  


  By removing the conflicting layers, she'd put the factory back into a better state, improving it by a modest four percent, while the previous tinkering had usually reduced the efficiency.  Her decision had confirmed Damon's request to put her into the Coders.  


  The higher level Coders had been giddy with her success, explaining how she was the best prospect in a decade, while she'd been torn up inside thinking of the workers.  If that's what the GSA did to its workers, what did the Southlands do?


  So, when Gabby found herself at a similar industrial complex, that knot of regret returned.  But Gabby didn't have long to dwell on her remorse for ever supporting the GSA.  Damon had brought up a holographic display in the middle of the squad to explain how they would be deployed.


  Gabby was hardly paying attention when she realized the line of clouds to the south were in the wrong place.  Rolling into the complex was a gloaming fog that didn't match the sparse wispy clouds above.  Stricken by their strangeness, Gabby mutely watched as the fog crept closer.  


  Avony noticed her gaping and spoke up.  "Um...Damon."


  Damon's red eyes glowered until the rest of the squad noticed the fog.  Then he followed their collective gaze.


  "Is this the invasion?" Gabby asked.


  Damon made a derisive snort.  "We'd know if they were invading, Coder DeCorte, so put away your petty fears and concentrate on my instructions.  It's not LifeGame anymore."  Damon glanced back at the fog, which had covered the southern edge of the complex.  "No, this is probably a test.  A new weapon perhaps?  We'd best be on the ready."


  A cold pit formed in Gabby's stomach.  Had something changed while he was sent away?  Was their deal even valid?  Or was Damon just keeping pretenses up for the Coders?


  To Gabby's horror, she was placed in a team with Unthar.  Damon probably didn't know about the incident at the school, but he knew about Unthar's hatred of her, which made his choice curious.


  But when he put Avony in their team, she thought it might have been habit, or he assumed they would be professional and put away their differences on the battlefield.  They had worked well together in LifeGame, despite being enemies.  Gabby decided to try to work with Unthar, though she wouldn't turn her back on him.


  Damon joined them as they ran off toward their objective.  When four hovercraft flew overhead towards the fog, Gabby asked, "Why aren't you staying back to direct the aerial support?"


  His disappointment came through an appraising squint.  "They'll be useless in the fog.  I've got them on auto scan, but don't expect useful intel."


  Unthar led them on the short run to their rally point, keeping his automatic at the ready.  By the time they reached the edge of the warehouse district, the fog had nearly reached them.  Its relentless advance made it seem a living thing.  Gabby almost expected to see tendrils of fog reach out.


  "Full comms," Damon whispered as if the fog could hear them.


  Gabby turned on her squad interface, bringing up a cyclone of information around her.  Bright shadows in the distance indicated the locations of the other teams, some now reaching the edge of the fog.  Statistics rolled through various counters and view screens alternated between squads cameras.  Even for a LifeGamer, the information presented was overwhelming.  Gabby flicked away a few pieces so she could concentrate.


  "What do you think the fog is for?" asked Avony, keeping her voice low like Damon's.


  "It's blocking out all the factory cameras.  Not even the worker sensors are picking anything up, though they currently don't know anything's going on.  The fog makes a great canvas for eye-screens," said Damon.


  Unthar started laughing, not bothering to keep quiet.  "Who cares what it's hiding.  What ever it is will be dead soon."  Unthar shook his weapon toward the fog.  


  Gabby watched the screen hovering on her right that showed the lead team entering the fog.  A grayish-whiteness enveloped them.  Gabby held her breath as she watched.  The forward team had been sent near the busy factories.  


  "That's strange..." said Damon.


  Gabby caught it, too.  The environmental statistics were jumping wildly.  Whoever was creating the fog, and they assumed it was the Southlands, was attacking the local networks.  They might be able to disrupt them some, but the GSA used powerful repeaters so Gabby shouldn't be worried, even though she was.


  She stopped watching the numbers bounce around when she caught movement on the forward team's screen.  There'd been dark shapes in the fog.  The forward team had exercised their impulse control and not fired.  Gabby wiped away a bead of sweat from her forehead.


  Thoughts of Final Raid and the smoke dragon Asphyxia returned to Gabby.  That same creeping unease had settled on her shoulders, though part of her smirked at the irony of her team mates.  The flashback wasn't lost on Avony either.  She mouthed the word 'Asphyxia' and Gabby nodded.  


  Unthar glared back at the three of them, watching the forward team.  "Let's stop screwing around and get in there.  We'll find out what it is for ourselves in no time."


  Gabby was about to respond when those dark shapes surged out of the fog at the forward team.  Then the screen inexplicably went blank and they heard gunfire in the complex.  But not through their implants.  The sounds were strangely coming over the buildings as real echoes.  


  Then piece by piece, the rest of her interface went blank, until only a few empty frames remained.  


  While they'd been watching, the fog had advanced until it was about to slip past Unthar.  Gabby and Avony shared telling glances.  


  "My whole interface is debuffed..."  The words trailed away from Avony's lips as the fog covered them up, flowing past.  The mist felt eerily warm, like the hot breath of a living creature.  When the fog passed Damon, only his red eyes really showed through and even though Unthar wasn't far ahead, she could barely see him.  The fog was thicker than she'd thought it would be.


  "I don't like this," said Damon.


  Gabby was about to suggest a rapid retreat when the whole world turned to static.  




  


  


  Chapter Three


  The static didn't last long, but when it returned, a wave of vertigo buckled her knees.  The fog still surrounded her but her interface and squad mates were gone.  


  The urge to wheel around and look for them was strong, but Gabby kept her feet planted exactly where they'd been.  With the fog blanking out landmarks and her interface gone, if she moved more than a few feet, she'd be lost.  


  The other fear was that the Southlands had found a way to infiltrate her system and impose their own reality on her.  Had it not been for her experience in Double Eagle she might have thought it impossible.  


  The eye-screens and sense-webs were designed to constantly check back with surroundings and confirm the expectations of reality while the repeaters overwhelmed attempts to circumvent.  Obviously, the Southlands had figured a way around those precautions.  


  Keeping her feet stationary, Gabby glanced around trying to catch a landmark she recognized.  To her right, she could see the outline of a building wall, the corner perhaps, but it didn't match her expectations of where it'd been before the static.


  Gabby closed her eyes and played back the run in her head, mentally orienting herself.  Then she opened her eyes to check the location of the building.  As she thought, they'd rotated the world by ninety degrees.  A wholesale adjustment was easier than picking and choosing which parts of reality to show.  


  She closed her eyes again and mentally created her surroundings, bringing back memories of the escape from the Flock.  Except this time her opponent wasn't knocked out on the floor.  Southlanders were probably moving confidently through the fog, taking captives and dumping them in the back of featureless trucks.


  The reason for the fog became abundantly clear as she worked up the nerve to use only her memory to run out of the factory complex.  The fog washed away the infinite details of reality and made imposing a false one simpler.  Even Damon had said as much when he called the fog a 'great canvas for eye-screens.'


  The itch of being watched tickled her shoulder blades, so Gabby turned until she thought she was facing down the empty street, and then she began running, cautiously at first, but when she didn't hit anything, picking up speed.  


  Gabby had the sensation of movement over her head, goosing her faster.  It took all her self control not to break out into a full run, despite her eyes being clamped tight.


  Then she crashed into a wall, jamming her arms into her gut and smacking the bricks face first.  She might have blacked out, but she wasn't sure since her eyes had been closed when she hit.  Her forehead throbbed from the impact.  


  When she opened her eyes, she found her interface had returned.  The edge of the fog lay not but a few dozen yards away, but it wasn't moving any nearer.  


  On closer inspection, half her interface was blank and the other half was malfunctioning.  Attacks on her system flickered up like sparks on her monitor.    


  Gabby climbed to her feet and for a brief moment, she saw Avony standing in the street, spinning around, lunging her gun out as if she was trying to keep someone at bay.  When Avony disappeared, Gabby knew it was a projection, but why she saw her didn't make sense until other people and objects appeared in random places.  The war for control of reality garbled the information until it came through as halting snapshots.


  Any attempts to contact her squad mates were met with a blank signal.  While it appeared she had full awareness of her surroundings, she couldn't reach the other Coders or Cassius, who would be watching the action.  


  Gabby stared at the fog, willing her teammates to run out.  She was free, but her freedom was worthless.  If Damon had been captured she would never get a chance to rescue Zaela.  Even if this wasn't the beginning of the invasion, Cassius would never allow her to leave the Coders to be a spy.  Only Damon would do that and only because her friends held his daughter hostage at the Blood Farm.


  After weighing her options, the mist lost its menacing appearance and became almost inviting.  Rather than wait to be a spy, why not walk willingly into the Southlanders' arms?  Be captured and put to work for their side?  It was going to be the winning side by all indications.  Maybe she could find Zaela once she was there.  Of course, Gabby's status as a Coder probably wouldn't allow her quick integration into their society.  


  Either way, Gabby needed to go into the mist again: to save Damon and maybe Avony if she could, or to turn herself over to the Southlanders.  But if she went in, it would be under their control.  Game theory dictated that the advantage went to those who could choose the conditions of the battlefield and even though they were on GSA lands, the Southlands had flipped the advantage.  It would do her no good to give the Southlands the advantage by going in willingly.  


  Crouched in a thinking position, Gabby sprang up when she saw a black shape move along the barrier of the fog.  The disc hovered above the buildings, dipping through the billowing edge like a black whale in the sea.  


  Damon had left the hovercrafts on auto scan to provide aerial support, but the fog had left them almost useless.  Gabby brought up a link to her Double Eagle interface.  The Coders allowed alternate systems, for both study and missions.  Gabby had kept it mostly as a memory of her friends.


  A quick dash of code established a connection to the hovercraft sensors through the Double Eagle interface.  Gabby attached her screens to those sensors.  A hazy whiteness appeared in six different views.  Gabby could tell the upward facing sensors by their contrast to the downward ones. 


  Using a modification of Celia's program she took control of the hovercraft.  When it responded to her controls, Gabby breathed a sigh of relief.  Routing connections through other systems usually caused issues.


  While she waited for the hovercraft to fly back to her location, more fragments of reality from within the fog appeared like brief hallucinations.  She kept an eye on the street as she converted the screens into an overlapping view.  The hovercraft sensors would replace her eyes and ears.


  The hovercraft landed and after tying herself to it in a sitting position, she tested the setup.  She switched her eye-screens blank and blocked her sense-webs.  Gabby wasn't just riding the hovercraft, she was the hovercraft.  Gabby flew up and down the alley before venturing into the fog.  


  She stayed low, otherwise the mist would block out her vision.  She just hoped Damon or Avony hadn't wandered into a building where the craft wouldn't fit.


  Deep in the mist, a familiar smell tickled her nose reminding her of lilacs, the welcome smell wafting above the industrial oils and unscrubbed streets.  Gabby found it almost luring her forward while the overwhelming whiteness seemed less dense ahead, inviting even.  


  Gabby shook her head.  For a moment, she thought she'd heard her whispered name.  Gabby retreated until the claustrophobic fog surrounded her, keeping her vision limited to a meter at best.  It took all her self control not to race through the streets away from the presence in the fog, risking a messy impact with a wall since her hovercraft was not made to be a passenger vehicle.  


  The hovercraft slipped through the streets, silently cruising until Gabby's heart leapt when she came upon a figure in the fog.  Multiple figures, in fact, shambling in a drunken walk.  The fog parted revealing four factory workers shuffling with their arms outstretched.  


  They were swallowed back up by the smothering whiteness when she turned down a different street.  Gabby thought she'd found a tentacled beast writhing on the ground when she realized it was a group of workers wrestling with a woman.  She was putting up a good fight, flailing in all directions and keeping them from getting a hold.


  It was Avony.  The workers mutely grabbed for Avony's limbs, reacting as if they were moving through molasses.  There were six of them and only one skinny blond girl, but she kept them off through sheer determination.  Or were the workers drugged?    


  Then Gabby realized what was going on: the Southlanders hadn't invaded, they had taken control of the worker's systems and were using them to capture her squad.  The whole attack could just be to kidnap Coders.  


  But just like in the factory, they couldn't control the workers, only encourage behavior through visual cues and tactile stimulus.  The workers limp grabs reminded Gabby of zombies from shooter games.  The analogy was unfortunately too close to reality.


  Gabby pushed the hovercraft into the workers, nudging them away from Avony.  Her teammate, either through luck or programming skills, began fighting towards the craft.


  When she was near enough, Gabby pulled Avony onto the hovercraft, which was tricky given she was viewing herself in the third person, but countless games had given her the tools to adjust her mental processes to compensate.  


  "Who's there?" asked Avony.


  "It's Gabby."


  The halo of the sun burned through the fog as she glided toward their original rally point.  The outlines of the buildings dialed into focus as the mist dissipated on the northern boundary.  


  "Figures."


  The attack was winding down but Gabby still hadn't found Damon.  With Avony clutched in her arms, she flew out of the fog and let her slide off before heading back in search of Damon.  Without him, her quest to rescue Zaela was futile.  


  Two streets down, Gabby thought she saw Unthar hunting through the lingering mists.  It didn't appear he still had his weapon.  Gabby left him.  


  Concerned Damon had already been taken, Gabby chanced the Coder interface.  Gabby pinged him a few times and was about to give up when a ghostly representation formed in the distance, indicating his direction.


  She hoped it wasn't a fragment hallucination, but desperate for a clue, she sent the hovercraft barreling down the streets towards the location, oblivious to the dangers.  Gabby skipped the hovercraft off a parked FunCar and ricocheted off a brick wall before returning to her previous speeds.  


  Damon's image was moving south at a pace that indicated he was not going willingly.  Gabby dodged two more vehicles hiding in the fog before deciding to continue following on foot.  


  After untying herself, Gabby set the hovercraft to trail from behind and above her.  The view gave the impression that her body was an avatar rather than the real person and that she was controlling herself in the third person.  It was an out of body experience.  


  With the hovercraft following like a balloon, Gabby continued her pursuit through the streets.  When the Damon image blinked out, Gabby started sprinting toward the location, so he didn't get away.  


  Her headlong rush carried her right into a group of workers.  As they turned to subdue her, Gabby began spinning through them with kicks and punches.  With her senses fully intact, they were no match for her and she was quickly through them.


  After two more streets and around the next corner, Gabby found Damon.  Six workers had him by the arms and legs and were carrying him.  Like the ones before, Gabby disabled them with vicious kicks to the knees.  Damon crashed to the concrete head first when the zombie workers dropped him.  


  Thankful for his slight frame, Gabby threw him on the hovercraft, momentarily fighting vertigo as she remembered she was watching herself.  Pausing to catch her breath, Gabby felt a presence tickle her sense-web.  It took a moment to place the memory, but when she recalled it, she shivered.  The attack on Double Eagle had carried the same signature.  Gabby got moving before it figured out how to bypass her secondary system.


  As she ran back, avoiding groups of workers lurching through the fog whenever she found them, she realized how abnormally quiet it had become.  Knowing she wasn't far from the edge of the fog, based on the returning halo of the sun above, Gabby picked up her pace.


  So intent on the way before her, Gabby didn’t see the figure loom out of an alley.  Only reflexes saved her from being impaled on the end of Unthar's knife.  The blade sung past her ear.  Unthar moved like a raging beast.  No sooner was he past did he spin around and come again.  Weaponless and fighting in third person, Gabby had no choice but to run.  




  


  


  Chapter Four


  There were certain advantages to being chased by a mad man in the third person.  As terrifying as the experience should have been, the rotated view allowed a certain distance from her terror.


  Gabby slowly adjusted the trailing hovercraft until she could see her pursuer.  Thankfully, the mists had trailed away to faint vapors on the north side of the complex.  


  After mastering the art of running around parked FunCars and other street obstacles while maneuvering the hovercraft, which in turn wobbled the view of herself, the rest was easy.


  Gabby spotted an appropriate location ahead and brought the craft around to Unthar's side.  His rage-filled pursuit made him oblivious.  Veins pulsed on the side of his neck.  The knife was a blur of silver at his side.


  A mistimed curb made her stumble but she recovered as she veered to the left toward the alleyway.  Unthar, sensing his victory, surged forward, surprising even Gabby.  As she passed the corner of the building, with Unthar in close pursuit, she brought the hovercraft low and to the side.


  It only took a nudge.  The slick black rotor casing bumped Unthar and he ran face first into the brick wall.  Had it been a game, Gabby would have expected dust to fall from the building.  


  She circled around to check on him, kicking away the knife still clutched in his hands.  Blood ran from his nose.  The whites of his eyes fluttered.  He wasn't dead, but he'd have a major headache when he woke up.


  Checking to make sure Damon hadn't fallen off the hovercraft, Gabby jogged back to the truck.  Avony sat on the curb, holding her ribs.  She nodded toward the complex.  The fog was receding.  


  Avony helped her pull Damon from the hovercraft and set him on the concrete.  The attack had removed his projected skin and his real hair was showing.  The chopped look with which he'd disguised himself in the Freelands was starting to grow in.  Gabby wondered why she hadn't seen the resemblance to Mouse earlier.  They both had the same mouth.


  When their systems returned, Damon sat up.  Gabby sighed at the sounds of hoverships approaching.  Too little, too late.  Gabby explained her theory on the attack.  Damon and Avony nodded along.


  "How many did they get?" asked Avony.  "My interface is still debuffed."


  Damon shook his head.  "Most of the squad.  I see a few stragglers deeper in the complex and Unthar, he's not but a few streets down."


  Gabby kept her mouth shut about Unthar.  She could reveal the recordings of his attack on her, but it'd be too easy for him to say he'd been hijacked like the workers.  Better to keep his attack secret.  Make him wonder why she didn’t say anything.


  "It was all so coordinated.  They turned our own people against us.  Reprogrammed them."  Damon's skin had returned, minus the red eyes.


  "They did the same thing in Double Eagle, except for the fog.  I guess that was needed here to simplify the illusions.  Fewer calculations for their nets to perform."  Gabby glanced at the landing hoverships.  "When I found you, Damon, I felt the same thing I felt when I was in Double Eagle.  Whatever is generating that reality distortion field, the way they're breaking through our protections, it was the same."


  Damon furrowed his brow.  "Why didn't you explain that before?"


  "It didn’t seem important and..."  Cassius was climbing from the hovership.  "...I didn’t want to ruin my chance to get sent to the Southlands as a spy."


  Avony squinted in the afternoon sun.  "Why would it jeopardize that?"


  Cassius approached.  


  "Because if they think the Southland system has detected me before, they won't want to send me in.  Doubly so because of today.  I'm totally fragged if they understand the implications."  Gabby glanced quickly at Cassius who was only meters away.  "So..."


  Damon soberly nodded, his reflexive sneer strangely absent.  "I understand."


  They rose and saluted Cassius, who was shorter than Gabby imagined.  She didn't peg him for a man who had to make his projection taller, but it explained a whole bunch.


  "Every resource is mobilized and on the way," said Cassius.


  "It's too late.  The fog, most of my squad, the Southlanders, all gone.  If there even were Southlanders in the attack," explained Damon.  


  "What do you mean?  Who else could it be?"


  "Oh, it was Southlanders, all right, but they hijacked the workers, debuffed our systems, and took us like children waiting for the bus."


  The hard clenching of Cassius' jaw said he didn't want to believe it, but the watery light in his eyes said otherwise.  The completeness of the raid had not been lost on their commander from his lofty perch away from the action.  He'd lose major points for his failure.


  Cassius made a series of motions, interacting with his interface before turning his attention back to them.  "The training operation is over.  We're evacuating the area.  We'll cede them the valley and make preparations for an invasion further north near the main spire.  Even with that fog trick they'll never be able to modify our reality."


  "What are we going to do?" asked Gabby, ignoring the warning glance from Damon.


  "You're going to do what I tell you," growled Cassius.


  "Not more training," said Gabby. "Teaching kids to kill each other isn't going to save us."


  "Don't worry, Coder DeCorte.  You'll get the points you earned for the training and this operation, including a hazard bonus," he said mockingly.


  "I don't care about the points."


  The others gasped.  Gabby swallowed and stood her ground.  Not caring about points was akin to treason.  Even though the Coders did most of the coding for LifeGame, they still collected points like everyone else.


  "Would you like to formally retract that statement, Miss DeCorte?"  Cassius put heavy emphasis on the Miss, indicating her position within the Coders was in jeopardy.


  "My point—"  She paused.  "—is that points and LifeGame won't matter if the Southlands win."


  "No faith in our system?" he asked dryly.  "Then again, you did run."


  Gabby pushed a strand of hair from her face.  "My time in the Freelands only reaffirmed my faith in LifeGame and the GSA.  Seeing the mess of the free only confirmed it for me."


  Gabby actually had other thoughts about the Freelands and the GSA.  The former she thought had positives like the Blood Farm, while the latter had lied to her, her whole life, and sold her best friend into slavery.  But those points weren't going to win an argument with Cassius, so she played along.


  "Why did you come back?  I never did quite understand."  Cassius eyed her carefully.


  Gabby paused.  She had to tread as close to the truth as possible.


  "When the Southlands attacked Double Eagle, I realized how easily they would win against the GSA..."  Gabby stuttered when Cassius furrowed his brow.  "...against us.  And I didn't want my friends and family hurt, so I came back to help."


  Cassius crossed his arms and gave her a thorough once over, so she lowered her voice and sheepishly added.  "And I realized how foolish I'd been, running like that.  The Frags were a disorganized mess, pimple-faced losers railing against a system they didn't understand.  The world is bigger than just individuals."


  Gabby's stomach roiled with her verbal betrayal.  She hated saying what she said, but there was no other way.  Cassius seemed to accept her reasoning as he uncrossed his arms.  


  "So then what was your point?" he asked.


  "The point is..." Gabby paused, trying to remember what she was saying.  "...that we need to figure out what that new technology is that they have, that allowed them to blow past our defenses with ease and make us see and hear and feel what they wanted us to.  If they can control our reality like that, then we're lost."


  Cassius raised an eyebrow.  "And what do you think you can do to help?  You're just a newbie Coder that didn't even go through University training."


  "Exactly," she retorted.  "That's why I can help."


  "I don't see your point."  But she could tell he was intrigued.


  "I...I know what we do with the losers of LifeGame."


  "You do?" he asked, turning to Damon who put his hands up defensively.  


  "He didn't tell me.  But I ran into an ex-Coder in the Double Eagle."  She didn't think it'd matter if she busted him, since he was most likely dead now.  "A man name Jaxon."


  Cassius nodded.  He knew the name.


  "He told me that we sell the losers to the Southlands.  Or at least used to, until a former loser gained power there."


  When Avony squeaked, everyone turned to look at her.  Gabby bit her lip.  She hadn't told Avony and it was clear by Damon's and Cassius' faces that she wasn't supposed to know yet.  


  Sorry, Gabby mouthed to Avony.  


  "So I propose that you send me over the border, sneak me into a conversion camp and then let me spy from there.  I'm the proper age.  They'd never suspect me.  I can find out what the technology is that does that and bring it back, if I can, or disrupt it if I can't."


  Cassius indicated Gabby with an outstretched hand.  "So this is why you were bringing up that silly plan?"


  Damon nodded.  


  "And why would I send you?  Didn't your whole team just get compromised by the Southlands?  Won't they know who you are just by the information they're going to take from their systems?"


  Cassius had a smug look.  He was holding something back which contradicted what Gabby thought he should be feeling.  If they'd been taken, then the Coders had lost valuable information, unless...


  "You wiped them, didn't you?"


  Cassius gave her an appraising look.  The others appeared confused.


  "Remotely.  Destroyed their systems."


  Cassius nodded.  "Yes.  Your former teammates are all gone.  Alive possibly, but a vegetable if they are.  We triggered a fail safe in their systems, frying every sense-web fiber and destroying their minds."


  Judging by the gaping open mouth of Damon, he hadn't known about it.  Gabby recalled thoughts about giving herself willingly to the Southlanders and shuddered.  She'd be dead if she had.  


  "Are you still willing to be a spy, knowing that we can kill you at any time?"


  She only thought about it for a few seconds before responding, "Yes."


  The Commander stretched his neck in thought and cracked his knuckles by clenching his fists.  "If we could get intel on their new technologies, it would be infinitely useful.  We have lock tight word that the Southlands will attack in two months."


  Gabby did some quick calculating.  "That's right in the middle of Final Raid."


  "Yes.  An opportune moment when we're distracted with our yearly rituals."


  That nearly a year had passed since her own Final Raid seemed incomprehensible.  She'd been so focused on the goal of getting Zaela back she hadn't noticed time passing.  In her previous life, a year was a long time.  


  "Still, confirmation of the date and knowledge of this reality-bending technology might give us a better chance, though I think whatever it was you encountered in the fog was nothing more than a toy."  Cassius reviewed Gabby dismissively.  "I'll have you know that we've sent spies before.  Even girls and boys your age and eventually they've either disappeared, been found out, or we've had to trigger them.  Not one has made it far.  Are you still willing?"


  The faces of all her friends went through her head.  Everyone of them was screaming at her not to agree, not to go into the Southlands as a spy.  She could hear Milton telling her how crazy her plan was and Michael begging her not to go because of the danger.  Even Mouse wouldn't approve.  She could hear all of their arguments against bouncing around in her head and she agreed with almost every one.  


  She'd be a fool to go.  Cassius didn't like her and wouldn't hesitate to kill her once she'd gone over.  And if none of the others had survived why did she think she would?


  Gabby let loose a huge, heavy sigh.  Damon was studying her with a mixture of concern and pity.  He'd never see Mouse again if she failed.  


  Only Avony seemed to know what Gabby was thinking.  She wore a resigned grin, and Gabby felt buoyed by that confidence from her former archenemy.  


  The answer was clear.  There was no other way. 


  "I'll go."




  


  


  Chapter Five


  The void consumed her.  Blackness.  Night.  The cold death of a dying universe.  Trapped inside her head, blinded from her eye-screens with her touch muted through the sense-web, Gabby wanted to scream.  


  She'd had to enter the Southlands the same way the losers had gone over.  There was no trade agreement anymore, it'd been suspended when threats of war erupted, but Damon had explained the isolation was important for integration into the Southlands system.  It was the same as if she'd lost Final Raid, except instead of reality redrawing around her in the tent, she was kept in that featureless void for what could have been days or weeks or only a few hours.


  A contact would get her into a Realm, whatever that was.  Damon seemed to know what she would be getting into, but declined to tell her so she could be more genuine in her surprise.  Gabby didn't like it.  She preferred to be prepared.    


  Within the confines of her mind, Gabby went over the last moments with Damon a thousand times.  


  "Are you sure you want to do this?" he'd asked, with a tenderness Gabby found hard to swallow, though it seemed real.


  "I have to."  Gabby had nodded, not understanding why he would try to talk her out of it, except in fear for his daughter.  


  "I understand why Song followed you into the Freelands.  She really believed in you.  I'd told her to betray you at the Lever Game, but she didn't go through with it.  I can see why now."


  His admission had made her choke on her words.  


  "Even when you were with the Frags," he'd continued, "she wouldn't do it."


  He'd glanced over his shoulder, an act that made him more sympathetic than she wanted.  She preferred him at a distance, in case she had to make a difficult decision about Mouse.  Then he did something that froze her interface, a way to keep out listeners she assumed.  


  "Watch yourself when you get there.  Cassius doesn't trust you.  He was talking about using you somehow and then throwing you away when he was done."


  Gabby had only been able to squeak out a 'thank you' before he pulled out a thin shard of glass tubing.  It was half as long as her pinky and no wider than a few hairs.  He bent it back and forth a couple of times to show her it was flexible, but she couldn't figure out why.  


  "Give me your arm."


  She did as she was directed.  Damon pinched a section of her upper arm eliciting a brief ouch.  Then he stuck the flexible glass tube into the bunched muscle.  Tears sprung to her eyes and she bit her lip to keep from yelling.


  When it was over, she'd asked, "What was that for?" while she probed the tender spot with a tentative finger.


  "A reset.  If you need to ditch the Southlands system.  It'll blow every operating system you've got."


  "The fail safe?"


  Damon shook his head regretfully.  "I think so.  Though I don't know enough about it to be sure.  I'd heard rumors about such a thing, but I thought they were just that...rumors.  At the very least it'll eliminate any tracking methods they have on you.  Maybe the trigger will still be there but they won't be able to communicate with it if you don't have an operating system.  It's the best I can do under short notice, though I wouldn't use it unless you absolutely have to."


  Damon put his hands on her shoulders and stared at her directly in the eyes.  "You have to understand that I'm not sure how reliable it is.  Dropping connection with your sense-web might cause problems for your nervous system and also, once you do, you'll be more obvious than Unthar at a tea party."


  Gabby had let him know she understood with a resigned nod.  It was strange that she so unequivocally believed him when he'd been her most hated enemy a few short months ago.  But it was doubtful he would have supported her going into the Southlands if he'd known the level of danger, from both the Coders and the Southlands.  And now he'd given her a potential way out, insurance for Gabby and for Song.  Once she got Zaela, she could make her way back to the Freelands and release Mouse to return to her father.


  This was the scene that revolved around her head like a carousel of moments, always coming back around to the beginning.  How Zaela could have stood it, Gabby didn't know.  Because for Zaela and the other losers, they wouldn't have known what their eventual fate would be.  Would they wake to a quick death?  Or just not wake at all?


  Trapped in the void, Gabby could understand why the losers of LifeGame wanted revenge, to end the game and the GSA.  Gabby wondered how many had gone mad in this void.  Zaela was so visual and artistic.  How would she have handled a blank canvas in which nothing could be altered?  The first thing she would do when she found Zaela would be to give her a big hug.  


  After a time, a time that felt both infinite and brief, Gabby began to detect a faint lightness in the distance.  She stared at it, willing it to come closer.  To embrace her with its luminosity.  And then Gabby began to wonder if she was losing her hold on sanity that she was bargaining with light.  But it'd been so long.


  Only after she felt a faint vibration did she realize the light wasn't in the distance.  It was only a meter above her head.  Slowly, her senses reasoned with the darkness.  No longer was she in that impenetrable void.  Gabby was lying on a cot in the back of a dark truck.  A faint crack let a smidge of light drift down upon her.  


  The sudden voice startled her into a sitting position.  


  "Gabs."


  It took a moment to register.


  "Avony?"


  "Yeah, it's me."


  "What are you doing here?"


  Avony paused.  Gabby wished she could see her face.  


  "I volunteered."


  Then Gabby was glad for the darkness.  Part of her was happy to have company, but another part suspected her involvement and the suspicion was written plainly on Gabby's face.


  "Why?"


  There was a long silence.  


  "I'm not, not answering because I'm trying to think of an answer.  I'm not answering because I'm trying to get the courage to say what I feel."


  Gabby waited a while before she said, "Okay."  She hadn't been sure if Avony was waiting for an acknowledgement or just thinking again, but she started talking right after.


  "I always hated that you made me choose.  That you put our friendship to the test over Zaela."


  "We've been over this before.  I forgive you, Avony.  Knowing what you knew about LifeGame, it's hard to fault you for trying to survive."


  Gabby's eyes had adjusted enough she could see a faint outline of Avony sitting across from her.  Avony's head shook lightly in denial of Gabby's words.


  "I could have, Gabs.  I could have accepted Zaela in the group.  Look how you kept her advancing all those years, despite her deficiencies—"


  "—they weren't deficiencies!" Gabby said more forcefully than she would have liked and then quieter.  "It's just LifeGame hadn't found a place for her unique gifts."  


  "Sorry," said Avony.  "You know what I mean.  But my point is that I could have helped.  It could have been all three of us together.  We would have ruled Neversoft High."


  "That's the difference, Avony.  I didn't want to rule.  I just wanted room to be myself and enjoy my friends."


  "But that's all I ever wanted, too."


  The truck hit a bump and they were thrown.  Gabby hit her hand on the wall.  Her sense-web was back to being fully engaged.  She sucked on the injured finger.


  "So why did you come?"


  "I've regretted it for years.  I wanted to make it up to you and to Zaela.  To help bring her back."


  "Avony, you fool.  I'm probably going to die trying to do this.  You heard Cassius."


  "Yeah, but you went and joined the Frags and went to the Freelands and did all that stuff and then convinced them to take you back!  If you can do that, why can't you do this?"


  Gabby couldn’t believe it.  Why did everyone keep throwing themselves at her?  Didn’t they understand she wasn't all that?  Just a girl trying to get her friend back.


  "It wasn't just me, Avony.  It was the whole team of Frags.  Everyone had a talent, everyone was totally buffed at something.  Heck, I think I was the least useful.  So I tried to make up for that by regularly doing something stupid.  And now it's just me."


  "We can be a team, Gabs.  Just like Final Raid.  Don't tell me that wasn't fun."


  Gabby smiled.  "Yeah, that was."


  "We can get Zaela back and figure out what that mist really was and fight our way back to the GSA.  I'm sure Cassius would let Zaela be in the Coders after what we'd done."


  "Coders?  Zaela would never be in the Coders.  She just wanted to do her art."


  Avony shrugged.  "That's okay.  I'm sure there is a place for her in the GSA."


  "If there was, they wouldn't have sent her in the first place!"


  Another awkward silence passed until Avony spoke up, "That sounds like you're not coming back to the GSA."  The tone was regretful, but Gabby didn't dare believe it.  Despite Avony's heartfelt revelation, Cassius could have sent her along to suss out a confession.


  "Why are you not angry about what the GSA has been doing all these years?" asked Gabby, hoping to deflect the conversation.


  "It's the only system I know."


  "But it turned its back on its citizens.  I may not like the Southlands, but the GSA shares fault in this war.  The GSA sent those kids over without ever bothering to find out what they were good at, only that they weren't good at LifeGame.  The GSA has been making a huge mistake for years.  The Frags were all...fragtastic in their own way.  It's just they didn't fit in LifeGame."


  "Gabs, I didn't make this system.  I just happen to excel at it.  It's not my fault the system is set up the way it is."


  "Then work to change it!"


  "I just got here.  That's so like you to blame me for something I didn't do.  I'm barely surviving as a Coder.  I'm not going to suddenly be able to make radical changes to the GSA just because I want to."


  Gabby put her chin to her knee.  "Okay.  You're right.  You can't change it, but you shouldn't just accept it either.  There are better ways, I don't know what they are, but the GSA could be better, way better."


  Their conversation was cut short when the truck lurched to a stop.  Gabby put her hand out to keep from being thrown into the wall.  


  The girls glanced at each other.  The door was being unbolted.  Chains were being removed.  Gabby held her breath.  The door opened and Gabby shielded her eyes from the blinding light with a forearm.




  


  


  Chapter Six


  Outside the truck stood a guy around their age with bushy red hair. A rifle hung on his shoulder comfortably like a treasured backpack.  His camouflage had scrapes and scuff marks around the knees.  Without saying a word, he threw them each a sack.  The girls glanced at each other before checking the contents.


  "I hope you two are in shape.  We have a good hike ahead of us.  I'll turn my back while you change.  And my name is Coyote."


  "Coyote?  That's a strange name," said Gabby while she changed into a set of camouflage.


  "Not so much a name as a job.  Getting into the Motley Realms has its dangers and if I do my job, we'll slip in without notice, just like my namesake."


  "Motley Realms?" asked Avony derisively.


  Coyote turned around, smirking.  He had dark brown eyes that seemed to sparkle with their own inner joke.  Gabby had just pulled on her camo shirt while Avony was tying the waist band on her pants.


  "The GSA and most of the Freelands call it the Southlands, while Panner and the others call it the Pantheon, but most of us peons call it the Motley Realms.  You'll understand when we get there."


  After they finished dressing, Coyote threw a camo net over the truck.  It was parked in a grove of trees, nestled on the side of a rolling hill.


  At first, the pace Coyote set was bearable, enjoyable even.  An afternoon jog through the woods.  But as the terrain got steeper, he picked up the pace.


  "Could we slow down?  These boots are killing me," whined Avony.


  "We have to reach a certain point by nightfall and we're behind schedule."


  "Could we at least stop for a bite to eat?  Maybe a drink?  I'm not sure if I've eaten in days."


  Coyote chuckled.  "Days?  You were only in there five hours."


  Gabby tried to keep her mouth from hanging open in surprise, but the truth was mind-boggling.  Avony shared the same thought by the look on her face.  


  Coyote unslung his backpack and pulled out a water bottle and threw it to Gabby.  


  "Take sips.  I don't want to have to stop for cramps."


  Gabby drank enough to wet her thirst and handed it off to Avony.  They ran for the rest of the afternoon, taking sips at intervals.  


  As the sun threw long shadows across the trees, Avony asked, "Why do we have to be worried about reaching some place by nightfall?"


  Coyote nodded his head upwards.  "There's a gap in the schedule."


  "I don't understand," said Avony.


  "Hunting hovercrafts," responded Gabby, to Avony's surprise.  "When I was a Frag, we had to dodge them.  We found many a dead kid that had been trying to escape the GSA.  The bullet holes always faced up."


  Coyote winked at Gabby.  "Clever girl, she's right.  There's a tunnel under the wall, but the hovercrafts have been ranging farther out due to the impending war."


  "Why can't you..."  Gabby let the words trail from her lips.  Coyote seemed to catch where she was going with her comment and gave her another wink.


  "You're a Southlander, aren't you?"


  "Nothing gets by this one, does it?" Coyote asked Avony, giving her a playful elbow as they jogged.


  "Panner have mercy," Coyote exclaimed and threw Avony down as he dove to the ground.  Gabby knew the drill and followed.  When Avony tried to speak, Coyote put his hand over her mouth.  His eyes watched the sky.  


  Gabby heard it first.  Her ears were sensitive to the vibration the rotors made.  They'd given her nightmares when she'd first become a Frag.


  The hovercraft slid into view from behind a grove of trees.  The effortless way they moved across the sky unnerved her.  She liked it better when she was riding them.  The hovercraft headed in their direction.  Gabby held her breath. 


  About one hundred feet from them, the gun hanging beneath rotated toward them.  Noise and light burst from the end of the gun, chewing up forest and spraying leaves into the sky.  


  Gabby fought every urge to run.  Coyote had to lie on top of Avony to keep her still.


  From the undergrowth, an antlered deer burst out, bounding away from the hovercraft in big leaps.  The gun rotated to follow but didn't fire.  The hovercraft silently slid through the air in the deer's direction.


  A couple of tense minutes later, the hovercraft disappeared from view.  Coyote put his hands to his head.  Gabby heard him whisper, "Thank you, Panner."


  Then to them he said, "That was too close.  Let's go.  We don't have far."


  They ran through the forest after Coyote, always on the verge of sprinting, each one of them glancing nervously at the sky.  Gabby tripped once on a tree root and was thankful she hadn't bashed her brains out on a tree or rock.  


  Then Coyote slowed and he moved away an unremarkable section of brush to reveal a dark hole.  They followed him in and he created light using a trick of the eye-screens.  There wasn't really light, but the eye-screens drew in the tunnel as if there was.


  The tunnel echoed their footsteps.  A few times, Gabby glanced backwards thinking someone followed, but it was only the echoes because they disappeared as she turned her head to the side. 


  Despite the tunnel turning and twisting, ahead it appeared to be straight and narrow.  That's when Gabby realized they'd been given the Southlands program already.  Probably when they were in the impenetrable void.  Gabby used the standard tricks to bring up an interface but nothing appeared.  Coyote shot her a sly look as if he knew what she was doing.


  Twenty or thirty minutes later, they appeared on the other side of the tunnel.  One moment they were deep beneath the earth and the next they stood outside.  Avony muttered a curse under her breath.


  "Be careful whose name you take in vain," smirked Coyote.


  Gabby was barely paying attention to the exchange.  Her gaze was focused on the carnival of lights ahead.  It didn't take long for Avony to curse again as she noticed the view.


  The three of them stood on a slope leading into a town nestled into a quaint valley.  But it was no ordinary town.  The place exploded in lights and color as if it were a fireworks display.  Raucous, pulse driven music drifted up from the valley, calling for them to join.


  When she glanced back to Coyote, she was stunned by the sudden change.  Gone was the rugged outdoorsman with bushy red hair and dirt stained knees.  In his place was a handsome boy attired in a fashionable Roman toga.  Gabby had to shake off desires to oil his chest.  


  Avony cursed a third time, eliciting a fateful smirk from their now transformed guide.


  "Are you still called Coyote looking like that?"  Avony's tongue practically hung out of her mouth.


  "One final drink before we make the last sprint to safety."


  They each took long gulps at the pouch.  The wear of hiking all day seem to lift from her body.  Coyote held out his hands and they took them.  He started running down the hillside.


  They flew down the hill.  Plants and trees sped by them, faster than they could have possibly run.  The lights of the town rose to meet them and for a brief moment, Gabby thought she was falling.  


  With an abrupt stop, they were in the town.  Gabby glanced behind her to find the hill towering above her.  Her disorientation was further challenged when she realized she was wearing a toga like Coyote.  


  Gabby glanced to Avony.  Her hair was bound in luscious curls spilling out from a glittery tiara.  The toga cut across her chest in a deeply seductive way.  


  "You want to see yourself?" asked Coyote, reading her thoughts.  His voice seemed silkier now, but she found it hard to concentrate as a mirror appeared.  


  A heavenly light filtered upon her, making her glow.  Gabby knew the trick of it, of course, but still, the vision of herself was haunting.  She'd never looked so good.  


  Coyote raised a finger and made a circular motion, indicating she should spin around.  Gabby twirled, letting her hair braid tickle her exposed back.  


  She found herself staring in the mirror.  She'd played with skins before, like every girl did, but she'd never been able to create this kind of image.  She could be a goddess if she wanted.  Gabby leaned forward and put her finger to her right eye, pulling the bottom down, seeing how the hint of smoke was infused into her skin.


  "I love how my eyes look.  They're exactly how I see them in my head."


  Coyote nodded appreciatively.


  "How is this possible?  I've never designed a skin like this in my life.  It's totally buffed."


  Coyote gave her slight roll of the eyes.  "Panner prefers more eloquent turns of a phrase."  The change from the gruff outdoorsman manner of speaking to the high society banter was unnerving.  What else would change in the Motley Realms?


  "Who's Panner?" Avony asked.  "You keep saying his name."


  Coyote dismissed the mirrors with a flick of his hand.  "The center of the universe as far as you're concerned.  Come on, you'll meet him soon enough."


  He led them into town and from the sounds, toward a party in the central square.  Gabby had questions, reservations and concerns.  But she also felt giddy and alive, like a bubble in a bottle of champagne, rising toward the surface and ready to pop.  Deep in her gut, as the overwhelming sounds of the party reached out to claim her, Gabby knew it was either going to be the best night of her life or the worst.  




  


  


  Chapter Seven


  Everyone experimented with forbidden immersives in LifeGame.  Maybe even mixed them with a little stolen alcohol.  Gabby had.  She'd stolen a juice glass full of a clear and powerful smelling liquid from her parents.  The bottle had been dusty and tucked into the back of the pantry.  


  The party had been crudely staged on top of a building in the capitol.  Sitting cross-legged on her bed at home, Gabby had taken sips, her face shriveling at each one, before beaming her projection to the party.


  Most of the kids came from other schools.  Gabby had thought of the party as a gathering of the youth hacker elite.  She'd stumbled through the party, head spinning from the clear alcohol, her projection rudely drifting through others.  


  When adventuresome boys launched themselves off the side of the building, to experience the thrill of falling, Gabby had decided to join them.  With the sense-web set to safety, Gabby bounced on the concrete to the cheers of the boys far above.  Unfortunately, the rapid movement made a mess of her stomach and back in her room, Gabby barfed up the alcohol and the creamy rice cakes she'd had for dinner.


  The next day she remembered why she'd never been one for parties before.  Gabby barely scored a point in LifeGame all day.  She realized she should have taken her clue from the dust on the bottle.  In LifeGame, there was no time for such frivolous experimentation.


  Or maybe she'd just done it all wrong.


  As she stepped into the party, Gabby realized she was not in a quaint little town full of lights and sound anymore, but on the surface of another planet.  Blotting out the night sky above her was the planet Saturn.  The hazy ring cascaded across the view forming a heavenly arch.


  Pulsing lights and music penetrated her bones.  Gabby felt an invisible tug around her waist, pulling her toward the party.


  "Where are we?" asked Avony, the colorful lights bouncing off her upturned face.  


  "Pan," said Coyote.  "It's a moon of Saturn nestled into the ring.  But don't worry about such details tonight.  Scurry into the party and enjoy yourselves.  I'll gather you up later to meet your gracious host."


  Her mood effervescent, Gabby grabbed Avony's hand and skipped into the crowd.  The dancers parted and then swallowed them up.  An ocean of experiences surrounded her.  


  Gabby lost herself in the music, feeling for a time she was the music.  One note bouncing through the melody, drawing the outline of story.  


  The music was eternal.  It matched the heavens, the glittering ring captured the light of the distant sun, hidden by the tiny moon.  


  At times, Gabby found herself dancing with Avony.  Spinning around carefree and smiling.  At other times, she danced with strangers.  Toga wearing and beautiful, they were all minor gods and goddesses.  


  Part of her, the analytical portion of her brain trained by LifeGame to never turn off, admired the absolute synergy of the experience.  The majestic view reinforced the music which buoyed the dancers decked out in their colorful togas.  Minor details changed from one moment to the next.  The girl Gabby danced with sprouted wings and fluttered above the dance floor, timed with a crescendo in the music.  As it subsided, she floated back to the ground and the music carried on, rolling through a pattern that Gabby felt she could almost guess the next note, but once it had passed it had been forgotten and she had moved on to the next.


  The music contained no words, but Gabby could sense an epic tale within.  She imagined herself as the principle player, fighting and winning battles for all of humanity.  She never wanted the music to end.


  Deep within the experience, a thought bubbled up.  She might have just thought it, or maybe she'd mouthed the words, but there they were: This is what reality should be like.


  "Thank you," someone whispered.  


  Gabby wheeled around to find the voice, but only Avony was there, leaping with the music, tears of laughter dried on her face.  


  Avony stopped jumping.  She tilted her head like a dog.  The crowd parted, forming a neat path off the dance floor.  The girls grabbed hands and took the path given.  Coyote waited at the edge.  


  Following Coyote, they ascended a marble staircase.  After only a dozen steps Gabby looked back to the party to find they were hundreds of feet in the air.  Coyote led them to a hidden chamber, stepping through a membrane of shimmering light that had been invisible only moments before.


  A figure that could only be Panner, resplendent in violets and azures, waited in a garden.  He radiated an inner mastery.  Once, Zaela had shown her old videos of fashion moguls that had existed before the all-consuming LifeGame.  They'd been arguing about the importance of art in their lives.  They'd never resolved the argument, but Gabby remembered the images of the fashionistas.  Panner reminded her of them.


  "It's all so breath taking."  The words spilled out of Gabby's mouth before she could stop herself.  Somehow, she felt like it was rude to have spoken before permission had been given.


  Panner made the tiniest of movements with his hand, the one draped over the back of the bench.  


  "Yes, I suppose that's a way to describe it.  It reminds one to breathe.  A reminder of life eternal."


  Panner's gaze never faltered and Gabby wasn't sure if he was making fun of her or actually receiving her compliment.  His eyes flickered once to Avony but then returned to her.  It felt like a million eyes watched her.  Gabby wanted to turn away, but matched his gaze until he spoke.


  "Yes, I can see why.  But I'm keeping her for now."  Panner spoke as if they couldn't hear him, or he didn't care.  


  His presence threatened to hypnotize her, so she tried speaking again.  The words didn’t want to form in her mouth, but she got them out.


  "I didn't know it was possible to feel so buffed," said Gabby.  "To weave the senses together until I was euphoric."


  He cleared his throat, barely.  His hand motioned toward Coyote.  


  "Panner is done with you now," said Coyote.


  Gabby had a sense she'd done something wrong, but she wasn't sure what.  When she turned back to apologize, the bench was empty.  Through a trick of the eye-screens, Panner had disappeared from their view, just like the party had disappeared once they'd climbed the stairs far enough.


  The girls followed Coyote out.  


  "Did I do something wrong?" asked Gabby.


  Coyote turned to her, wearing a slight frown.  "Buffed?"  Coyote raised an eyebrow.  "I thought I'd explained that earlier."


  "Oh."  Gabby remembered now.  She put a hand to her temple.  Had she blown her cover so soon?  Memories of why she'd come there in the first place trickled back.  They'd been buried beneath the lusciousness of the party.  


  "Does he...?" Gabby didn't dare say the words, in case she was wrong.


  "Yes, of course, he knows you're from the GSA.  And he even knows you're a spy.  It's the deal he has with Cassius."


  Gabby was stunned.  "He's double crossing the Southlands?"


  "Careful with your words.  Panner is always listening.  And he's not crossing anyone.  He's just keeping his options open.  Plus, he likes to get first pick of the new blood.  If he takes a shine to you, maybe he might keep you.  If not, he'll trade you off to another Realm."


  A stone formed in her gut.  Now she knew why the spies had always disappeared.  Panner was just using Cassius to pick from the best of the GSA.  


  Coyote waved his hand and the steps stretched back to the town.  "Rejoin the party or take your leave for the evening.  Tonight's special celebration was for a productive month of work.  Tomorrow the work begins anew."


  Gabby grabbed Avony's hand and they headed into town to find their sleeping quarters.  By the time they reached them, their original outfits from the run returned.  Gabby lay down but didn’t fall asleep for a long time.




  


  


  Chapter Eight


  The broken, haphazard factories of the GSA were nothing compared to the cathedrals of the Southlands.  Each night Gabby went to bed bone tired, but her mind thrummed with the experiences of each day.


  Like the GSA, the factories used games to drive the activity of its workers.  But games played over and over, on an endless loop turned to monotony and then became work themselves.  In Panner's Realm, every day work was a new adventure.


  Gabby loaded into the plant anxiously awaiting new tasks.  Pug, a short chubby coworker with an angelic face, raised his hand in greeting when he saw her.


  "Salute!  How fares your status?" he asked, his pink cheeks stretched in a grin.


  "I'm well in Panner's heart," she replied with the standard greeting.


  They clasped arms and moved toward the entrance.  "I was teamed with Avony yesterday.  She sends her love."


  Gabby squeezed his arm.  "Yes, Avony..."  She hadn't thought about her in weeks.  "I wonder how we can please Panner today."


  "Yes," replied Pug enthusiastically.  "I don't know how he has the time to care for us so completely.  I'm so grateful every night."


  "Panner have mercy, yes."


  Gabby shivered in anticipation as they approached the sparkly membrane leading into the plant.  Yesterday, she'd been an archeologist on a dig site sorting ancient treasures.  The day before that, she defused bombs set in urban landscapes.  The only failure she had all day was a bomb set under a FunCar and she got it the second time.  Who knew what the day would bring?


  A starport command bridge waited for them on the other side, hovering over space shuttles, flaring blue flame as they moved about the field of view.  A distant planet floated beneath them with wind torn red dust storms swirling across its surface.


  "Disaster transport!" exclaimed Pug as the door slid closed behind them. 


  Gabby took her seat in the left chair.  "You've played this one before?"


  "Many months or years ago, I'm not sure.  But yes."  Pug clasped his hands together and drank in the surroundings before taking his seat.  "It's rare to play the same game twice, and if you do, it's never quite the same."


  Pug ran his fingers over the buttons on the command board possessively.  "Panner never fails to amaze and I'm sure this one is no different."


  The pair set to their task after working through a short training simulation.  The game was simple enough.  Route shuttles around the starport, avoiding collisions and the occasional meteor storm while maximizing goods transferred.  


  After a few hours of intensive play, Gabby massaged her temples with both hands, trying to fight off the migraine forming at the front of her head.


  "Oh, dear," said Pug when she was done.


  "What?"


  "Nothing."


  They kept playing, but Gabby noticed Pug occasionally glancing over to check on her. 


  "I received a Surprise Gift the other day," said Gabby to break the routine.  


  "Oh, what was it?"  Pug's eyes lit up like a firework display as his hands danced across the buttons on board.  


  "It was an orange.  The most delicious orange I've ever had," she said.  "And the best part was the note.  It read: 'For Miss DeCorte's dedication'."


  As she said it, she didn't feel as excited about it as she had the other day.  But Pug seemed to think it was the greatest gift in the world.  He cooed and asked twenty questions about the shape of the orange and the exact flavor and if it reminded her of sunshine and what font was used in the note and so on.  


  His exuberance made her feel empty and confused because she didn't feel the same way.  To get her mind off her concern she asked, "So what are you going to spend your Panner Points on?"   


  Pug's cheeks turned bright pink and his ears flushed red.  "I'm saving up."


  "You've got my curiosity..."  Gabby paused as she almost said buffed and finished instead with, "...by the tail.  What are you saving for?"


  A broad smile broke across his face.  "A dinner with Him."  Pug flashed his eyes upward.  "And I'm getting quite close.  Though it's hard to say."


  Pug sighed.  "It will be so divine."


  An out of control shuttle came screaming into the star port, so Gabby threw her hands back on the command board.  She jammed the controls around, hurrying through the emergency procedure.  The migraine threatened to return, but Gabby shook it off while she worked.  


  Once the shuttle had been diverted into a holding field and the proper medical staff dispatched.  Gabby grabbed her head again, trying to make the pain go away.


  Pug was wide eyed once she put her hands in her lap.  


  "What?"


  "Nothing."


  Gabby blew a frustrated breath out.  "What is it you actually think we're doing?"


  Pug reacted so violently, she thought he'd been shot.  He jumped up and put the chair between them.  


  "Okay, what?  You can't possibly not tell me what you're thinking after that reaction."


  Pug glanced to the air and then to the door.  Gabby wasn't sure he wasn't going to run out of the room.  When there was a knock on the door he jumped.  The transport game paused at the same moment.


  When the door opened, a tuxedoed butler marched in and presented a silver platter with a black envelope on it.  Pug motioned for her to pick it up quickly.  Once she did, the butler turned about and stiffly walked out of the room.  The door slid unceremoniously closed behind him.


  "What is it?"  She held up the black envelope.  


  "Panner has summoned you," he said meekly.


  "How do you know?"


  "I've seen that envelope before, but not for me."


  Gabby looked back and forth between the envelope and Pug.  "It means I'm leaving the Realm doesn't it?"


  Pug nodded.  


  "It has something to do with the headaches doesn't it?  Every time I had a reaction you acted like I was carrying a disease."


  "I guess I can say, since you've got the envelope and all.  But every time I've seen someone with the headaches, they're shipped out."


  Gabby rotated the envelope in her hands.  The material was like stiff silk.  


  "Does it happen often?"


  "To everyone eventually, I think.  Though after two months is pretty fast."


  "Two months?  I...I haven't been here that long?  Have I?"


  Pug nodded.


  "It's so hard to tell," he said, "what with the new tasks everyday and the parties and the gifts and what ever it is they give us."


  "Give us?  Are they drugging the food?"


  Pug squinted at her.  "You didn't know?"


  "No."


  "That's why I think they ship people out when they get headaches.  It's a sign the drug isn't working anymore."


  Gabby paused and started reviewing her actions.  She'd been so happy in Panner's Realm.  Pleased, maybe even content, if she'd ever been that in her life.  But there was something she had to do.  Something she'd come to Panner's Realm to do.  Her memories started to slowly leak back into her head.  


  "You know you're being drugged and you let it happen?" she asked.


  Pug nodded enthusiastically.  "Most definitely.  Every day is a joy here, a new adventure.  And the rewards divine.  I'm a Panner man through and through.  And when I get enough Panner Points, I'll get to meet him and sit down for dinner and talk about whatever he wants to talk about."  Pug's eyes were delirious.  "I'll get to meet my god, Gabby.  The one who cares for me and makes my life this wonderful dream."


  Gabby nodded.  "Yes, a dream.  That's what it's been."  She cringed when another stab of the migraine returned, buckling her knees.  She barely held onto the chair to stay upright.  When it left her, it seemed more of her memories had returned.  Or not that they had returned, that she cared about them again.  


  "And what happens if you get the headaches?  If the black envelope comes for you?"


  Pug shuddered.  "I don't know."  The prospect of having to leave seemed to shrivel Pug, despite his pudgy nature.  


  She gave him a hug before she left, though he hesitated, as if her dismissal from the Realm was contagious.  


  Gabby walked back into town with the black envelope.  She didn't bother to open it.  Cheery-eyed men and women of Panner's Realm hurried about the town square on their errands.  Gabby almost envied them.  




  


  


  Chapter Nine


  Startled by a nearby sound, Gabby spun around to find Coyote waiting for her.  His whole being, including his bushy red hair, glowed with an inner intensity much like he had during the night of the party.  Yet, Gabby didn't feel drawn to him like she had before.  


  His appearance reminded her of the skins the kids wore in Neversoft High.  Technically beautiful, but too perfect for her tastes.  He seemed to catch her disappointment and his shoulders slumped slightly.  


  "Where am I going?" she asked.


  "Time for questions later.  We have to make the train.  It's about to depart."


  They hurried to a non-descript alleyway and Coyote grabbed an invisible curtain, pulling it aside.  An ultra-modern train station waited on the other side.  The train shimmered in ghostly chrome.  Gabby was annoyed by the overwhelming whiteness of the station and the luminosity of the train.


  "Why does everything have to be something it's not?" she asked. "Why can't the train just be the train?"


  Coyote made a queer face and ushered her through the waiting doors.  After the doors whooshed closed, the train pulled away from the station, forcing Gabby to grab a pole.  


  The inside was much the same as the outside, an overdose of chrome and white.  Gabby wished she had control of her eye-screen reality to tone down the brightness.


  The half full car looked like a scene out of an alien bar immersive.  A trio of armored behemoths sat on one side.  Grossly oversized armor hung on their massive frames.  They each had a mixture of advanced weaponry and ancient swords.  The nearest, a dark-skinned giant barely keeping his body on the bench, picked his fingernails with a knife.


  On the other side of the car sat a prim woman in a flowery blue dress with her legs crossed, patiently reading a book.  At the end of a leash she held with the other hand cowered a man in black leather.  


  A few other notables were crammed into that side of the car, which Gabby found odd considering the space behind them was quite open.  Until Gabby noticed the creatures in that space.  Gabby only glanced at them, their revolting visages made her turn away at once, but the images were seared into her head.  


  "Who are they?" she whispered under her breath.


  "Delvers," Coyote said, keeping his back to them.  "And what you see is what you get.  They mine the depths of human experience in that Realm."


  "That's disgusting."  Gabby tried to erase the oozing sores and open wounds from her mind, but she couldn't shake them loose.  "Why does the Pantheon allow such a horrid Realm?"


  "They keep it around as a deterrent.  Some of the Pantheon don't keep a firm grasp of their subjects like Panner.  It provides a useful threat to remind the unruly subjects to behave.  The phrase: to the depths with the Delvers will pale anyone's heart with horror."


  "And where am I being sent?" Gabby asked, cautiously hoping it wasn't the Delvers.


  "To the Crimson Queen.  The largest Realm in the Pantheon."


  "And what is she like?"


  Coyote nodded toward the brutes along the wall.  "Those are her shock troops.  Probably moving to the front for the war."


  The dark-eyed giant with the knife seemed to sense they were talking about them.  Gabby could tell he was listening in.  


  "And what will I do there?" she asked.  


  "That's not for me to say.  Though I can tell you she asked for you herself."


  Gabby paused and considered her options.  "Did Panner tell her about..."


  "No," he said, "he prefers to keep such knowledge to himself.  It might look bad to the Pantheon if they knew."


  She let a relieved breath out.  Her existence as a spy was safe.


  "Wait.  Where's Avony?"


  Coyote gave her a blank look.  "Exactly where she needs to be.  Don't worry," he said.  "I'm sure you'll see her again, some day."


  Gabby opened her mouth to pester him about Avony, but it was clear from his face he had no intention of telling her anything.  Either Panner had sold her to a different Realm or he was keeping her for other things.  


  There was so much about the Southlands she didn't know.  She regretted not learning more before agreeing to be sent down.  Right now she was only a pawn for the Pantheon's amusement with no way to find Zaela.  She assumed there was a central organization to the Southlands, not a loose federation of Realms that each operated under their own rules.  Was the war going be between the Southlands and the GSA, or the Crimson Queen's Realm and the GSA?


  She needed to know more.  The bushy red-haired Coyote leaned against the pole, staring at the landscape rushing by the window.  If she could understand the Realms better, then maybe she had a chance of surviving.


  "Does the Pantheon have a leader?"


  Coyote scoffed.  "The Pantheon is worse than the mythical gods they try to emulate.  They scheme and backstab and war with each other.  The only thing that keeps them together is that each one holds a critical piece of the Realms."


  "How so?"


  "Did you know what you were making in the factories in Panner's Realm?"


  Gabby paused, trying reason out a clue that might tell her, but the games were all different.  "No."


  "That's the way they like it.  No member of the Pantheon knows what the other actually makes.  The truth gets lost beneath the illusions and the schemes.  So none of them can dare upset the others."


  Coyote glanced at the soldiers along the wall.  The big one had a knowing grin.


  The connection was clear in their faces.  "Unless the Crimson Queen takes down the GSA, then the balance of power will be toppled."


  Coyote shrugged.  "In the unlikely event that happens.  Yes.  But few of the Pantheon believe it so.  The rumor is that she's playing this hand to siphon resources from other areas.  And maybe even take a little bite from the GSA thus furthering her cause."


  The attack on the factories had been just that.  A tiny little bite.  Gabby hoped Coyote was right.  Except when they'd taken the Double Eagle.  The Crimson Queen had made a full meal of them.


  The soldier began chuckling.  A deep-throated, raspy laughter that practically rattled the windows.  


  "That's what you think, puppy," he said, glaring contemptuously.  "The Queen, she's not just taking a little bite.  It'll be the whole damned thing."


  Coyote squinted his eyes.  "Malthon.  Hmm.  One of the Queen's underlings.  I didn't think she let you scurry too far from her sight."


  Malthon jabbed his thumb at Coyote.  "Don't believe a word he says.  He's just biding his time until he can ascend to the Pantheon.  Assuming he can find a place to thrust his dagger."


  The soldiers laughed.  


  "Is that true?"  Gabby asked.  "Can anyone ascend to the Pantheon?"


  Malthon appeared very interested in Coyote's response.


  "Yes.  That's how they all got there.  Deposed the previous owner of the Realm."  Coyote gathered himself up, standing straight and tall.  "But I would never do that to Panner.  He's going to help me find a suitable one, or make my own."


  Malthon slapped his leg.  


  "The only Realm you're going to next is the Delvers, oh little furry duplicitous Coyote."  Malthon seemed to relish the way Coyote squirmed at the mention of the Delvers.  "Don't think your two timing isn't noticed around the Realms, special status with Panner notwithstanding."


  When Malthon cast his gaze on her, she gripped the pole and stared back.  


  "You're a feisty one," said Malthon.  "But that don't explain why she asked for you herself.  Can you tell us why?"


  Gabby found the whole side of the car waiting for her answer.  It seemed everyone had been listening in on the conversation.  Even the prim woman had her head tilted in her direction.  


  "Because I hate everything about the GSA.  They took my life, my friends and my family."


  Malthon began laughing earnestly again, clapping his hands and hitting his buddies on the back.  "See?  I told you, she was a feisty one."


  The big soldier stood up and put his hand on Coyote's shoulder.  "We can take her from here, puppy.  You see, she can't wait to join us."


  Coyote gave her a worried glance.  "You don't have to go with them yet.  I'm not supposed to hand you over until we get to the station."


  "No, it's okay.  I can go with them.  Better to start learning my new Realm."


  Coyote shook his head.  Then he pulled a glowing white ball from a pocket and handed it over to Malthon.  When the big soldier touched it, crimson color seeped into it like blood.  Once it had completely filled with red, Malthon glanced at her and said, "Are you ready?  Realm transfers can be a real pain."


  Gabby gripped the pole with both hands and gave him a nod.  Malthon squeezed the ball.  




  


  


  Chapter Ten


  How the sense-web had been invented, it was said, was by accident.  The inventor had been trying to grow circuitry rather than expensively print it onto black diamond chips.  When none of his cultures would take to the nanos and he couldn't get approval for human samples, he used his own.


  A mixture of desperation and sloppy lab work led to the discovery.  He was going days without sleep, trying to make his great breakthrough before the government cut off his funding.  


  The official records explain that at some point, he'd spilled the contents of the Petri dish on a burn along his forearm.  Days later when he realized new skin was growing along the burn, skin that looked nothing like his normal skin, with patchworks of fibers growing through it, he knew he'd made a discovery.  Not the one he was looking for, but enough of one to convince his contacts in the government not to cut off his funding.  


  He thought he'd grown a reinforced artificial skin that could be useful for the military.  When he put a low voltage current to it, the skin patch had felt like it'd been dunked in an ice bucket.  


  The new skin had tied itself to the nerves and with the proper current fooled it into thinking it was cold.  The technology of the sense-web was born, though it took decades to figure out how to control the skin to give the proper output.  


  Early testers had reported tasting food with their hands or having a foot get dizzy.  It was full body synesthesia.  Some brave souls had spent weeks mired in these states until the sense-web could be properly tuned.  


  Gabby remembered these stories as the switch to the new Realm encapsulated her body.  At first, her skin felt kissed with mint, a sensation that was actually quite enjoyable.  Then the feeling grew warmer until she wanted to throw herself into a chilly pool.  


  Once the heat dissipated, Gabby experienced moments of sensory confusion, dipping to a crouched position as her knees had the urge to puke.  When the nausea subsided, a variety of other sensations replaced it, fleetingly, confusingly, and this time throughout her whole body, inducing panic as she worried she would get stuck in that state for weeks.  Then like water running slowly over her body, the normal sensations returned.


  Gabby climbed to her feet, giving the soldiers her most confidant smile.  Malthon was amused while the other two were disappointed.  Coyote had disappeared during the recalibration of her sense-web.  


  The reasons for the void time when she joined Panner's Realm became abundantly clear.  The cutoff from sensory input allowed them to recalibrate without the person knowing and to hide how heavily the Realms would rely on the sense-web to create their illusions.  


  Even her time playing LifeGame in the GSA didn't require full use of the sense-web.  Tactile information was used to help demonstrate the lessons learned, not fool the user into believing a completely different reality.  But her time in the Freelands and in Panner's Realm taught her how completely they could reprogram reality.  She didn't expect the Crimson Queen to be any different.


  "That wasn't so bad, was it?" Malthon asked with a grin.


  Gabby rubbed her knee trying to erase the lingering nausea feeling from it.  "Some of it was a little buffed."


  She cursed herself when she said the word 'buffed.'  It marked her as a LifeGamer, not that Malthon probably didn't already know.  Malthon's eyes sparkled with amusement.


  "A little buffed she says," he said to the others.  "I'm beginning to like her more and more.  Maybe the Queen was right in getting her."


  Gabby's first instinct was to make a sarcastic remark.  If it were LifeGame, she would have.  But she needed to get in good with the new Realm.  If Pug had been right about being in Panner's Realm for two months, the war with the GSA was soon to start.  Which didn't give her much time to find Zaela and figure out how the Queen was countering the GSA's repeater towers.  


  "So when can I get some armor and weapons like you guys?" she asked.


  "Feisty and eager."  Malthon glanced back to his buddies.  "But I'm not sure the Queen would like you showing up in her colors."


  "Then can you tell me why the Queen wants me?"


  Malthon shook his head.  "I'm afraid you're just going to have to spend some quality time with me, Sarth, and Bump."


  When Gabby looked over to the two soldiers, Malthon continued, "The one with the lazy eye is Bump.  Got it when a building fell on his head."


  Gabby probably knew the source of that falling building.  She'd bet a night listening to Milton's jokes that Jaxon had blown up the building that fell on him.  Bump looked up to her from his bench.  The right eye listed off center, making Gabby feel uncomfortable as she tried to pick an eye to focus on.


  "Why not hide that with your skin?" 


  Malthon tapped his meaty fist at his chest, making a bearish scoff.  "At some level, we've got to hold onto who we really are."


  The faint scars on his arms and the hint of wrinkles around his eyes became more meaningful for Gabby.  


  "I'm sorry."


  "Don't be."  Malthon grinned slightly, his dark face creasing with amusement.  "It's always difficult to join a new Realm."


  The dark-skinned soldier leaned back towards his compadres.  "Shall we welcome her to the Queen's Realm with a game of Pain Sticks?"


  Bump and Sarth hopped up and joined Gabby at the pole.  Gabby didn't like the sound of the game, but Malthon had offered an olive branch, of sorts, so she had to take it.  


  Malthon snapped his fingers and a black rod formed in his hand.  The rod was as long as her forearm.  


  "During the game," explained Malthon, "the longer you hold the stick, the more pain you will feel.  The only way to pass the stick is to answer the question truthfully.  Your neural actuator will know if you're telling the truth or not."


  Sarth spoke up, frowning, "I don't think she wants to play with us."


  "I think she's worried we'll suss out all her secrets with the game," said Malthon.  "Don't worry.  We don't ask those types of questions.  And if you don't like the question, you can always drop the stick and bow out of the game."


  "What are the questions then?" she asked.


  "Each time you answer correctly, you can hand the stick off to another member of the circle, and ask them a question about whether or not they like something or how they feel about someone or a little fact about themselves.  They answer 'Pos' or 'Neg.'  If you lie, the stick will fall from your hand and you're out of the game.  Simple enough?"


  Gabby nodded.  It sounded like a version of the game she'd played with Zaela when they were younger called Truth or Dare, without the pain stick or the three brooding soldiers.  She knew why they'd played it as kids, but couldn't figure out how it'd become a game for hardened soldiers.


  "If you believe it enough, you can lie, but I wouldn't advise it.  I'll start with an easy one," said Malthon as he handed her the stick.  "Do you like the Delvers?"


  As soon as Malthon stopped speaking, the stick began to grow warm and then a painful tingle started forming in her hand.  The sensation accelerated faster than expected.  "Neg."  The pain disappeared instantly.  Gabby flexed her hand.


  "Alright.  That was easy.  Pick one of us and ask away."


  Gabby handed the stick to Bump.  She was new to the game so she decided to keep it simple.  "Did you like Coyote?"


  "Neg."


  Bump turned to Sarth and handed him the stick.  The blonde soldier was closer to her mental image of a proper soldier.  He gave her a winning smile.  Bump smirked.  


  "Do you like torturing small animals, especially the cute ones?"  Sarth's grin became a grimace.  He glanced to Gabby once before answering.  "Pos."


  "Mal," asked Sarth.  "Do you wake up screaming from nightmares?"


  "Pos," responded Malthon, shrugging as he said it.


  The rod moved to Sarth.  "Do you want to lead a squad?"


  Sarth hesitated after opening his mouth, he glanced at Malthon and gave him a how could you look.  Used correctly, the game could bring a group together.  It could also tear them apart.  


  Sarth's arm shook as he held the stick.  When the veins in his arm stood out, Sarth threw the stick down and walked back to his bench.  The truth was obvious even if Sarth had never said it.


  "Got to know yourself before you can know others," said Malthon.  "I get to ask again."  He handed the stick to Gabby.  "You hate authority."


  It wasn't a question, but Gabby knew what he meant.  It was clear he already knew the answer.  "Pos."


  Gabby wracked her brain for a question that would expose Malthon, but she didn't know enough about him.  She handed the stick to Bump instead.  "Do you like your lazy eye?"


  "Neg," he said surprising Gabby.


  Bump smirked again and glanced at Gabby as he handed the stick to Malthon.  "Did you enjoy getting raped in the Freelands when you were younger?"


  "Neg."  The sparkle in Malthon's eyes turned to grim resolve.  He kept his gaze locked with Gabby as he handed the stick back to Bump.  


  "Can you count to fifty?"


  Bump started counting: "One, two, three, um, four, five, and six, and, um, seven, and eight..."  The pause between each number seemed to get longer as they went on.  Gabby wanted him to just answer 'Pos' and pass the stick.  Suddenly, Bump yelped and dropped the stick.  


  He stared at it and said, "You tricked me, Mal."


  Malthon handed the stick to Gabby with his head cocked.  "You love someone?"


  An easy one.  "Pos."


  Gabby handed it back.  "You want to crush the GSA?"


  "Neg."  Another unexpected answer and a smirk.  


  The baton flew back and forth as they asked each other questions.  Her questions never felt as satisfying or as enlightening as his.  As it went on, Gabby had to think about her questions for longer and longer.  Her arm began to throb from the pain.


  "Do you like to make plans for others?"


  After much reluctant thought, Gabby said, "Pos."


  "Do you want to be in the Pantheon?"


  "Neg."  Another surprise from Malthon.


  "You like to be the one in the spotlight?"


  Gabby wanted to answer negatively, but she paused in thought.  Zaela had accused her of as much during Final Raid.  The stick was a fire in her hand.  Gabby couldn't figure out why she was hesitating.  The answer was clear.  Or was it?


  Even when she'd left the Frags at the Blood Farm, she'd decided what was best for them and rushed off to save Zaela on her own.  Or when she'd rushed down to Jaxon's place without so much as telling the others what she was going to do.  Even Avony had accused her when she confronted Unthar of doing it 'in a Gabby way.'


  Her whole arm burned, bringing tears to her eyes.  As the spots formed, Gabby dropped the baton without answering the question.  


  As the feeling slowly came back to her arm and the spots receded, Sarth said, "I've never seen anyone hold it that long."


  Malthon gave her a long look and then returned to his seat.  Though the big soldier shared a similar size with Unthar and Drogan, he was as different from them as they were from each other.  


  Underneath all that muscle was a cunning mind.  The way he'd deftly disarmed Coyote and then quickly dispatched the others in the Pain Stick game, before turning his focus on her, concerned her.  


  If they ever came to blows, he now knew a lot more about her than she did of him.  Not once did she ever get him to hesitate about a question.  He answered quickly and truthfully.  


  He'd also gotten her to question herself.  Gabby knew the best way to beat someone was to get them to beat themselves.  And now, she hated to admit, she was questioning her motives for everything she'd ever done.  


  Had everything she'd ever done been because she wanted to hog the spotlight for herself?  Pushing Avony away when Zaela arrived?  Making Zaela follow her into University?  Forcing the Frags to follow her plans instead of Milton's?  The truth seemed so glaringly simple.  


  Malthon crossed his arms as he leaned back in the bench, his eyes comfortably closed.  He appeared content with all his many flaws and issues.  He might even be sleeping.  


  Gabby took a spot next to the leather clad man on the end of the chain.  She was exhausted from working all day and then the grueling game of Pain Sticks.  She wanted sleep, but her mind whirled, recreating all the difficult decisions of her life and applying Malthon's insinuation to it.  As the train sped inexorably toward the Crimson Queen's Realm, Gabby wondered if she still believed in the reason she'd come to the Southlands in the first place.




  


  


  Chapter Eleven


  The capitol of the Crimson Queen's Realm was Mount Olympus.  The dual meaning to the name was not lost on Gabby.  Besides the obvious reference to the Greek gods, Mount Olympus was a volcano on Mars, the largest volcano in the solar system.  A nod toward the god of war.  


  The city reflected the shape of the volcano.  The train station was at the base, while the Queen's palace waited at the top of the hill.  They rode through the streets in a larger version of the FunCar, minus the silly games.  Sarth and Bump rode in front, checking the sighting on their rifles and getting quizzed on military regulations.


  Malthon snored in back, leaving Gabby to observe the residents of the capitol.  The city looked like any major metropolis, except that every third citizen was a soldier in full gear.  


  Malthon woke as soon as they arrived.  Bump and Sarth left them at the entrance to the Palace, jogging away down the hill.  As they walked up the steps, Gabby realized Malthon had toned down his skin: less cartoonishly massive and more functional.  


  "Is that a real sword?"  Gabby pointed to his back.


  Malthon paused, pulled the weapon out and presented it to her.  "A katana.  Be careful, the edge is sharp."


  Gabby resisted the urge to make a comment about weapon safety.  She'd been using weapons all her life in LifeGame, but a real one was a different matter.  


  She performed a few cautious maneuvers with the katana.  It felt just like the ones conjured up by their eye-screens and sense-webs.  Gabby bowed and handed it back.


  The grin on Malthon's face worried her.  "What?"


  "Nothing.  We should get moving.  Don't want to keep the Queen waiting."


  The throne room was as impressive an architecture as she'd ever seen.  Gabby knew most of them were tricks of the eye-screen, because the physics of them were impossible.  Zaela would have spent hours or days in the throne room.


  Massive columns stretched into a multi-dimensional space that folded into moving Mandelbrot sets.  Galaxies swirled in the dome, blinking as supernovas dotted their outstretched arms.  Gabby was so enthralled by the eye candy she didn't realize they were standing before the throne dais.


  "I spend far too long staring at this wonder rather than doing the things I should," said a voice from the throne.


  Malthon was kneeling next to Gabby.  She reflexively dropped to one knee and muttered, "I'm sorry, Your Grace, I wasn't paying attention."  She hoped Your Grace was the proper title, but it'd been a while since she'd played games involving royalty.


  "Rise."


  At first, Gabby kept her gaze lowered so she didn't look at the Queen, then she decided it was silly to keep staring at the floor, so she looked up.


  The Queen was striking in her paleness.  A black waterfall of hair framed her ghostly face, while a simple red robe adorned her petite body.  The Queen's face triggered a memory, Gabby guessed a famous historical figure or maybe even a popular LifeGame one.  


  "Gabriella DeCorte," said the Queen in an odd final tone.


  Gabby waited while the Queen looked her over.  The scent of lilacs was strong in the room even though she didn't see any flowers.  


  "Do you know why I brought you here?  Why I asked for you?"


  "No, Your Grace."


  "I want to destroy the GSA."


  "I want that too, Your Grace."


  The Queen laughed derisively and a cold chill went down Gabby's back.


  "Do you now?"


  Gabby swallowed.


  "What do you have against the GSA?" asked the Queen.


  Gabby carefully formed the answer before she spoke.  The Queen was testing her.  And based on the Pain Sticks game, Gabby knew the Queen would know her lies.  So Gabby stuck as close to the truth as possible, because it was true, Gabby did hate the GSA.


  "They lied to me about LifeGame.  They took my friends from me.  They took my best friend Zaela."


  "Zaela? Hmm."


  "You know her?"  Gabby asked hopefully.


  The Queen nodded.  "I do, but we're not discussing her right now, we're discussing you."


  Adrenaline surged through her body.  She was right for joining the Coders and coming to the Southlands.  Zaela was within reach.  If she could find her, they could escape the Southlands and return to the Blood Farm, so she could see Michael again.  She'd do anything the Queen wanted if she could get her friend back.


  "If you're so adamantly against the GSA," said the Queen.  "Then why did I detect you in the Double Eagle, working with that Coder?"


  Gabby paled.  Zaela suddenly felt out of reach again.  When Gabby opened her mouth, the Queen made a slicing motion.  "Careful.  I'll know if you lie to me.  Tell me everything."


  If the Queen knew about Double Eagle, then she probably knew about the battle when she was a Coder.  Then Gabby remembered smelling lilacs during both encounters.  The Queen was the presence she felt in Double Eagle and again in the fog surrounding the factories.


  Then Gabby knew what the Queen was doing.  This was just another game of Pain Sticks.


  "I didn't know he was a Coder when we were working with him."


  "Lies," said the Queen.  "If you didn't know he was a Coder, then why did you go back to the GSA with him?  That's what I thought.  You've been a spy for them all this time."


  Gabby thought about running but two guards appeared at her side.  Malthon had an amused smile on his face.  He must have known what the Queen was going to do all along.


  "I'm not, really.  I've just been using them to find my friend Zaela."


  The Queen narrowed her eyes.  "That's not what Zaela said when I questioned her about you.  She says you used her and then abandoned her at her time of greatest need."


  "What?  That's not true.  I've spent every waking moment since Final Raid trying to get her back."


  The Queen waved her hand dismissively.  "I'm not here to talk about you and your so called friend.  You're a spy for that rat Cassius and I mean to know the reason why.  What are you here to do?"


  When Gabby glanced around, she found the throne room had filled with soldiers.  Sarth had his arms across his rifle while Bump just stared, which was disconcerting considering his lazy eye.


  "I'm not.  I was just using them."


  The Queen's eyebrow raised.  "I heard your little game of Pain Sticks.  You just want to be the hero."


  "I don't, really."  The protest felt weak.


  "I'm launching my attack on the GSA soon.  I want that failed system destroyed.  But I want to know what Cassius is planning first.  You must tell me."


  Gabby held her hands up.  "I don't know.  I was just a newbie Coder."


  "Shall I send you to the Delvers to find out?"  Gabby paled and the Queen asked again, this time to the soldiers standing around the throne.  "Shall I send her to the Delvers?"


  The soldiers cheered.  Malthon kept looking at her with disinterest.  The images of the sores and oozing rose up in her mind.  


  "If I knew something, I would tell you.  I have no loyalty to the GSA."


  "You're only loyal to yourself, Gabriella DeCorte."  The Queen's smiting judgment felt like a whip across her back.  


  "Even if I knew something, I could not say.  Cassius can destroy me through my sense-web anytime he wants."


  "You see," the Queen said to the soldiers.  "She knows something.  But don't worry about that little thing.  I can suppress Cassius' tricks.  Why do you think so many spies disappear?"


  The Queen paced around the dais.  Gabby sensed the delay was for effect.  


  "You like games, don't you Gabriella?"


  Gabby meekly said, "Yes."


  "Since you don't want to tell me, maybe we should play a game instead."  The Queen turned to her soldiers.  "We like games in the Realms, don't we?  Many of us came from the GSA.  Raised on games, weren't we?  Games keep us sharp.  Allowed us to challenge ourselves, challenge each other."


  The Crimson Queen paused at the edge of the dais.  "We should have a game in celebration of our impending invasion."  She raised her hands above her head and the soldiers cheered.  "Wouldn't you like that, Ms. DeCorte?" 


  Fear clenched around Gabby's heart.  


  "Unlike yourself, I'm a fair competitor.  Let's say we have a competition.  You win, I let you see Zaela again and you can become a productive part of my Realm.  Lose, and I send you to the Delvers."


  The Queen put a delicate hand to her chin.  "Or you can end the game at any time by telling me what Cassius' plans are for stopping me."


  "But I don't know anything."


  "Well then, I guess we're playing for keeps."


  The Crimson Queen waved her hand.  The assembled turned, facing toward a procession being led into the chamber.  Gabby put a hand to her mouth at the sight of the first person in line.


  "Oh, no."


  It was worse than she thought.




  


  


  Chapter Twelve


  "He's not supposed to be here," Gabby whispered.


  She'd left him on the plateau, riding away on the Caterpillar.


  Michael paused when he saw her.  His worn blue eyes, practically turned gray, sent a cold dagger into her heart.  The guard pushed him, making him stumble.  


  Up close, she saw how gaunt he'd become.  A skeleton of his former self.  She was about to run to him when she saw the others being led in.  


  Mouse hid her face behind her hair.  The twitch of a grin formed on her face, but disappeared as she noticed the Queen.  


  Cat calls filled the air as Milton, in his street-walker form, strutted behind Mouse, keeping the guard at bay with cutting looks.  Milton winked at her, so Gabby nodded.


  Avony brought up the rear, yanking her arm away from the guard as he tried to lead her in.  She seemed bewildered and angry, until she saw Gabby.


  Gabby looked to see if there were more coming, but there was no Drogan or Celia.  Gabby tilted her head at Michael and he responded with a tight head shake in the negative.  


  Judging by the way the Frags ignored the sights of the throne room, Gabby guessed they'd been here before.  Maybe even since she'd left them.  Avony, on the other hand, stared at the ceiling with her mouth open. 


  When Gabby looked back to the throne, she caught the Queen in a long lingering look of hate toward Avony.  Then her eyes narrowed as the assembled rotated toward her, the procession complete.  


  The soldiers formed a ring around Gabby and her friends.  The Queen lorded over them, her sneer marring the beautiful pale face.


  "For my soldiers' amusement, I offer a competition of squads.  This arrangement should not be unlike your Final Raid that you so cherish.  The winner will be the first squad to achieve the final goal."


  Gabby couldn't help think the whole thing a farce.  The Queen was clearly acting to some script.  If it'd been LifeGame, she would have silently derided the coding behind the part.  But it wasn't LifeGame and this wasn't really a game.  It was probably a death sentence disguised as a game.  And the Queen was only acting the part of the malevolent villain to serve a purpose Gabby hadn't yet fathomed.


  The Queen looked down upon Gabby.  "And what is this final goal, you want to ask?"  The Queen strolled around the dais smiling at her soldiers as if they shared a private joke.  


  "The goal of the competition is to destroy the black heart in the spire, by whatever means you can."  The Queen threw a rolled parchment to Gabby.  "Is your team acceptable to you?"


  Gabby glanced to her friends.  They each tried to return a reassuring smile, but none of them were up to it.  Gabby found herself not surprised by the Queen's words.  


  "Or should I have asked first who the leader was?"  The Queen smirked.  


  They averted their eyes and the Queen addressed the soldiers.  "Who among my army would like to compete against these spies?  Show them who the superior army is?"


  A tall soldier with a bushy beard stepped forward.  "Black Knife squad reporting for competition!"


  "Accepted!"


  The three men and two women in the squad grunted a short cheer, raising their fist to their shoulder.  Right after the Black Knife soldier stepped back, another called out, "Dervish Crew!"


  Squads continued joining the competition, one after another in orderly fashion, each cheering as the Queen accepted.  The charade of decision was woefully thin.


  After the squads announced themselves, the Queen looked around to them.  "Eight squads reporting.  Is there not a ninth so we can make this an even ten?"


  The Queen glanced at Malthon even before he spoke.  


  "Red Wolf," Malthon said before saluting, a lazy droll salute that only served to belay his confidence about the competition.  Malthon kept his gaze firmly locked onto Gabby's, the mocking smile showing a hint of teeth.


  Instead of just his squad cheering, the whole crowd of soldiers gave the grunting cheer.  Men and women patted him on the shoulders as he smiled.  


  "And what shall we call your little squad?"


  "The Frags," Gabby said without hesitation.  None of them saluted or cheered.


  The Queen chuckled.  "Any questions before I set you on your merry way?"


  Mouse made a noise slightly above a squeak and the Queen leaned forward.  


  "Did she say something?" the Queen asked the assembled soldiers.  Many of them shrugged and stepped forward to hear.  


  "Speak up girl.  I couldn't hear you."


  Mouse pushed the hair away from her face.  "Are we going to get weapons or are you afraid we'll win?"  Mouse flashed Gabby a smile before retreating behind her hair.  Gabby stifled a laugh.


  The Queen blew malice out her nostrils, forcing Gabby to hold back another chuckle.  


  "I'll be much fairer to you than the Coders for LifeGame ever were," said the Queen, "but I can't have you carrying weapons in my presence.  You'll get them when the time comes."


  And there it was.  Gabby knew why the Queen was overacting.  She mocked LifeGame and the seriousness imposed to sometimes trivial games.  She was performing her role as the villain ironically.  


  Without being focused on it, the memory she'd been trying to dredge up partially came back.  The persona of the Queen was a variation of a character in a popular game in LifeGame.  She only remembered because Zaela passionately hated it.  She couldn't remember the name, but she was sure it was the reference.


  The Queen snapped her fingers and a ring of tunnels formed around the dais.  Distant white lights formed at the center of each one.


  The soldiers formed up into their teams.  Emblems with team names formed as badges on their chests.  The exaggerated armor that Malthon had been wearing on the train reappeared on the soldiers, stylized around the emblem name.  The shoulder pads on Malthon's team became wolf heads that snarled and growled.  The Dervish Crew had faint sand storms forming around their feet.  


  "You have your goal, your map and your team.  There are ten teams and ten tunnels.  The tunnels will take you to a random location in the capitol.  From there you will make your way to the goal.  Inter-team fighting is allowed and encouraged."  The Queen paused and let a grin slowly rise to her face.


  "And since you LifeGamers have an advantage in this game, it being a game and all, I'm adding a little challenge for you.  One of you will betray your team by the end of the game.  That person doesn't know it yet, but they will."


  Gabby caught herself looking to her teammates.  They were doing the same.  


  The Queen raised her hand high above her head.  "Ready.  Set..."  She swung it down like a guillotine.  "—Go!"




  


  


  Chapter Thirteen


  Gabby turned to the group to figure out which tunnel to enter when a soldier slammed into her, knocking her off her feet.  A foot connected with her stomach while another connected with her head.  As she pulled her arms over her head to protect herself, heavy booted footsteps faded as the soldiers left.


  Struggling to her knees, she looked around to find her fellow Frags in the same state.  The other teams had ambushed them at the start and had disappeared down their respective tunnels.  


  The dais and the Queen were gone.  The throne room replaced with a bleak concrete amphitheater.  


  "Which one's our tunnel?" asked Avony, her voice echoing off the walls.  "If we go down the wrong one we might end up getting fragged by another team right from the get go."


  Gabby didn't have time for tunnels when she looked into Michael's bruised face.  She ran to him and placed her arms around his shoulders.  


  "Are you okay?" 


  He nodded while wiping blood off his lip.  His cheeks made craters on his face.


  "I..."  She touched his face.  "We have to get moving.  No time to catch up."


  "Which one?" asked Milton with hands suggestively on his hips, pouting at the tunnels.


  "Pick one.  I don't care," said Gabby.  "We just need to get moving."


  "I always wanted to have this many holes to choose from."  Milton winked, while the others groaned and Gabby rolled her eyes.  Avony scrunched up her face and glared at Milton.  


  "No time to explain," Gabby said and started running toward one of the tunnels.  


  The concrete reflected their footsteps, annoying Gabby to no end.  They were a herd of stampeding wildebeest.  If another team had set up an ambush, they'd know they were coming.


  "What's on the map, Avs?"


  Avony ran while holding the map unfurled in front of her face.  "I can't make sense of it.  I'm going to need a bit to figure out what it's trying to say."


  "That's fine.  We're just running through a long tunnel.  No decisions yet."


  Michael held his side as they jogged.  Gabby slowed to run next to him.  


  "Are you going to be okay?"


  "I'll make it."  His face was etched with grim lines.  His sickness, whatever it was, had debuffed him to the core.  In the months since she'd seen him, he'd become a walking skeleton.  The competition would only make it worse.


  "Avony, our priority needs to be getting transportation once we get out of this tunnel."


  Avony shook the map at Gabby.  "You look at this thing.  It's like no map I've ever seen before.  And I don't even know where we are."


  "When we get out of the tunnel," Gabby added.  "Until then, keep studying it."


  "Why don't you have one of the others look at it?  I have no idea."


  Gabby put her hand up and brought the Frags to a stop.  Avony spread the map wide so they could see it.


  "What?" asked Mouse, while others murmured noises of disbelief.


  "See," said Avony.


  Shapes moved around on the map.  On the top was a dark tower that seemed to pulse and Gabby could almost swear she could hear it beating.  At the bottom, marked by a shining mountain, was the capitol.  A faint 'X' was buried in the bowels of the mountain.  In between the tower and the mountain were various sized sections, each with a name like 'The Island' or 'Reliquary of Harmony' or 'Shadow Twin.'  The pieces moved around, slowly rotating and changing like an oil slick on water. 


  "That's easy," said Milton.  "When we come out of the mountain tunnel, we'll be assigned an area to cross.  Maybe we can even force a particular area through some method or game within the map."  


  Avony rolled the map up and slapped it against Milton's arm.  "If it's so easy, then you be the map girl."


  "Hey! I was only pointing out the obvious."


  When the two "girls" puffed up, Gabby stepped between them.  "Hey.  We can't be fighting already.  That's what the Queen wants us to do anyway."


  "What do you mean?" asked Milton.


  "All that nonsense about a betrayal.  The Queen was just doing it to cause discord, but it looks like she didn't need to, we're destroying ourselves already."


  Gabby made eye contact with each Frag.


  "But I know you all and I know none of you would betray the group.  She was just baiting us.  I know you and Michael don’t know Avony so well, and maybe I told some stories about her when we were at the farm, but right now I can tell you she's on our side.  The same goes for the others.  We're all in this together."


  They each nodded.


  "So we need to keep moving and figure this map out.  I think it'll be the key to winning."  Gabby paused.  Avony was glaring out the corner of her eye at Milton.  "And so we can use everyone's insight, everyone should take a turn with the map.  Maybe someone can figure it out.  Well, everyone but Michael, unless you're up to it."


  Avony crossed her arms.  "Why doesn't he have to do it?"


  Gabby remembered she hadn't told Avony anything about Michael while they were in Coders together.


  "He's dying."


  Avony, who moments before had her chin high and was staring down Michael, looked away and said, "Oh."


  "We'd better get moving."


  Gabby fell in with Milton and spoke in hushed tones.  "How'd you get them to let you keep your street walker skin?"


  Milton shrugged.  "I explained the epilepsy.  They'd rather deal with a boy masquerading as a girl than mess with a broken boy."


  "Are you talking in a higher voice?" 


  Milton cleared his throat.  "Uhm, yeah."  It came out a little lower, more normal.


  "You're really taking to this girl thing, aren't you?  Maybe I should be calling you Millie now."


  Milton seemed to consider the name.  "Hey, that's not half bad."  He gave her a winning smile.  "I guess I got lucky when that HR guy stuck me with that virus.  Otherwise I would have never known.  I just feel freer this way and the epilepsy thing's a bonus."


  Gabby smiled.  "Well, however you want to look.  I'm happy for you, Millie.  Though I'm not sure I would have made them so big."


  Milton glanced at his chest.  "Why not?  I got to get rid of my biting rod so I have more view for the twins."


  They shared a laugh.  


  After a few minutes of running in silence, Mouse surprised Gabby by speaking up.  "You know what's so weird?"


  "What?" asked Avony.


  "In Final Raid, when we were running around the school grounds, we were moving in an empty building except for the teachers and Coders running the game."


  "Yeah," said Avony, "what's your point?"


  Mouse's voice dimmed.  "Well, in this game, we're running around a city full of people, probably watching us every moment, seeing what we're doing.  They could be right along side of us and we'd never know it."


  Everyone started looking around them as if they thought they could see the people there.  Her shoulders itched with the expectation that she was being watched.


  "Creepy," said Michael. 




  


  


  Chapter Fourteen


  After two more hours of running through a featureless concrete tunnel, it ended in a golden wall covered with silvery raised bumps.  The design spiraled around four buttons, resting comfortably in the middle.  It appeared the buttons could be rotated, but no one had made a move to try one.  The Frags gathered around and stared at the wall.


  Milton tapped on his lips with a fingernail and asked the group in his falsetto voice: "Doesn't it look like those weird fuzzy things on the Queen's awesome ceiling?"  


  "Yeah, Millie, it does." said Gabby.  "But I can't remember what they're called."


  "Mandelbrot sets," whispered Mouse.  "My father loves them.  When I was a kid he used to design rooms made out of those fractals.  You can dive into them infinitely and keep discovering the same shapes in different areas."


  "Mandelbrot!"  Gabby clapped her hands.  "I couldn't remember the name.  But what are they for?  I used fractal geometry when solving complex security problems, but Mandelbrot sets were never used."


  Mouse moved her hair out of her face, eyes searching around the group.  "I don't think they have a use.  My father just loved the designs.  Math for math's sake, I guess."


  Avony walked up to the wall and ran her fingers across the bumps.  "Then what's the point?  Clearly it’s a puzzle with these four tumblers in the center.  Press the right combo and the door opens."


  "But what's the combo?" asked Gabby.  "We don't even know what the puzzle is."


  Silence fell upon the group as they studied the wall.  Michael sat cross-legged on the concrete floor with the map spread out in front of him.  He examined the map while they worked on the wall.


  Moving around to different positions, Gabby found the designs appeared to move.  She went back a ways from the golden wall until the design was erased by distance and the glimmering reflections of the metal.  Then she took measured steps forward, carefully watching the shapes on the wall change.  


  The closer she got, the deeper into the Mandelbrot set she went.  Gabby explained what she observed to the group and they each took turns viewing the wall in that way.


  "It's just like my room wall," said Mouse, speaking above a whisper.  "Except I didn't have to actually move, but looking at it always made me feel like I was falling through some weird mathematical world.  A very beautiful one."


  Gabby ran her hand along the bumps.  "We need to figure it out.  We're probably way behind the other teams now."


  "We need to get moving for more reasons than just that," said Michael.  When they gathered around the map, he continued explaining.  "Right now, if we pass that door, we'll enter the Reliquary of Harmony.  But if we can't figure it out for another, maybe ten minutes, the Reliquary will be replaced by the Ambuscade of the Stars."


  "Why does that matter?  Do you know what they mean?" asked Avony.


  "Maybe," he said.  "I think I've figured out the logic behind those two areas by taking some assumptions.  And if I'm right, we'll want to be in the Reliquary and not the Ambuscade."


  "What does Ambuscade even mean?" asked Milton.


  "I'll get to that in a second."


  The light in Michael's eyes that she'd first seen when they were gaming their way into the Black Gate had returned, bringing a smile to Gabby's lips.  If she squinted a bit and only looked at his eyes, it almost appeared to be the old Michael.


  "Reliquary means a container, typically a religious item, but really anything deemed holy or sacred.  And harmony is another word for peace.  And since a container is something that keeps things, so you could say the 'Reliquary of Harmony' is about 'keeping the peace'."


  His face was lit up with excitement.  He seemed to expect that the others followed his train of logic.  When it was clear they hadn't, he continued.  


  "What do you use to 'keep the peace?'" he asked in an exaggerated voice.


  "Weapons!" said Mouse.


  "Exactly!"  Michael broke into a brief coughing fit, but even that didn't seem to dim his enthusiasm.  "The Queen said we'd get our weapons later on.  I would put money on it that the Reliquary is where we get our weapons."


  "Then what's in the other one?" asked Gabby.


  Michael frowned.  "Ambuscade is another word for trap.  The stars part I don't get, but I'd swear that name reminds me of a game I played in LifeGame once.  It was basically a series of puzzles you had to solve or the trap would spring.  It gave good points, but the pain settings on the sense-web were set so high it wasn't worth it."


  The little section with the words 'Reliquary of Harmony' had almost moved past the 'X' on the map.  


  "Good work, Michael.  Now we just need to figure out the puzzle on the wall."


  Milton played with the tumblers on the wall, rotating them through their positions.  Each face had a number, letter or mathematical symbol on it.  


  "I was hoping I could just try some combinations or use the information to back figure what the point of the puzzle is, but there must be a hundred faces on each tumbler.  I'm not going to bother with the math, but we could be here for years and never randomly pick the right combination."


  Avony blew a short breath out.  "I don't think anyone thought it was going to be that easy."


  Milton scowled and returned to a point along the wall, leaning against it and arching his back until his chest threatened to burst from the thin stretchy material he was calling a top.  The ridiculous pose he'd taken was only made more ridiculous by the fact that it seemed to be annoying Avony to no end, as she furiously glanced back to Milton between moments of studying the wall.  


  Gabby was about to chastise them when she recalled something Mouse had said that stuck out for her.


  "Mouse, are you sure there's no use for a Mandelbrot set?" Gabby asked anxiously, while simultaneously watching the pieces move on the map.


  The slight girl stood as still as her namesake, except for her eyes, which searched back and forth as if she was reading an invisible book.  Then she slowly shook her head.


  "Nope," came out a squeaky whisper.


  "Then why was it used for this puzzle?"  Gabby thought a little longer before snapping her finger at Mouse.  "Oh!  Do you know the equation that makes the set work?"


  "No, but I know it's longer than we could put in the tumblers.  I think my dad called it a complex quadratic polynominal," said Mouse with a shrug.


  "What if it doesn't have anything to do with the puzzle?" said Avony, throwing her hands up in frustration.  "What if it's just art on the wall to distract us?"


  "That would be stupid," declared Milton.  "Of course, it means something."


  "Stupid like you randomly spinning those tumblers?  What if there'd been a penalty for failure?  Did you think about that or are all your brains in those air bags on your chest?"  Avony's shouts echoed in the small tunnel, making it certain that Milton had heard her.  


  When Milton stepped away from the wall, Gabby moved to intercept.  


  "Hey!  We can't start falling apart already.  Let's focus on the wall.  Everyone's suggestions are good ones."


  Both Avony and Milton resumed their spots on either side of the tunnel, but neither were paying attention to the wall because they were too busy glaring at each other.


  Michael was tapping on the map.  "We'd better hurry.  There might only be a minute left until it switches from the Reliquary."


  After pushing the conflict out of her head, Gabby couldn’t shake the feeling that what Avony had said about the wall was important.


  "What if it's just art on the wall to distract us?" mumbled Gabby.  


  She whispered it out loud a few more times before she decided it was important.  


  "What if it is art?"


  The others looked at her with curious and concerned faces.  


  "What if there is no puzzle?" Gabby asked more confidently, feeling her mind rolling toward a conclusion.  "We're all gamers, right?  We grew up on LifeGame.  What if this puzzle is made to confuse us?  Play on our needs to understand or make it a game?"


  "If that's right," said Avony, "then what's the passcode?"


  Gabby wished more than anything else that Zaela was with them.  If Gabby was right then Zaela would understand exactly what to do.  


  "I don't know," said Gabby.


  Michael cleared his throat.  "Not much time, maybe even seconds left."


  Then Mouse silently moved to the wall and began rotating the tumblers.  Gabby couldn't see the code Mouse was entering until the last one.  The tile was blank.


  Mouse pressed the four buttons with both hands and the ground shook as the wall began to move away.  Everyone checked back to the map to find their 'X' had moved into the Reliquary.  If Michael was right then it was the place they wanted to be.  


  As the wall rolled away from the tunnel, light flooded through, forcing them all to put their arms up.  Gabby moved toward the opening and a hail of bullets ricocheted off the concrete wall.  Gabby dove to the ground.  




  


  


  Chapter Fifteen


  Three demonic creatures wielding over-sized guns strolled down a blasted street full of burnt wrecks.  They sprayed bullets in short bursts, spitting concrete dust over the Frags.


  Tall skeletal buildings with rotted walls littered the urban landscape before them.  The cross street outside the tunnel went left behind a crumbled wall, but it was enough to provide protection.  


  "Go! Go!"  Gabby sprinted behind the wall and the others followed.  The demon creatures continued their leisurely pace, unloading ammunition wastefully.


  "This is so debuffed.  I hate these shooter tropes," exclaimed Avony over the pinging of bullets.  "Demon apocalypse has been done so many times!"


  "Let's try to use that to our advantage," said Gabby.  "Maybe it'll give us hints on what to do next.  Who played these settings a lot?"


  Both Avony and Milton raised their hands.  The two girls eyed each other cautiously.  


  "I thought you said you hated it?" asked Gabby. 


  "Speed runs for points with the Dolls.  The Coders with the lamest imaginations made the games easiest to score points."


  Milton nodded, agreeing with Avony.  "We need weapons and good buffs.  Quad damage if we can get it."


  "Millie's right," said Avony.  "Can find them in chests or just floating in the air, if the Queen's game is following the standard tropes."


  "Okay, then," said Gabby, "the first priority is weapons."


  The demon creatures neared their location, so the Frags headed down the side street, out pacing them.  Hulks of old cars with scorch marks across their raw steel frames provided cover as they dodged through the rubble.


  "Check down the side streets, the weapons are usually hiding out in the corners," said Avony.  


  A tortured cough from Michael pulled Gabby out of her searching.  She moved back to help Michael only to find Mouse holding him up.


  No time for jealousy, Gabby told herself, she had to focus on the team and making it through the Queen's game.  A life at the mercy of the Delvers wouldn't be worth living at all.  And how could she complain when Michael was dying?  Getting him through the game as efficiently as possible would be the best way to help him.  


  The sounds of gunfire fell behind them.  The Frags ran through the wasted streets and occasionally Avony and Milton checked the side streets for weapons or chests.  Gabby sent them as a pair in case anything happened.


  Avony and Milton returned from their most recent excursion shaking their heads.  The pair had liberated a couple of pieces of rebar as weapons, but Gabby still didn't feel safe when they were gone.  


  "I thought you said we'd find them in the streets, Avs?  We need weapons badly.  If we run into those demonic creatures or another team we're totally fragged," said Gabby.


  "Look, we're trying.  The guns should be in the alleys," said Avony.


  "Stop hassling her," said Milton, drawing a sharp glance from Gabby.  "I would have sworn the last alley would have had a rocket launcher or something in it."


  Gabby put her face in her hands.  Nothing was going right and now she was getting an awful whiff of sulfur that was making her want to retch. 


  "Maybe it's not really like those games," said Mouse, standing on her tip toes as if that would help her be louder.


  Everyone turned to look at her.  She stared back, her searching gaze hiding behind the black locks of hair in her face.


  "Keep going," spit out Avony.


  "Oh," said Mouse, giggling behind a cupped hand.  "I was waiting for someone to ask another question."


  "Mouse!" yelled Avony and Gabby at the same time.


  "Right.  The game.  Maybe it just looks like those old games.  Maybe the Queen is playing a trick on us like the puzzle wall."


  The stunned silence didn't last long.  The scuffed noise of something moving up the other side of the rock pile they were standing next to alerted the group.  Avony stepping into a ready stance probably saved her life as the demon dog scrambled up the pile and leapt onto her.  It knocked her over, pinning her underneath its weight and sinking its teeth into her thigh.


  The demon dog had skeletal ribs showing along one side and a foul breath that stunk of sulfur.  The dog growled menacingly as it ripped into her flesh.


  "Avs!"  Milton swung his weapon into the demon dog, making a loud crack as it connected with its head.  The dog still had a firm hold of Avony's leg and began thrashing back and forth.  Milton hit it again while the others grabbed rocks and slammed them into the dog's back.  


  After another two swings from Milton, the demon dog open its mouth, leaving blood red gouges in Avony's leg.  The hulking dog leapt past Mouse, knocking her into the pile of rocks as it escaped their repeated blows.


  The demon dog ran off, checking behind it, bloody slaver on its muzzle.  Gabby didn't like the way it looked back at them.  If the demon dog had mates, it was certainly going to find them.  


  Avony rolled on the ground, holding her leg.  Milton was by her side, holding her head up.


  "How is she?"


  Milton looked tore up. "Pretty bad.  The teeth went down to the bone."


  Gabby checked back the way the dog had run.  The street was empty.


  "I'm afraid we can't stay here.  I think it went for help.  We have to move her."


  Milton took one look down the street and nodded.  He handed her the half-bent piece of iron and moved to help Avony.  Mouse grabbed the other weapon.  


  "Are you going to be okay?" Gabby asked Michael.  


  "Looks like I'm going to have to."


  They ran the other way, Avony limping along side Milton.  She made a pitiful grimace every time she had to put weight on her injured leg.


  They were about to turn the corner when they heard gun fire from the next street over.  


  "Hurry," said Gabby.


  They rushed down the cratered side street, while Gabby kept a lookout for a defensible position.  


  "We need a place to hole up while we fix her leg.  Anyone see anything?"


  The whole group froze when they heard the sounds of howling.  There had to be at least five different animals lending their voices to the demonic symphony.


  Gabby checked behind them to find that Avony had been leaving a blood trail.


  "We're so debuffed," Gabby mumbled as she spun in a circle trying to decide which direction to move.


  "There's a building over there that looks like a church.  The walls look better than most."  With an outstretched arm, Michael indicated a steeple church across the street.  The stained glass windows had mostly been shot out, except for a yin-yang circle near the peak.


  They hurried inside, knocking over pews that had been hastily stacked in front of the door.  Dusty sunlight filtered through a massive hole in the roof.  


  Milton set Avony on the floor near the altar and Michael began tending her leg.  Milton tried to stay by her side, but Gabby had him help move the broken pews in the way of the door.


  "There's too many ways in, but maybe we can funnel them into one defensible area."  Gabby heaved a pew across an open window, trying to get it to lodge in the space.


  "And do what?" asked Milton angrily.  "I barely dented that dog with that rod and now there's a whole pack of them coming?"


  "We have to do something," said Gabby.  "I'm not giving up yet."


  Mouse raised her hand and Gabby made hurry up motions at her.  "What if we could get a gun from those other things that were chasing us?"


  Gabby held her scathing remarks, instead funneling her energy into slamming the pew into the gap.  Once she'd done that, she slowly turned around.  


  "Besides the lack of time to set up a proper ambush, there aren't any even close to here."  Gabby closed her eyes.  "Otherwise that was a very good suggestion."


  Gabby was busy grabbing another section of pew, when a chorus of howls erupted.  


  "They can't be more than a block away," said Milton.


  "Get that other hole blocked.  Maybe if we kill the first one in the doorway the others will back off," Gabby said in desperation.


  Mouse was biting her lower lip with the rebar held limply in her hands.  Milton had two chunks of rock in either fist.  The howling grew closer.  


  "Hey, guys," said Michael, "I think you need to come over here.  Really quick."


  Gabby's first thought was Avony.  That the wound was deeper than first thought or that the blood flow couldn't be stopped.  But when she turned around, he wasn't tending Avony at all.  Avony was lying near the dais, propped up on two elbows staring at Michael, who had moved behind the dusty altar.  


  "I think we found the Reliquary of Harmony."




  


  


  Chapter Sixteen


  A nearby growl froze her blood before she could move to the altar.  Menacing red eyes glared out of the shadows in the street, moving with purpose toward the church.  Gabby could see three shapes: low, hulking forms, creeping forward.


  Gabby stepped into the doorway, looking for the other demon dogs.  The stench of sulfur nearly overwhelmed her, so she held her arm over her mouth and tried to breath through her sleeve.  


  The three dogs stopped in the middle of the street, baring their teeth.  Long canines dripped with saliva.  The eyes tried to mesmerize her.  Gabby felt the world closing in.


  Gabby heard a rough growl, deeper and more ragged than the others before.  She spun around when she realized the growl came from inside the church.  A dog had gotten in!


  Milton pushed her out of the way and launched a hunk of broken concrete into the street.  Suddenly, the world tilted sideways as Gabby was thrown to the ground.  Gabby gagged from the sulfur smell.  A demon dog had crept along the side of the church and made its attack.  A heavy paw was now crushing her leg.


  Lying on her side, Gabby could see they'd pushed the lid off the altar.  The growling from inside the church had been the stone on stone grinding.


  Avony and Michael were pulling items from the space beneath the altar, but Gabby didn't have time to find out what they were as a second dog launched itself at her.  Gabby found a chunk of rock and smashed it into the dog's jaw.


  Breaking a tooth off did nothing for its mood, nor the gut churning smell of its breath.  With no time to retch, Gabby slammed the rock into the demon dog's muzzle before it could try again.


  To her left, Milton was swinging his piece of iron rod into the dog that had pinned Mouse to the ground.  It didn't have time to bite with Milton on the offensive and Mouse jabbing its throat from below.


  Between the gap of the two dogs, Gabby spied three sets of eyes moving in to finish them off.  Despite the feeling that she was certainly going to die, Gabby's mind kept going back to Milton in his street walker form to wonder how he could swing like that with such a large chest.  The surrealness was only matched by the other lingering thought that none of it was real.


  Then blood and bone exploded over her.  Her ears rang with gunfire.  The dog on top of Mouse fell away with half its face missing.  


  Michael and a limping Avony moved in tandem, firing at the dogs and driving them back.  Gabby climbed to a crouch, staying low to avoid being shot.  Avony threw her a long, dark curved item.  As soon as it hit her fingers she knew what it was.


  Moving around the doorway, Gabby slipped the saber out of the sheath as the demon dog came in low with teeth bared.  The singing steel chopped off its nose, sending it back with the others.  


  Under the suppressive fire, the dogs scurried away from the church, leaving the Frags to check their wounded.  Gabby moved to hug Michael for finding the Reliquary when she found Mouse in his arms.  The look of concern on his face drained her will until she was a husk waiting to be blown to dust.  Gabby turned away when he looked up and headed back into the church.


  "What else did we find?" she asked over her shoulder, putting her hand to her mouth to get it to close.


  "Didn't have time to pick through it," said Avony, limping back to the altar with her.  "We grabbed the first weapons we could see."


  Avony was studying her, so Gabby jogged ahead.


  "We need to get armed up in case more return, or something else tougher than them."


  Gabby buried her head into the weapons cache, using the altar to keep the others from seeing her face.  She barely looked at the weapons as she replayed the look of content on Michael's face as he hugged Mouse.  Guilt flooded through her, replacing the shock.  It's the price of leadership, Gabby told herself.  And he's dying anyway.  I should be happy for him. 


  By the time the others approached the altar, Gabby had composed herself.  She held up a semi-automatic and gave them her most confident smile, despite feeling like raw meat inside.


  "Great find, Michael.  I think we're ambush proof now."


  After fixing the wounded with the first aid kit they found and sorting through the weapons, they returned to the street looking like an entirely different team.  The sun drifted to the horizon and threw their shadow across the entrance to the church.  Gabby glanced back to catch their prickly outline, bristling with weapons.  Let the others come now, she thought, the Crimson Queen made a mistake letting us be armed.


  Gabby weighed the Desert Eagle in her hand before slipping it into a holster.  The semi-automatic rested on a strap around her shoulder.  She checked the safety before putting her finger on the trigger and then adjusted the saber strapped to her back.  Lastly, she patted the waist pouch filled with triggerable explosives.


  "Maximum safety," Gabby told the others, "we don't want any friendly frags."


  Avony locked in her sniper rifle and squeezed off a round, blowing a hole through a wall, before slipping it over her shoulder.


  "They feel so fragging real," she said.  "And unlike LifeGame we don't have to solve a problem to fire the weapon."


  The others nodded.  Gabby also suspected the weapons they used were real.  The ammo and actual use of them were probably fictions of the technology, but they would have to be careful either way.


  "What now?" asked Milton.


  "Map?" Gabby asked hesitantly.


  Michael unrolled it in the air between the five of them and Gabby was reminded of another reason she loved eye-screen technology.  No need to hold down the rolled up corners.  The map waited patiently for them, doing its slow motion rearranging dance.


  The Reliquary of Harmony had settled next to a cluster of zones.  Their 'X' sat in the middle of the Reliquary and spun in a deliberate clockwise rotation.


  "Since we don't know where the exit is, we could end up with any number of new locations."  Michael poked his finger through the map and shrugged.


  "Guess we need to find the exit first," said Milton.  "How shall we proceed, O' leader-y-one?"


  Gabby rolled her eyes while sharing Milton's smile.  Since he'd kept the girl skin, he'd stopped jockeying for leadership of the group.  


  "Did any of you ever play the Roller Rocket game?" she asked.


  Mouse timidly raised her hand.  "Was that the one with the ball traps and explosions and Algorithms problems?"


  "That's the one."


  Avony frowned.  "We tried speed runs on that one for points, but it was always too much trouble to get through the beginning so you could work on the high point problems at the end."


  The others murmured agreement.  Everyone had tried the game, but found it a hard slog for points.


  Gabby grinned.


  "Gabs," said Avony, "do not tell me you grinded that game for points?"


  "Yep.  But you didn't have to do the early problems.  They were worth so little for so much effort, we just ran through them, triggering the explosions and ball traps until we got to the end and then feasted on big fat scores."


  "I don't understand how that's going to help us here," said Milton, looking ready to walk down a fashion runway, minus the bandolier of grenades and two holsters on his hips.


  "We need to find the exit and fast.  We're already way behind the others.  I don't think we want to creep through this zone letting everything get in our way.  Plus the sun's going down and I don't think we want to play in the dark."


  Milton shook his mane of platinum blonde hair.  "But we can't afford to take shots from the denizens of this level."


  "We'll use a moving porcupine defense.  Moving at medium speed, in circle formation, guns pointed out.  If we run into resistance, we'll unload on them, but move on.  Firing only to keep them at bay.  No reason to engage unless we need to," she explained using hand gestures.


  Once she got them set, they moved out in formation.  Her strategy didn't get far before being tested.  They ran into a trio of gun wielding demons.  They blew the first two to pieces before the third ran off.


  The group kept moving from street to street looking for signs of the exit.  They encountered a few more groups: demon dogs, creepy spider creatures with blades for legs, and a little girl with white eyes and a mouth that could unhinge to swallow a FunCar.  They ran them off with overwhelming fire.  


  Gabby nervously glanced at the setting sun.  They didn't have long and judging by the standard tropes, their time in the zone would get worse after dark.  She'd hate to turn a corner and get swallowed up by the girl-creature with the python jaw.


  As the bottom of the blood red sun touched the horizon, shining through the rusted girders and blown out walls, they heard a gun battle a couple of blocks away.


  "Sounds like another team," said Avony.


  They kept formation and moved in the direction of the noise.  Halfway across the first block, the gun fire trickled to a stop.  Gabby made gestures that the others would recognize from LifeGame, and they ducked into a crouched running form.


  Gabby glanced back to see Michael struggling to keep up.  She kicked a rock that bounced off a steel girder making a loud thunk.  Avony gave her a look, so Gabby shrugged.


  As they neared the site of the gun battle, Gabby slowed them to a crawl, moving deliberately from cover to cover.  Once she reached the edge, she motioned for the others to stay back and she peeked through a burned out vehicle.


  The next block had been wiped clean of debris.  Even the building was gone.  Only a crater remained.  Halfway across the hole lay two bodies.  One sprawled across the scorched ground and the other was missing its head and an arm.  Gabby spied another body not far from her location clutching an unfired one-shot bazooka.  The body had a badge with a black knife.


  The Black Knife team had been TPK'd.  Total Party Kill.  Only Gabby couldn't determine what had caused it.  The crater was clearly old.  Anything that would have destroyed a building wouldn't have left bodies.  Gabby was about to move into the clearing to see if she could determine what had killed them when she noticed a pair of sickly green eyes peering out the shadows on the far side.


  Gabby reflexively ducked and her heartrate sped to full.  Once she had her breathing under control, she checked back to see the eyes hadn't moved.  Deep in the recess between two buildings loomed a massive beast with four arms, each one ending in a different weapon.  


  The creature reminded Gabby of Jaxon if he'd died, been enlarged four times his size, and run through with rot.  The sickly green eyed beast had intestines leaking from its stomach.


  Gabby crawled back to the group and explained what she saw.


  "I bet it's guarding the exit," whispered Mouse.


  Everyone nodded.  "A boss for sure," agreed Avony.


  "Well at least the Black Knives thought so," said Gabby with some hesitation.


  "Can't take a boss down with just knives," giggled Milton.


  "They had weapons.  One of them got fragged right on the other side of this vehicle with a rocket launcher in his hand," explained Gabby.


  "Right," said Milton, "so we need to move fast and duck a lot.  That guy probably just stood there and tried to fire."


  Gabby picked at the sight on her semi-automatic.  "I'm not sure..."


  Michael was studying her intently.  His cavernous eye sockets made her feel guilty.  She looked away.


  Avony began drawing a diagram in the dirt.  "If it's a boss, we should just take turns firing and ducking behind barriers until we take it down.  These locations would be good to fire from.  Then once it's dead, we can decide when to go through the exit, picking the best named zone."


  Gabby shook her head.  "It just doesn't feel right.  That sounds risky."


  Avony tilted her head in an exaggerated sassy motion.  "You had us bust a gut running here in your aggressive porcupine formation and now you're getting squeamish about going to town on this boss?"


  "I thought it was the right strategy because it was unexpected.  Never do what your enemy expects, right?"


  Avony nodded.  "Sure, but let's just use that logic with this boss?  Duck and fire, duck and fire.  The Black Knives just tried to go toe to toe with it and lost."


  Something about their logic bothered Gabby, but she couldn't say what.  The others started moving to locations behind the buildings.    


  "You'd better get moving, Gabs."


  Gabby shook her head.  "Something's wrong."


  Avony sighed.  "Well, while you're busy trying to accept an idea that someone else thought of, could you cover me while I grab that rocker launcher.  We've got a game boss that needs killing."


  The former leader of the Evil Dolls began elbow crawling around the burned out vehicle, while Gabby stood in a stupor, mouthing Avony's words:


  "...got a game boss..."


  Then the answer smacked her right in the face.


  "Game boss.  Oh no."  Gabby dove forward and grabbed Avony by the ankles before she could crawl out into the open.  "Don't go, Avony, it's a trap."


  Avony glanced over her shoulder, furious at the interruption.  She elbow crawled backwards until she could sit up.  


  "What are you doing?  We have a plan."


  "It's not a game, Avs."


  "What do you mean it's not a game?  Of course, it's a game."


  "The wall wasn't a game.  It was just art.  We'd still be stuck there if we were trying to figure out the answer to the puzzle.  The Queen is preying on our expectations.  We perceive everything is a game, so it looks that way."


  Avony wiped the dust from her knees and elbows.  "I don't know.  If it's not the boss, then where's the exit?"


  "Probably not far from here.  It's where I'd put it anyway.  I think the Queen is messing with us.  Toying with us as LifeGamers."


  Avony blew a breath out.  "Okay, I'll go for it."  She paused.  "For now.  But if we don't find the exit soon, then we come back to the boss."


  "Deal."


  They gathered the others and explained the situation.  The group just wanted to get out of the zone, though Gabby sensed they were itching for a fight.  


  Using the map as guidance, they headed towards the boundary of the zone.  Halfway up the next street, they saw a group of demon creatures enter the clearing behind them.  Green lights flashed out from the direction of the boss, enveloping two of the demons and launching them into the crater.  Lasers followed, cutting down the others.  


  "We would have been so fragged," whispered Mouse.


  They each nodded their agreement.  


  "Well at least we're down one group to compete with."  The hushed silence that followed wasn't as reassuring as it should have been.  If they lost, it wouldn't be back to reality as a soldier in the Crimson Queen's army.  For the Frags, winning was the only way out.


  They found the zone exit not long after.  It wasn't far from the boss as Gabby thought.  The whole game - but not a game - theme was beginning to bother her.  The Queen had tilted things in her favor, which wasn't such a big deal, but why go through the game in the first place if you weren't going to play fair?  The Queen could have shocked her until she started making up information about Cassius.  Everything was reminding her of the Pain Sticks game.  What was the Queen's real purpose?


  Gabby let the others decide the next zone to enter.  The names meant nothing to her anyway.  After a brief debate, they went through a tunnel that led from the zone.  And for at least the first thirty seconds, the Boulevard of Broken Wheels seemed like an innocuous name.




  


  


  Chapter Seventeen


  The tunnel narrowed once they crossed the zone line.  They walked toward a window leading out to a brownish expanse that seemed to be vibrating.  Gabby realized that it wasn't just the view that was shaking.  Even the tunnel shook minutely and the closer they got the more intense it became. 


  Had they entered an earthquake laden zone?  Boulevard of Broken Wheels didn't sound like a metaphor for ground shakes.  They crept closer, glancing furtively at each other with each step.  


  The brown expanse in the window seemed to be slowly receding, revealing a deep blue.  The shaking grew more intense.  


  "What the Mario is going on?" asked Milton, surprisingly not staring at his own quivering chest.


  "Are we moving?" asked Avony.


  In front of the window was a pair of captain's chairs.  Gabby glanced behind her to see the tunnel had closed.  The blue was rapid approaching, accelerating.


  Suddenly, Mouse squeaked and lunged for the window.  Mouse turned her shoulders and the whole tunnel leaned to the right.  Avony elbowed her in the ribs as she steadied herself against the wall.  


  "What the—?" exclaimed Gabby.


  The blue-brown line tilted as the tunnel rotated until only blue could be seen out the window.  Mouse struggled with a wheel beneath the glass.  Then the blue turned to brown.


  "What is going on with this window?" asked Avony.


  Michael was climbing into the chair next to Mouse.  "It's not a window.  We're in a vehicle of some kind and Mouse just saved us from going over a cliff."


  In Gabby's mind, the "brown" became desert and the "blue" became sky.  She was seized with a moment of vertigo as her eyes adjusted to the new reality.  


  Dust trails sped toward them from the desert side on the left.  Other vehicles were racing toward them.  Gabby checked behind them again to find the back of a vehicle.  The illusion completed itself—they were traveling in an armored vehicle.  


  Milton found a ladder in the ceiling and climbed into a turret.  Gabby looked up his dress out of curiosity.  He was keeping the skin consistent from top to bottom.  


  "We've got five bogies incoming," yelled Milton.


  Mouse kept the vehicle running along side of the cliff edge.  The whole place shook as the hard packed desert floor was run through with cracks.  Spare leafless bushes poked up through the dirt, making skeletal fingers.


  "Steer away from the edge," said Gabby, "it's making me nervous."


  Mouse shook her head.  "It'll keep whoever is in those other vehicles from making a straight run at us.  They'll have to curve or go off the edge, slowing them down."


  The diminutive girl had a point.  Gabby patted her on the shoulder and started looking for a firing port.  A flap on the side revealed a murder hole.  Gabby stuck her semi-automatic through and took aim.  Avony took up position next to her, putting her long sniper barrel through the hole.


  As the vehicles approached, Gabby could make out half-naked bandits hanging over the hoods, wielding strange implements that appeared from a distance to be large pencils, but she assumed they were weapons of some kind.  They wore outrageous styles only seen in gaudy homemade immersives.  Gabby was waiting for the bandits to get into her range when an explosion deafened her left ear.


  Gabby pulled away from the window with her hand cupped over the left side of her head.  Avony was reloading her sniper rifle with a bullet the length of a hand.  Her ear buzzed from the noise.


  Gabby shook her ear.  "Avs, can you turn that down?  I thought we'd been blown up."


  Avony shrugged and leaned back into the hole.  Machine gun fire from above announced that Milton was engaging the enemy.  Gabby held her hand over her ear and stuck her gun back into the hole.  


  One of the raiders' vehicles was burning.  The others swerved as the Frags laid down suppressive fire.  Gabby picked off a maniac with a bloody spear standing on the hood of a black armored speedster.  Once two more of their rides had been disabled, the other two skidded to a stop and let them go.


  "That was easy," grinned Avony.


  Gabby wasn't so sure.  Nor was she sure the maniac had been using a spear.  For a moment, she thought he had a paint brush in his hand.  


  Milton climbed down from the turret.  "Like picking up chicks at a chicken convention."


  Everyone groaned.  


  "Where to?" asked Mouse.


  Michael unrolled the map.  The Boulevard of Broken Wheels was a large zone.  Smaller zones floated around it like moons while it moved across the map.


  "This one seems kind of unhinged."  Michael glanced up and indicated a direction to the left with his outstretched arm.  "Head that direction while I try to decipher the map.  Yell if you see anything interesting."


  "Hey!" Avony exclaimed from the back.  She was standing by an open footlocker.  The lid was open and she had a banana in her hand.  "Food!"


  Avony handed out a variety of fruits and dried meats and bottles of water.  Gabby hadn't realized how long it'd been since she'd eaten until after she took the first bite of an apple.  Then she wolfed it down and went back to the locker for more.


  There was enough room in back for them to sprawl out without touching each other.  Avony curled up into the corner and promptly fell asleep.  Gabby gave Mouse and Michael orders to wake them if they got tired or anything happened.


  Lying on her side next to Milton, Gabby tried to get comfortable.  "Hey Milton," she said leaning on one elbow, "can I ask you a question?"


  "Sure."


  "How'd you guys get caught?  Last I saw you, you were on the Caterpillar headed northwest.  And where's Celia and Drogan?"


  Milton sat cross-legged and stared at his feet.  "It happened a half a day out from when we left you.  The snow was coming down hard so Celia wasn't keeping a wide radius with her insects."


  Milton scrunched up his face as if he were trying to squeeze out the memories.  


  "The snow turned to a dense fog in the valley.  I don't remember getting off the Caterpillar but suddenly I found myself walking through the snow and then there were soldiers surrounding me.  Later they put me with Michael and Mouse.  I can only assume Celia got away using her insects and used the Silly Lands on Drogan to counteract whatever illusion got cast on the rest of us."


  The logic made sense to Gabby.  Celia and Drogan had never taken the Double Eagle program.


  "The weirdest thing about the fog and the snow," explained Milton, "was that I kept wondering where the flowers were, because I could smell a valley of them."


  Gabby nodded.  "That was the Crimson Queen.  She pulled that same trick back in the GSA when I was a Coder.  She caught most of our team that way."


  "So you weren't caught by the Queen then?" he asked.


  "No," she said.  "I convinced Cassius and Damon to let me come to the Southlands as a spy.  Only I had no idea how hard it would be to find Zaela."


  Gabby touched the special program that Damon had imbedded into her arm.  A way out if she lost, to save herself from the Delvers, though Gabby didn't think the Queen would allow her to get away.


  "Am I an idiot?" Gabby asked.


  "What?  What do you mean?  Of course you're not."  Milton put his hand on her arm and gave it a squeeze.  "We'd been floundering in the mountains for a year before you came along.  Since you joined the Frags, we've been going from one success to the next.  I believe in you Gabby.  I know we'll figure this out."


  "I wish I had your confidence, Milton.  I feel like I keep leading us into a worse and worse situation."


  "It's always darkest before you get laid?"  Milton winked and Gabby was forced to laugh.


  "You go to sleep."  She punched him in the arm.


  Gabby slept for a short time and then found herself wide awake.  Mouse and Michael were still in the captain's chairs.  Michael was hunched over the map, poking it with his finger.


  "Care for a rest?" she asked.


  Mouse nodded, but Michael shook his head.  His black sunken eye sockets had their own shadows and the ice in his eyes seemed pale and faded rather than sharp.


  "Both of you need to sleep.  Let me take a turn."  Gabby kicked Milton in the back of the leg.  "We can drive and study the map while you two sleep."


  Milton sat up and began rubbing his eyes with his knuckles.  "Already?"


  Michael sighed.  "Okay.  Maybe I'll figure something out after I sleep.  I swear there's something about this map we're missing.  A little bit ago I thought I actually moved one of the zones with my finger."  Michael shrugged.  "Either that or I'm hallucinating from a lack of sleep."


  "Either way, you're resting."  


  Gabby took the driver's chair while Milton perched on his seat, not bothering to look at the map.  The featureless desert immediately made her a little tired.  


  Pretty quickly, Gabby heard snoring in back.  Mouse was curled up in Michael's arms.  The protective way Michael had his arms around Mouse jerked her head back to the front.  


  The view was as boring as one of her grandparent's old board games.  Gabby steered with her knees and watched Milton poke his finger around the map.  


  "What happened while you three were captives?" Gabby asked in a whisper.


  Milton glanced up, looked in back, and then turned back to the map.  


  "They kept us in a cell.  Fed us.  There was a lot of time to do, um, nothing, and, um, occasionally one of us would disappear to be questioned.  After the first week I told them just about everything to keep from being shocked."


  "Pain sticks?"


  "Yeah," he said, while dragging his finger across the Boulevard.  Every so often it seemed like the zone moved in relation to his finger, so Gabby kept watching hoping to see the reason why.


  "Did they ask about me?"


  Milton made a sharp glance.  "Yeah, I guess they did."


  "So the Queen was waiting for me and knew about Zaela.  Probably went and tortured her just because I was looking for her.  Maybe the Queen thinks she's a spy, too."


  Milton sighed.  "Probably."


  Gabby pulled her legs underneath her on the seat and went back to driving.


  "It's not your fault, Gabby."


  Gabby punched the steering wheel.  "The last time Zaela and I talked we were in Final Raid.  We fought.  She was mad at me for trying to control her.  Said I never understood her gifts, her need to do art and not play games."


  "Do you understand?"


  Gabby leaned over the steering wheel, staring at the deep blue sky hanging over the parched desert.  


  "When all I knew was LifeGame, it seemed like the most logical way.  Now, having spent time in the Freelands and now the Realms, I don't know.  Can't we take the best of all of these systems and people and make something work?  Freedom with responsibility and cooperation, but no one trying to control it?"


  "I think that's what Double Eagle was trying to do, minus the cooperation, of course."


  Gabby slapped her hand on the wheel.  "I mean, where do we go once we find Zaela?  To the Blood Farm?  I'd be bored to death there.  I like games, I like to be challenged, but not doing repetitious boring farming stuff.  You'd be debuffed in the head to be playing farm games."


  Her frustration spent, Gabby quieted and let the monotony of the landscape numb her mind.  Hours went by and nothing really changed.  The little 'X' on the map barely moved across the huge zone.  After a while, Gabby started hoping for raiders just to break things up.


  Milton was idly moving his finger across the map, staring at the desert, when Gabby noticed the Boulevard zone move in a southwesterly direction.  Before, any moves had seemed almost coincidental.  This time, the zone moved for a ways before stopping.


  Gabby and Milton shared glances.  "Yeah, I saw that," she said.


  Milton waited until the zone floated into the middle before doing it again.  He dragged it southwest by a few inches before it got stuck against a small zone.  He repeated the exercise twice more before declaring it a success.  Attempts to move the zone in a different direction didn't work.  His finger just slid through the map without the zone moving.  


  "Let me try."  Milton pulled away from the map.  Her finger dragged across the map to the southwest but the zone didn’t come.  


  "This is so debuffed.  Maybe it's random or the Queen is messing with us."


  "Let me try again."


  This time, the finger drag failed for Milton.  


  "Did you do everything exactly the same?"


  "Yeah."  Milton shrugged, so Gabby glared.


  "Okay, maybe I wasn't leaning over the dashboard, but generally the same."


  "Do it the - exact - same way, again."


  Milton pouted.


  "Don't give me that look, Milton.  It won't work.  You look like those attractive bitchy women in the FunCar ads we were forced to watch on the way to school."


  "I do?  Maybe I could get a job doing that when we get out of here."


  "Those women weren't real and neither are you."  Gabby crossed her arms.  "Just do it exactly the same, please."  


  Milton didn't so much sigh as deflate.  Even his chest seemed slightly smaller as if the size of it depended on his ego.


  While Milton made gyrations trying to remember the positioning of his hands, legs and even his hair, Gabby glanced into the back of the vehicle.  She told herself she was just making sure everyone was still there, but it was hard to keep telling herself that when she lingered on Mouse and Michael.


  He had his arm protectively over her and his hands clasped in front.  Their bodies matched the same curve, hers slightly smaller.  The hair had fallen from Mouse's face, revealing a contented smile.  Even Michael seemed less sickly asleep.  Almost that a good long rest would cure him of his ills.


  When she checked back to Milton, he was staring at her with a matronly concern.  


  "Are they?  You know..."


  Milton shrugged.  Gabby wasn't sure if he didn't know or didn't want to tell her and she was too proud to ask.


  "He's been sick.  She was taking care of him.  Like she did in the Freelands, stealing that medicine."


  Gabby nodded.  As long as Michael was happy.  It wasn't fair for her to think otherwise, since he was the one dying.


  "I got it to work again," he said softly.  "But I'm not sure why."


  "You did?  That's great!  And who cares about the reason as long as we can repeat it.  It's probably some debuffed art thing, anyway."  


  Her excitement was cut short when everything rumbled as if a huge fist had hit the desert floor.  Gabby looked out the windshield expecting to see a dust cloud.  Instead, it appeared they were headed for a crater, one that hadn't been there a moment before.  


  Gabby opened her mouth to ask if she was seeing things, when the left side of the vehicle jumped up.  Gabby yanked on the steering wheel and tried to control the now drunken vehicle.


  "What was that?"


  The ground exploded not far from the vehicle sending dirt over them.  Gabby swerved as two more thumps hit to their right.  The terrain had turned rocky and suddenly Gabby had to dodge a few small boulders.  They were heading into a valley, not a crater.  It was a great depression in the middle of the zone.  


  Milton was staring out of the right window at something Gabby couldn't see.  Suddenly he started shouting: "Go left! Go left!"


  A field of boulders blocked her way.  She kept driving forward, down a shallow and wide ravine into the valley.  


  "What's going on?"  Avony said weakly as she climbed up from the floor.  


  A loud thump echoed through the interior and the vehicle shuddered to the right, throwing Avony to the ground.  Gabby lost all control.  No matter how she turned the steering wheel, nothing changed their momentum.  Then the top of the vehicle ripped off like a soda can being opened.




  


  


  Chapter Eighteen


  The air choked them with dust and sand.  The view had become obfuscated beyond a few meters.  Mouse was screaming in the back.  A hand that could have been Avony's grabbed her shoulder.  


  Boulders flew out of the dust and she jerked the wheel around them as Milton kept screaming "Left! Left!" but the terrain conspired to keep her headed in a slightly rightward and down direction.  


  Between the screaming and the chaos of the mad dash through the boulder field, the image of the top being ripped off their vehicle kept replaying in her mind.


  Except it wasn't "ripped" off.  The roof of their vehicle, including the turret, just disappeared behind a fleshy pink blob that fell behind them.  Even through the steering wheel, Gabby could feel the heavy thud of a gargantuan creature following them.  


  Milton was kneeling on the seat, firing his rifle.  Every time he reloaded his weapon he kept shaking his head in disappointment.  Mouse had stopped screaming and with the others, joined the fire fight.  


  Gabby wanted so badly to glance behind her and see what was following them, but the bouldery path kept her focused on driving.  


  "Nothing's getting through," Avony shouted desperately.


  Their vehicle hit the valley floor and the boulder field faded away behind them.  Gabby turned to the left and away from the creature following them.  


  "They're gaining on us!" yelled Milton, grabbing Gabby by the shoulder.  


  "Raiders!" shouted Avony.


  "Raiders?  What are they doing here?" said Gabby, desperately wanting to look, but knowing that in the dust the terrain could change at any time.  


  "It's drawing them in," said Milton.


  "Drawing?"


  At first, Gabby thought she'd misheard them over the gunfire and engine noise.  Chancing a moment of inattention, Gabby stood up with her hands still on the steering wheel and looked behind her.  


  A gargantuan multi-legged creature thundered after them like an unavoidable doom.  Born out of a box of art supplies, each leg alternated in a pencil tip or eraser.  The body was a blob of paint colors, shimmering in the desert sun, drips flying off as it pounded across the hardpan, leaving a rainbow trail behind it.  


  Milton raised his rifle and fired.  The spider-creature quickly drew a shield with a pencil leg, blocking his assault.  Gabby had to swerve as a raider sped closer.  As Gabby took one more long look, she watched in horror as it created another vehicle out of thin air with a pencil tip.


  "It'll overrun us with its drawings."


  Avony fired from the side port and the front tire on the nearest raider blew apart in rubber and dust, causing the vehicle to spin out.  Gabby was certain the raider leaning out of the window had a massive paint brush in his hand.


  "We need to out pace it.  Every time it draws a new raider, it slows down," yelled Michael and then he broke into a fit of coughing brought on by the dust and excitement.  


  "Keep that thing busy drawing," Gabby told them.  


  The valley floor was rapidly coming to an end.  Gabby would have to speed up the other side and she hoped there was a way through.  


  Another raider neared them, this one a hovercraft floating above the desert floor.  When they hit the boulder field again, it would have an advantage over their wheels.  Two scary women with garish tattoos were launching large paint balls with sling shots.  When a paint ball hit near the front right tire, it created a mini-crater.


  As Gabby hit the other side, she was forced to drive right over a few smaller rocks, throwing everyone around in the back.  The hovercraft raider took the opportunity to speed closer and Gabby could do nothing to avoid the two paint balls that hit the side.  The right wall crumbled away, leaving them with only three walls and a floor.  The only advantage was it gave the Frags a clear firing line and the hovercraft was promptly blown away.


  Four more hovercrafts sped their direction, as Gabby weaved through the boulder field.  A few times she cringed when she was forced to drive over a smaller rock, hoping it wouldn't pop a tire and sentence them to a lifetime with the Delvers.


  When they escaped the valley, Gabby took a moment to glance behind them again.  The gargantuan spider-creature was still only halfway up the valley, but at least a half-dozen raiders were on their trail.  The way ahead looked to be flat desert with only the occasional skeletal bush, so Gabby pointed them in that direction.  


  Without the advantage of the boulder field, the raiders slowly slipped back, but unlike the first group of raiders, these didn't stop.  The dust trails followed them across the desert and the spider-creature could be seen from a great distance.


  "Check the map," said Avony once they had a safe lead.


  The group collectively groaned when they saw the 'X' still planted firmly in the middle of the zone.  The other zones had moved around so chaotically that Gabby didn’t recognize the layout from before.  


  "We're not making any headway," said Avony.  "And even if we could get out, we'd still have another five or six zones to get through before the tower."


  Michael bent over in another coughing fit that lasted for a minute.  He quickly shoved his hands in his pockets when he was done, but it was too late, Gabby had seen the blood on them.  Michael was running out of time, and so were the Frags.  By the looks on their faces, the others had seen the blood, too.  Mouse looked ready to break into tears.


  Avony pointed to a long zone with the name "Schrödinger's Bridge" emblazoned on it.  It floated on the right side of the map, well away from their vast desert.


  "With that zone, we could reach the tower.  It's long enough to bypass the others."


  Milton winked at Gabby while jabbing his thumb in Avony's direction.  "I think she just likes the shape of that zone."


  Avony furrowed her brow, scowling at Milton.  "Can't you grow up, Millie?  You're worse than a guy."


  Everyone but Avony started laughing.  Even Michael, though he held his chest tightly and grimaced with each chuckle.


  Avony looked to Gabby.  "What?"


  "I'll explain later.  We need to focus on figuring out the map."  Gabby nudged Milton in the arm and smiled.  "Show everyone what you found earlier, Millie."


  Milton's voice had been sinking lower in the excitement of the discussion, but after Avony's comment, it returned to its previous falsetto.  "Huh, um, yeah."


  Milton demonstrated how he could move the zone toward the southwest.  He kept his left hand on the map and the others did the same.


  Immediately, Mouse squealed and put her hand on the right corner of the map and then moved the zone toward the southeast.  Pretty soon, Mouse, Milton, Michael and Avony were standing at the four corners of the map.  The zones moved freely in which ever direction they pulled them with their finger, but as soon as they let go, it snapped back into its previous location.  


  "Okay, we can move it, but they won't stay there and even if we get a zone nearby, we're still in the middle of the Boulevard."  Gabby tried to keep the exasperation from her voice but it was hard.  


  "You keep driving and we'll keep playing with the map."  Milton put his hand on her shoulder.  "I'm sure we'll figure out something."


  A flash behind them made Gabby glance back.  "You'd better hurry, it seems our artistic spider friend has drawn up new enemies for us to contend with."


  Blazing through the sky were three smoke lines, rapidly heading in their direction.  They'd built up a considerable lead on the spider, but the fliers would catch up soon.


  The four began experimenting with the map, their chatter occasionally interrupted by a group glance to the sky to confirm how much more time they had.  Gabby noticed furtive glances from Avony in Milton's direction.  She was still trying to figure out why the others had laughed.  


  As the fliers began their descent in formation, Mouse loudly whispered, "Look, look!  I got this zone to stick to the other."


  Two zones were now floating around on the map together.  It reminded her of a game she played with her parents when it was too cold to game outside.  


  "Did you guys ever play any jigsaw games?" Gabby asked them.


  Avony rolled her eyes.  "My parents loved those, but I couldn't stand them."


  "Didn't like anyone touching your pieces?"  Milton grinned.


  There was no time for groans, because the heavy hum of approaching fliers made them drop the map and grab their weapons.  


  The lead flier fired a missile, trailing through the air like a dart on a string.  Gabby dodged out of the way, throwing the Frags into the left side.  She made a mental note not to swerve hard the other way or she'd lose the three in the back.  


  When the missile, a meter long paint brush, hit the ground, paint exploded from its tip, sagging the hard pack and turning the desert into a multi-colored wasteland.  As different colored drops hit, they transformed the dust into new critters.  Vines and trees grew out of green blobs and little mechanical spiders sprung from silver.  


  The three fliers buzzed over head, loosing their destruction around them, but not getting too near.  As they circled around, Mouse took one down with a crack shot from her rifle.  The back end exploded and it sailed into the distance ahead.


  The other two circled around and fired missiles again.  One blew up directly ahead of them and Gabby drove right through.  A ball of living flame from a red paint drop hopped onto the back wall and began spreading fire.  Michael flung water from the locker onto it and put it out, but not before burning himself.  He screamed and fell to the floor, holding his forearm.


  Vines tugged at the wheels and a few small spider creatures jumped in but they were quickly stomped to death.  As the fliers flew by a third time, the Frags gunned them out of the air.


  Behind them in the distance, new larger fliers were appearing.  The spider-creature had stopped pursuing and its pencils danced in the air as it skittered around, making outlines of an object much larger than itself.  The Frags watched until the shape was unmistakable.  They'd never seen one before but the massive guns sticking out from every angle was indication enough.  The aerial dreadnaught battleship would pound them into the dust and their weapons would be no match for it.


  Michael tapped her on the shoulder and indicated the first downed flier with his outstretched arm.  "Go over there."


  As they neared, Michael told her to stop.  He hopped out under cover from the others and climbed into the cockpit.  Two dead raiders lay hunched over their controls.  Michael returned with a sword-shaped paintbrush in his hand.


  "What are you going to do with that?" asked Avony.


  Michael shrugged.


  "Get back to the map, you guys, we need to figure it out.  I have a feeling we won't survive long if that dreadnaught reaches us.


  The Frags returned to their work on the map, flinging zones around with their fingertips.  Occasionally, one of them would cry out as they got another piece to stick.  The dreadnaught, surrounded by a host of other larger fliers, was looming closer.  


  The map was not even a third completed.  They would be caught well before they could even attach another two pieces.


  "Isn't there some logic to it?  A shape or something?  Maybe the Queen is messing with us again," Gabby told them.


  After another sustained silence, Avony said, "Oh wait.  I know what this is."  Avony sounded way less excited than she should, but Gabby didn’t bother her, because Avony was too busy moving pieces around.


  The others cheered at each connection and then they started slowing down.  


  "Who is that?" asked Milton.


  Gabby glanced back.  Mouse and Avony were staring at Gabby while Milton and Michael were studying the map.


  "What?" Gabby asked them.


  When they held up the map, Gabby nearly choked.  The map was a picture of Zaela.  It was a jig-saw map.  A jig-saw map of her best friend.


  "You were right.  The Queen was sending a message," said Milton.


  "You've really aggroed her, haven't you, Gabs?"  Avony was shaking her head at the map.  "What did you do?"


  There was no time for answers as they all heard the drone of the dreadnaught approaching.  Even from the sky it seemed to shake the desert floor. 


  With the map complete, the Frags could remove their hands from the edges.  The picture of Zaela stayed, but their 'X' was still in the middle of the zone, a part of Zaela's left cheek.  


  The Bridge was only one zone away.  A small piece of upper lip lay between them, but they were nowhere near that zone.  They were nowhere near any zone.  


  Gabby glanced back at the dreadnaught and then slowed the vehicle to a stop.  


  "Shall we make a last stand?"


  Avony blew out a sigh.  "It's not like we're going to outrun it."


  The Frags arrayed themselves in a semi-circle with Gabby in the middle and Mouse and Avony on either end.  Everyone but Michael had their weapons pointed into the sky.  He was messing with the brush-sword.


  A massive shadow from the dreadnaught overtook them.  Crimson and chrome guns bristled from the aerial gunship, but declined to fire, clearly confident in its mastery of them.  Fliers buzzed around the dreadnaught like waiting hornets, readying to strike.  


  Gabby reached her hand toward Michael.  She wanted to touch him one last time, but Mouse had already grabbed his free hand on the other side.  Michael hadn't noticed.  He was waving the brush-sword in the air.


  "Can I see the map?" Michael asked.


  "What's the point?" said Avony, who had it stuffed in her back pocket.  "Let's at least go down fighting."


  "Just give it to me.  There's no time."


  Gabby wanted to look at what Michael was doing but her attention was captivated by the approaching dreadnaught.  Its inexorable approach seemed to fill the whole sky.  Gabby checked her ammo and clicked the semi-automatic off safety.  


  As the fliers dipped toward them, Gabby lifted her weapon and took aim on the lead one.  She cleared her mind and took a cleansing breath.  She could see the ends of the brush missiles flaring up in preparation to fire.


  "Do that again," said Avony.


  Gabby was about to glance back when the dreadnaught unleashed its battery of guns, concussing the air until Gabby was crouched on one knee.  A hail of multi-colored death flew in their direction.




  


  


  Chapter Nineteen


  Determined to go down fighting, Gabby pulled on the trigger and let the steady vibration of firing sooth her frustrations.  An approaching flier might have turned to flame, but Gabby could hardly tell amid the swarm of ships.  


  Her clip clicked to empty and she reached for the Desert Eagle, smiling grimly at its irony, before lifting it to the sky.  A tugging sensation on her arm distracted her momentarily.  She shrugged it off.  There was enough time to take one more flier out if she could aim.


  The insistent tugging didn't stop.  Gabby shrugged a shoulder trying to break loose and sighted one silvery aircraft speeding toward her.


  "Gabby!" yelled Avony.  "We have to go!"


  Gabby became aware that Avony had been screaming her name.  The black outline of an open door waited on the sand.  The others stood in a tunnel through the door.  Avony yanked on her arm and Gabby gave in, rushing toward the opening.  


  As they crossed the threshold, Michael slammed the door shut behind them, entombing them in darkness.  For one tense breath, the door shook violently and threatened to come off its hinges.  Then it quieted and the Frags were left in a dark tunnel.  


  Gabby moved her hand in front of her face.  She could see nothing.  


  "Anyone got a light?" asked Avony.


  Milton's smirking voice followed.  "Whoever is grabbing me, could you do it a little higher and to the right?"


  "Michael, can you draw us one?" asked Avony.


  "I think I'm out of tricks," he said.  "When I came through the door, the brush turned into a sword.  Roman era if I know my war history."


  "Zone specific rules, I guess."


  "Speaking of zones," said Gabby, "what zone are we in?"


  "I think that upper lip section before the Bridge," explained Michael, "or at least that's what I was trying to do.  I wrote the zone name on the door before I opened it.  If it is that zone, we just need to get to the Bridge, or Zaela's nose, and that will lead us to the Spire."


  "This really is like Final Raid," whispered Mouse.


  "Then taking a moment to metagame," said Gabby, "what does destroying the Black Heart do?"


  Based on the silence, Gabby imagined a host of shrugs.  


  "Then at least tell us what the name of the zone is," said Gabby.


  "Shadow Twin."


  After feeling around on the walls in the dark, the Frags organized themselves.  They'd gotten enough of a glimpse of the tunnel from the light of the desert before they'd been plunged in darkness to know that it was barely wide enough for one person, probably based on the size of the door Michael had drawn.  He'd saved them from certain death so nobody complained about the confining space, at least for the first hour.


  After confirming their weapons were on safety, the Frags clasped hands and started walking down the tunnel.  Avony led with Milton right behind her and then it went: Gabby, Michael, then Mouse.


  At first, Michael's hand was comforting in the dark.  Then as the hours wore on, clammy palms made her embarrassed.  They stopped occasionally and nobody spoke.  Gabby heard strange noises in the darkness, but didn't bother mentioning them since no one else had.


  Distant light in the tunnel began outlining Milton ahead of her.  As they approached, details filled in.  They reached the end of the tunnel not long after.  It appeared they were coming out of an aqueduct into an ancient city.  Night blanketed the city in darkness, except for patches of light scattered through the streets.  Patrols of armored guards walked in troops of five.  Red plumes extended from their helms and polished armor glimmered in the torch light.


  "Do you smell that?" asked Michael.  


  "What?"


  "No.  It's gone.  I thought I smelled flowers for a moment there."


  Standing in the shadows of the aqueduct, Gabby noticed Milton and Avony still holding hands.  


  "With our weapons," remarked Milton, "getting through this zone should be like playing at kiddy levels."


  "I wouldn't be so sure of that," said Michael.  "Every zone seems to have new surprises."


  Michael seemed to be on the verge of a coughing fit, but he held it back.  The shadows in his eyes matched the ancient streets below.  


  "We'd better get moving.  We still have no idea where we're at in relation to the other teams."  Gabby moved ahead, crouching as she descended the slope.  "And let's not engage in a firefight until we know the story of this zone."


  Once they reached the street level, Gabby motioned for Mouse to take the lead.  The diminutive girl was the best at stealth.  After leading the Frags through the streets for a while, Mouse dropped to her knees and began picking up tiny shimmering objects scattered between the paved stones.  Gabby picked up one at her feet and held it to the meager light.  


  "Shell casings," whispered Mouse.


  At least one other team had made it this far.  They didn't know if everyone had to follow the Zaela map, or if each group had its own design.  It was possible the other team could be moving on to a different zone than the Bridge.


  The group searched around the site for other clues.  Michael found blood trails.  The other group had gotten into a fight, but there were no signs of blood on the street.  Had the fight only taken place in the alley?  And clearly the guards didn't have their advanced technology, because they found no bullet holes either.  Wherever the other group had pointed their weapons, Gabby couldn't see.  The Frags moved on once they finished scouring the area for clues.  


  Along the route, Gabby spied wash buckets and brooms at back doors.  The alleyways were the preferred avenues of the poor.  Peeking in a window, she saw a middle aged couple curled up on a woven mat.  Gabby sighed quietly and then felt her face flush in embarrassment for feeling that way, even as she pressed her lips to the stone feeling the day's heat still leaking out of them.  Gabby continued moving when Milton tugged on her shirt.  


  Mouse stopped them at a crossing street.  They waited in a pocket of inky darkness as a patrol moved languishingly down the street.  The guards didn't appear to be paying much attention, other than chatting amongst themselves.  


  Gabby heard a sharp intake of breath.  She knew why the moment she got a good look at the guards.  She saw their faces reflected back.  The Crimson Queen had used their likeness for the denizens of the zone.  Gabby had the urge to check back into the window to see if she recognized any faces with the older couple or if the doubling was regulated only to the guards.  What would she and Michael look like in twenty years?  Or was it Mouse and Michael lying curled up together?


  Seeing herself dressed in polished brass armor, complete with helm, shield and sword was disorienting.  The guard-Gabby was laughing along with guard-Avony, probably from a joke that guard-Milton had just told.  Guard-Michael appeared healthy and whole, sending tingles across her lips as she remembered the first time she'd kissed him in the Black Gate.  


  No one made mention of the doppelgangers when they moved across the street to another darkened alleyway, but Gabby saw it in their eyes.  The doubles reminded Gabby of how unreal the eye-screen games were and that anything could be hidden beneath them.  Those guards could be avatars for semi-autonomous AI or real people.  


  Gabby wasn't sure why the last zone hadn't sparked her thoughts, not that they'd had much time for thinking once the fighting had started.  Being chased by a building sized spider made of art supplies had been real enough, or at least the danger had, that she hadn't questioned.  Now the absence of immediate danger, though there was plenty of it implied, drew out the peculiarities of the illusion.  


  Mouse led them deliberately through the city, pausing at junctures and doubling back when the alleys led to dead ends.  Gabby could tell that Mouse was using algorithmic searching patterns in her movement across the city and somehow that comforted her.  Most of the knowledge she'd gained in LifeGame was only useful for LifeGame.  In a life without it, she wondered if she'd fit in.  


  The feel of the stone walls they passed became an obsession for Gabby.  The individual grains of the stone she felt on her fingertips, made the illusion real, even though deep inside she knew it was a trick.


  As they passed more body-double guards, she felt compelled to touch the stones even more, trying to determine what was real.  Even going as far as moving into the light at times to touch.


  They could be actually moving through a real place, she told herself.  Gabby knew there were old adobe cities from the millenniums before her ancestors came to the GSA and Southlands.  


  If she knew the houses were real, it might calm her fears that nothing was real and the Crimson Queen had completely erased her hold on reality.  As soon as she'd come to the Southlands, Coyote and Panner had seduced her into forgetting about Zaela and the GSA and why she'd come there in the first place.  


  And touching the stone kept her from touching her arm where Damon had implanted the program.  If she knew the rest of the Frags would be safe and that she could escape the Southlands, she would consider the program, but without those guarantees, she was stuck.  


  A quick check of the map showed they were nearing the end of the zone.  Gabby clutched her semi-automatic tighter, expecting hordes of guards to come streaming down the street to stop them.  The Crimson Queen had laid traps for them at each zone, preying on their expectations.  Had they unknowingly seen the trap and avoided it or were they about to step into it?


  The others seemed on edge, heads on a swivel, lips pressed together until they were only grim lines, shoulders hunched over their guns in anticipation.  They stepped up their formation, covering each other at each new corner, rather than just sneaking through the darkness.  The exit was around the next block after routing through a blind alleyway.


  Before making the final dash to the new zone, Gabby huddled them into a corner.  She spoke in hushed tones.  Gabby noticed Milton and Avony standing hip to hip in the circle and mentally smiled.  


  "I'm worried we're missing something."


  She got a mixture of shrugs and nods in return.  


  "It can't be this easy, right?"


  "Maybe they're lulling us into a sense of complacency."  Milton didn't seem to believe his own words, but it was another theory at least.


  Mouse had her arms crossed and sported a sour look.  


  "Is something wrong?" Gabby asked her.


  "You're just trying to find a reason I'm leading us wrong."  The accusation in her tone cut Gabby.  


  "No," Gabby stuttered.  "I was just making sure that there's not a trap ahead."


  Mouse frowned.  "That I wouldn't see?  That only - you - can see?"


  "Mouse," said Gabby exasperated.  "That anyone can see.  I'm just asking if we're doing the right thing.  You're doing great.  You haven't led us wrong yet through this zone."


  Mouse narrowed her eyes and Gabby wondered if she was playing with her or she was truly serious.  It was hard to tell beneath the hair and the darkness.


  Gabby still wasn't convinced they weren't missing something, a clue or a trap, perhaps, but the group seemed to be agreeing with Mouse by their heavy sighs.  Gabby released them from the shadows and Mouse continued leading them through the remainder of the city.


  They made it through the alleyway without incident.  At the end of it was a broad double door with brass letters tacked on: Schrödinger's Bridge.  Gabby glanced all around, looking for the trap, but once they stopped before it, she decided that Mouse had been right.


  "Apologies, Mouse," said Gabby.  "I shouldn't have questioned your leadership through the zone."


  Mouse made an exaggerated angry face, pouting her lips and wrinkling her brow, and then broke into a warm smile.  "Apology accepted."  Then without warning Mouse strolled to the doors and flung them wide open.




  


  


  Chapter Twenty


  The trouble started with the door, though they didn’t realize it at first.  The spectacle drew forward through the opening, before they'd even considered if they wanted to go.


  Standing at the threshold, Gabby had the sensation she was peering out of a manhole at a city choked with skyscrapers.  Bridges crossed between them at absurd angles that would tip their occupants off if they tried to use them.  The buildings themselves, though they weren't buildings at all, moved slowly like great gears grinding through their machinations.  Some moved perpendicular to their position and others stretched out into the distance.  Each building was filled with geometric shapes like spirals and trapezoids and all manners of triangles cobbled together in patterns that created an overwhelming visual effect.  


  Staircases and bridges stretched and broke free from one building or another and then reattached as it got near another structure.  The Frags watched for a while, mesmerized by the architectural dance.  


  Yet in the center of this marvel, drawn deep into the distance, Gabby felt a subtle pull on her breastbone, slowly yanking her forward, always on the edge of toppling her over.  Avony was rubbing her chest too, so she knew it wasn't just her that felt it.


  "Administrator Bracket would love this zone," said Avony.


  "Bracket?  Really?"  Gabby put her arm on the wall so she didn't fall over.  The subtle movements made her dizzy.  


  "Yeah."  Avony nodded.  "He showed me this art book one time that a student had given him.  Don't remember the artist's name but it looked like this, but not as buffed."


  "This zone is casting a dizzy DoT on me."  Milton's face was turning a slight shade of green.  


  Avony moved to his side and rubbed his back.  "Are you okay, Millie?"


  "Yeah, I'll be fine, but let's get moving."


  Gabby closed her eyes momentarily but the dizziness got worse.  "I'm not feeling great myself.  We'd better get started before I puke up my jerky and banana meal."


  Mouse walked onto the first platform.  The white chalky stone moved sideways at a torturously slow pace.  A staircase ahead would lead them to the next section assuming they climbed onto the backside.


  Halfway up the stairs, Avony gasped.  "Check behind us."


  Gabby wished she hadn't because she had the sensation she was falling even though her feet hadn't moved.


  "It looks like we're walking up a wall."


  "This is positively barf-making," said Milton.  "And I'm not sure which direction I'll fall if I do."


  "Enough puke talk, please."


  As Mouse climbed the stairs, her body followed the curve of the steps, staying perpendicular even when she should have fallen.  Mouse checked behind her and giggled before running up the remaining steps which led in a corkscrew to what was the wall next to them.  After disappearing for a few seconds, Mouse reappeared on the wall, sticking from it like she had glue on her shoes.


  "What—?"


  "How are you doing that?"


  Milton groaned.


  "Feels fine to me.  You guys need to stop thinking about directions and just follow the path."


  Refusing to be outdone by the diminutive Frag, Gabby leapt past Michael and ran up the stairs.  Despite gravity maintaining its pull only toward her feet, she still felt like she was going to fall through the door below.  But once she reached the wall next to Mouse, her vision realigned the image and the vertigo subsided.


  "That wasn't so bad."  Gabby grinned widely even though her stomach was still turning.


  The others took turns running up the stairs, scurrying up them so they didn't fall off.  Once they reached the wall, they looked around and nodded to themselves.  The zone was going to be a bit of a mind trip, but they would make it.  The stone beneath their feet was moving forward, which was the same direction as the tugging in their chests, so they kept moving.  


  The way ahead became confused with new stairways, angled platforms and shifting blocks, but Gabby was confident they could figure their way through.  She took a huge sigh.  One more zone and the tower achieved and she could see Zaela again.  


  A muffled shout from behind/below whipped her head around.  They'd left the door open and a squad of guards had come through.  They shouted and began running along the platform toward the twisted spiral staircase. 


  Avony brought her gun down and prepared to fire, but Gabby pulled the rifle barrel out of the way.  "That's us.  We don't know what will happen."


  Avony grimaced and yanked the rifle back.  "Fine.  We'll do it your way."


  "Go Mouse!"


  Any vertigo she'd been experiencing before was lost amid the flight for the end of the zone.  The Frags ran single file to an angled platform that led to the original ceiling.  With no time to decide, they took to the new direction and kept going.  Gabby glanced behind them to see the doppelganger guards following.  


  They flew from wall to wall, sprinting across straight-a-ways and jumping onto staircases.  If they could gain enough distance, the slow moving buildings might cut off their pursuers, but each time they looked back the guards were gaining.


  Scampering up a staircase that bent in the middle and went over their head, Michael tripped on an edge and fell to his knees.  His pants were ripped and blood quickly stained the cloth.  Mouse quickly picked him up before Gabby could reach him.  They ran arm in arm, with Mouse supporting his weight.  With Michael limping, the doubles would surely catch up.  


  "Are you sure you won't let me shoot one?" asked Avony.  "We won't be able to outrun them anymore."


  "Just keep going."  Gabby pushed Avony in the back, ignoring her glum frown.  


  The Frags were headed down a broad stone path without any exits toward a curved bridge.  When they reached the bridge, they realized a gap separated the two halves.  They could hear the doubles grunting behind them, and the clanking of their bronze armor.


  "Take Michael and go!"  


  Mouse paused and glanced at the approaching doubles.


  "We'll hold them for a while and let you get some distance," explained Gabby.


  Mouse nodded and dragged Michael toward the gap with Milton following.  Gabby pulled out her saber, relishing the way the steel whispered out of the sheath.  She waited for the doubles at the base of the bridge.  Avony joined her, holding a katana with two hands.  


  The doubles stopped and unsheathed their short swords and smacked them against their shields.  A healthy Michael and Avony moved forward to engage.


  "If we keep them at the bridge narrows then only two of them can attack," Gabby whispered, "and once the gap gets wide enough we'll make the jump."


  Avony nodded.  "Keep your strokes short.  We don't want to get our blades tangled."


  "Oh Mario."  Gabby laughed.  "Imagine if Milton had heard that."


  "Milton?  You mean Millie?"


  "Yeah, about that..."


  But there was no time to explain as the doubles of Michael and Avony lunged forward to engage swords.  Gabby parried a thrust from Avony, thankful that it wasn't Michael.


  The sword play went quickly, with the two Frags defending, but not counterattacking.  The doubles weren't actually themselves so Gabby had no doubt they would prevail, until the other doubles walked off the side of the building.


  "Where'd they go?" yelled Avony, kicking double Michael in the chest and knocking him backward.


  Gabby used the curved portion of her blade to redirect the thrust of the short sword.  "Why didn't we think of that?  Gravity seems to be completely local here."


  "What if they run around the other side of the bridge and trap us?" 


  Gabby didn't like the sound of that.  "You're right, we need to get going."


  Gabby and Avony coordinated their attack with a glance and brought a brutal counterattack knocking both doubles from their feet.  Gabby hit lower than she wanted and sliced the back of double Avony's leg.  The real Avony screamed next to her.  Avony was holding her leg in exactly the same spot as the double.  Her eyes were wide.


  "I'm so glad you didn't let me shoot them."


  Gabby grabbed Avony's arm and they ran up the bridge only to find the gap too far to jump.  And worse yet, the other doubles had found a way across from a different direction.  


  Gabby cupped her hands around her mouth and yelled.  "Don't hurt them!  It'll rebound on you!"


  Milton yelled something back but they were too far away to hear and the overlapping stone walls made for confusing echoes.


  The double Michael and Avony had regained their feet and were advancing up the bridge.  Gabby grabbed Avony's hand and said, "Shall we go over?"


  "Go over?"


  "Yeah."  Gabby indicated the bottom of the bridge with a nod.  "Walk on over to the other side."  A terrifying gap drained away beneath them, bringing shivers to her knees.


  "This is so debuffed," Avony mumbled.


  The first step was the worst.  Gabby was sure they would fall.  As their bodies rotated around the foot thick stone bridge, she had the sensation she was being flung off, but when her second step contacted with the stone again, she knew they would be fine.  


  Steel rung off the stone behind them as the doubles attacked the spot they'd just been standing.  Gabby confidently ran down the inside of the curve.  Avony kept up but with a slight limp.  Gabby had given her a slow debuff.


  Using their new knowledge about the zone, they practically careened off the walls, running up them onto ceilings and around the stone buildings, always trying to move in the direction of the pull in their chest.  


  On their flight from the doubles, they lost sight of the other Frags.  Gabby hoped that Michael would be okay.  The memory of his sunken eyes made her heart ache.  She didn't know if he'd be able to make it much longer being as sick as he was.  


  In the current section of the skyscraper maze they were in, the buildings moved quickly, sheering past each other and sliding away like geological faults moving in hypertime.  They had to be more careful or get split up when a building moved past and cut off the path.    


  Looking for a straight shot towards the exit, Gabby circled a building and ran directly into the doubles running the other way.  Steel and fists flew as they paired off as before.  Gabby was careful not to injure the double Avony this time.


  Gabby lost herself into the fight and didn't see the real Avony's katana coming around for a block.  Luckily, only the flat of the blade hit her, but it dazed her enough she didn't see the lunging kick from the double Avony.


  Gabby flew off the edge of the building and landed on another.  The building separated from the one the real Avony was on.  She hopped to her feet to return, but a huge gap separated them.  Avony was trapped with the two doubles.  


  "Run, Avony!"


  Her friend knocked away a sword thrust and barreled past the doubles, and leapt to another building, but only the double Avony followed.  The double Michael turned back to Gabby and with a wry smile began to remove his bronze armor.  


  As the armor fell away, Gabby knew why the double had such a grin on his face.  Underneath the armor, the double wore clothes exactly like the real Michael.  The double Michael made a throat slicing gesture before padding off in a different direction.  Gabby watched hopelessly until the double was gone from sight.  


  Gabby slumped to one knee, the saber stabbed into the stone, keeping her from falling over.  She wondered briefly if she should have shot double Michael to give Avony a better chance of surviving, but she knew she'd never have been able to pull the trigger.  He was gone now anyway.


  After taking a couple of deep breaths, she tied her hair into a knot at the base of her neck to keep it out of her face.  Then she resheathed the saber and pointed herself in the direction of the exit, using the tug in her breastbone as a guide.  




  


  


  Chapter Twenty-One


  Gabby hated mazes.  At least she hated going through them.  In LifeGame, she avoided games that required her to navigate a maze.  To her it was pointless busy work designed to annoy her.  


  But designing mazes was different.  She didn't mind that.  Nor did she mind creating algorithms for figuring out mazes, which was entirely different than actually going through them.  An algorithm was fire and forget.  


  As Gabby jumped from one building to the next, moving from floor to ceiling to wall in fluid grace, she could admit a grudging respect to the designer of the bridge maze.  Given a certain distance from it, she could even tinker with it and enjoy its marvel.


  The closer she got to the exit, only indicated by the insistent tugging on her breastplate, the more clever the maze became.  Gabby was now doubling back from a peculiar visual illusion that had stymied her from passing.


  Gabby was stuck in the lower portion of the maze.  Between her and the next part, lay a huge divide.  It appeared nothing crossed the space between, no buildings moved there, no bridges connected it, no stairs crossed.  Gabby stood on the edge and peered both ways.  Nothing crossed that she could see.


  Yet she knew there was a way across because on the other side of the divide, down a long twisting corridor that seemed to be rotating as well as moving perpendicular, she saw three figures moving in the distance.  She yelled and waved, but they didn't see her.  The space between engulfed her words, making her feel terribly alone.


  Gabby glanced back to the section she'd just come from.  From a distance, it appeared there was a bridge that crossed the space between the two levels.  A stair that went out, turned ninety degrees, went a little further, turned another ninety, and so on.  From her angle, the staircase looked like a stairwell going down a building.  


  But when she got closer the image began to break apart.  The stairs weren't actually connected and some were just one step, floating in midair.  They were each different sizes giving the illusion of distance.  The whole construction fit in a space five by five meters, despite appearing to traverse a vast distance.


  Gabby had wasted valuable time getting to the illusion.  The spaces between the buildings there were too great to jump, so Gabby was forced to go around the long way.  More than a few times, she touched her arm and thought about using Damon's program.  


  She was probably just running around an empty warehouse right now.  Unlike the beginning of the game when she could sense the people on the other side of the illusion, watching them.


  Gabby laughed out loud.  She'd given up trying to be stealthy.  There was no reason to when no one was around.  She was probably the only one left on this side of the divide.  Rather than waste her time with the building maze any longer, Gabby plopped onto her rear facing the illusion.  


  It appeared everything in this maze was designed particularly for her.  Or maybe the Crimson Queen just enjoyed toying with LifeGamers and Gabby had been the prototypical Gamer before she joined the Frags.


  Gabby squinted her eyes at the illusion, trying to uncover its secrets.  Zaela had loved them.  Had said they preyed on the peculiar workings of the mind.  Perception makes reality and all that.  


  So far it seemed like everything in this game would be something Zaela would love.  Did it mean anything other than that the Crimson Queen had questioned Zaela about her?  Maybe the Queen had been sympathetic to the way she'd been treated.  


  Not moving for once, Gabby admired the quiet beauty of the zone.  The stone buildings moved silently overhead like galaxies in the night sky.  Gabby just wished one would move across the gap so she could catch up to her friends, if they were even still in the game.


  But they had gotten past the divide.  Otherwise, she was sure she would have seen another group by now.  


  Gabby scoured her conversations with Zaela to find some clue into her own weaknesses that might be keeping her from crossing the gap.  It clearly ruled out any sort of algorithm or formula to pass, like the games in LifeGame required them to beat.


  Nor could it be a test of reflexes or strength.  Zaela had never much cared for those either.  To think of it, Gabby briefly wondered how she'd gotten Zaela through LifeGame without much of an interest in its major skills.


  But Zaela had her own strengths.  She had a clever and creative mind that usually saw past difficult situations.  Many times, Zaela would ask Gabby a question that would help her see how to solve the problem.  Zaela, while a bit of an air head and totally focused on her art, had a knack for simplifying problems that made them a great team.


  Zaela had told her once that intelligence was the ability to keep two opposing ideas simultaneously in one's head.  Gabby had dismissed it as artsy mumbo-jumbo that didn't help them earn points in LifeGame.


  Then Gabby remembered the name of the zone: Schrödinger's Bridge.  Zaela had gotten her to take a class in quantum physics, a completely useless class in LifeGame as physics in their augmented worlds could be anything you wanted, proven once again by the frustrating zone she was now stuck in.


  But she recalled the basics of a thought exercise called Schrödinger's Cat.  Zaela loved to discuss it even though it bored Gabby to tears.  The theory went that a cat was in a box with a randomly generated death machine.  While the box was closed, no one could know if the cat was dead or alive.  Only when someone opened the box was its state of dead or alive known.  


  Gabby's eyes had hurt from rolling them so much during that lecture.  She kept wanting to tell the teacher, a spindly old prof with wisps of gray hair, a relic from pre-LifeGame days, that you only had to listen for the cat's meow to know if it was alive or not, since cats in boxes usually couldn't shut up.  


  The illusionary bridge before her seemed to be the same sort of exercise.  Before she had approached the bridge, she'd thought it was real.  Just as someone about to open the box might assume the cat was alive, because people just don't generally want to think about dead cats.  


  But upon seeing the bridge up close, or opening the box, Gabby had found it was not a bridge, or that the cat was dead.  The teacher had gone on to explain all sorts of other concepts like entanglement and quantum states, but Gabby had tuned out, only grabbing the interesting parts that might give her points for LifeGame.


  From her viewpoint, the bridge was both real and not real at the same time.  Only through observation did it become not real.  Then an idea struck her that seemed both absurd and perfect.  An idea that Zaela would love.  What if she didn't observe the bridge at all?


  Gabby ran toward the bridge.  As she got closer the structure became a floating collection of steps.  She put her foot on the first step and closed her eyes.  Feeling like a fool about to fall on her face, she took the first step.  When her foot hit the second step, she let out a relieved sigh.  Anxious to catch up to her friends, she kept taking cautious steps, carefully ensuring that she didn't fall off the staircase to her death.  After a tense few minutes, she made it across and opened her eyes.  She was on the other side.


  Gabby wasted no time and started sprinting down the stone corridor.  The buildings twisted and rotated as well as moved in the four directions, but Gabby was used to moving between the various surfaces easily, so it didn't slow her down.  She felt like a bug moving across walls and ceilings.  


  It didn't take her long to catch the first glimpse of her friends, or one of the doubles, she wasn't entirely sure.  But she saw a Mouse creeping up a wall in the distance.  She couldn't see if she had a short sword or guns, so it was hard to tell if it was the real Mouse, but she was in a section Gabby couldn't get to, so she kept quiet and moved on.


  After another twenty minutes, Gabby sensed she was getting closer to the exit.  Hopping across a couple of floor to ceiling gaps, Gabby found herself on a wide platform.  Looking directly up, far above her, she saw a chrome door in the ceiling.  The word 'SPIRE' was printed on it in ominous black lettering.  


  Around the exit were four red buttons.  Gabby assumed they would have to press them simultaneously to open the door.  Now she just needed four of her friends and they could flee the zone.  


  Five.  They would need five, Gabby realized, when she saw the fifth button.  Floating in the middle of the empty space was a cube.  On the cube was a red button.  One of them would have to get to it somehow and unless the door stayed open permanently, which Gabby somehow doubted, the person on the cube would have a hard time getting to the door.


  A foot scuffed behind her.


  "Gabby, is that you?"


  "Hey, Mouse."


  Mouse walked toward her slowly.  Gabby put her hand out.


  "Where are your weapons?"


  Mouse shrugged and kept walking, ignoring Gabby's outturned palm.


  "It was bad, Gabs.  I lost them in a fight with the doubles.  The double Michael came upon us and I shot him.  Now they're both dead."


  Gabby kept her hands by her side, but if Mouse got much closer she would reach for her saber.  


  "What about Milton?"


  "He's around here somewhere.  We got separated when the double attacked."


  Mouse kept moving closer.


  "Mouse."


  "Yeah, Gabby."


  "If you killed Michael, then why haven't we lost the game?"


  Mouse's face scrunched up.  Gabby had to admit, it was a rather cute facial gesture, one entirely believable.


  "What do you mean?"


  Gabby pointed upwards.  "The buttons.  We need all five of us to escape the zone.  If Michael's dead then we lost."


  Gabby pulled the saber and slashed downward in one smooth motion.  The short sword sprung from behind Mouse's back to block.  Gabby had the edge with her longer weapon.  It didn't take her long before she'd knocked the short sword from Mouse's hand.  Gabby threw it into the void and it floated to a distant building far beneath them.  


  Upon the loss of her weapon, double Mouse sprinted away, disappearing around the side of the building.  Gabby sheathed her saber and moved the other direction.  She needed to find the other Frags and a way to the buttons.  


  Two jumps and a cantilevered wall later, Gabby came face to face with a Michael.  Gabby took one look at the deep recesses in his eyes and ran into his arms.


  "I'm so glad you're okay."


  Michael coughed and his lungs rattled in his chest.  His hug was weak.  Gabby held him at arms length.


  "You look like death."  Gabby looked him over.  "And where are your weapons?"


  "I can barely carry them, let alone use them."  Pain wavered in his eyes.  She could see the burden that his worn down body was becoming.  Michael eventually patted a bulge on his hip. "I did keep this handgun just in case, though I'm not sure I could hold it up to aim."


  "I'm sorry I got you mixed up in this.  You should have stayed at the Blood Farm with your sister."  Gabby ran a hand through his hair.  She wanted to kiss him, but she'd seen the way he and Mouse had been cuddling in the Boulevard zone.


  Michael put up a pained smile.  "It's okay.  I wanted to come with you.  At least I can do something good before..."


  Gabby nodded and bit her lip.  Then she turned away.


  "Where are the others?"


  Michael wheezed and coughed again.  Gabby ignored the dried blood on his hand.  


  "I saw Mouse and Milton a little bit ago.  They're trying to get to the buttons."


  "What about Avony?"


  "They'd talked to her, too.  Said she was doing the same."


  "And you're sure it wasn't a double?  I just ran off the double Mouse.  Threw her sword into the abyss."


  Michael grinned, but even his smile made her sad, as she could see how even a simple face gesture hurt him.


  "Then where were you going?"


  "The cube button."


  "But you won't be able to leave the zone."


  Michael nodded.  "We thought the same thing.  But I'm useless to you guys.  I'm sure the last zone will be even tougher.  And if I'm on the cube, maybe the doubles won't get me."


  Gabby didn't have any will to argue with him.  So they walked for a bit together.  He thought he knew a way he could jump to the cube from a nearby building.  The landing would be tough, but he said that he could at least slap the button when he hit.  


  The buildings near the exit moved less than anywhere in the zone, so Michael was able to give her directions to where he thought the exit was.  Gabby hugged him and went her separate way.  She'd wanted to stay, to protect him, but he pointed out she needed to be in position when he reached the cube or it wouldn't work.


  Before long, Gabby found herself approaching the big chrome door, which was now her floor.  Mouse and Milton were waiting by their perspective buttons.  


  "Oh, Gabs.  We're so glad to see you.  We were getting worried," said Milton in his high falsetto.


  Mouse spoke up, though it strained Gabby to hear.  "We just need Avony now.  Michael is moving into position."


  Each button was on a different wall, separated by a couple of meters.  Corridors snaked away from them at all angles.  The exit was the end of the massive multidimensional moving maze.  Gabby was busy looking above her at the floating cube when she caught movement out of the corner of her eye.


  "Milton, watch out!"


  The double Michael and Milton burst from a hidden pathway and almost impaled the real Milton before he got his sword out.  Gabby was intercepted from helping him when her own double blocked her way.


  Pretty quickly, Gabby couldn’t tell who was real and who was a double.  She saw Avony appear and join the other fight.  Since Gabby was fighting her own double, probably no one knew who to help.


  Above the din of steel on steel, Gabby heard a weak shout.  Michael had made it to the cube.  He was yelling, "Press the buttons!"


  Double Gabby positioned herself in the way, but real Gabby quickly pushed her back, careful not to injure herself or leave an opening for the other Gabby.  


  Once she was near the button she kept looking around to see if the others had gotten to theirs, but she didn't have to when she heard Michael's voice falling upon them. 


  "Now! Now! Now!"


  Gabby kicked the button while making a block.  The whole zone began to shake.  The exit door had opened.  


  "Go now!" Michael shouted.


  Gabby tripped up her double and ran to the door.  The others met her there.  They jumped in and the door closed behind them.  Leaving Michael alone with the doubles.




  


  


  Chapter Twenty-Two


  A second meaning of the zone name, Schrödinger's Bridge, came to her as they loaded into the new and hopefully last zone.  Except Michael was the cat now and they wouldn't get to know his fate unless they won.


  The other Frags glanced back at the place where the door had been.  Now it was only a brick wall.  Leaving Michael in the previous zone visibly weighed on them.  


  "The Spire."  Avony pointed into the distance, dragging them away from their thoughts of Michael.  Before them was a war zone, a mess of shattered buildings beneath a haze of black smoke.  The rat-a-tat of distant gun fire echoed off the brick walls.  A hint of lavender tickled her nose, before it was engulfed by oil and charred stone and burning hair.  The battle zone before her was a place only Unthar could love.  


  Beyond the buildings, rising above the smoke bellowing from unchecked fires, was the Spire.  It rose into the sky like a twisted upraised fist.  The air around it vibrated with a sinister pulse.


  Mouse sighed, a remarkable sound for the diminutive girl.  The Frags turned to her with questions on their lips.


  Mouse shook her head, a tired gesture made heavy with everything that had happened to them.  "I'm so sick of games."


  Everyone knew instantly what she meant.  Gabby put a reassuring hand on Mouse's shoulder and gave her a squeeze.


  They weren't sick of games completely.  Just the ones others had decided for them.  Except for brief moments in the Freelands, they'd been dancing to someone else's music, playing their games, following their rules (even though the rule makers hadn't always followed their own).


  Gabby briefly sympathized with Jaxon and the Double Eaglers.  They'd just wanted to be left alone.  But ignoring the world didn't work either, as the Crimson Queen had rolled across the border and taken what she wanted.  


  Gabby knew that she too wanted to be left alone to do what she wanted, but also work together to make sure they stayed free.  A seemingly mutually exclusive thought that would have made Zaela proud.


  The Frags shared grim smiles and checked their assorted weaponry.  They just had to traverse a few miles of war-trodden urban terrain and ascend the Spire and they could be done with games, at least for a little while.


  A nearby explosion threw them into a heap, toppling them like dominoes.  Gabby put a hand to her ear.  She'd been deafened.  She struggled to her knees as vertigo rocked her.  Blood was on her hand.  The others were struggling to stand as well, but it appeared no one had been seriously injured.  Only flecks of blood on their faces from the exploded bricks.  A section of wall a few meters over had a crater in it where it'd been smooth stone only moments before.


  Gabby felt like what appeared to be little needles sticking into her neck.  Then she realized bullets were impacting the wall next to her, spraying her with bits of stone.


  A squad of soldiers in a tight formation was moving around the outside curve of the zone.  Flashes of light spit from the ends of their guns.  With one ear buzzing from the explosion, the sounds of bullets impacting echoed like rocks being rattled in a tin can.


  "Move out! Move out!"  Gabby screamed and squeezed the trigger, scattering the approaching soldiers.


  The Frags reassembled and fell back, relying on their LifeGame training to keep them in formation.  And for a brief moment, Gabby considered the oddity that it was, that an eighteen-year-old girl could run in formation while laying down suppressive fire with an assault rifle.  What had all those years of LifeGame made her?


  They retreated into a cluster of buildings.  Gabby quickly set a tripwire to a claymore between a wall and a pile of rubble.  Her fingers danced across the mine, arming it without so much as breathing on the wire.  In LifeGame, they'd been forced to perform complex problems to advance each section of the game.  Freed from that burden, Gabby realized how skilled she was at the intricacies of warfare.


  Gabby skipped into a hidden cubby, grinning at Avony as she passed.  Avony was set up behind a half-destroyed wall.  Even if the other squad didn't hit the tripwire, the Frags would jump out of hiding to mow them down.  


  Their pursuers did not disappoint and they only had to perform clean up, firing a couple of rounds to put them out of their misery.  


  Milton used the end of his rifle to poke a badge on a dead soldier's chest.  The emblem had a little whirlwind on it.  


  "Dervish Crew.  I guess we took the wind out of their sails."  Milton looked around to the others.  Gabby barely gave him an eye roll for his trouble.  She was too busy rubbing her ear which still ached from the explosion.  She heard ghost echoes and buzzing from that ear, though it didn't make sense with her surroundings.  


  Gabby caught Avony smiling at his joke and raised an eyebrow.  Milton shrugged.  "I guess it was bad."


  "I wonder how many other teams have made it to the zone," Mouse asked.


  It was a good point and no one had anything to say about it.  They left it as a warning to be alert.  Besides, the Crimson Queen could have other surprises for them.


  The Frags crept through the buildings in cover formation.  There was an urgency to their movements.  The other teams could be ascending the Spire at that very moment and they could lose.  So they were forced to push through the zone faster than they would have preferred.  


  Something about the whole setup bothered Gabby.  She wished Zaela was there to help her figure it out.  To ask the right questions, to unravel the tangled thread.  


  But Zaela wasn't there, so Gabby tried to ask the questions Zaela might ask.  In LifeGamer speak, it was called metagaming.  To analyze the game based on what you knew about the designer, or the tropes that it relied on, or anything else that could give you an advantage.  


  It was only fair since the Crimson Queen had been metagaming her and the Frags.  Using knowledge gleaned from the Pain Sticks game or from Zaela, to design tasks that would confound them.  But what bothered Gabby, was why play at a game at all?  If there was going to be an invasion, why waste precious time and resources creating and directing a game?


  Gabby broke from her thoughts as they waited for a platoon to traverse a street.  The soldiers marched with guns at the ready, heads on a swivel, but the Frags were safely tucked into an empty building, peering out the holes in the walls.  Gabby kept her good ear turned toward the patrol since her other still hadn't completely regained its hearing.  Gabby rubbed her temple to ward off the migraine forming.


  They could have taken the platoon if they'd had more warning.  Wired a few explosives and gunned them down in the street, but it would have been a waste of resources.  Why fight when you could sneak past?  Only a psychopath like Unthar would engage in unnecessary battles.


  That point bothered Gabby.  The Crimson Queen seemed like anything but a psychopath.  Clearly she possessed a great skill for manipulating reality and attacking people's weaknesses as she had in this grand game of hers.


  Gabby admired her skill.  The rules of war, which was the oldest game ever devised, dictated that choosing the battleground was the most important choice.  The Queen had chosen well, using the Frags' hard-won LifeGame knowledge against them.  


  But another tenet was to only fight the battles one had to fight.  Just as they had avoided that platoon, a winnable but unnecessary battle.  


  Gabby couldn't shake the feeling that they were missing something very important.  Even when they stopped to eat the last of their supplies, she barely touched her food, instead gnawing on the problem that she knew Zaela would see so clearly.


  A checkpoint blocked further progress through the zone.  Gabby and Avony set up sniper shots and took them, one-two, and the two guards dropped like rag dolls.  When their companions ran to help them, they felled them as well.  


  "They must be debuffed in the head," said Avony.  "Never run to where your enemy wants you to go."


  The words hit Gabby right between the eyes.  


  "Oh, Mario."  Gabby had her hand over her open mouth.


  "What?" Avony asked while the others looked on expectantly.


  "That's what we're doing."  Gabby continued when she saw nothing but puzzled glances.  "We're going right where the Queen wants us to go."


  Her revelation felt important, but the dumb looks she got in return made her hesitate speaking again.


  "Yeah," said Milton.  "That's the point of the game.  Climb the Spire."  He made little walking motions with his fingers.  "Kill the Heart.  The End.  We win."


  "But..."  Gabby opened her mouth but no more words came out.  She put a hand to her temple.  A flash of migraine burst between her eyes.    


  "Are you feeling okay, Gabs?"  Avony put a hand on Gabby's arm.  "I know this thing has been hard on you.  And now that we're getting close to the end and maybe seeing Zaela, you're starting to freak out."


  Mouse tapped her on the shoulder.  "We have to get moving before a patrol finds that checkpoint all dead."


  They passed the checkpoint and Gabby found the others giving her nervous glances as if they were expecting her to start raving.  The headache stayed distant but ready to return while the ghost noises still played out of her injured ear.  It almost sounded like distant sirens.    


  Gabby was barely paying attention where she was leading and they wheeled around a corner, right into another squad.  Only a few meters separated the two groups.  Gabby squeezed the trigger as she dove to the left behind a pile of rubble.  It was the Red Wolves, Malthon's squad.  The Frags were uncovered in a bad position and had to retreat to a building a block behind them.  


  Malthon stood on a pile of rocks for them to see, rifle resting on his leg.  He seemed to be egging them on to take a shot at him, but before they could, he hopped behind the barrier and his squad disappeared.  Now they had position on them for the Spire.    


  No one was hurt, but while they were checking ammo and taking a breather, the others kept glancing at her.  Finally, Avony spoke up after a bit of whispering between the three of them.


  "Gabs, you seem rather distracted.  You led us right into that other group.  We think you shouldn't take point anymore."


  "I'm fine," said Gabby, feeling like she let her friends down.  "I'll pay attention.  I've just had a lot of thoughts running through my head.  Trying to figure out what the Queen is doing.  Why she's bothering with this game when she's about to launch a war with the GSA."


  Avony squinted and the lines of her mouth creased with concern.  "The Queen told us why at the beginning.  A celebration before the war begins.  Why does it matter when we just need to survive and win this game?  Afterwards we can worry about why she was doing it."


  "But I think it's important.  I just don't know why," said Gabby, pleading with her voice.


  The others ignored her, so she leaned back against a tilted slab of concrete.  She had a perfect view of the Spire from her vantage point.  It rose ominously into the sky.  Gabby could almost sense the Black Heart pulsing in its middle.  


  The familiarity of the Spire played tricks on Gabby's memory.  She wanted to say she'd seen it before, even though she knew that was impossible.  


  The other Frags gathered their things and they prepared to set off again.  Gabby stayed on her slab, staring at the Spire.  It felt like towers had ruled her whole life.  


  Gabby sprung up, startling the others.  "I know what it is!"


  The others smiled half-heartedly, almost humoring her.  


  "The Spire.  I know why we can't go there.  We can't complete the game."


  Avony stepped forward with her hand out.  "Gabs.  You're talking madness again.  Are you sure you didn't injure your brain when that explosion hit us?"


  Gabby touched the side of her head and felt wetness.  Mouse pointed to her.  "She's still bleeding out her ear."


  "I'm fine, really."  But when she paused, she thought she could hear other voices in that ear.  Distant and through a loudspeaker, but she was sure she could hear them.


  "See she's not fine," said Mouse.


  Gabby stamped her foot.  "I'm fine and we can't go to the Spire."  She was about to explain further when another burst of searing migraine nailed itself between her eyes.  She dropped to her knees, clenching her jaw until her teeth hurt.


  Voices floated in and out of hearing while she had her eyes clamped closed and her hands at her temples, trying to kneed the pain away.


  "...are we sure this is the real..."


  "...she was alone in..."


  "...double, was it..."


  When the pain receded, Gabby was staring into three gun barrels.  


  "We can't let you stay with us," said Avony.  "We're not entirely sure you're the real Gabby and the Queen warned us that one of us would betray."


  "No! No! I'm not betraying, I've just figured—"  Her words were cut short when Avony smacked her on the head with the rifle.  


  "Open your mouth again and I'll shoot you."  Avony's grim demeanor made it clear she would do it.  


  Milton stepped forward.  "Look, Gabby.  If it's the real you, then make your way to the Spire and help us take it down.  But don't come anywhere near us.  We can't trust you anymore.  As far as we know, the Queen could have turned you somehow when you were all alone in the Bridge zone.  Offered you amnesty for Zaela or power or anything.  We just don't know."


  Gabby opened her mouth to retort, but remembered Avony's threat.  Avony had been gone too, but there was no way she could point that out now.  Not after raving about the Spire and bleeding from the ear.  


  They left her kneeling in the dust.  Gabby didn’t bother trying to follow.  She knew where they were going.


  Gabby weighed her decisions carefully, but in the end she chose the most dangerous path.  It was clear the Crimson Queen had thought of everything beforehand.  Had planned each moment down to the minute detail.  Had seeded her friends' minds with thoughts of betrayal so this moment would unfold in the manner that it had.  


  When the perception of reality was dictated by your enemy, was there anything left to do?  Gabby had an idea, but if she was wrong, then she'd be sent to the Delvers for certain.  


  She couldn't see the Frags anymore, they had disappeared in the clutter of rubble and buildings.  Gabby climbed to her feet and pulled out the saber.  The steel whispered out of the sheath.  The blade had such a life-like weight to it and Gabby thought she knew why.


  The edge parted the skin on her arm making her gasp.  She pulled the device from her arm and then wrapped a piece of torn shirt around the wound.  


  The port in her back wasn't hard to find.  She maneuvered the device into the hole connecting to her internal computer system and squeezed.  At first nothing happened and a stone formed in her gut.  Had she reasoned incorrectly?


  When the world melted before her eyes, she dipped to one knee, beset with vertigo.  The sensation didn't last long and when she opened her eyes, she found herself in a dense white fog.  


  Instead of a burned out building, Gabby was standing in what appeared to be a candy shop with the windows blown out.  It wasn't rubble at her feet, but little wrapped peppermints.  


  The sun had burned away the upper portion of the fog, allowing her to see farther above than she could along the street level.  As she expected, the Spire hadn't moved.  It was exactly right where she expected to be.  Except it wasn't a Spire, but a Tower.  A Tower wrapped in blue and gold.  A symbol of power in its land.  


  It was the main broadcast tower in the Greater States of America. The one that pushed its reality, and LifeGame, to all its citizens.  Gabby and the Frags hadn't been playing a game for the Crimson Queen.  They'd been her lead soldiers in the assault on the GSA and if her friends did their job as she expected them to do, they would win the war for the Southlands and nothing would stop the Crimson Queen then.




  


  


  Chapter Twenty-Three


  They'd taken her explosives, of course.  They would be needed to blow up the guts of the tower and stop the broadcasts.  Killing the black heart was just about destroying the main frames and other systems that ran the main broadcast tower.  


  The GSA would reroute communications and recover within days, Gabby was sure.  But by then, the Southlands would have pushed so far north and turned so many citizens with its version of reality, that the war would be lost.  


  Gabby had no idea what other stratagems were in play to make this work.  Clearly, the Queen had been testing her strategy for months: enslaving the Double Eaglers, testing the fog on the Coders, designing the game to use a squad of former LifeGamers to take out the tower.  


  Gabby wondered if her position as a Coder made the assault work.  She knew they had special markers in their system that gave them override powers for LifeGame.  She wondered if Cassius' threat had been real or just a bluff to keep her in line.


  Either way, the Queen's game had gotten them this far.  Kept them focused on winning rather than worrying about dying.  Gabby wondered how many times she'd actually come close to dying on the journey.


  The weapons she'd been given were real enough.  Gabby checked out the Desert Eagle and her assault rifle.  She knew the saber was real or it would have never cut her arm.


  Gabby mentally tried to activate a map, to find out where she was in the city, but when nothing appeared, she remembered that she didn't have a system any longer.  Damon's program had wiped her clean.  At least she didn't have to wonder about the location of the tower.  


  A bellowing voice startled Gabby and she threw herself onto the floor, scattering peppermints.


  "The city is under attack.  Please move to designated shelters until the proper authorities give the all clear."


  The booming male voice repeated the message three more times.  A futile exercise if she'd ever heard one.  No one in the city except her could probably hear the announcement, but some bureaucrat had probably hit the button on the prerecorded message when the fighting began, following a pointless script written long before the eye-screen and sense-web technology.  


  Her ear had stopped bleeding.  Whatever devices they put in her ear to create sound inside the false realities had been damaged during the explosion.  That's why she'd been hearing the announcements and distant sirens.  She was hearing for real.


  Gabby set out with the automatic in a ready-fire position.  In this city, everyone would be her enemy.  She crept through the streets, staying along the buildings, but avoiding the broken glass.  


  Occasionally she came upon dead bodies.  Not all were soldiers.  Some were mothers and fathers gunned down in the street.  Thankfully, there weren't any kids.  


  The fog had thinned.  She could see the distance of one block, though she would have preferred a thicker covering.  As a lone soldier, she had a better chance of sneaking past groups rather than engaging them.  


  Gunfire erupted in the street behind her.  Gabby glanced around for a place to hide, but she was crossing an empty section.  A squad of five was running down the middle of the street.  Gabby recognized their formation from LifeGame.


  Pretending to be a dead body, Gabby slumped along the wall, careful to keep her gun near in case she needed to ambush them.  The squad moved cautiously, keeping their guns pointed in multiple directions and covering each other as they moved.  


  "Up here and to the right.  That'll take us to the Spire."


  "Roger that."


  "Do you think that was Dervishes or Gully Rangers behind us?"


  "I don't know but I bet Red Wolves are ahead."


  Gabby kept her eyes half-open as they passed.  She recognized their faces.  They were Coders taken on the day in the fog.  The Queen had split them into squads and given them all the same task.  


  Gabby thought back to the squad attacking them when they first entered the zone.  They'd wiped them out to a man, but yet, this squad thought the Dervishes were still alive.  Which meant the opposing squads had really just been GSA soldiers wrapped in squad skins.  


  Her stomach twisted at the thought she'd ambushed and killed real soldiers with her trap.  She thought it'd just been a game.


  When the squad turned down a street a few blocks up, Gabby stood up and went the other way.  She found an alleyway that cut through the block.  As she neared the other side, nearby gunfire echoed overhead.  With her bad ear, she couldn't pinpoint the direction.


  No alleyways continued toward the tower, and since the tower was to her left, Gabby went in that direction.  She jumped when she heard a gargled cough from a body in the street.  The soldier was one of the squad that had just passed her.  His companions were slumped over in the street, still in formation, but now very dead.  


  Judging by the pool of blood, Gabby didn't expect him to live much longer.  Gabby glanced back twice as she moved.  The second time it seemed his twitching body had stopped.  


  When Gabby saw the figure strolling down the middle of the street, oblivious to any dangers, she thought it was a trick of her eye-screens.  The soldier had broad shoulders and even from a distance Gabby could tell he was around the height of Drogan.  He sauntered with such an arrogance, Gabby could see it despite the dimming fog.  


  But Gabby knew he had to be real, because her eye-screens didn't work anymore, and as he pointed his guns in her direction, Gabby thought she knew who it was.


  Gabby sprinted back the way she came as bullets tore through the storefront behind her, shattering glass over her back.  She fired her weapon backwards as she ran, knowing she stood little chance of actually hitting her pursuer.  


  When she heard his voice, she knew who it was.  "Gabriella, you bitch, I always knew you for a traitor."


  Gabby dove behind a broken wall as Unthar continued firing in her direction.  Gabby knelt behind the wall, ignoring the bullets hitting nearby and squeezed off a few rounds.  One hit near his feet, and Unthar dodged to the side.  


  "That should keep him honest."


  Gabby took off into a building under construction, shooting the door lock before kicking it in.  She needed higher ground.  


  Of all the people to be after her, Unthar gave her the creeps the most.  His reputation as a ruthless shooter was well known amongst the Coders.  Besides his predilection for misery and pain, Unthar was unmatched in shooter games.


  Gabby just hoped she could out think him rather than out shoot him, because she knew if they got into a one-on-one duel, he had the faster reflexes.


  She charged up the stairs, opening each door as she went, giving Unthar options to where she might have gone.  As she hit the fifth floor, she heard footsteps at the bottom.  Gabby entered the fifth floor to find it half finished.  


  The south side of the floor had walls, but closer to the north side, walls were less common.  Gabby could see the tower through the empty sides.  Gabby padded across the floor, keeping an eye on the closed door.  


  A hole in the middle of the floor led to the one below.  The middle section was filled with scaffolding and wooden planking.  It didn't look too far to jump if she had to, but she wasn’t sure how sturdy the landing would be.  Tools lay scattered around, indicating they'd been in the middle of construction when the attack started.  


  Gabby was hidden behind a tool box on the west side of the hole when she heard the door open.  She listened hard for footsteps but she could only hear a faint buzzing in her damaged ear.  Gabby had to assume the big man could move silently if he needed to.  


  Gabby had picked her spot because it gave her a good sightline and two routes to escape if Unthar came hard and heavy.  


  Waiting for the enemy was the hardest part about shooters.  Crouched behind the big red box, Gabby's heart labored in her ears.  It didn't help that one of them had been damaged in an earlier explosion.  Gabby kept turning her good ear toward the door, hoping to hear a floor squeak or a foot fall.


  After staying in a crouched position for at least ten minutes, Gabby began to wonder if Unthar had moved on to a different floor.  Wanting to get a better view of the entry way, Gabby crept around the tool box, keeping her weapon at the ready.


  Plaster and wood exploded behind her, as a spray of bullets came through the wall, precisely where Gabby had just been crouched.  Gabby sprinted from her spot, blindly shooting in the direction she thought Unthar might be.  


  The muscle-bound brute burst through the wall and his shots barely missed her as she circled around a half wall.  Gabby cursed at herself.  She was cut off from her planned escape routes.  Unthar had come from a direction she didn't think possible.  If it were a game, she would have thought he was exploiting some feature of the game for an advantage, but since it was the real world, he couldn't do that.


  Then Gabby cursed herself again.  Of course, he was exploiting.  He was exploiting her expectations of what he could and couldn't do.  He'd probably climbed around the outside of the building.  There was a ledge where the window sections would go in later.  Gabby shook her head.


  Gabby eyed the big hole in the center of the floor.  If she timed a jump she could make it to the scaffolding below and hit the stairs before he could come after her.  Trapped as she was, it was her only real shot.  


  The automatic would get in her way, so she pulled out the heavy hand gun.  After mentally counting to three, she unloaded the clip at the place where she thought Unthar was waiting and ran toward the hole.  


  Unthar rolled out from a different location, spraying the air behind her as she jumped.  With the adrenaline flowing, Gabby leapt further than she planned and hit the scaffolding hard.  


  Instead of providing a soft landing spot, the wood collapsed upon impact, sending her through.  Gabby hit the planking beneath, knocking the air from her lungs.  She'd crashed through a support structure and the scaffolding started to collapse.  


  Gabby put her arms up as the whole thing came down.  A metal bar slapped her across the ribs.  The floor gave way and as the wood above piled on top, it all continued downward.  


  In a fleeting thought, she wondered why they'd put scaffolding in the middle of a building.  She'd expected the floor to catch her and not break through.  


  The tangled mess of steel rods and wooden planks caught above her and for a moment, Gabby thought she might escape.  But the metal bar across her chest wouldn't let her up.  Gabby struggled as the weight of the broken scaffolding groaned.  


  Gabby thought she could move the metal bar when she heard planks snapping like twigs.  Then the whole mass came crashing down around her, sealing her in a tomb of broken wood and steel.




  


  


  Chapter Twenty-Four


  A beam had hit her in the head, knocking her out for a time.  Gabby wasn't sure how long.  But as she came to, she realized why they had scaffolding in the middle of a building.  An elevator shaft.  


  And now she was trapped under a colossal pile of wood at the bottom of it.  Or at least near the bottom.  She couldn't remember how many floors she'd crashed through.


  Chest spasms made her cough, but the metal bar made it hard to move.  Ribs might be broken as well.  Her arms were free, so she felt around her.  The beams formed an arch keeping the weight of the collapse from finishing the job.  When she reached back over her head, a sharp pain formed in her right side.  


  Gabby tenderly examined the area to find it sensitive to touch.  Bruised if not broken was her self-diagnosis.  


  The complete darkness annoyed her more than anything.  If her eye-screens worked, she could map the area using touch or the sensors on her body and create a visual map to see.  Maybe in this case, it was better not to see.  Not to know you were trapped under a mountain of wood and steel, and the only person who knew you were there was your enemy.  


  Since she'd used Damon's program to wipe all her systems, no one would know she was there.  She was trapped.  


  Gabby took a deep breath.  The air wasn't getting stale.  There must be holes in the pile allowing air to cycle in.  So she wouldn't die of asphyxiation.  That would have been ironic considering the theme of Final Raid.  Despite her morbid predicament, Gabby laughed, paying the price as shoots of pain ran up her injured ribs, but she laughed anyway.  


  "Gabriella DeCorte, how do you get yourself into these situations?"  She said the words out loud, a spell against the fear that would come eventually.  


  Gabby felt around again, searching for a loose piece of wood to wedge the bar from her chest.  She hammered on a few sections with the palm of her hand trying to dislodge a piece.  She couldn't free anything, but she did realize that her automatic was trapped under a beam by her side.  Gabby carefully clicked the safety on so she didn't shoot herself in the dark.  The saber and the Desert Eagle were both gone.  Lost in the flight or falling through the floor.


  All at once, it seemed the space was getting warmer.  Gabby put her hands flat to the platform feeling heat.  


  The crackling of fire could be heard through the wood.  Gabby bit her lip and quickly exhaled any thoughts of despair before they could form.  Unthar wasn't content to leave her trapped in the collapse.  He wanted to finish the job by burning her alive.  He'd probably heard her banging around earlier.


  The air wasn't unbearable yet, but it was uncomfortable.  She could taste the smoke on her tongue.  She hoped she suffocated long before the burning got to her.  The crackling grew louder.  Light from the fire filtered in through holes.  The space where she was trapped seemed even smaller than her hands had explored.  


  If it hadn't felt like a tomb before, it did now.  The bar across her chest had grown painfully warm.  The other side of it was in the center of the fire and it transferred its heat through its length and into her chest.  Gabby tried to squirm but she was still trapped.


  Breathing became an agony as smoke filled her space.  Each cough brought a spike of pain in her side.  The fire burned near her feet and soon it would engulf the whole pyre.  When the pile shifted, Gabby grabbed the automatic.  The movement had freed it from the beam.  


  Her eyes burned and her lungs screamed.  Gabby maneuvered the automatic to fire into the boards beneath her.  The crackling became a roar and the pile shifted again.  Gabby pulled the trigger and the recoil slammed her hand into a rod, but she kept squeezing it, firing into the wood to weaken it.  


  She slammed her elbow into the platform, breaking open a section about the size of her fist.  She hit two more times and opened it a little wider.  There was another floor beneath her.  It appeared Unthar had built a fire beneath the collapsed structure, but thankfully, he'd built it away from her location.  Gabby kept slamming her elbow into the wood trying to open up the hole.  Her elbow was raw from the broken edges of the platform.


  When Gabby heard the succession of massive cracks in the supports below her, she grabbed the automatic and closed her eyes.  The collapse broke in two, one half falling into the raging fire and the other half falling away.


  Gabby was thrown, landing hard on the concrete, broken and burning wood falling all around.  Smoke filled the level.  Gabby pushed the wood off and struggled to her knees.  Keeping low she crawled away from the fire, ignoring the burns and wounds on her knees and feet.  


  She found the stairwell and stumbled up them, half-blind and starved for fresh air.  The collapse had enraged the fire and the whole building was burning.  Gabby ran out of the building, smoke billowing out behind her, not caring if anyone was around.  


  The storefront window of an empty food mart shattered into a thousand pieces when she threw the chuck of concrete through it.  The street was empty except for shot up FunCars.  The battle in the city was being waged far from her section.  


  She raided the water first, taking careful sips after coughing up her first chug.  Her chest ached from the hot smoke in the fire.  Gabby examined her wounds, finding them too numerous to ignore.  The store had a small medicine section.  Gabby grabbed an armful of bandages and ointments and went into the back to tend her wounds.  


  After a half hour, she was patched up and her eyes had stopped burning.  The clip in the automatic had two lonely bullets.  Her other clips had been lost in the fire or the fall.  


  On her way out, Gabby passed a mirror tucked into a cubby.  The store had to predate eye-screens, because she hadn't seen a mirror in a long time.  There was no need with the ubiquitous cameras and sensors that could turn the world digital in a blink.


  The face staring back at her was one she didn't recognize.  Black soot and cuts marred her chin.  The weary eyes didn't belong on the eighteen-year-old girl starring back.  Gabby saw her parents in her features where she hadn't really before.  


  Gabby knew what it was.  In the last year, Gabby had passed through a one way portal into adulthood.  Instead of competing in the carefully structured world of LifeGame, she'd been thrust into the game of life.  


  Even without eye-screens or FunCars or algorithms, it was still a game.  A game to be played and to be won or lost.  She'd set off to save her friend Zaela, but the game had grown.  


  Despite the stakes, Gabby knew that it hadn't gotten too big for her.  She knew she had a chance to do anything, and maybe that anything was affecting the course of the GSA and the Southlands and the Freelands, and most importantly her friends and family.


  Gabby's hair had fallen down around her shoulders.  It'd grown longer in the last year.  The edges were burnt and frayed, but real.  


  Using her nimble fingers, she quickly tied it back into a knot at the base of her neck.  Then she adjusted the straps on her automatic, took one last drink of her water, and got back to work.




  


  


  Chapter Twenty-Five


  The heavy fighting had moved to the north of the city.  The Queen's fog was patchy—thick on one street and faded wisps on another.  


  The area around the tower was eerily dead and not just from the bodies littered around the street.  Huge white steps led up to the base of the main broadcast tower.  White lion statues rested on marble pillars.  The left one had been blown in half.  Only the back of the lion remained.


  The street was too quiet for Gabby's tastes, so she waited in the shadows.  Halfway between her and the steps was a dead squad.  The faces of former Coders she'd worked with were familiar.  But she didn't see any of the Frags which hopefully meant they'd gotten into the tower.  Gabby didn't want to think of the other options.  


  Her patience was rewarded when a patrol of soldiers marched up the street.  They scattered when sniper fire took out the lead soldier.  Gabby caught a flash of scope flare in a building to her right.  


  The soldiers fired randomly, none of them even coming close to the sniper's location.  The sniper took out two more of them before the patrol fled.  


  Out waiting the sniper wasn't an option since she needed to get into the tower.  She had to make sure her friends didn't blow it up.  She had no idea how she was going to stop them, considering they would see her as an enemy and shoot on sight, but she would figure that out once she got there.


  Gabby tightly strapped the automatic on her back and crouched into a sprinters position.  She burst from the shadows, zigging and zagging as she crossed the wide empty space.  A sniper bullet impacted a FunCar tire as she passed.  Gabby had the urge to dive behind the lion statue, but once she stopped the sniper would have the advantage.  So she sprinted up the stairs, hoping the sniper was a slow reloader.  


  One more shot exploded by her feet, sending bits of concrete across the back of her legs.  Gabby dove through the empty space where the doors had been, sliding across the marble, not before scurrying to her feet and pulling her automatic out.  


  The gilded foyer was empty except for broken glass.  Gabby found the staircase and started up.  She kept a decent pace, stopping at each landing to listen, but generally moving upward.  Despite the near immolation and exhaustion from long days in the Crimson Queen's game, Gabby felt buoyed by her nearness to the goal.


  After a dozen floors, Gabby decided to check her location.  She had no idea what floor the main computers were on.  If she were still in the game, the maps would surely lead her to the correct location.  But she had no eye-screens and no maps.  


  She knew the tower predated the technologies Gabby had grown up on.  The steel structure on top of the building that made the broadcasts hadn't been added until afterwards.  The inhabitants of the tower had to be able to get directions without eye-screens.  


  So Gabby started exploring each floor as she went up, at least as far as the main entry.  She wasn't entirely sure what she was looking for, but she was sure she'd know it if she saw it.


  On the third floor she checked, she found what she was looking for, even though she didn't quite know what to do with it at first.  Inside a shallow box on the wall was a board filled with names and room numbers behind a thin piece of glass.  The bottom of the wooden box was a graveyard of dusty dead bugs.  


  A tiny cleaning robot about the size of her fist scurried underfoot, picking up dust and dirt.  Gabby tapped on the lock.  The wall case hadn't been opened in decades, its contents hidden behind a fake digital wall rather than pay a maintenance man to take it down.  


  Judging by the names, the building had been an office building before it became the main broadcast tower.  But even back then, work had relied on computers and server farms.  The floor numbers next to the names had a gap in them at floor forty to forty-five.  


  Gabby took to the stairs.  She had a long way to go.  She maintained her vigilance by forcing herself to stop at each fourth landing to look and listen.  She also used the break to get a breather.  If events didn't go as planned - not that she really had a plan - she would need her energy to escape back down the stairs.  


  When she hit the thirtieth floor, she started checking them to make sure she didn't miss anything.  At the thirty-ninth, she heard the sounds of metal on metal even before she went onto the floor.


  The other side was dim except for countless blue flickering lights.  Black boxes the size of FunCars hunched in neat endless rows.  These were the quantum computers that powered LifeGame.  Gabby knew this wasn't the only place the servers existed.  The GSA had countless other redundant sites, to ensure nothing ever truly failed.  The country's success depended on LifeGame's uptime.  In the past, politicians had been sacked for even minor flickers in LifeGame's feed.  No one ever made that mistake again. 


  While the quantum server farms powered LifeGame, the information still had to be broadcast and controlled.  The main broadcast tower, she'd learned as a Coder, kept everything in sync.  The overlapping towers throughout the country kept foreign feeds from pushing their reality into LifeGame.  But this tower coordinated the others.  Disrupting the main tower would allow the Queen to usurp LifeGame and substitute her reality, making subjects of its citizens.


  Gabby followed the sounds of swordplay.  Not far from the stairwell, two men, one a beast of a man and the other shorter and stockier, fought with swords.  Gabby recognized them both immediately.  The smaller man was Malthon.  


  Gabby was surprised by his presence, but she quickly realized she shouldn't be.  The Queen was just being careful and maximizing her odds.  She'd probably sent a few of her elite squads with the invasion force to make sure the tower was destroyed.  


  The bigger man was Unthar.  His back was to her, but she would know his form anywhere.  Gabby lifted her automatic and thought about taking a shot.  She sighted Unthar's back, but the fast movements made taking him cleanly impossible and she only had two bullets.  Gabby retreated back to the stairwell, but not before she thought she caught a glance from Malthon.


  Gunfire echoed through the stairwell.  Gabby ran up them two at a time, ignoring the burning in her legs.  It'd come from the forty second floor.  


  When she opened the door, she realized it wasn't just the forty second floor.  The ceiling stretched at least fifty feet above her.  A black metal obelisk in the center radiated heat, even from her distance.  Already beads of sweat formed on her forehead.  


  Flashes of light from gun fire erupted in the dark spaces between.  Shouts of alarm, including one that sounded like Avony, echoed through the chamber.  


  Gabby crept to an inner wall.  It appeared the obelisk had a door on the fourth floor.  Metal stairs led up and circled the obelisk, hewing to its form.  Shapes moved all around stairs, guards she assumed, and probably outfitted with the best weapons.


  The Frags, or what was left of them, appeared to be on the other side of the tower: Avony, Mouse, and Milton, thinking they were completing the Crimson Queen's game.  Gabby wondered what they saw, even though it didn’t really matter.  She had to stop her friends, but she didn't want to hurt them.


  Gabby heard a footfall behind her.  She spun around, ready to fire.  Malthon stood there with his hands up.  He smiled when she lowered the weapon.


  "Ready to finish this?" he whispered as he crouched next to her.  


  Gabby nodded.


  "You put the Queen in quite the tizzy when you disappeared from the game.  That's quite a trick."


  Gabby swallowed.  


  "Did you kill him?"  She tried to keep her voice from shaking with anger.  "The man you were fighting downstairs."


  Malthon tilted his head, "Is he important to you?"


  "Only that he's dead.  He tried to burn me alive."


  Malthon's eyebrows rose.  "Well, I'm sorry I didn't.  He turned and ran off right after you left us."


  That Unthar was still alive was going to come back and bite her.  Gabby knew it.


  "So what's the plan?" he whispered, peering around the wall.


  Gabby smirked, remembering something Milton had said.  "Kill the Heart.  The end.  We win."


  Malthon chuckled grimly.  "I like your thinking.  But I don't think your friends would like it."


  "What do you mean?"


  "Those explosives your friends have are enough to take out this whole room and the Queen can trigger them whenever she wants."


  "Then why didn't she?"


  "Because you're here.  She had special plans for you and had you removed from the game for a reason, but you thwarted her when you dropped out and made your way here on your own.  That's why she sent me."


  Special plans could only mean one thing.  The Delvers.  


  "So now we have to get them to set the explosives at the tower and get the hell out.  The Queen will send a hovership once the tower is down.  There's a landing on the thirtieth floor."


  Gabby nodded.  She had no intention of letting the Queen blow up the tower.  While Malthon complicated things, it also made a solution to the problem possible.  She could use him to get to her friends since they would see her as an enemy otherwise.  


  Then she just had to get the explosives away from them and not get taken back to the Southlands, even if that meant that she wouldn't ever see Zaela again.  But it wouldn't be fair to trade a chance to see her friend with the enslavement of a whole country, even if she did hate the GSA and LifeGame for what it did to her and her friends.


  "Let's go."


  Malthon took aim at the guards on the stairs.  The man fell after Malthon squeezed the trigger and right after, he had another one lined up.  


  Three more squeezes, and they were jogging across to meet the Frags.  


  "Gabby!"  They surrounded her, patting her on the back and giving her hugs.  Without the eye-screens, Milton was just Milton and not a sleazed up woman in military fatigues, and both Avony and Mouse looked worn down.  "We chased off your impostor, the one that snuck in from the Bridge.  What happened to you?  And why is Red Wolf team leader with you?"


  "I'll explain later, now we just have to kill the Heart and we can all go home." 


  Malthon stood nearby, surveying the room for more guards.  


  "Hurry up, two platoons just entered the building.  We have to set the explosives and make the thirtieth before they get here."


  "Give them here," said Gabby, "I carried them most of the way."


  Avony handed over the backpack.  Gabby climbed the metal stairs until she made the fourth floor.  She could have set them at the base, but she needed time and darkness to get them out of the room.  


  Gabby circled the obelisk, feigning to set the explosives at different points, but on the backside, she threw the backpack onto the ground below, away from the tower.  She'd have to break away from the group and get them out of the room before the Queen detonated them.  


  Gabby waved to them from the tower platform.  Malthon and the Frags were chatting.  Malthon raised his arm in greeting.  The Frags had their back to her.  Then a gunshot rang out and Malthon crumpled.  The Frags scattered, looking for the shooter.


  Another gunshot hit the railing by her hand.  Gabby dove onto the metal grating, ripping off the bandages on her legs.  It appeared there was only one shooter.  The Frags opened fire on the location the shot had been fired from.  Using that distraction, Gabby sprinted down the stairs, jumping from landing to landing, and ducking her head just in case.


  As she reached the bottom, a bullet impacted near her head, blowing a hole into the wall next to her.  Gabby dove to the ground and began elbow crawling to cover.  Peering through the leaves of a potted plant, Gabby could see the shooter's shape.  It could be no one else but Unthar.  


  She couldn’t tell which direction he was firing.  The Frags were shooting in his direction, but he had a thick wall blocking their shots.  Gabby took aim with her automatic.  Right at the moment she pulled the trigger, the wall near her head exploded, knocking plaster into her eyes.  She missed her shot and only had one bullet left.  She would have to make it count when the time came. 


  "We have to go!" yelled Avony.  "We can't make the landing before the patrols if we don't go now!"


  She needed to get the backpack still, but it would have to wait until they took care of Unthar.


  "Keep him pinned!"  Gabby burst over the potted plant as the Frags laid down suppressive fire.  She thought she'd made it to her friends when a heavy fist hit her in the shoulder and knocked her down.  


  "I've been shot."  It was almost a question.  She hardly believed it was real.  She'd been shot countless times in LifeGame, but the pain was only on the surface.  This one went bone deep.  


  Blood leaked out of a wound.  Gabby tried to stop it with her hand, but it went right past her fingers.  


  Gabby was sitting up with the automatic in her lap when her friends ran to her side.  Mouse was holding the wound closed on her shoulder.  The bullet had gone right through.  


  A huge, dark shape rolled out from the distant wall.  As Unthar rolled, Gabby could see he had a backpack on, the one she'd thrown over the edge.


  Her friends were focused on her, keeping her from bleeding out, so they didn’t see him.  Gabby raised her gun, aiming from the hip, as dots started forming before her eyes.  She pulled the trigger and heard gunfire echo around her like a symphony of percussion.




  


  


  Chapter Twenty-Six


  Gabby barely remembered the escape to the flight platform, but she did remember the explosion.  They were only a few floors away when the building shook like a giant had punched it.  


  "Unthar."


  "He's dead," a voice replied, "you shot him."


  Gabby tried to tell them not to put her on the hovership.  That the Queen would only send her to the Delvers.  That she'd never intended for them to be rewarded for their win.  


  When the hovership tilted to turn, Gabby could see the war beneath her.  White fog blanketed the city below.  Armored carriers and tanks moved through the streets, unleashed by the destruction of the tower.  


  Other hoverships filled the sky, speeding north to subdue other parts of the GSA.  The Queen had won and Gabby had let it happen.  


  Gabby tried to remove the wires from her arm, but she was too weak and before long they had her strapped down.  Unfamiliar faces faded in and out of consciousness.  She didn't see her friends and wondered if they'd even been taken on the hovership.


  Eventually, a white coated woman with severe lines around her mouth and a widow's peak of jet black hair, injected the tube going into her arm.  The rest of the flight faded to blackness.


  She awoke in an unfamiliar bed.  The hospital walls were blinding white.  Sensors had been strapped to her body, fist-sized white boxes like blood-sucking beetles.  A host of tubes ran into various pouches of fluid, including one half-filled with blood.  The starkness of the crimson compared to the purity of the white surrounding it only reminded Gabby of the Queen.  


  When her nose itched, Gabby moved her arm only to find it bound by a tether.  Then a tiny motor in her bed whined and slack in the line allowed her to scratch her nose with a fingernail.  


  The length of the nail startled her.  She'd been out for days at minimum.  Once she was done scratching, the motor retracted the tether.  A humane solution to being confined to bed.  


  The nail on her pinky finger was black, dead.  Another contrast to the whiteness of the room.  When Gabby thought about sunglasses, the brightness dimmed, and she knew then the Queen's program had been reloaded.  Not that she had any doubt.  The only good thing about Damon's program was that it'd cleared out Cassius'.  


  Which only reminded her that the GSA had lost.  Cassius was probably marching to the Queen's drumbeat now.  


  The door faded out and a man and a woman entered.  Gabby recognized the severe woman from the hovership ride.  The woman hadn't bothered to hide her wrinkles under a skin, a good trait for a physician, but a doctor could just as easily be a torturer, and then those lines around her mouth had a whole different meaning.


  The man was her assistant by the deferential way he stood back a pace.  Eager, thoughtful eyes on a calm face.  A good bedside manner, she assumed, by his pleasant demeanor.  


  "Where are my friends?"


  The doctor ignored her comment and touched the boxes strapped to her body.  


  "You're improving better than expected.  Quite a difference from when they carried you onto the hovership."  The woman's gaze flickered up from the boxes, a slight curl to the edge of her lips.  She expected a compliment.  


  "I don't care about me.  I just want to know about my friends?  Are they alright?"


  The doctor snapped out a response.  "It's clear you don't care about your body.  Do you know how long we operated on you?  We spared no expense.  Feel lucky your problems were fixable, unlike your friend."


  Her eyes widened.  She'd gone too far.  


  "Michael?  Is he okay?  Is he in the hospital?  Can I see him?"


  The severe doctor turned toward her assistant.  "Yes, we have to go.  Why didn't you say so earlier?"


  The assistant looked bewildered.  Then he coughed.  "Yes, we have to go."


  They disappeared as quickly as they'd come and Gabby was left alone with no more information that she had before.  Now it was worse.  Feel lucky your problems were fixable, unlike your friend.


  Gabby replayed the memory in her head, listening for the inflection, trying to decide what it meant.  Was Michael dead?  Or was he just in the hospital being worked on?  This was worse than torture.  


  She tried yanking on the tether, but the cord was tight.  She imagined her nose itching again and when it gave her slack, she wrapped the extra cord around the bed rail so it would pull itself to pieces when it retracted.  


  The needle in her arm came out smoothly, though it squirted clear liquid across the room.  She reached for the second needle, the one attached to the crimson bag, when a projection of a nurse appeared.  


  "Patient Gabriella.  Please desist in your efforts.  The staff is only here to help you."  The vacant voice was clearly a semi-AI agent, but real nurses and security wouldn't be far behind if she couldn't get out soon.


  Her fingers couldn't quite reach the second needle.  The little box on her shoulder began to vibrate and a warmth penetrated her chest.  A lightness filled her until she couldn't remember why she was trying to remove the needle.  She pawed at her arm until falling back into a drug induced sleep.




  


  


  Chapter Twenty-Seven


  When Gabby awoke, the wires and tubes and boxes were gone.  She wore a simple black outfit.  Something she might have worn beneath her skins in high school.  Comfortable and tight enough not to interfere with the fashion she wanted to portray, nor immodest enough in case someone peered beneath the illusion.


  An interface appeared and out of habit Gabby immediately set to investigating it before blowing out an angry breath and dismissing the whole thing.  She wanted freedom, not fashion.  


  The door surprisingly let her pass.  Waiting outside was the pleasant faced assistant.  A little nametag that read 'Art' hovered on his chest.  The hallway was empty of guards.  Only a few nurses chatted at the nearby station.    


  "Are you well?  Feeling buffed?"  The LifeGame words were foreign to his tongue, but clearly he'd been researching her to make an impression.  


  She thought briefly of fleeing, but saw his fear that she would reflected in his eyes, so she decided not to.  Guards wouldn't be far behind and they could disable her through the sense-web.  Her current freedom was a pretense only.  


  "Sorry.  No, I'm not feeling buffed.  A little debuffed, in fact, but if you could tell me about my friends, that could change."  She said the words hopefully, but the disappointment in his eyes told her enough.  Art couldn't tell her anything.  He hadn't been approved.  For all his pleasantries he was a puppet like her.    


  "Would you like to change?  I provided the undergarments common to LifeGamers."


  Gabby didn’t care, but his eagerness softened her resistance.  "Do you have a suggestion?  I'm not sure what occasion I'm dressing for?"


  His eyes alighted with an inner fire.  "For the Crimson Queen, of course."


  "Right."  Gabby tried not to look too disappointed.  She was hoping for her friends, especially Michael.  "Could you pick something for me?"


  "I know just the thing."  He waved his hands and sparks erupted.  A mirror appeared in the middle of the hospital hallway.  


  Art clasped his hands and watched her closely.  She'd been transformed into someone she almost didn’t recognize.  It was a mixture of her favorite fashions from high school without appearing immature and adding flavors from the last year.  


  The silken black with white flowers wrap was an homage to a kimono while staying functional.  Her hair radiated platinum with a tasteful dark streak forming a swirl in her tied up hair.  A crimson lotus flower rested at the base of the hair knot on her head.  


  The hilt of a saber stuck out over her shoulder.  Gabby reached up to touch the hilt only to grimace from her injuries.  


  "Is your shoulder still debuffed?" asked Art, a little less awkwardly this time.


  "I guess so."  Gabby smiled for him and he returned it.  She touched his arm.  "Thank you for the outfit.  I look totally twinked."


  "Wonderful!"  Art visibly cataloged the new word for later.  "I thought it brought out your eyes."


  Art led her to the roof to a hovership, chatting at mach speed, peppering LifeGame idioms into his speech.  Gabby responded enough to let him know he was saying them correctly, but she was too busy watching the city they were flying over.  Gabby recognized the capitol, except it seemed more real this time.  


  They landed near the steps of Mount Olympus.  A hovering white light formed outside the hovership and when Art didn't get out, she knew she was on her own.  Gabby hugged him before she got out.  The Queen might send her to the Delvers, but she couldn't ignore the courtesy shown to her along the way.  


  The light led a different way then she'd come before.  It wound through a dark corridor.  Goosebumps formed on her arm.  The walk was much longer than she expected.  


  The way opened into a lush garden.  She inhaled the scents of flowers, too numerous to qualify.  Gabby ran her fingertips across the magnificent green leaves of a gingko tree.  The garden appeared to be on top of a lone mountain, high up in a rocky mountain range with snowcapped peaks.  The illusionary view was breathtaking, even though Gabby knew it wasn't real.


  A blush of red appeared amid the green and Gabby knew the Queen approached.  Gabby was relieved to see the Queen didn't have a weapon.  The reason for the saber had seemed suspect and Gabby had no desire to fight anyone.  


  Too tired to kneel, Gabby made a slight bend at the knees.  A body-sized nod rather than a kneel.  The Queen's eyes carried a heavy weight to them and her lips held back words, but Gabby didn't let her speak.


  "Are my friends okay?  I haven't seen them yet and no one will give me word of them."


  The Queen's eyes turned to anger and Gabby steeled herself from flinching, but then she realized the anger wasn't directed at her.


  "I'm sorry," said the Queen, "it wasn't my intention to keep that news from you.  Your friends—"  The word friend was said with such painful regret that Gabby did a double take.  "—are well, though Michael's illness taxes our doctors."


  When Gabby opened her mouth, the Queen held up a staying hand.  "I'll let you see them in good time.  Even Michael.  But that's not why I brought you here."


  Gabby refused to ask the question the Queen wanted her to.  Instead she stood as straight and tall as she could, to show she hadn't been bowed.


  The Queen uncharacteristically snorted.  She was amused, and chuckled as she shook her head.  


  "I can see why the authority figures at Neversoft had such trouble with you."


  "Did Zaela tell you that?  Did you torture her for that information?"


  The Queen laughed again.  Her eyes filled with such amusement that it temporarily disarmed Gabby.


  "No, she gave it freely.  She's talked a lot about you since she came to the Realms."


  "She has?"


  The Queen nodded.  Nothing about the visit to the Queen was going as expected.  


  "Why am I here?"  Gabby blurted out.


  The Queen's lower lip trembled as she looked away into the distance.  Gabby had a rush of déjà vu though she couldn't pinpoint what was causing it.  


  "So I can ask forgiveness."


  Gabby choked.  "Forgiveness?"


  The Crimson Queen turned to her with such need on her face, in her posture, that Gabby was taken aback, but need of what she couldn't tell.  


  "Don't you know who I am under this skin?  Haven't you figured it out yet?  I thought you would have known from the games I chose.  I thought it was obvious."


  Gabby shook her head in disbelief as the truth came through like an avalanche.  


  "Zaela?"


  The Crimson Queen skin melted away leaving her best friend.  Zaela's hands were shaking as she held them out.


  "Will you forgive me?"


  Gabby almost knocked her down as she ran into her arms.  "Of course, I will, Z."  Gabby couldn't catch her breath.  "But why?  And how?  I don't understand."


  They held each other for a long time and more than once Gabby wondered if this was a lie, too.  That the Queen had tricked her, was still playing some game that Gabby couldn't understand.  But her gut told her it was Zaela.  It smelled like her.  It felt like her.  Even though it shouldn't be her, under the Queen's skin.


  Eventually Gabby held Zaela at arm's length.  "Talk.  I can't get this out of my mind that it's still a trick unless you tell me how this happened and why you didn't say anything."


  The girls clasped hands and began walking through the garden.  There was a stone path, made meticulously from fitted blocks.  Butterflies of every color flitted through the greenery, resting on the soft petals of flowers before returning to the air.  


  "It didn't start this way," began Zaela.  


  Zaela entered the Realms the same way Gabby had, in a darkness so complete that even thought didn't have substance.  Zaela had felt betrayed by the GSA, by LifeGame, and mostly Gabby.  


  Zaela dwelled on those betrayals.  Feasting on them until they began to fester in her gut.  Unlike Gabby, whose time in that space had only lasted less than a day, Zaela had been trapped inside her mind with no indication that she was even alive for over a month.  


  During that time, Zaela admitted she thought she'd actually died during Final Raid.  That the dragon had killed her upon the altar somehow and that Gabriella, her best friend since always, never came for her. 


  A month in the darkness had nearly driven her mad.  There'd been a problem at the border.  The Southlands and the GSA were working their ways towards war and Zaela and the other losers got stuck in the dispute.  


  Zaela described the experience as a forge in which her new identity was hammered.  Time had become unhinged in the darkness.  No sensory input.  Only thoughts without shape slowly feeding back upon themselves like cannibalistic snakes.  


  The seed that grew into her eventual hatred was the fight they'd had in the tunnels.  To Zaela, Gabby had admitted she'd been manipulating her.  Without any other input to deflect her, Zaela replayed that scene a million times, each time seeing other events as reinforcement of that fact.  


  Zaela rewrote their friendship in the darkness.  Gabby wasn't helping her keep up in LifeGame, but dragging her along so she could push her off the cliff within reach of the goal.  A goal that Zaela didn't share, but had been forced to go after.


  And whatever hatred she had developed for Gabby, it was a hundred times that for the GSA.  They'd created the system that had allowed Gabby to do that to her.  Avony, Administrator Bracket, the Evil Dolls.  All of them.


  By the time they finally let her out of the darkness.  Zaela was bordering on insanity.  Zaela talked about how it took a week just to reteach her how to eat again.  Her brain had been rewritten with hate.  


  Once she could eat and talk and provide for herself again, the Crimson Queen took her and a few of the others into her Realm.  Usually Panner or one of the others of the Pantheon took the newest losers, but her group had been damaged goods.  The Queen thought differently and picked them up for a steal.


  The Queen's system tested new members to find what jobs they were best suited for.  Zaela was surprised to find herself in an elite group called the Reality Shapers.  


  They were the reason the Queen could hold such a large Realm, while the others of the Pantheon held much smaller ones.  Keeping track of that many citizens couldn't be done by one person.  So the Queen handpicked a select cadre to help manage her empire.  Then the Queen only had to keep tabs on her Shapers and let them manage the trivial details.  


  At the time, Zaela had resisted her role in the Reality Shapers, seeing it as another tool to control, just like the GSA had used LifeGame.  But the old Queen broke her resistance, using revenge as the catalyst for the change.


  And once Zaela had started learning how to be a Reality Shaper, she found she was really good at it.  Not just good, but the best they'd ever had, rivaling even the Queen.  


  Gabby had been letting Zaela talk, but her curiosity got the best of her and she quizzed Zaela about Reality Shaping and how it was done.  


  She learned that it was different from what LifeGame did.  LifeGame was based on various theories of economics and behavior modification that used incentives to get people to do what the GSA wanted.  These were strong, rock-solid incentives, with terrible repercussions for failure, but in the end, the choice to succeed or fail was on the citizen.


  In the Realms, reality was modified to change its citizen's behavior.  Zaela used the analogy of a vast hill filled with various terrain.  A person could choose to take any path down the slope, but they would tend to pick the easiest path.  And she said tend with a smirk toward Gabby and a brief eye roll.  


  The job of the Reality Shaper was to manage the terrain.  Create the conditions that would end in the desired behavior.  The game had been a heavy handed version of that, but it was the same idea.  


  Each citizen saw the Realms differently as it was tailored to modify their behavior and Zaela proved so adept the Queen took her as an assistant to help manage the other Shapers.


  Gabby couldn't believe it, despite the evidence of her own experiences.  Neural shaping, the art of manipulation in LifeGame, had been one of Gabby's worst subjects and Zaela had been even worse than her.  Only Gabby's experiences in Final Raid had given her the proper insight on how to use it.


  The Realms and the GSA differentiated in their approach to manipulation in this way.  The GSA wanted their citizens to choose the right way.  The Realms took away all other choices until there was really only one left, the one they wanted you to choose.  


  The former was all economic theory and behavior science.  The later was artistic license and Zaela excelled at art.  


  The Realms had no restrictions on what reality could be.  Each Realm made its own rules, created its own reality.  Gabby had seen as much in Panner's Realm and for two drug filled months, Gabby had been happy there.  


  Zaela spoke derisively when Gabby mentioned Panner.  He drugged his citizens so he didn't have to work as hard at running his Realm, regurgitating old realities to keep them in line.


  Without restrictions, Zaela could make the world be anything and she often did.  The other Reality Shapers had been stuck on the formal rules of reality.  Zaela learned about her subjects and made reality fit their deepest desires.  


  The subject of Bubble World and Silly World came up.  Zaela didn't know Drogan, but she nodded along to the explanation of how they shepherded him through difficult times using the alternate realities.  


  Zaela had other insights about her experiences.  That not everyone was willing to be led by the nose.  A certain portion - but sadly a small one - of the population wanted real choice, and would fight the false reality eventually.  These people they put in positions of power.  Malthon had been one of these people.


  But Gabby didn't want to hear about these theories.  She wanted to know how Zaela had become the Queen.  Did she kill her?  Did she usurp her power and thrown her down?  


  Gabby thought she knew the answer.  Or what Zaela wouldn't have done, because she knew her so well, or thought she did.


  It was much simpler than Gabby would have imagined.  The Crimson Queen was dying.  For all her reality manipulation, she couldn't really change the most important one.  She was still alive, her body kept alive using the best technologies, while her consciousness explored the world as a projection.  Zaela consulted with her from time to time.  The former Queen, Katharine had been her name, planned to have herself unplugged once she'd explored the rest of the world and the other planets of the solar system, because you could beam your projections there now, though it was horribly expensive, since other countries of the world maintained the sensor networks.  


  Katharine had given Zaela control of the Realm.  Picked because she was the best, hated the GSA, and reminded Katharine of the daughter she never had.


  "But why the deception with me?  Why didn't you tell me this before?"


  "I still hated you, for what I thought you did to me back in Final Raid.  And I needed you, because you had the Coder software.  Cassius' little program for wiping Coders provided the backdoor into the system to modify reality."


  Gabby pulled away from Zaela's arm, pacing across the cobblestones.  "Was I that bad that I deserved to be sent to my death in your little war?  And you almost killed Michael.  He's barely alive."


  Zaela collapsed onto a stone bench with her head in her hands.  "I didn't want to hurt you.  Really I didn't.  You weren't supposed to leave the game like you did.  Once you did I was so worried and sent Malthon after you.  I would have never forgiven myself if you'd died."


  "Malthon's dead."


  Zaela popped up like newly formed avatar and strode to the edge of the garden and stared at the fog between the mountains.  Gabby stood by, close enough to touch, but her arms stayed crossed.


  "I hated you, Gabby.  Hated you with all my heart for manipulating me like you did.  I thought you'd left me.  Forgotten me."  Zaela glanced back to make sure Gabby was still there with a mixture of anger and regret.


  "I never forgot you, Z."


  "I know."  Zaela wiped her face.  "When I brought Michael out of the game, he told me."  She pulled a leaf from a bush and rubbed it between her forefinger and thumb.  The leaf tore in half and she threw it onto the cobblestones.


  "Z."  Gabby put her hand on Zaela's shoulder, but she shrugged it off.


  "So many people of died because of me," said Zaela.  "I'm not made for this and now that I've made sure the GSA can't sell the losers anymore, I don't know what to do."


  "Z, it's okay—"


  "—it's not okay!"  Zaela spun around, conflicted and clenching her fists.  "People have died because of me.  I can't do it anymore.  I can't be the Crimson Queen."


  "Then what will you do?" Gabby asked hopefully.  Maybe they could escape into the Freelands like Gabby had hoped since it had all started.


  Zaela stepped close to Gabby and grabbed her hands, tightly and together.  Zaela's eyes were pleading with Gabby even before her friend spoke.


  "I'm going to give the Realms to you."




  


  


  Chapter Twenty-Eight


  Learning that the Crimson Queen was Zaela had been shocking, but in retrospect, as they strolled through the garden, not all together unsurprising.  Rather than being speechless, Gabby had been disappointed with herself for not seeing it earlier.  


  Only the unlikely chance that Zaela could become the Crimson Queen had factored into her surprise.  But being asked to become the Crimson Queen, ruler of the largest Realm of the Pantheon, and now owner of the Greater States of America seemed ludicrous to say the least.  


  Gabby stood stunned for at least five minutes.  It was hard to even wrap her brain around the idea.  That Zaela was the Crimson Queen?  Unlikely, but sure, it could happen to someone else.  


  To become the Queen with all that responsibility?  Gabby kept wanting to laugh.  


  "Who am I to be a leader of so many?  I couldn't imagine the weight of it.  I was freaked about University, let alone running a whole country and I know nothing about Reality Shaping."


  Gabby realized she was still holding hands with Zaela.  She let go and faced the valley beneath the mountain peaks.  The sun was melting the snow and fog formed and drifted to the lower areas.  Gabby imagined she could scoop up the fog with her hands.


  "I can help with the Shaping," said Zaela.  "If you want.  But why use that?  Why not another way?"


  "I...don't know what that other way would be."  Gabby spun back to Zaela.  "And why would people follow me?  I'm not from here."


  Zaela shrugged.  "They didn't know me either, but with the Crimson Queen skin, they won't know any different.  And if you ever leave, then you can do so anonymously."


  Gabby paced across the stones.  "But I don't want to be the Queen."


  "Then be someone else.  I can make that happen, too."  Zaela smiled and opened her palms out in an open gesture.  "And anyway, I talked to your friends.  It's clear you know how to get people to follow you.  Mouse defied her father because she wanted to stay with you and help you get me back.  Michael has given his last days to you."


  Gabby wanted to add that Mouse was also trying to steal Michael away from her, but given the weight of the conversation and that Michael was dying, bringing that fact up seemed petty.


  "You could get others as advisors if you wanted.  Give them pieces of your power, just like the old Queen did with the Shapers."  Zaela put her hand on Gabby's arm.  "And you'd have your friends to help.  And you'd have me."


  Gabby shook her head.  "I can't.  Why can't you keep it and I advise you?"


  Zaela pressed the bridge of her nose with both hands.  It seemed she was squeezing the memories from her head.  "I only know the one way.  The old way.  I can't.  And I..."  Zaela paused, looking sheepish as the words hung half formed.  "...I liked having power.  After so many years of hating LifeGame and being forced into do things I didn't want to do, I reveled in power, drank it up like a drug."


  "And why wouldn't you think I might do the same?"  


  Zaela laughed, a quick cutting laugh that seemed to slice the question into pieces.  "You abhor power.  You spent your whole career in LifeGame making sure no one ever had too much power, making sure Avony and the Evil Dolls didn't rule the school, looking out for the lesser players, looking out for me."


  Zaela strolled to the gingko tree and caressed a leaf.  "No, Gabs, if anyone can have power without loving it too much it's you.  That you're even arguing with me just proves I'm right.  Anyone else would have already taken the reins and started ruling without cause or thought."


  Gaming had been her life.  She knew everything there was to know about game theory and hacking and being an eighteen-year-old girl.  But she knew nothing about running a country, about leading a country full of people, about taking care of them.  


  "I can't—"


  "—you have to."


  Gabby bunched her hands into fists.  "I won't."  She threw her arms down, expanding her fingers in frustration, trying to shake away Zaela's request.  "I would ruin it, mess it up.  I'm not the right person."


  Zaela paused in front of her.  Her eyes stared back with such intensity that Gabby became afraid.


  "I'll give it to Panner then.  Or disband it.  Cut the cord on the whole program and let them all go free."


  "What?"  Gabby stamped her foot.  "You can't do that.  Panner's inept.  He'd turn it into his own private orgy and then release a million drug dependant idiots on the world.  And if you disbanded it, you'd create so much chaos it'd be worse than if I were running it."


  As the words slipped out of her mouth, she knew she was trapped.  It was exactly why Zaela had threatened it.  She was going to protest, even offer that she'd give it to someone else, someone more worthy or more likely not to screw it up.  Ben, maybe.  But she quickly realized he would never take it.  He'd only taken the lead role in the Blood Farm because it was inevitable.  He'd never willingly take the Pantheon from Gabby.


  Zaela stepped close to her, so near she could feel Zaela's breath hitting her face.  


  "I know another reason you should take it.  Be the Crimson Queen."


  Gabby almost didn't want to know.  


  Zaela continued without her asking.  "Michael."  Gabby felt the chains being thrown over her shoulders.  Felt her best friend's trap close.  "If you're not the Crimson Queen, then who will save Michael?"


  The whole world became his ice-blue eyes.  Even if he might be promised to Mouse, she still had to save him.


  "I accept."




  


  


  Chapter Twenty-Nine


  The Crimson Queen sat on the gilded throne, back straight and tall, listening as the head of the Textiles Group made a series of requests.  The man, heavy-set and bearded and slightly older than her father, droned on in a monotone voice, listing the many reasons why the Queen needed to lower business taxes on real cotton clothing.


  He went on, using shared holograms to illustrate his point, but the graphics were as boring as his narrative.  Gabby set her Queen skin to automatic while she turned to Zaela, sitting invisible in a chair next to her.


  "This is the third time he's made this presentation this week.  Hasn't he heard me say no enough?"


  Zaela shrugged.  "Some fools will never listen.  He wants to wear you down by making you fall asleep, I guess."  She shrugged.  "Regretting your virtual economy?"


  Gabby face palmed.  "The economy is working great.  It's the idiots that want to game the system I can't stand.  He's not arguing because it's a good tweak to the system, he just wants it easier for him."


  "Then get rid of him."


  Gabby squinted suspiciously at Zaela.  "You're full of easy answers.  Why did I take this mess from you?"


  Zaela grinned.  "I didn't make you turn this into a functioning representative system.  Remember I was an evil dictator using power to seek revenge on a system that had disowned me."


  Zaela sat back in her chair looking pleased with her arms crossed.


  "We've only been this way for a month and already I'm regretting it."  Gabby looked up to the ceiling, which was a much improved view than the one before her.  Galaxies floated across deep space, glittering like a sea of jewels.  She thought she saw a supernova in a nearby nebula.


  "Gabby," whispered Zaela.


  "Huh?"


  Zaela nodded toward the Textiles Rep.  He was waiting with his hands behind his back, head tilted in confusion.  


  "Oh Mario!"  Gabby quickly replayed the last thirty seconds on fast forward to hear the question, though she had a good idea of what it would be.


  After inhabiting her Queen skin, she gave the Textile Rep his answer and he left, looking like he had every intention of returning the following day.


  Gabby heard a raucous shout at the back of the throne room coming from her apartments.  Her friends, minus Michael, appeared so she rescheduled her other appointments for the day.  She had other important visitors coming soon anyway.


  Drogan ran up and scooped her into his arms.  


  "Hey, Gabby-umbrella!"


  "Hey, yourself, you big lug," she grunted.  "Could you squeeze a little less?  I am your Queen you know."


  Drogan's face turned to one of immediate subservience.  "I'm sorry, my Queen."  He bowed at the waist in a very un-Drogan like manner.


  "I'm just playing, Drogan.  You don't have to do that."


  A face wide grin erupted.  "I'm just playing, too!"


  Gabby laughed.  "Well you fooled me big fella."  She patted him on the arm, which was all she could reach since he was so tall.  "How's the new FunCar project going?"


  "Great!"  He clapped his hands.  "So happy happy that Gabby-umbrella let me play with FunCars.  They like toy cars I had when I was little."


  "I can't ever imagine you being little, Drogan.  But, okay."  Gabby had sent him to help a group of citizens wanting to expand the FunCar fleet.  It was the part of the GSA that everyone had liked.  Drogan had designed a new engine that was way more efficient than the current ones and was making immersives that explained how to repair them since the only repair stations were in the GSA territories.  So now everyone knew Drogan, which made him happy, though it took him forever to get anywhere because he had to stop and give so many hugs.


  Avony and Milton, though Gabby tried to remember to call him Millie, approached and released hands long enough to give her a hug.  


  "I heard you two got engaged.  Who asked who?"  


  Avony laughed, looking sheepish.  "I guess I did."


  "And you're not dressing so slutty anymore," she said to Milton.


  He wore the same female skin, but now the clothes were more fashion friendly and less advertising for business.  "I got my girl, I guess."  He shrugged.


  Soon after they'd reunited, Gabby had tried to tell Avony about Milton, but she said she already knew and didn't care.  Avony felt she got the best of both worlds with Milton, or Millie as everyone had been calling him.  


  "We're going to go back to the GSA territories and introduce each other to our parents," said Avony.  "I'm not sure how they're going to take it, but I don't care."


  "My parents are just going to be happy I'm alive.  I think they thought I died over a year ago."


  Gabby nodded.  "I wish I could go back too, though I did send my parents an immersive that I'm alive.  I've put them through enough gyrations already."  


  "You should see the gyrations that Avs puts me—"


  Everyone but Drogan yelled, "Millie!"


  Gabby collected Mouse in her arms, giving her a warm hug.  "How's your father?"


  "Great!" she whispered behind a cupped hand.  "He couldn't wait to leave the territories.  We're going to explore the Freelands while they're still free."


  "Yeah," said Gabby regretfully, feeling guilty already.  "Promise me you'll send news about what you learn.  I think I'm going to need it."


  Celia stood in back.  Gabby saw no sign of her insects, but she knew they were hovering nearby.  Celia had been working with the Queen's scientists trying to design new bugs to replace the one's she'd lost on their journey.   


  The waif wore a black cloak around her dainty white dress, all of it real.  Even the way Celia stood was a statement to Gabby.  It always made Gabby uncomfortable, that and she was Michael's sister.


  The words tangled around her tongue and she only got out, "Good to see you, Celia."  She tried to hide the grimace from what words she did get out.  


  "Thank you."  The words startled Gabby.  Celia still wore bandages across her eyes, crimson ones.  Gabby didn't know if she was being mocked


  "What? I..."


  "For easing his pain."


  Gabby nodded and started to muster up an answer when a helper projection appeared to notify her the guests had arrived.  Celia would have to wait.  


  The Frags disappeared, quieter than they'd come, except for Celia, who lingered for a while.  Gabby sensed Celia had more to say, but there was no time.  


  Two men and a woman entered the throne room.  Gabby almost reflexively donned her Crimson Queen skin, but her guests knew who she was since she'd sent an immersive requesting their presence.


  Ben looked no different than she'd seen him last, except maybe a bit more gray around the ears.  He touched his wire frame glasses, adjusting them.  He seemed the least surprised to see her.


  She smiled when Administrator Bracket saluted her.  He was the one she thought least likely to come.  After all, he'd fought the Southlanders for years and his former student had been his system's downfall.  


  Lastly, the woman who Zaela had called Blair the Chair wheeled up, sucking on her breathing tube.  The wheezing of her nebulizer cut through the silence.  Blair gave Zaela a knowing wink before turning back to Gabby.


  "Thank you all for coming.  I know the journey was long and not without its sacrifices, especially not knowing the purpose of the visit."


  A warm smile broke across Bracket's face.  "When the conqueror of one's country asks for an audience, you don't delay."  He chuckled.  "And I had to know how the student that once escaped the system ended up ruling it.  I hope at some point you will regale us with your exploits."


  Having Bracket, former Administrator of her school, make that request both bolstered Gabby and made her feel like she was back in LifeGame.  It was hard to shake the feeling of authority over her he'd had, though he'd never abused it, or she would have never asked him to come.


  "I would be happy to."


  Blair rolled forward.  "Your parents send their love, though I think they were rather perturbed you'd asked me to come rather than them."


  "I'll visit them soon enough."  She paused.  "When I get time."  Gabby leaned down and gave Blair a hug.  "I'm sorry you couldn't bring Frank.  I hope everything has been okay."


  Static erupted from her speakers, briefly forcing everyone to cringe before quieting.  "Wonderful.  I just hope those books I provided helped you."


  "More than you can imagine."


  Gabby paused when she noticed Ben watching her.  He seemed less pleased than the others to have been called, but he had more responsibilities than they did, including extra mouths that she'd sent to him.


  "How are the Double Eaglers?"


  "Tearing apart our carefully constructed little oasis.  They don't help and expect too much."


  Gabby frowned.  "You can blame me.  I sent them your way after the..."  Gabby paused.  Explaining how she'd once been a part of the Double Eagle before going back to the GSA and then joining the Southland would be too confusing.  "Well, I sent them your way."


  "I assume in your new position you'll be taking them back, or finding a new home for them."  His arms weren't crossed but they might have well been.  


  "It's not why I asked you here, but we can discuss it."


  "Then why have you asked us here?" asked Ben.  "I only came to find out how much more you were going to mess things up for the Blood Farm."


  The meeting wasn't going as planned, but when had things ever.  Gabby bit her lower lip and thought about how she was going to frame her argument.  She'd practiced it in her head a hundred times, even so far as conjuring up holograms of them so she could say the words out loud.  The request was built upon careful logic and a list of points that would help them see the importance of her request.


  But now that they stood before her, one hostile while the other two seemed more interested in how she'd gotten to be the Queen rather than what she wanted, her argument seemed pale and thin like watery soup.


  "I want you to join the Realms and become my advisors," she blurted out.


  "And how would you have us advise you?  On what matters?  The cut of your Queenly robes?"  The words surprisingly came from Blair.  Zaela looked between them, expecting a sharp retort, but Gabby took a calm breath.  Blair was one of the smartest people she'd ever known.  She'd expected Blair's support, but it was possible Blair wanted to test her first.


  "I need help designing a new system.  One that makes it possible everyone can contribute."


  Blair's eyebrow went up as a burst of static blew across her speakers and Gabby knew she had her.  


  Gabby turned to Bracket, purposely skipping Ben.  "What about you?  Could you help?"


  "I don't know the first thing about running a country," he said.


  "Neither do I.  But you ran a school and the military.  I'm sure you have lessons to teach me."


  He'd been visibly thrilled to see her, but now he seemed dampened by her request.  


  "I don't know, Ms. DeCorte.  The truth is I was hoping to retire soon."


  Gabby sighed.  "You could still do that.  And you'd ensure that you had a system that you could retire to.  Let me make a mess of it and you'd better not retire anywhere near here."


  "Ha.  Well said.  I'll think about it."


  Gabby squared off with Ben.  To say he looked skeptical was a major understatement.  Ben looked all but ready to march out of the room.  Only her position of power kept him from doing so.  The Blood Farm needed to ensure its security and a solution to the problem Gabby had saddled them with.


  "Ben," she started simply.  It would do no good to play games with him.  "Once you told me that the only definition of leadership was that someone was following you.  But you never told me what to do with them."


  Gabby waved off his question, she wasn't done.  "I didn't expect you to nor do I blame any of my current mess on you.  This is all my own."


  Ben nodded and adjusted his glasses.  He appeared ready to listen.  


  "When I gained this position of leadership I realized I had a major problem.  I don't know where I want to lead them.  Before, I had goals and a friend to get back."  She glanced at Zaela who returned a smile.  "Now I have a responsibility to those that follow.  They're to looking for me for answers.  But I don't want to give them."


  All three of them were looking at her.  They may not want to be there or help her, but she'd caught their interest.


  "In LifeGame, the Coders always had to be one step ahead of the players.  There's no score without points and there are no points without goals.  The whole point of LifeGame was to convince people to do what the Coders wanted them to do.  And when they didn't fit the mold, they shipped them to the Southlands.


  "And the Southlands wasn't much different.  Only the variety of the realities allow choice, but only for the Pantheon, the ones in charge."


  She'd gone way off script from what she planned to say.  She had an idea of what she was going to ask them before, but now with them standing in front of her, she changed her mind.  


  "I want these combined countries of the GSA and the Southlands to be..."  She paused, searching for the right word.  "...the Competitive States of the Americas."


  Their eyes flickered with confusion.  The name was a bit off putting, the competitive part, but she knew it was the right answer.


  "In the Competitive States of the Americas, any group of citizens would be able to create their own reality and invite others in.  Each one would compete with the others for the best people, or the people that best fit them.  There would be places that anyone could excel no matter who they were or what they could do."


  The idea took off in her mind.  She couldn't speak fast enough to get it out.  


  "The CSA would be like the economy of countries!  But no Flocks, no abusing of others.  There would be a basic rule set that no one could break, but otherwise, they'd be free to create reality in whatever way they could.  And there would still be interaction.  Mutual defense, and stuff like that.  It'd be so buffed."


  Gabby put her hand to her mouth.  She knew she sounded convincing until the end.  She hoped the Gamer speak didn't ruin her argument.  


  "And what do you need us for then?  It sounds like you've got it all worked out," said Ben.


  "That's the problem.  I don't."  Actually, she'd just thought of it, her original idea had been different, but she liked this one more now that she'd said it.  "And I need your help figuring it out and setting it up.  I can get the coders we'll need to create it, but we need the framework of the system so everyone can join without fear."


  "Oh!" squealed Zaela.  "We could make sure no one could hide reality and make it something you didn't expect.  That'd be totally important."  Zaela winked at Gabby.


  "Yeah," she replied dryly.


  Blair's speakers crackled.  "I would have to think about it.  You've given us a lot to consider."


  Bracket nodded.  


  "Yes," said Ben.  "Can the three of us discuss it and get back to you?"


  Gabby nearly jumped up and hugged them.  Even with her friends' support she'd felt rather alone as the Queen.  The idea of having former mentors helping her design the new system made her positively buffed.


  "Can we discuss it somewhere for a while?" asked Ben.


  "You can use the Mountain Temple.  I think you'll find the view is good for thinking."


  A will-o-wisp led them away.  Zaela looked to her hopeful.  


  "What are you going to do now?"


  Gabby sighed.  "I need to go do something.  I've been putting it off."


  Zaela nodded.  "Yes, you should."  The severe mothering tone told Gabby she was late on finally getting around to it.  There were so many reasons why she hadn't gone.  The responsibilities of the Crimson Queen never stopped, even with a full cadre of Reality Shapers, but that had just been an excuse.


  Gabby sat back on the throne and gripped the armrests a little too hard.  A quick thought brought up the projection interface.  The required sensors hadn't been available back when they'd been living there, which was good, otherwise the GSA would have known they were hiding out at the farmhouse and none of this would have happened.  


  But since she'd become Queen, and everything that had happened since with the Frags and especially Michael, she'd had those lands installed with such a blanket of sensors and cameras that theoretically she could see inside a knot hole.  


  That wouldn't be necessary today.  Today she'd probably only go so far as the new graveyard behind the farmhouse.




  


  


  Chapter Thirty


  The soil had been freshly dug.  The mountain air had dried the dirt until it was bleached white.  It hadn't been tamped down, but made into a pile.  


  Gabby shivered despite only being a projection of herself, though she had set the sense-web on max and the winds whipping through the valley brought with it early spring chill.  


  Gabby loved the fall the best when the leaves rustled in the wind.  The green buds growing on the branches barely moved, let alone made noise.  She smiled remembering her time at the farmhouse.  Those had been happy days.  


  The older grave had the name Malthon on it.  Zaela had wanted him buried at the farmhouse when Gabby told her about it.  She said it would have appealed to him.  Malthon had been a friend to her, even when she'd been his Queen.   


  There were a lot of things that Zaela could forgive herself about, but not Malthon.  Gabby thought he was the real reason why she'd given up being the Crimson Queen.  


  Gabby stared at the name on the second gravestone—Michael.  It was strange to see his name there.  


  "I can't get over seeing it and I'm the one that made it," said the familiar voice from behind her.


  Gabby spun around.  "Then why'd you make it?"


  Michael shrugged.  "I felt I had to say goodbye to that part of my life."


  Gabby nudged the grave pile with her boot.  "Then what's in there?"


  "A box of things I'll never be able to do again."  


  Any thought of asking about the contents of the box was stricken from her lips as she stared into his crystalline blue eyes.  


  Gabby finally broke the long awkward pause when she cleared her throat.  "I'm sorry I didn't come up before.  I've been busy."


  "Responsibility rests heavy on you."  He seemed genuinely concerned about her, which warmed her heart.  They hadn't spoken much since the Bridge.


  "You shouldn't feel bad," he said.  "I've had a lot of things to sort since the operation.  It's hard to wrap my head around being here but not here."


  They walked a bit, cutting through the woods and around the farmhouse.  Somewhere along the way they started holding hands.  


  "Is the robot to your satisfaction?"  She had asked her technicians to make the best one the Realms could manufacture.  Thankfully, the Queen had many favors coming with the Pantheon and she cashed them in to make it happen.


  "At times, when I'm really into doing something, it almost feels like it's my body.  That I'm not really in a box, connected to a bunch of tubes and wires, being occasionally checked on by nurses and doctors, whose only concern is that my vitals are okay.  I'm still half afraid an orderly will kick the plug on accident."


  Gabby glanced into his eyes and the words stumbled out of her mouth.  "I...I've taken every precaution.  They have generators standing by, extra power, anything they needed.  If you need it, let me know, I'm still the Queen after all."


  Michael squeezed her hand.  "No.  Everything has been totally buffed.  I couldn't ask for anything more."  He chuckled lightly.  "Well, maybe one thing."


  "Anything."  She grabbed both of his hands.  "Just ask."


  Michael pulled one hand away and stared into the trees.  "Not yet.  I want to walk a while first.  Enjoy the moment."


  He glanced at their hands and Gabby didn't know what to make of it.  She concentrated on her breathing, making sure she was still remembering to inhale.


  "I'm going to go exploring eventually," he announced.  "Once I get the hang of the robot.  Though it's been nice to tool around the farmhouse like we did before.  The other Frags are going to come visit and I'm getting the place ready."


  "I'm sorry, I have to..."


  "Don't apologize," he said.  "It's us that should apologize.  You just wanted to help your friend and you got stuck with all the responsibility."


  Gabby shrugged.  "Thanks."  


  The wind blew a barn shutter closed, startling the pair of them.  


  "Where will you go?" she asked.


  "I'd never been outside of the GSA before this last year.  I think I'll try to explore it all eventually.  Visit every country, see how the rest of the world has been moving on without us."


  "I wish I could come with you," she said.


  "I wish you could, too.  Maybe when things settle down around here."


  "Mouse and Damon are going exploring.  Will you go with them?"  She wasn't sure why she asked.  She really didn't want to know the answer, but it was better to settle it and move on.


  "Yeah."  The excitement in his voice put a spear through her heart.  She let go of his hand.  "But not the whole time.  We're going to check out the Old Colonies and head over the ocean and then see how it goes."


  "That's great," she mumbled.  "I'm sure you'll be great together."


  Michael seemed to catch the dissonance in her voice.  He put his hands on her shoulders.  "Gabriella DeCorte.  That's not how it is."


  "What?"  


  Wind tousled his hair.  Her body was numb below the waist.


  "Can I make my request?"


  His eyes seemed to be looking into her soul.  She was feeling swallowed up by them.  She was aware she might have agreed, but she didn't remember her lips moving.


  "Can I kiss you?"


  "Kiss me?  What about Mouse?  I thought..."


  "You thought wrong."


  Gabby stepped away from him.  "But in the game, you two were cuddling and Milton told me how you two were always together and now you're going to explore the world with her and not me."


  Michael bit his lower lip, which should have been endearing but it only made her angry.


  "We're just friends.  Mouse is a sweet girl.  She was just trying to help take care of me while you were leading us," he explained.  "You have no idea how much Mouse looks up to you.  She wouldn't like me just because you did."


  Her insides were twisted and wore out.  Why couldn't something be simple and not so complicated?


  A hopeful look dawned on Michael's face.  "So about that kiss?"


  Gabby opened her mouth to answer when her interface woke up to let her know her guests were waiting.  


  "Figures."


  "What?"  Now Michael looked confused.


  "Being the Queen."  She held her hand out.  "I'll be right back."  And when he made a face, she added,  "Don't you dare go anywhere."


  Bracket, Ben and Blair waited for her at the throne.  She couldn't tell what the answer was by their faces, and she wasn't encouraged by the short time they had deliberated.


  "We've made our decision."  Ben stepped forward.  She wasn't surprised that he'd taken lead for the three of them.  


  "And?" she asked, trying to mask the concern in her voice.


  Ben glanced at the galaxies moving across the ceiling.  He seemed distracted by his answer.


  "We'll agree on one condition."


  Gabby held her breath.  She was ready to agree to just about anything.  Even if they wanted her to dance naked in front of the Realms with only a pink katana strapped to her back.


  "We want you to renounce being the Queen and give up your dictator powers."  Ben crossed his arm and glanced worriedly at his conspirators.


  Gabby gave a short laugh, making them step back a pace.  "That's it?"


  Ben wrinkled his forehead.  


  "We want to make sure you don't interfere with..."


  Gabby put her hand out.  "I get it.  You don't have to ask me twice.  I'll be happy to give it up, whenever you want me to."


  The three seemed confused by her eagerness.  Clearly they didn't understand how much of a burden it was.  If they knew the whole story they might.


  "Well," said Ben, "we'll need you to be around long enough to ensure the changes happen.  And maybe beyond that as an advisor."


  "Done and done."  Maybe she wouldn't be stuck as Queen forever.  "I know we need to start working thing out, but I was in the middle of an important discussion on the other end."  She pointed behind her as if Michael was standing there.


  Ben nodded.  "It's okay.  We can talk when you get back."


  Gabby couldn't cycle through the projection fast enough.  Michael was standing there beneath the trees as the wind tickled his hair.  


  Her projection hit the ground at a run and she tackled him, smashing her lips against his.  "—hey!"


  His protests were quickly silenced as they mashed their faces together.  Gabby dug her fingers into his back.  After a kiss that seemed to go on forever, they slowly parted and looked into each others eyes. 


  "I was worried that the sense-web wouldn't translate a kiss properly."  He had a giddy grin plastered on his face.  "I'm not worried anymore."


  "Can I visit you on your journey?"


  "I'd be mad at if you didn't."


  Gabby kissed him again.


  "I might be out of this Queen gig earlier than planned.  When I'm done, I want to come with you.  See the whole world as a projection.  Maybe even the rest of the solar system, I understand we can do that now."


  "I don't care as long as it's with you."


  They embraced and Gabby squeezed for all she was worth.  He squeezed back until she thought she might pass out.  


  "Look, a storm's coming in."  Michael pointed over her shoulder.


  The sky was a dark, pea green, thick with the anticipation of rain.  The trees on the hillside bent forward as the storm pushed toward them.  Gabby glanced left, where her LifeScore once resided, smiling in remembrance at what that had meant.  Looking that way didn't bother her anymore, especially on that day, because standing to her left was a dark-haired boy, staring back at her with mirth in his ice-blue eyes.  


  "Come on," she said, pulling him toward the farmhouse.  "We need to get inside before baby pigs start falling from the sky."


  "Baby pigs?  What are you talking about?" he said, laughing, but allowing himself to be pulled along.


  "I'll tell you later."  She winked at him.  "But for now we're going to see how good that sense-web of yours is."


  They fell through the door of the farmhouse, forgetting about the responsibilities of the world and for a few sweet hours, the world forgot about them, too.  
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