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  Chapter One 


  The plan was the worst ever.  The plan was insane.  The plan was the dream-child of a mutant monkey drawing in the sandbox.  The plan was hatched by a six-year-old debuffed with the worst case of the stupids on this side of the planet.  The plan was nothing more than vague ideas that would never work.  The plan was...


  "Gabby, the guards are moving," whispered Mouse.  


  Mouse's normal voice was a whisper.  This was an ant speaking softly to a mountain.  Gabby blinked her eyes twice trying to process the words.  


  "The guards," said Mouse slightly louder than thoughts. 


  "The guards..." Gabby repeated back.


  Mouse vibrated with anticipation.  Whatever energy she conserved by speaking softly she funneled into her muscles.  She appeared ready to burst.  She grabbed Gabby's arm and pulled on it, making an anguished grimace.


  The plan was the worst ever, thought Gabby, but it's mine.


  "Right," she said finally breaking out of her stupor, "we have to get moving before the guards get back."  If the plan failed it could be her death...and Mouse's too. 


  Gabby mind-texted Milton that they were moving, hiding their messages as Morse code in the text to confuse sniffer programs.  She wished it was Michael on the other end, but Milton knew best how to ensure their communications wouldn't be intercepted.  And Milton couldn't be trusted with Michael's job because of his epilepsy.


  <Idiot Boy here, copy that, commence communications blackout until rendezvous, over and out.>


  Gabby rolled her eyes at his call sign.  She wanted to chastise him.  He'd been calling himself Idiot Boy since the other Frags chose her plan over his.  Hers was insane, but at least it had a chance of working.  


  The grass made little crunching noises as they ran across it.  Winter receded from the foothills, but hadn't disappeared completely.  Their breath plumed out behind them.  Gabby wondered how deep the snows at the farmhouse were since they had been away for weeks.  


  Their target was a squat brick building in a wide field.  It had a hovercraft pad on its roof and communication towers jutted from the corners.  Gabby reflexively ducked as she ran, despite Mouse's assurance the cameras had been effectively neutralized.  


   Halfway across Mouse threw herself to the ground.  Gabby hit right after.  The frozen grass cut her chin, but she was too scared to move.  Mouse's fingers twitched with the tale-tell signs of programming.  


  Gabby twisted to the side and tried to scan the sky.  At first glance she didn't see it.  Then the black shape sliding through the sky caught her notice.  Gabby had come to despise the hovercrafts with guns hanging beneath like dogs in heat.  Her thoughts always went back to the two dead girls in the tent.


  She glanced back to Mouse to find the girl grinning.  She took that as a good sign.  The hovercraft paused above the brick building, retracted its guns and then descended out of view.  The girls were up like a starting gun, finishing their sprint. They hit the wall and Mouse gave her the thumbs up.  


  "That was close," said Gabby.


  Mouse shrugged, leaving Gabby slightly annoyed.  


  "It's not LifeGame," Gabby whispered, louder than she intended, "we die if they catch us."


  They edged along the wall until they reached the corner.  Mouse peered around the bricks.  Gabby was stuck behind Mouse and could only see the back of her head.  Her annoyance deepened as she noticed how shiny and lustrous her fellow Frag's hair was.  


  While the farmhouse had been agreeable to Mouse, it'd not been so for Gabby.  Without skins her hair had been revealed as dirty brown.  She'd spent so much time wearing other guises she'd forgotten what shade it was.  If the color of an old shoe even counted as a color.  


  After determining the way was clear, they crept to the door.  It had a key lock.  Gabby would have to get through manually while Mouse kept them hidden.


  Gabby crouched in front of the lock and pulled out a couple of specialty tools Drogan had made for her.  One looked like a jagged knife and the other was a hook.  She called up a helper program and holograms danced in the air, projected there by her eye-screens.  


  She could open every lock on the farmhouse without the program, but she wanted every advantage with their lives at stake.  Ghostly hands showed her where to put the tools.  Gabby jammed the jagged knife in the lock and jiggled it until it felt right.  Then she carefully caressed the inner workings of the lock with her hook.  The program analyzed the angle of her arm and created the feeling of pressure on her wrist through her sense-web.  She adjusted the angle until the pressure reduced.  


  Mouse hopped on the balls of her feet.  Her voice came out in three squeaks, like three of her namesakes being stepped on in rapid succession.  "Hurry.  Hurry.  Hurry."  


  Gabby grunted.  Telling her to hurry was not going to help her get through the door.  


  The ghost directions were telling her to trigger the third bump in the lock.  The problem was finding where they started.  Mouse emitted a tortured squeal and bounced dramatically.


  When the lock clicked, Mouse pushed Gabby out of the way and dragged her into the first room on the right.  They huddled behind the closed door.  


  Not having an object in her hands made Gabby edgy.  She was used to playing games that required wielding weapons.  A sword or a big fat axe would feel right beneath her fingertips.  


  But this was the real world and even a digital axe could get them shot.  The men in the guard tower wore real guns with real bullets.


  Gabby could detect no sounds on the other side of the door.  She was anxious to complete their part of the plan.  They had to disable the guard tower so the hovercraft couldn't keep them from escaping the GSA and LifeGame and all that went with it.  


  The two girls had spent weeks getting to their current location using their original hijacked FunCar, most of the time spent hiding from the GSA's ever present sensors.  But they couldn't drive it anywhere near the guard tower, so they had to hike the last twenty miles through rough terrain.


  When they were certain no one lurked on the other side of the door, they made their way to the stairs on the first floor.  The brick walls and concrete flooring would echo with any scuffed feet, but the girls made it up without making a sound.


  Once they verified the hallway was clear, Gabby gave Mouse the go-ahead.  Mouse bobbed her head like a genie and padded down the hall.  Thick speech and occasional laughter came from an open doorway halfway to Mouse's target.  Gabby thought she heard the rhythms of a joke being told.  


  When Mouse reached the open door, she paused and peered around the corner.  Gabby expected her to dart past.  Instead, Mouse glanced back at Gabby and stepped into the room.  


  Gabby couldn't believe it.  She'd been betrayed.  Mouse was turning them in.  Gabby was about to run out of the building when she realized the men's voices hadn't changed.  They would have reacted to the young girl slipping into their room.  


  When she emerged moments later she had a red box in her hands.  Mouse shoved it into her backpack and continued down the hall.  Despite the cold, a thin bead of sweat formed on Gabby's forehead.  


  Mouse disappeared into the server room and Gabby breathed a sigh of relief.  It wouldn't take Mouse long to plug into the system and upload their hack.  


  Gabby continued up the stairs.  She put her ear to the door to make sure no one was on the other side.  It was cold to the touch.


  She went through to find the hovercraft hangar empty of guards.  The room had no roof.  The crisp blue sky hung directly over the building.  Two hovercraft sat on roller carts.  Another one had been taken apart.  The four rotors lay stacked haphazardly like cans of discarded tuna.  


  The cart was easy to roll despite its size.  Gabby moved the first hovercraft back into the center of the room.  Then she rooted around the lockers and toolboxes for a screwdriver.  After a brief examination, she found the access panel on the other hovercraft.  


  Gabby took off her heavy winter gloves and opened it to find a neat circuit board.  She jabbed the screwdriver into the controls and closed the panel.  She repeated the sabotage on the disassembled hovercraft.  Her shoulders itched every time she turned her back to the door.


  Back at the original hovercraft, she eyed the smooth, flat surface between the four rotors.  There was space to lay in the middle, but nothing to hold onto.  Gabby searched around until she found a rope.  Using a knife she'd liberated, Gabby tied sections around the rotor struts.  


  A bloom of light appeared in her vision.  Part of her interface had woken up, signaled by the hovercraft beneath her.  Mouse had uploaded the hack.  Gabby now had control of the hovercraft and the others controlled by the tower would be useless.  That was the plan anyway.  


  Gabby climbed on the hovercraft and commanded it to start.  When nothing happened, a stone formed in Gabby's stomach.  If her program couldn't interface the hovercraft, they wouldn't be able to return to the other Frags before the guards fixed the hack and the damage she'd done to the other hovercraft.  


  On a whim, Gabby opened the access panel.  A switch inside was set to 'HIBERNATE.'  She blew out a relieved breath, returned the switch to 'ON' and closed the access panel.  


  The rotors spun to full speed the instant she resent the command.  Gabby fixed herself into the center, allowing room for Mouse to climb on, and grabbed the ropes.  The command for moving upward was just to think about going up.  She'd made the controls as intuitive and non-tactile as possible.  Her experience with the Frags' hacked FunCar had taught her the dangers of haptic control.  


  As the hovercraft rose off the cart, Gabby drummed her fingers on her leg.  Mouse should have come through the door already.  The plan was for her to move to the third floor as soon as the hack was uploaded.  The business with the red box gave Gabby pause.  Why had she risked their mission for it?  What was in it?


  When the door banged open, Gabby knew something was wrong.  Two men burst into the room.  They hadn't expected to see a young girl riding their hovercraft, so their guns weren't drawn, but they didn't hesitate to reach for them.


  The room fell beneath Gabby faster than she could realize that she'd sent the command to fly upward.  Gunshots whizzed past the craft.  When she thought about moving forward, the hovercraft nearly slid out beneath her.  The black plassteel surface was so slick her heavy winter clothes had no grab.  Only the guide ropes kept her from plummeting to her death.  


  Gabby glanced downward only to find she was hundreds of feet in the air.  She reflexively leaned back and the craft moved drunkenly in that direction.  Vertigo slammed her stomach and Gabby had to shut her eyes to keep it down.  


  When gunshots rang out again, Gabby sent the command to move forward, this time wrapping her arms in the ropes.  The hovercraft wobbled through the air like a see-saw, nearly bucking her off.  It wasn't meant to have a rider.  


  In a bid to stabilize herself, she shot a leg out only to hit the rotor casing.  The sky rotated around her as the rotor pushed them into a spin.  She fell on her side and couldn't get traction to get upright.  She felt like a turtle on its back.


  Eventually Gabby realized she needed to tilt the hovercraft forward slightly.  She carefully wedged her feet into divots in the craft's exterior.  Moving that way kept her pressed into the surface and didn't unbalance the craft as much. Once she had a handle on controlling it, she circled around to find Mouse.  


  During her battle for control, the hovercraft had flown over the trees, well away from the field.  More shots drew her toward the road leading to the guard tower.  Mouse was running along the road in a zigzag pattern.


  Two men were running after her, randomly firing their guns.  Gravel sprayed up around Mouse.  Gabby kept expecting the girl to drop.  An off-road vehicle appeared from the lower level garage on the building.  


  At first Gabby was paralyzed by concern.  It was her fault that Mouse had joined the Frags.  If she was hurt, or worse - killed - Gabby would never forgive herself.  


  Without concern for her own safety, Gabby plunged into a dive.  For a brief exhilarating and terrifying moment, Gabby thought she was flying.  The craft was angled far enough forward that she couldn't see the black shell beneath her.  The wind screamed in her ears on the descent.  


  Remembering to pull up at the last second, Gabby leveled out.  The hovercraft normally floated through the air like a breeze.  Gabby was riding a banshee.  


  The man on the four-wheeler sped past the running men and would soon overtake Mouse.  He had a black object the size of a baton in his hand.  It was pointed forward like a jousting lance rather than lifted over his head to strike.  Whatever it was, he was going to use it soon.


  Gabby hadn't thought to program her neural controls to access the guns beneath her hovercraft, but she could extend them.  She could feel the gears rumble beneath the shell when she sent the command.  The craft wobbled slightly.  


  As she rapidly approached the man on the four-wheeler she dug her heels in for impact.  The man was leveling his object to fire.  Shouts of warning from behind didn't deter him and Gabby clipped him with the guns.  The sickening crunch made her fingers cringe.  


  Gabby wheeled the craft around to find the man splayed in an awkward heap and the now empty four-wheeler rolling to a stop.  The men slowed at their fallen companion.  Gabby caught up to Mouse.  Bullets ricocheted off the gravel while Mouse climbed on.


  Mouse screamed and Gabby knew it was bad right away.  Gabby reached back with one arm and held Mouse tight.  Once Mouse had one arm around Gabby's waist, she sent them over the trees and out of range.


  "What happened?" Gabby shouted, expecting the worst.


  The plan was mine.


  "They shot me," shouted Mouse over the wind noise.  Her voice was tinged with fear.  "In the arm.  It hurts."


  Gabby grabbed both ropes with one hand and took her scarf off.  She handed it to Mouse.  "Is it bad?  Can you tie this around the wound?  I can land if we need to."


  "I want to go back," said Mouse and Gabby wasn't sure if Mouse was talking about the Frags or her parents.  Gabby kept the craft level so Mouse could safely bind her gunshot.


  "Will you be okay?  How bad are you bleeding?"


  Mouse wrapped her good arm around Gabby's waist and set the other one on her leg.  Blood soaked the jacket.  Insulation from the lining leaked out of the hole.  It appeared the bullet had passed through the flesh of her arm.  If it'd hit bone, Gabby was sure that Mouse would still be screaming.


  "I'll get you back.  Yell if you need me to stop."


  The plan was mine.


  Her mind replayed the crunch of the lowered guns impacting the man's head and the sound of Mouse's yelp when the bullet hit her.  Even though one guard shot Mouse, Gabby hoped she hadn't killed the other.


  They coasted over the trees, but once Mouse got a firm grip, Gabby accelerated until the wind seared her face with cold.  As she flexed her hands, she remembered she'd left her gloves in the hangar.  


  "Um...Gabby, there might be a problem," shouted Mouse.  Gabby was glad that Mouse was directly behind her, otherwise she would have never heard her.  


  "What?" she asked, realizing how tight her jaw was from clenching it.  


  "I'm not sure I loaded the hack in the right place..." Her voice got quieter as she spoke.


  "What do you mean?"


  "The file structure wasn't like Milton said it'd be.  I had to guess where to put it," said Mouse, clearly in pain from the gunshot.


  Gabby leaned her head back so Mouse could hear her.  "Well, it must have worked since we're flying a couple of hundred feet off the ground right now."


  "But what if they find it and turn it off?" asked Mouse.


  "Milton said it would be impossible to find."


  Gabby knew what Mouse was going to say before she said it.  "Only if it was put in the right location.  They might be digging through the files back there..."


  ...getting ready to turn it off and plunge us to our deaths.


  They flew in silence.  Gabby found herself glancing at the ground.  The craft wobbled in response.


  "Should we land?" asked Mouse.  "They know we're riding it."


  "We need to get back as fast as possible.  We don't have any supplies and you're shot.  If they disable the hovercraft before we get back, we're probably dead anyway," said Gabby.  "And even if we survive we'll be stuck in the GSA longer and the Coders will have more time to find us and we just pointed a big red arrow to us."


  While Mouse mulled Gabby's words, Gabby took a long look at the blood soaked sleeve.  It didn't seem like it was getting worse, but it was hard to tell under all the layers.


  "Can you at least fly lower to the ground?" Mouse said finally.


  Gabby nodded.  A nearby river ran through the valley.  It was the one that formed the lake they would have to cross to get out of the GSA.  They would be able to follow it for most of the journey.  


  Gabby lowered the hovercraft to a height of about ten feet.  The cold water might kill them but at least they would stand a chance of surviving the fall, though she wasn't sure she'd be able to swim since her hands had frozen into fists.  The air above the river was colder than above the trees.  


  "How long will we have to fly?" asked Mouse.


  A map appeared flying along side them.  Gabby ran a quick calculation based on their speeds and the semi-torturous route of the river.  


  "About four hours," she said.


  Mouse's head lay into Gabby's back while her arm cinched around the waist.  Gabby wished for goggles to keep her eyes from watering.  


  An hour after they'd left the tower, a red warning light blinked in her interface.  It came only minutes after they'd flown by a massive elk drinking at the water's edge.  Frost tipped its rack and great plumes of frozen breath ejected from its nostrils.  


  The light was an indicator her system was being attacked.  She'd given up the LifeGame program and taken a system the Frags had made when she joined them.  Milton had promised her it was intrusion proof.


  The guards obviously hadn't found the hack Mouse had downloaded into their system, but they had traced her link through the hovercraft and were trying to break in.  The slow blinking indicated they hadn't progressed far, but there was another three hours of flight time.


  Gabby knocked the hair from her eyes with a forearm.  It hurt to touch her face.  She wondered if her hands and face were developing frostbite.  They certainly would if they were plunged into the river below.  


  Goggles and a mask were details she hadn't thought of when she conceived her plan.  Nor had she thought to find non-lethal weapons in case they had to defend themselves.  The hollow crack of the man's skull still echoed in her ears.  Those details now seemed like the most important ones.  


  The plan was mine.


  Gabby blinked away the wind-blown tears and tried not to look at the slow pulsing red light or Mouse's bloody sleeve.  It was going to be a long three hours.




  


  


  Chapter Two


    When Gabby had been a little girl, she'd played games with the other children in the woods behind the school.  Not all the games were a part of LifeGame.  These were the times before Zaela had come to town and caused the split between Gabby and Avony.    


  They kept a bucket in the underbrush of the fallen tree they called The Bucket Club.  To earn membership, Avony required the other kids to pass an endurance test.  They would fill the bucket with ice water and the kid would have to hold their hand in the water longer than another member of the club.  If they liked the kid, it wouldn't take long to pass.  If they didn't, Avony would be the one they had to beat.  


  No one had ever beaten her until Gabby joined The Bucket Club.  Gabby remembered her hand feeling like it was being jabbed with thousands of needles, but she kept it submerged.  When Avony finally yanked her hand from the water, the other kids had cheered.  


  Avony made a show of her generosity once the contest had been over, as if she'd let Gabby into The Bucket Club, rather than her earning it.  The calculating glance she'd received from Avony at the time should have been clue enough for what would happen later.  


  Gabby's hands, clutched onto the guide ropes, felt like they were submerged in a bucket of ice cold water.  The pulsing red light had increased its insistence, but Gabby could hardly care.


  If we crash, I'll never be able to swim to shore.  My hands are useless.  And Mouse is still bleeding.  She'd probably die, too.  


  She shook off the self-defeating thoughts, determined to make it back to the other Frags and concentrated on speed.  Mouse squirmed behind her.  


  But Avony had helped her in the end.  She'd told her about Zaela so she could rescue her.  It hadn't worked out as planned, nothing had, in fact, but Avony had tried.  


  Gabby eyed the blinking red light suspiciously, it appeared to be accelerating.  After checking the map, Gabby brought the hovercraft back over the trees.  The river wouldn't curl away from them toward the lake for another thirty minutes, but they needed speed, not safety.  If she pushed the craft, she could get back before they cut her connection.  Mouse's arm didn't look great either.  The soaking had reached the forearm.  


  Mouse sensed the change and fidgeted behind her.  The girl pointed back toward the river, but Gabby shook her off.  They needed speed and there was no time for debate.


  The plan was mine.


  That was the problem with her relationship with Avony.  They'd both been leaders.  Avony recognized it instantly and wanted to end Gabby's challenge right off.  But Gabby had never wanted to be a leader. 


  The man she'd probably killed and Mouse's gunshot wound were reasons why.  It was hard enough to make the right choices for yourself, let alone others.  And why would others even listen?  The other Frags had chosen her plan over Milton's and Milton hadn't forgiven her.  


  The sudden change in the warmth on her back alerted Gabby to the problem.  Mouse had stopped clutching her waist.  Gabby grabbed her arm and held her tight.  Mouse fell to the side, so Gabby let go of the ropes and grabbed her leg before Mouse slid off the hovercraft backwards.  


  "Mouse! Mouse!" Gabby shouted. "Song Ling!  Wake up!"


  Gabby felt the wetness of the sleeve when she captured the other arm and pulled Mouse up.  The girl's eyes fluttered.  Only the white could be seen.


  Gabby corralled the ropes again and with Mouse's arms held tightly to her chest, she willed the hovercraft to faster speeds.  The vehicle shuddered beneath her.  It wasn't meant to go this fast with two passengers.  


  On the map they were only minutes away.  The red light had nearly gone solid.  Once it did, the Coders would have control and could cut her connection.  It was a race back to the camp.  


  Gabby could see the Caterpillar when they broke over the clearing.  Drogan had made modifications to the monstrous vehicle.  A huge steel canopy hung over the passenger area in two sections.  Each half angled above the seats, but not directly above them.  The driver section was completely sealed off beneath a steel box.  


  Gabby broke their communications black-out to send a message to Drogan.  Milton was standing in the field waving at them with a walking stick in his hand.  


  <Mouse is hurt.  She needs your help.>


  Drogan hopped off the back of the Caterpillar as Gabby brought the hovercraft low.  Gabby barely got her heels set to keep from sliding off frontways when she stopped.  Drogan ran up and received Mouse's lifeless form when Gabby released her.  Gabby cut power and leapt from the hovercraft, running to Milton.


  Gabby ripped the walking stick out of his hands and ran back to the grounded flying craft.  The light went completely red.  The rotors were spinning up to speed.  As the craft lifted off the ground, Gabby shoved the walking stick into the rotor nearest her.  


  The wood exploded shards over her.  A piece stuck into her brow near her eye as Gabby threw herself to the ground.  The hovercraft wheeled away and slammed into the frozen ground.  The articulating rotors ate a nearby thorn bush and then bounced up into the air before crashing again.  One of the rotor axles bent and the craft began spinning around on the ground like a drunken top.  Eventually it came to a complete stop.  Gabby grabbed an axe off the back of the Caterpillar and swung it into the control panel.  


  With the turncoat hovercraft disabled, Gabby ran back to Mouse.  Gabby stripped off Mouse's jacket and backpack.  Her underlayers were soaked.


  "What happened?"


  "She got shot.  Give me your knife," Gabby commanded.


  Gabby cut away the bloody clothing after Milton opened it for her.  Her hands were too frozen for fine work.  She kept cutting until she could see the wound.  The bullet had ripped through the muscle in her arm.  Little bits of sense-web stuck from the mangled flesh like loose threads.  Milton handed her a torn piece of cloth and Gabby covered the wound.  Then using her already bloody scarf, she wrapped Mouse's arm.  


  "She's lost a lot of blood, but I think she'll be okay," said Gabby.  "Any sign of Michael and Celia?"


  Milton shook his head.  The brother and sister had gone north to disable the guard tower in that direction.  They would be returning on a motorcycle Drogan had fixed up.  


  "We need to get ready to go.  As soon as they get back we need to leave," she said.


  "The Caterpillar's not ready," said Milton.  "We had a problem with the engines on a test circuit."


  Gabby sighed.  It was my plan.  


  "Get working on it.  I'll put Mouse in the back and find her a comfortable spot."


  Drogan carried Mouse to the back of the Caterpillar.  The monstrous vehicle had been cobbled together from a bulldozer and a school bus.  Mouse came around enough to drink.  Gabby piled blankets on Mouse after feeding her water.  


  When Gabby climbed off the back of the vehicle, Drogan was huddled by the back wheel rubbing his arms and rocking on his heels.  Gabby had never noticed the big redhead being affected by the cold so she put her hand on his shoulder.  He flinched, but only slightly.


  "Cradle will fall.  Cradle will fall," Drogan mumbled to himself.


  "She'll be fine, Drogan," said Gabby.  "She just needs rest and to make that little trip we've been planning on."


  "Cradle will fall."


  "Do you want to help?" she asked.


  Drogan nodded enthusiastically.  "Cradle will fall?"


  Gabby patted him on the shoulder.  "We need the Caterpillar to run.  Can you go around front and help Milton make the engine go?"


  Drogan nodded, but didn't move from his spot.  Gabby grabbed his hand and led him to the front like a teacher leading a student to class. Once he saw Milton leaning under the hood, Drogan climbed under and began making adjustments.  Gabby couldn't understand why the GSA could never take into account Drogan's differences.  It reminded her of why she was escaping the government that created LifeGame.


  After finding a pair of replacement gloves, Gabby stared into the forest willing Michael to come bursting through the trees on his motorcycle.  She paced for a while before checking on the engine.  The boys were making progress.


  Antsy from the waiting, Gabby hauled the hovercraft over to the back of the Caterpillar.  Using the tools they'd brought she excised the GSA's connections to the flying craft.  Curiously, she found unfamiliar manufacturing stamps on the chips.  The symbol was a hammer crossed with a sword.  Once she was certain the craft was safe, she winched it onto the back of the Caterpillar.


  Gabby went to check on the boys when the distant rumble of an engine startled her.  She shared a worried glance with Milton while Drogan was busy humming to himself.  When the motorcycle burst through the trees with Michael and his sister Celia on it, Gabby breathed a sigh of relief.  


  Michael got off the bike and brushed past Gabby to climb onto the Caterpillar.  His eyes were swollen and red, probably from the lack of goggles.  Gabby cinched her arms around her chest and followed him.


  "Is she okay?" asked Michael and when she was about to ask, "Milton sent me an update."


  "She's fine.  Just needs rest is all.  Totally debuffed," said Gabby.


  Michael ran his hand along Mouse's forehead, brushing the lustrous black hair aside.  Mouse's eyes drifted open.


  "Hey, Michael," she whispered.


  "Hey, Song," he said.


  "She's fine, Michael," Gabby said, more forcefully than she wanted.  "We need to get moving.  New hovercraft could be on the way.  They know exactly where we are now."


  Michael speared her with his stark blue eyes.  Her heart did a back flip.  "Didn't you take out the tower?"


  "We had problems, why else did you think Mouse got shot?"


  Michael shook his head and put his hand to his forehead.  Gabby could feel the disgust leaking from his flared nostrils. "If one of them catches us in the open, we're dead meat!"


  "We'll be fine if we go now," she said.


  Michael wouldn't meet her gaze.  He kept looking at Mouse and then glancing back to the front.  "It feels like a bad idea.  We should abort and try again another time."


  A burst of rage filled her chest.  "Abort?  Mouse about died back there and I barely got that flying oil slick back here without falling off.  And even if we do, they know we're here.  Our normal tricks won't work now."  Gabby crossed her arms, hoping to contain her emotions.  "Now is the time, Michael."


  Gabby put a hand on his arm.  His gaze flickered to her and then back to Mouse.  She moved in to give him a hug but he ducked under the steel canopy and ran back to the motorcycle.  Gabby thought he was going to get on and ride away, but he grabbed the handlebars and began leading it to the back of the Caterpillar.  


  Gabby was about to check on Milton and Drogan when she found Celia blocking her way.  Gabby imagined the horde of insect-sensors from Celia's M.A.S.S. system hovering around her and monitoring every change in her body, even though she couldn't see any.   


  Despite the heavy winter clothing, Celia still appeared to be a wisp of a girl.  A crimson scarf covered Celia's eyes and the color reminded Gabby of Mouse's injury.  


  Celia had to know what Gabby thought of Michael.  Gabby's face felt flush with his nearness.  Even a normal person without the extrasensory equipment could see she had feelings for him.  But clearly Celia had never said anything to him.  But why?  


  Gabby expected Celia to speak, but she turned and went to help her brother.  At another time, Gabby would have followed her to the back to find out what was going on.


  "How's progress?" she asked Milton.  


  "He hasn't said 'Cradle will fall' in at least five minutes."  Milton rolled his eyes.  


  "Funny, Milton.  We're in danger of dying and you're making jokes."


  Milton shrugged.  "Better to die laughing."


  "Better not to die at all," said Gabby.  "But at least you're not making crude jokes."


  Milton smirked.  "Would you find it ironic that we fixed the engine by lubing the shaft?"


  Gabby threw her arms around him.  "It's fixed?  Oh, thank you.  I don't care if you stroked the shaft to fix it, just as long as you fixed it."


  "Well...now that you mention it, we did have to apply the lube generously..."  Milton spread his hands.  


  When Drogan started up the Caterpillar, Gabby expected him to move to the back and let Celia take over driving.  She was their best driver because her sensors could see things the others couldn't.  


  Gabby checked the back to find Celia sitting two seats ahead of Mouse and Michael.  He was giving Mouse a drink.  It appeared Michael was speaking based on his animated head gestures.  


  "Celia, why aren't you in Drogan's place?" she asked.


  When Celia said nothing, Milton spoke up.  "She's not strong enough to pilot it with all this extra weight."


  "I thought you guys were going to solve that problem while we were gone."  She tried to hide the exasperation in her voice, but when she saw Milton narrow his gaze, she knew he'd gotten the message.


  "I did, but not in the way you wanted."


  "What about that he can't see out from that metal box makes you think that'll work?  Celia's the only one that can pilot like that since she doesn't need to see.  And once the shooting starts, there's no way he'll stay behind the wheel.  Don't you remember we even talked about knocking him out with drugs just to get him down the mountain?"  Gabby tried not to shout, but the engine noise made it hard not to.


  "Look.  I didn't do it your way.  I did it mine.  Yours didn't work," he said.


  Gabby took a deep breath.  Her face felt prickly with heat.  


  "Drogan won't even know he's driving," Milton explained. "I made an alternate reality for him.  Right now he's seeing a soap bubble world.  He'll just be driving through giant colorful soap bubbles and listening to nursery rhymes on repeat.  Celia can guide him by creating the soap bubbles for him during the difficult spots."


  "Really? I don't know, Milton."


  Milton threw his hands up and the blotches on his face bloomed brighter red.  "I'll be there the whole time in case something goes wrong.  We've been practicing while you guys were gone."  He paused.  "Do you really think I'd subject myself to any more 'Cradle will fall' than I have to?"


  Gabby put a hand to her forehead.  It was my plan.  "Okay.  We need to get moving and I don't have a better idea.  We need to make it to the other side of the valley before the other hovercraft get here."  Gabby turned back to Celia.  "How long do we have?"


  Celia shrugged.  "We might make it."  The girl's high willowy voice lacked a trace of concern.  She might have well been saying 'The sky has clouds.'


  The Caterpillar lurched forward knocking Gabby in her seat.  She shot Milton a glance, but he was too busy conducting his bubbles for Drogan.  Gabby copied his files and viewed the bubble world for herself.  


  A flowery road stretched over the hill with bubbles hovering lazily like tethered balloons in a subtle breeze.  An oompah-band played a rolling melody that Gabby knew would get stuck in her head.  Drogan's favorite nursery songs were sung in a goofy voice over the track.  Drogan steered the massive vehicle into the bubbles, giggling with glee as each one popped.  It was a scene only Drogan could love, and Zaela maybe.  


  Thinking about her best friend made her heart ache.  She didn't know if Zaela was alive or dead.  Milton had promised they'd help her track down Zaela once they escaped the GSA, but that promise was meaningless without a lead on how to find her.


  To clear her mind of painful thoughts, Gabby glanced around to see what else the landscape held.  Her vision blurred slightly, giving her a headache, but it went away when she faced straight forward.  Gabby nodded agreeably.  Milton's solution had been quite clever and surprisingly lacking in sexual innuendo.  


  "I can't believe it," said Michael.  


  Gabby turned off the bubble world.  Michael met her gaze again and she found herself worrying about what he would say.


  "We're leaving the GSA.  Win or lose, we'll be free of their control.  No more worries about getting shot every time we go to sleep.  No more worries about Coders tracing our hacks.  No more GSA," he said in a certain grim tone.


  Gabby tried to give him a reassuring smile, but it came across weak and unsure, because in truth, it was how she felt.  Win or lose, they would be free.  But it was that lose part that bothered her because they had one more major hurdle to pass before they could finally say they were free.




  


  


  Chapter Three


  The Caterpillar had been camped near the valley with the frozen lake.  The last time Gabby had been there, she'd been worried about Final Raid in LifeGame.  In the last few months since she'd joined the Frags, she'd often wondered what life would be like had she never met them.  


  The pale Coder might never have interfered in the Final Raid and she might have been able to shepherd Zaela through to the next level at Blizzard University.  But what then?  LifeGame never ended.  Watching her father grind down under the constant pressure was proof enough of that.  


  Though despite that dreary future, Gabby missed its surety, its reliability.  If you understood the system, you could own the world.  She would have succeeded under LifeGame.  That's why the Frags and the Coder, Mr. Johnson, had sought her out in the first place, because she was at the top of her class.  


  Milton sat in the bench in front of her.  He'd been in the tops of his class too.  Until the epilepsy took him down.  And Drogan in front.  Why couldn't LifeGame make use of a brilliant mechanical talent?  And Celia with her blindness.  Though Gabby never understood why Michael had to flee the GSA with his sister.  She seemed perfectly capable, even super capable, like the most buffed character in a LifeGame raid.  


  Michael sat on the other side of the bench from Celia.  His eyes were sunken and his checks gaunt.  It appeared he hadn't slept or eaten in weeks.  His eyes fleetingly drifted over Gabby, giving her a brief electric shock.  


  The flirty game they'd danced when she first met the Frags had been squelched by the enormity of their challenge.  There'd been no time to act like a giggly teenager with so much at stake.


  The Caterpillar approached the crest of the last hill and Gabby felt like she was waiting for the first drop on a rollercoaster.  The valley was dusted in white.  A winter storm had painted the grass and trees with snow.  The lake glossed a whitish-blue that reminded Gabby of Michael's eyes.  Snow dervishes swirled on the ice, made to dance by invisible strings.


  The lake was the weak point in the GSA's walls, so they had placed gun towers on either side.  Drogan, under Celia's guidance, would drive the Caterpillar past the towers.  The angled steel canopies would have to protect them from the hailstorm of bullets.  They just had to hope the ice would hold the massive vehicle.


  The Caterpillar lurched forward, straining Gabby's neck and she knew that Celia had taken over guiding Drogan.  Milton had been hesitant and cautious, just like the plan he'd proposed.  Celia was anything but.


  Celia piloted the vehicle through a ravine, scraping the plates on the sides and spitting dirt and hoarfrost over them.  There'd been a safer way around the wide ditch, but Celia had gone straight through.  When the front half dropped off a short ledge and the support pipes groaned under the strain, Gabby punched the seat in front of her and began climbing over the benches toward Celia.


  "Celia!  You're going to kill us before we even get to the wall!"


  When Gabby put a hand on Celia's shoulder, a tiny mechanical insect buzzed her face.  Gabby restrained the urge to squash it.  When Gabby shook her shoulder again, Celia pointed a finger back behind her, toward the top of the hill.


  Gabby didn't see anything at first, but then the top of a blue and yellow snow cat cab appeared.  Gabby recognized the colors of the GSA immediately.  There'd been deeper snows in the foothills.


  Their whole vehicle shuddered with impact and the steel girders whined precipitously.  Rocks and debris rolled down the ravine ahead of them, broken loose by the plow on the front.  Gabby's teeth hurt from the jarring ride.


  When she looked back up the hill, she could see a figure leaning out of the cab.  He had stark white hair that matched his clothing.  Gabby could imagine the sword on his back, the one she would only be able to see if she were still in LifeGame.  It was the Coder, Mr. Johnson.  


  Gabby was about to tell the others when the whole vehicle dropped a couple of feet.  Celia had driven them off a ledge.  The steel canopy on the right fell limply as half its supports snapped.  The remaining ones held it barely, but the canopy would provide no protection from the gun tower.  


  The ride smoothed out as they were out of the ravine.  The Caterpillar thundered onto the frozen lake and the ice screamed in protest.  Loud booms echoed through the valley as the ice surface strained from the load.  Celia had them pointed toward the left tower.  The steel sheets might not protect them from the bullets at close range, but they didn't have a choice now with the right canopy broken.


  Gabby was about to crawl back to Mouse's spot to check on the injured girl, but Michael was already there.  Mouse was awake and cradled into his arms.  Gabby felt guilty for having jealous thoughts.  Mouse was recovering from a gunshot wound and they all could die soon.  


  An incoming transmission tickled her neck.  Gabby didn't have LifeGame anymore, but that was how it notified her when she had.  Gabby brought up her new interface to find an urgent projection waiting.  Instinctively, Gabby knew who it was.  She glanced up the hill at the Coder hanging out of the door.  


  Gabby closed her eyes momentarily before punching the receive signal.  It wouldn't hurt to hear what he had to say and maybe give her a clue of what was happening back at home.


  The Coder appeared on the seat in front of her, legs crossed and hands clasped on his knees.  Since it was his projection, the sword was on his back.  After months in the wilderness, the Coder's retro-fantasy outfit seemed childish.  


  "A valiant effort, but you realize there will be no escaping today," he smirked.


  Gabby clamped her lips closed.  If he wanted to talk, he could talk, but she wasn't going to give him any information and she didn't want the others to know she had let his projection in.


  Mr. Johnson looked over his shoulder toward the looming tower.  A protruding gun rested atop a black metal tripod.  It followed their approach with tracking adjustments.  The lake continued to protest their presence with more booms.  It was like they were traveling over a frozen thunderstorm.  


  "Even if you get past the tower, we'll just follow you onto the plains," he said.  "I have a cab full of special ops with me including your old friend Unthar.  Technically he hasn't graduated yet, but I brought him along for funzies.  And there are other ways to track you even if you escape us."


  Gabby hesitated over the 'Dismiss' command.  She wasn't sure she wanted to hear anything else the Coder had to say.  Right before she dismissed Mr. Johnson's projection, he said something that went right through her gut.


  "All could be forgiven you know," he said and when she reacted, he laughed.  "I'd even give you a chance to get your friend Zaela back, but know that my offer doesn’t stand forever.  Once the summer arrives, my offer isn't valid anymore."


  His red eyes regarded her coolly.  She tried to interpret what he meant by his body language.  He was holding something back, something pertinent.


  The first pings against the steel canopy released her from her thoughts.  She sent the Coder away and turned her protections on max.  The automatic gun was firing steadily at them.  Gabby brought the bubble world up briefly to check on Drogan.  He was humming along with the music.  Milton had integrated the bullet impacts as heavy chimes ringing over him.


  Gabby turned back to Michael and Mouse.  The Coder's snow cat had hit the ice and was catching up to them.  Michael was just noticing.  The steady thunks of the bullets grew louder.  Gabby cringed as one hit right near her head.  She could see the little button pushed through on her side of the steel.  The bullets would almost certainly break through when they got nearer and it appeared Celia was steering them right past the tower.


  It was my plan.


  "They're catching us," Gabby shouted back to Michael.


  He nodded and climbed over Mouse to the flatbed section of the Caterpillar.  It wasn't as protected as the benches.  Michael was crouched down near his motorcycle.  A thunderous crack drew Gabby's attention forward.  The front wheel had partially broken through the ice.  Water sloshed onto the surface of the frozen lake as they drove over the hole.  


  The sudden absence of the pinging bullets and the low growl of a small motor brought her around.  Michael sped across the ice, fish-tailing as chunks of ice exploded around him.  Michael was headed straight for the tower.  


  "Michael!" screamed both Gabby and Mouse. 


  The bullet spray appeared to be catching up to him, but before it could, he made it close enough to the tower that it couldn't reach him.  Then he hopped off his bike and disappeared around the corner.


  Gabby couldn't believe he'd take such a foolish risk.  He could have been killed.  The bullets resumed their music against the steel canopy.  They'd driven closer and now she was sure they would start breaking through the metal any moment.


  Suddenly, Michael appeared on top of the tower.  He grabbed the back of the gun, fighting the aiming gears and pointing it at the ice behind them.  Michael began spraying all around where the Caterpillar had broken through.  The impact chewed through the ice, scattering a mist of broken snow.  


  As the snow cat approached, the gun stopped firing.  The Coder must have taken control, but it was too late, the damage had been done.  As the snow cat tried to advance, the ice began to break apart.  It stopped as a huge section disappeared into the cold depths.  Water splashed onto the area around the ice.  


  The Caterpillar reached the edge and began to climb the little hill toward their escape.  They paused at the top to watch as the snow cat tried to go around the hole.  Sections broke and cracked, echoing beneath the ice.  Eventually, the snow cat had to retreat back to the other side of the lake, as the hole kept growing.  


  They cheered as the Coder climbed back into the cab, clearly defeated by the icy lake and Michael's heroics.  With the danger behind them, they removed the steel canopies, dumping them into the snow, so the Caterpillar would be more maneuverable for their journey to the plains.  


  As they were climbing back onto the vehicle, with Celia back at the helm, Gabby punched Michael in the arm.


  "What was that for?" he said, rubbing his arm.


  "That was the stupidest thing I've ever seen.  You driving across the ice on your motorcycle to be the hero.  I would have never forgiven myself if you'd been killed," she said with her arms crossed.


  Michael opened his mouth as if he had something important to say and then shook his head, shrugged and closed it.  "It doesn't matter.  We're free."


  Gabby pulled the blankets over her legs as Michael climbed back to check on Mouse.  Gabby couldn't understand why Michael wasn't happier.  They'd freed themselves from the GSA.  Sure, they hadn't figured out what the GSA did to the losers of LifeGame, like Zaela, but maybe outside in the Freelands they would find people who would know.


  Still, she knew in her gut that something else was wrong.  Was he worried about Mouse?  She checked back to see a healthier glow back in the girl's face.  Mouse was recovering.  The two were chatting quietly.  


  Gabby wasn’t sure what it could be.  But she knew he should be happier.  They had their whole lives ahead of them now.  The Freelands were full of places they could go.  They were in charge of themselves and no one would have a say otherwise.  


  Gabby sank into her blankets and let her eyes drift closed.  She could feel the warm embrace of sleep calling her.  She let a smile trickle to her lips, deep in the comfort of her bench, while the steady shuddering of the Caterpillar soothed her mind.  


  We're free, she thought.  Free from the Coders and the GSA and LifeGame.  Free from other people imposing their values on her.  Free from having to make others do what she wanted just to survive.  Free to just let people be people.


  These thoughts didn't last long as they rumbled their way onto the plains.




  


  


  Chapter Four


  The Freelands stretched from the edge of the mountains eastward to a coast weeks away.  Gabby had seen maps during her studies in LifeGame, but the distances were meaningless.  Until the Frags had contacted her, she'd never really physically gone anywhere.  Why spend hours in a FunCar when you could go there by projection?


  They weren't really Freelands, capital F, like the GSA or the Southlands.  It was an idea more than a government or system.  People in the Freelands could be anything they wanted, not bound by outsiders and only beholden to the rules they setup themselves.  


  When Milton had showed her a map of the Freelands, superimposed with graphics outlining the various fiefdoms, she was struck by the multitude.  "There must be a million of them," she recalled saying.  


  A patchwork of lands covered the area between the GSA, the Old Colonies and the Southland.  Some were huge sections, a tenth the size of the GSA, and others were no bigger than a quaint town.  Gabby was surprised to learn there were plenty of empty spaces between the lands.  The six of them could create their own land if they wanted to.  Leavemealone-ville would be a fitting name.  She might have even considered it, if it weren't for Zaela.


  The Caterpillar was parked behind a rocky outcropping on the edge of the foothills.  The air was warmer on the plains.  Gray snow laden storm clouds hovered over the mountains.  Gabby ate a handful of crackers and sipped water they'd found in a natural spring.  They might have missed the spring had Milton not found a hidden cache of information tucked away in a geobox for travelers like themselves.  


  The geoboxes would only work within a certain range and could only be accessed by those with a higher level of tech.  There were supposed to be geoboxes throughout the Freelands.  Gabby imagined the people from the Black Gate creating them.  Eye-screens and sense-webs could create an infinite number of false-realities but they couldn't replace the needs of the meat-body.


  Mouse lay on the cool grass near Gabby.  Michael was whittling a stick into a point with his knife and Milton was accessing the geobox.  Celia and Drogan had gone for a walk to pick berries, but Celia was never truly away.  


  "There's a small Freeland south of here called the Blood Farm.  The geobox says to avoid it," said Milton, his eyes distantly accessing his interface.  "East there's one we might stop by and southeast are smaller ones.  Not much information on them.  They must be newer than the geobox update."


  Milton kept searching through the information and giving them updates on what he found.  They all could access it if they wanted, but everyone was too tired and it made more sense to only expose one of their systems to viruses.  


  Milton went on about the other Freelands further out, but the names meant nothing and the geobox had few details.  Only the Game Train surfaced any debate, mostly speculation if the owner of the train was a former LifeGamer.  Even though the description was vague: "Game away your days, traveling safely on the Game Train!" it still raised her hackles.    


  Mouse raised her non-bandaged arm, hiding her face behind her hair.  Gabby smiled to herself.  


  "Yes, Mouse?" asked Milton, giving Mouse a big smile.  Gabby could hear how much Milton liked Mouse in the tone of his voice.  It was a gentle voice one might use when offering a bouquet of flowers.  A contradiction to the normal sarcastic, perverted Milton.


  "How do we know we can trust these geoboxes?"


  Milton wanted to give a retort, his open mouth said as much, but he closed and wrinkled up his face.  


  "Good question, Mouse," said Michael.


  Mouse gave Michael a shy smile, glancing up through her hair.  Her demure act annoyed Gabby, but she'd seen her in action during Final Raid.  Then Gabby recalled the red box she'd taken when they hit the hovercraft tower.  Something about it bothered her, but she didn't want to ask in front of the others.


  Gabby watched Michael and Mouse sharing smiles until she blurted out, "Do we even know where we're going?  All our focus was on escaping the GSA.  Now that we did it, what next?"


  "I'm not done with them," said Milton.  "We never figured out where the losers of LifeGame go, which is why we contacted you in the first place."


  "Yeah, I know," said Gabby sarcastically.  "I messed up your plans when I went to rescue Zaela.  If I would have known the FunCar wasn't going to her, I would have never gotten in."


  "You could have helped her from inside the Coders," said Milton.  "But once you ran out of that tent, we had to get you out of there, you would have never gotten to Zaela.  It's a good thing we had that hacked FunCar on standby."


  "Nothing will work if you don't try," said Gabby, feeling her face flush with anger.  "It's just like your plans, too cautious to ever work."


  Before Gabby or Milton could say another word, Michael shouted, "Enough!"


  Gabby crossed her arms and stared at the grass.  


  "Ever since Gabby has joined us, you two have been arguing over those same points.  Let it rest.  We need you both," said Michael clearly disgusted.  


  Gabby gave Milton a sheepish smile.  "I'm sorry Milton.  I went too far."


  The blotches on his face were redder than normal.  She'd really hurt his feelings.  Milton shrugged.


  "Look," said Michael.  "We know what Milton wants, to go after the GSA and we know Gabby wants to get her friend Zaela back.  I'm with whatever you guys want to do, and the same for Celia.  She just wants to make sure the big guy is safe.  What do you want Mouse?"


  Mouse practically dove behind her hair when everyone turned to look at her.  "Me?"


  "Yes, you," said Michael.


  "I...I miss my parents," she said.


  The big ball of guilt that Gabby had been carrying with her came storming back.  Mouse was never supposed to have joined the Frags.  She would have been just fine in the GSA.  Mr. Johnson had wanted her for a Coder as well.  


  "We all do," said Gabby and she got up and put her arm around Mouse.  The tension from the argument deflated.  They all shared a brief round of smiles.  


  "So to rescue Zaela, we need to find out what happens to the losers, which is what Milton wants," said Michael.  "Is that fair?"


  They all nodded.  Michael glanced to Gabby.  His ice-chip colored eyes made her stomach jump.  


  "The hard part is..." Michael's face scrunched with worry.  "We don't even know if they're still alive."


  Gabby closed her eyes.  "I know Zaela is alive."


  "Gabby, you can't know that," said Michael, clearly pained in having to contradict her.


  "No, I do.  That freak-job Coder told me as much."


  When they all turned to her, she shrugged her shoulders.  "When we were headed across the ice.  He contacted me.  He wanted to offer a deal."


  Michael and Milton blanched at her admission.  Mouse seemed to shrink further in.  Did the Coder offer a deal to someone else like he had in Final Raid?


  "What did he say?" asked Milton.


  "I made sure to not say anything.  I didn't want to give anything away, but I thought I might learn something," said Gabby.


  "It was a big risk.  He could have slipped a trojan in your system," said Milton.  "They could be tracking us right now."


  Gabby shook her head.  "I'm not as buffed at security as you, Milton, but I know my business, I'm fine."  And the Coder said something about other ways of tracking, anyway.


  "He offered me amnesty if we turned ourselves in.  He even said 'I'd even give you a chance to get your friend Zaela back,'" she said.


  "So we know she's not dead," said Michael plainly.


  "And we know they don't have her anymore," said Gabby.  "Otherwise he would have just offered her in trade.  And why even offer her?  When we won the Final Raid, I asked for Zaela, but he didn't want to give her up.  He was being spiteful at the time, because I had defied him.  But now they need us, or me, or something now.  Why?"


  In the silence between, the hunting cry of a hawk drew their gazes upward.  The hawk dipped its wings behind and dropped out of the sky.  Gabby's heart soared as she watched it dive.  Right before the hawk hit the ground, it spread its wings and landed claws first.  


  "They're always talking about a war with the Southlands," said Michael.  "Maybe it's actually going to happen and they need help."


  "Why would they need help from the likes of us?" Gabby said.


  "It still doesn't help us figure out what to do next," said Michael.


  Gabby contemplated their predicament in the intervening silence, until Mouse spoke up, "We just need to find other people that hate the GSA, too."


  They collectively nodded.  "There's a big Freeland near the border of Southlands called the Double Eagle," said Milton with a shrug.  "Supposedly, they take on all kinds, thought it’s a bit of a wild west mentality.  There are some Frags there, ones that left the GSA years ago.  They have information but have never been willing to give it up without meeting in person.  They might be able to help us."


  "It's a long way south," said Michael.


  Gabby stood up and dusted off her legs.  "Then we best get started."


  Michael's attention faded away for a moment and then he spoke up, "Celia says there's a group headed near this way from the southeast.  They might just be coming to the spring, but we should probably get going."


  Gabby tugged on Mouse's shirt.  "Let's fill up the water bottles."


  "We'll get the Caterpillar ready.  Celia and Drogan are on their way back.  They foraged a bucket full of berries."


  Gabby and Mouse gathered the water containers and jogged to the spring.  As they were dipping the bottles into the chilly water, Gabby brought up a question that had been nagging her.  


  "Hey Mouse," said Gabby.  "Do you remember when we were sneaking into the hovercraft tower?"


  Spring water was flowing into the bottle Mouse had submerged.  She was using her non-bandaged arm.  The other was a long way from being completely healed.  Mouse nodded, indicating Gabby should continue.


  "What was in that red box you grabbed?" she asked.


  A flicker of concern moved across Mouse's face, before she buried it in a look of confusion.  "What box?"


  "You went into the room and came out with a red box and you put it in your backpack.  I even remember seeing your lumpy backpack when Drogan pulled you off the hovercraft," said Gabby.


  Mouse shook her head.  "I never grabbed a box."  The slight girl's lips were pale with tension.


  Gabby recalled the Coder's words: other ways to track you.  Even during the Final Raid back in LifeGame, she'd never determined what the Coder had offered Mouse in return for betraying the group.  They'd been so busy trying to escape the GSA she'd forgotten to ask.  


  Before she could press Mouse further about the mysterious red box, Michael's projection appeared between them.  His normally brilliant eyes were gray and worried.  "Come quick.  It's Milton."




  


  


  Chapter Five


  Milton lay on the ground with the wooden rod between his teeth.  His body convulsed and spasmed as if he were possessed.  Michael held him by his shoulders.  Milton clutched handfuls of grass and dirt.  


  "He knew it was coming on," explained Michael.  "We were talking and then his face went blank and he sat on the ground and put the rod between his teeth."  Michael paused and said after a moment of contemplation, "It's getting worse."


  Gabby had nothing to say, so she pulled Mouse to her, squeezing her in a half-hug.  Milton squirmed in the grass.  His jeans were stained green on the hips and heels.


  "He won't be happy about ruining another pair of jeans," said Gabby.  "We're a long way from the nearest Fashion Plate."


  Michael had a pained smile on his face.  Milton was always the first one to joke about his condition.  Gabby wished he could have heard it.  She knew he would have laughed.  


  Michael's face drew serious lines.  He turned his head and began speaking sub-vocally, to Celia she assumed.


  "...can't move him," he said shaking his head, "we have to wait it out."


  She couldn't hear the rest of their conversation, but Gabby knew what they were talking about.  That group of men was getting nearer.  


  "Celia says she doesn't like the look of those people coming this way, but she wouldn't say why," said Michael.


  "I can see them," whispered Mouse.  "Eight men and a horse-drawn wagon."


  "Any weapons?" asked Gabby.


  Mouse shrugged.  Gabby glanced over her shoulder.  They were definitely coming their way.


  "Celia and Drogan are going to stay back until they know what's going on with these people.  And no one say anything about the Caterpillar," said Michael.


  "I wish we had weapons," said Gabby.  Drogan had his make-shift crossbow, but he would never hurt anyone with it.  It was more a toy than a weapon.  It was with him on his berry picking expedition anyway.  Drogan liked shooting trees.  


  The approaching men were dressed in eerily similar clothing.  Each wore brown dungarees and a simple white loose-fitting shift.  They all had facial hair except for the youngest of them, a blond boy that would have been a couple of levels lower than her in LifeGame.  He had a healthy coating of blonde fuzz on his chin like a newborn chick.    


  Gabby waved to them and only the boy waved back.  He shoved his hands into his armpits when the nearest gave him a telling glance.  A stone formed in her stomach.  Milton had been settling into a calm twitch until the men approached.  Then he started back up as if someone had revved his engines.  


  Either they hadn't seen Milton on the ground before or had thought he was resting, but when he started convulsing and making grunting noises, they reacted as if they'd walked upon a nest of snakes.


  "Der Angle, we see thy will," said the oldest of them.  He was tall and bone thin, full of elbows and knees.  He made a sign as he approached, touching his forehead and then kissing his fingers.  Gabby thought he looked like a stick bug.


  "He has epilepsy," Gabby said by way of greeting.  


  Michael and Mouse followed with cautious 'hellos.'  The others appeared to be waiting for the stick man to speak.  


  Instead of acknowledging their presence, the thin man held his hand over Milton's convulsing body and began speaking in a booming voice she didn't expect from his meager frame.  Gabby caught a glimmer of silver on his palm.  


  "Der Angle, thy enemy hides in this boy, full o' promise, one found by your grace, we fear nothing, save the demons beyond our lands, and only when we do not act by your hand."


  To Gabby's horror, Milton's body rocked and jumped as if it were being pulled by puppet strings.  Stick man's companions looked to their leader in awe.


  "He's got epilepsy!"  Gabby got down onto the ground and helped Michael hold him down.  


  "Is der really a demon?" asked the boy to one of the other men, a stout fellow with a wicked scar across his face.  The scar started on his forehead, kissed off his nose and split his grimace in half.  Gabby wouldn't want to meet him alone.    


  The scarred man made the forehead and finger kissing sign and nodded.  "Der Vernon was told to come here by der Angle.  His Sight is infinite."


  "There's no demon!" yelled Gabby.  "It's just epilepsy.  We didn't ask you people to come here."


  Vernon nodded towards them and then men surrounded them.  When the boy moved with them, Vernon shook his head.  "With me, Daniel."  Daniel stayed with the leader, Vernon, as each Frag had to fend off two attackers.  


  As scar face lurched toward her, she spun around and kicked him between the legs.  He dropped to his knees, his face screwed into a pain-filled scowl.  The other moved cautiously to flank.


  Michael fought off his assailants with jabs.  The two men came on despite his landed blows.  Mouse had a knife out and when one lunged in, she sliced his arm.  Gabby hoped Celia and Drogan were hurrying towards them.  With their help, they could possibly fend them off.


  Gabby circled her remaining attacker, while the other was still struggling to gain his feet, when Vernon stopped his chanting over Milton.  With a deliberate intensity, Vernon stepped toward Michael.  The two men surrounding Michael forced him into confrontation with Vernon.  Michael shuffled forward in a fighter's stance, readying a right hook.  Vernon held out his hands to Michael as if he were going to embrace him.    


  "Submit, Michael," said Vernon.  Michael reacted visibly to his name.  "Der Angle, wishes you to join his Flock."


  The two men surrounding Michael stopped trying to strike him, instead they seemed to be herding him toward Vernon.  Gabby had to dodge a blow from her attacker, but was focused on Michael's encounter with their leader.  Everything about it worried her.


  When Vernon took a step forward, Michael made his move and spun in for an attack.  Vernon did not flinch and merely reached out to touch Michael.  When Vernon's outstretched hand connected with Michael's arm, he fell to the ground as if he'd been hit by a great blow.  


  Rage filled Gabby's vision and she drilled the man in front of her with a vicious roundhouse.  Gabby heard Mouse cry out.  She was on her knees holding her injured arm.  It'd only been days since she'd been shot.  


  Gabby moved to attack Vernon and the others formed a circle around her.  Vernon moved in like the tide, flowing toward her with an outstretched hand.  Gabby caught the hint of silver on his palm.  


  Seeing the odds against her, Gabby decided that joining up with Celia and Drogan might be better than fighting a valiant last stand.  She spun into a sidekick and knocked scar face to the ground, moments after he'd finally recovered.


  The way was open.  She could get free and lead them on a chase while Drogan and Celia picked them off one by one.  She opened up her interface as she turned, readying a message to send to Celia, when she felt an overwhelming presence.


  Vernon extended his bony arm, brushing his hand across her shoulder.  His touch was colder than winter's kiss and her body betrayed her, seizing up.  The ground reached out and slammed into her.  


  Gabby pushed through the pain and struggled to her elbows.  The men were picking up a now stilled Milton.  Vernon stood near, judging her with his cold eyes.  She couldn't believe she didn't see it when they first walked up.  


  Then her vision was filled by the scared man who she kicked in the groin.  He made their sign, a brief touch of the forehead and kissed fingertips, and said, "Der Angle, forgive me," and punched her in the face.  




  


  


  Chapter Six


  Submitting had been easy.  Sure, she'd resisted at first.  Spitting in their faces.  Swinging wildly.  Making them pay for getting within kicking distance.  


  She'd expected them to get angry, to lecture her or call her names.  The Flock, as she learned they called themselves, was a cold and dispassionate lot.  The man she'd kicked in the groin, Abrahm, she hadn't seen since their abduction.  Anyone who'd shown the least bit of emotion to her, anger or even rare pity, had been removed.  Abrahm had taken relish in bringing her back to the town, punching her two more times in the wagon.  Her jaw still ached in memory.


  Then they'd tied her to a chair and somehow hooked up her sense-web to a cable.  Men in white shifts and brown dungarees asked her to submit with all the emotion of a dead fish.


  "Submit girl, let der Angle into your soul."


  Each time she denied them, or refused to answer or just shook her head, her body convulsed in a spasm of unrelenting pain.  To the Flock, she was being punished for her sins.  To Gabby, she saw a white haze floating before her with the word "submit" wavering in the middle.  They wanted her to accept their program, see the world as they saw it, literally, as the Flock would control what she saw and heard and felt through her eye-screens and sense-webs.  


  The sameness of their clothing was all Gabby needed to know about the Flock.  The women wore brown button-filled dresses and stiff habits that covered all flesh and hair, except their faces and hands.  The men wore dungarees and white shirts.  


  When the fuzz-faced man-child Daniel took his turn watching her, she finally decided to relent.  As much as she wanted to believe that she could resist them forever, she knew it was pointless.  Eventually she would wear down and accept the program and by then her mind might actually be warped to their message.  Better to give in while she could still fight.


  "Submit girl," he said while digging his shoe between two boards on the floor.  Gabby had been left on a wooden platform on the edge of town.


  "Submit girl."  Daniel practically ate his words, he mumbled them so incoherently.  He'd gotten his boot toe into the crack and was wedging the board up.  The wood groaned and whined.    


  "Okay," said Gabby smiling.  


  "Submit girl," he said again.  The plank was twisted in the middle under his boot.  


  "I'll submit, Daniel."


  Slowly, realization dawned on his face.  "Really?"


  "Yes, really," she said.


  "But you haven't yet," he said.  His boot was trapped under the board.  He was idly trying to remove it, but it wouldn't budge.


  Gabby shrugged.  "I wanted to talk to you first, Daniel.  You remind me of a kid I had in class back a few levels."


  His face screwed into a knot like he'd smelled something awful.  "Levels?  Class?"


  "LifeGame.  You know."  He shook his head.  "Really?"  Then it was Gabby's turn to shake her head.  She really didn't want to get into it with him.  She needed information.


  "Do you know where my friends are?" she asked.


  Daniel glanced behind him.  "I'm not supposed to tell you anything until you submit."


  "If you tell me, I'll do it."


  "I...I don't want to get in trouble," he said.  


  Gabby flashed him her most disarming smile.  One she'd seen Avony do a million times in school.  "I would be so buffed if you did."


  Gabby saw a couple of women approaching to relieve Daniel.  They came from the town.  It was a cluster of one story buildings made from rough hewn wood.  The walls were painted a dull brown with white roofs.  


  "Come on, Daniel.  I'll submit with you here.  It'll look good for you.  Just tell me where they are," she said, keeping her gaze on him, though she wanted to watch the women approach.


  Daniel bit his lower lip.  Gabby thought he might be cute if wasn't so timid.  His blond hair was shaggy and sun-bleached.  "I'm not sure."


  "Please, Daniel."


  He grimaced with indecision.  "I want to."  He glanced back to the women.  "Vernon doesn't like it when the Flock disobeys his or der Angle's commands."


  "They won't know," she said.


  "He always does," he said and it occurred to Gabby that he didn't have the same accent as the others.    


  The woman walked up on the platform.  They weren't much older than Gabby.  They giggled derisively behind cupped hands at Daniel's boot stuck in the planking. 


  Gabby sighed. 


  "You're right, Daniel," said Gabby.  "I'm ready to submit."


  The two girls in their brown dresses looked to her incredulously and then back to Daniel confused.  Even Daniel appeared confused.  Before he could ruin her offering to him, she accepted the Flock's program.  


  The world flashed blinding white.  Daniel, the two girls, the platform and the town all disappeared.  Her body vibrated with a faint energy.  She could no longer feel the earth's tug.  It was as if she floated in a vast, empty void of white.  Even her body was not visible.  


  She moved her mouth to speak, but her lips and tongue were molasses.  A dissonant hum began to fill the space.  At first, it sounded distant, like a train over the horizon.  Then it grew, like a thousand cicadas revving their noise makers.  Then it was a hundred-thousand cicadas.  Then a million.  She thought her head might implode from the noise.


  The hum concentrated, dialing down in volume and forming into words.  She began to understand them.  Realized it was two words being repeated slowly.


  "Gabriella DeCorte," said the humming voice.


  What? she wanted to answer in her most sarcastic voice.


  "Do not mock me," it said.  


  If she had a stomach, a pit would have formed there.  The Flock's program had taken complete control of her system, even more insidiously than LifeGame.  This new program couldn't read her thoughts directly, like words on a page, but it could detect her emotions.  


  "My will cannot be denied."


  Far beneath her, a tiny dot formed.  The dot grew larger as Gabby watched.  Then she realized the dot wasn't growing larger, it was getting nearer.  She was hurtling rapidly toward the ground.


  The vertigo she'd experienced on the hovercraft was nothing compared to the sheer terror of falling.  Gabby knew the vision was a trick.  Whoever controlled her system had painted a white world on her eye-screens and blew the feeling of air across her sense-web to simulate falling.  Like a dream, she knew it wasn't real, but she had to resist the urge to scream as the ground approached.  


  If she'd really fallen from that impossible height, she would have been dead.  She didn't die when she hit but the vision didn't pull any punches.  She slammed into the dirt, feeling the impact reverberate through her bones.  


  She lay prone for a while, catching her breath.  She might have been screaming the moment before she hit.  At least the white expanse of nothing had disappeared.  Gabby tasted dirt.  She started spitting.  As she put her hand to her mouth to scrape out the grime, she realized she was clothed differently.


  She wore the brown dress the other girls had worn.  Her fingers brushed her head, hoping to feel hair, but instead found a hard habit perched on top.  The material for both the dress and the habit were scratchy.  


  Gabby stood on top of a hill.  Wide plains surrounded her.  Behind her, nestled in golden fields of grain, waited the wooden white-roofed town.


  "I come," said the humming voice from above.


  Floating down from the sky was a white winged figure.  She was used to strange skins from LifeGame.  The kids at school had perfected the art of enhancing their features to make them more interesting or attractive, though always with a twist.  Even Avony and the Evil Dolls mocked their inspiration by leaving gaps where joints would be and keeping vacant delirious smiles plastered on their faces.


  The winged figure, clearly trying to mimic an angel, flapped its wings gently as it rode a cloud to the hill.  Instead of floating all the way to the ground, it stayed aloft, keeping a judgmental distance.  


  Whoever had designed its skin had tried to make it the most beautiful creature ever seen.  Gabby supposed it was male, though it had distinctly feminine features as well, including plumped lips and emaciated cheeks.  But the effect that had been repeated at every turn, that more was better, had turned beauty into a horrible disfigurement.  The angel was so beautiful it was ugly.  


  "Kneel."  The humming voice reverberated through her head.  At least that's one effect they got right.  When she didn't move, a painful spasm racked her calf, forcing her to fall to one knee. 


  "This one calls Gabriella DeCorte, to join the Flock, and be obedient to its needs."  The humming voice made her teeth hurt.  When she put her hand to her jaw, it reached its hand toward her and she felt a burning sensation along her arm.  It disappeared when she put it back.


  Gabby glanced to the right expecting to see her LifeGame score.  His little speech reminded her of a poorly written immersive.  Deciding her best move was to play along, she bowed her head reverently and said, "Thy will is thy command, thy angel!"


  A whole body spasm knocked her to the ground.  "Do not mock this one! This one knows your thoughts!"  The voice was a gale of vibration.


  Gabby struggled back to her knees, regretting her choice of words, or at least the tone in which she delivered them.  She would have to be more mindful that the neural actuator sewn into her skull could read her emotions.


  "My buffest apologies," she said, but this time thought about snowfall at the farmhouse.  She recalled a snowball fight that ended in a laughing pile, pink cheeks and cold noses.  


  "This one hears.  Now return to the Flock and know that this one is watching always."


  The angel began floating upward, its wings extended in reverent majesty.  As it rose, white light surrounded it, until she was blinded.  Gabby suppressed the thought of blowing it out of the air with a war game rocket launcher.  


  Then the lightness subsided and she found herself in a different place.  She knelt in the dirt in the middle of the town.  The two girls waited by her side with vacant rapturous grins.  


  "Der angle is glorious, isn't he?" said the first one, a blond girl with her braid hanging over her shoulder.


  Gabby nodded in agreement while thinking about the snowball fight.  She didn't know if "this one" was listening but she didn't want to test him just yet.  


  "You have to come with us now.  The Flock is gathering for evening meal."  It wasn't a request, but a command.  Their haughty stares and downcast eyes made Gabby's fist clench.  Snowfall.  Snowfall.


  Gabby followed the two girls who barely checked behind them to make sure she was still there while they talked about some woman named 'Char.'  Gabby felt like she was walking in cardboard.  She pulled at the stiff material that wound her waist.  "Is this thing made with wire and sandpaper?"  When the two girls shot her nasty looks, she shut her mouth.  


  Deciding not to press her luck, she followed dutifully and thought about her encounter with the angel.  The whole experience had been completely immersive.  Even the falling had been skillfully rendered.  Right before she'd hit, she had almost doubted the vision and believed it real.  


  It was a good trick.  It would work on anyone, but she'd played LifeGame.  She knew that perception created reality and the eye-screens and sense-webs could simulate just about anything.  Within the safe confines of the GSA, the possibilities of LifeGame always seemed limitless, but never malicious.  Here amongst the Flock, she could already sense the direction they were trying to take her by changing reality.  


  Gabby knew in her gut that it would never work.  She knew too much about LifeGame and the technology used to create it to believe otherwise.  Even if they wanted to turn her world into a smoking ruin, she would know the real world lay underneath and hold fast to that idea.  


  Her complete surety was wiped away about three steps into the long vaulted mess hall filled with men in white shirts and women in long, brown (and scratchy) dresses like she wore.  It wasn't the size of the Flock that damaged her confidence.  It was who stood at the front on a raised dais, speaking to the assembled behind a stone pulpit, with a pitch and fury that only a believer could sound.




  


  


  Chapter Seven


  At the end of her time in the GSA, Gabby had uncovered the horrible truth about LifeGame.  That the losers weren't sent to lesser jobs, but shipped off to an unknown location, to be killed or held prisoner or some other horrible fate.  Gabby hadn't learned which.  Her best friend Zaela was one of those people held or dead.


  The fate of the losers made LifeGame into a sinister game rather than the beneficial societal force the GSA had made it out to be, but when she'd been living it, she'd never felt manipulated by the reality.  


  Sure they were constantly assaulted with advertisements and games to be played at every waking moment, but everyone understood the game and if you worked hard, you could succeed.  Gabby could have become a Coder if she'd wanted—the very top of the GSA hierarchy.  


  The Flock was something else entirely.  Choice and the perception of reality were only an illusion.  She hadn't made it halfway to her table before she knew that completely.  There would be no self within the Flock, only acting out someone else's sick fantasy like marionettes on a rotten stage.


  She knew this because Milton stood at the head of the congregation.  He preached from behind a stone pulpit shaped like a pair of wings.  Vernon waited at his side, hands clasped behind his back.


  "...and Vernon cast the demon from my body and der Angle cleansed my freed soul..."  


  Gabby cringed when Milton mimicked the horrible accent of the Flock, but it was also how she knew that it was actually Milton on the stage.  She glanced one more time at him before taking her place with the other girls.  Milton's eyes burned with a holy fire.  


  The other girls ignored Gabby as she took her place.  With a bowed head, Gabby tried to find Mouse or Michael, but they were nowhere to be seen.  When a hand touched hers, Gabby looked up and for a brief instant the girl across from her made a horrible face as if she were being burned alive and then it disappeared behind a pleasant smile, flickering like a stuttered feed.  Gabby knew a skin when she saw one, and the Flock's program had hidden the girl's attempt at communication.  Gabby shuddered with the implications.


  With no sign of Mouse or Michael she focused on Milton.  How had they turned him so quickly?  It was his voice, but not his words.  She'd heard him speaking for a couple of minutes already and not heard one sexual innuendo.


  "...righteousness of the living must honor the dead with their sacrifices..."


  Sure, they could be feeding him a script.  He was probably reading it from his Flock interface, but the passion in his voice disturbed Gabby.  She couldn't believe he'd turned into one of them so quickly, but it certainly sounded like it.  His voice vibrated with intensity.


  "I'm Delilah," said the girl whose face had been hidden by the program.  Her hand reached out and they shook.  Gabby felt a brief squeeze.


  "Gabby," she said simply.  


  "Isn't the Flock wonderful?" said Delilah.  The smile on the girl's face was a bright beacon, while her eyes made pleading intonations.  A white scar cut a line through her eyebrow.


  "The buffest, sure," said Gabby while continuing to glance around for her other friends.


  "—for the love of der Angle!" 


  Milton had finished his speech and everyone shouted, "Der Angle!"


  When Gabby didn't, a hot jab to the ribs goosed her, so she yelled, "Der Angle!" in the quiet space after.  At Neversoft High, that would have brought derisive laughter, but in the Flock, her fellows gave her approving nods and rapturous smiles.  


  Vernon stepped up and said a prayer to der Angle and waved on servers who'd been waiting at the doorways.  The servers wore puke green dresses.  Gabby wondered how they decided which color dress to wear.  


  "The weather der Angle brings us from the plains is glorious, is it not, Sister?" said Delilah.


  Gabby nodded, while trying to check out the other tables.  Gabby was struck by the ages of the assembled.  The tables were filled with kids around her age.  Only one in five looked old enough for University.  She spied a few adults, typically sitting at the head of the tables.  


  "Never been better," Gabby mumbled while craning her head.


  A girl in puke green dress brought them a bowl of a white creamy substance.  As she slopped a mound of it on each plate, the girl would say, "Thank der Angle."


  As the server splattered a pile on her plate, Gabby thought she saw Mouse in the next aisle over.  She wore a server's dress.  


  "Aren't the mountains beautiful," said Delilah.  "Der Angle made them."


  Gabby briefly caught Mouse's eye through the rows of brown dresses.  They shared a nod.  Gabby turned back around before anyone noticed.  Snowfall.  Snowfall.  


  As she remembered the snowball fight to hide her thoughts, she realized what Delilah had said.  


  "Yes," said Gabby, locking gazes with her.  "The mountains are beautiful."


  Delilah nodded almost imperceptibly.  She'd been asking where Gabby had come from and she'd almost missed it 


  "Do you like the mountains or the plains better?" Gabby asked.


  "Der Angle made them all equally beautiful, but I like the plains."  Delilah nodded in a southeasterly direction.  


  The girl had come from the plains.  She was a Freelander.  Gabby wished they could talk freely, she had so much to ask her.  Maybe she would know how to get to Double Eagle lands.  But that wouldn't do her any good if she was stuck in the Flock.  Now that she knew where Milton and Mouse were, she had to find Michael and then figure out a way to escape.    


  They ate in silence for the rest of the meal.  Gabby tried to think up clever benign questions that would hide her true purpose, but she couldn't manage to think of even one.  A cutting barb to skewer one of the Evil Dolls, sure, she could think up a hundred in half a sec, but nothing to transmit knowledge covertly.  She needed Avony's OOC program, but it wasn't compatible with the Flock and Gabby didn't have a copy anyway.  That'd been lost with LifeGame.


  When a cold foot touched her leg, Gabby jumped in her spot.  


  "Did der Angle touch you, Sister?"  The girl next to her was speaking.  She had a crooked nose and a missing tooth on the bottom row.  Despite the creepiness of the girl's words, she said them with an honest fervor.  


  Gabby put her hand over her chest.  "Only in my heart."  Snowfall.  Snowfall.  


  "Pity," the crooked-tooth girl continued, "for if der Angle touches you in this primary reality, it means he wants you to become his charwoman."


  "Silence, fool," said the girl with the blond braid, "she's not to know the mysteries yet.  She only submitted to der Angle today."


  The crooked nose girl made a face which got painted over by the Flock's program.  Something Gabby wasn't meant to see.  The other girls went back to ignoring her, all of them except for Delilah.  


  This time when Delilah's foot touched hers, she didn't jump.  Delilah tapped a pattern on Gabby's leg, alternating randomly between touching her with a toe and the whole foot.  Gabby couldn't figure out what she was doing until she recognized the rhythm.  Delilah was using Morse code and repeating the same word.  The toe was the short code and the foot was the long code.


  Short-Short-Short-Short.  That was an 'H'.


  The other girls were busy chatting loudly about der Angle and how they hoped to become charwoman.  One girl squealed so loudly Gabby thought a pack of dogs would burst into the room at any moment.  They reminded Gabby of the groupies that couldn't get in their own cliques back in Neversoft High.  Instead, they idolized the groups like the Evil Dolls, talking about their exploits as if they were their own.  


  Gabby tuned them out and nodded to let Delilah know to keep going.  She'd learned Morse to program their encrypted messages when transmitting over the GSA networks, but had never used it.


  After a pause.  Short.  That one was easy.  The 'E' was the most common letter in the alphabet so it was given the quickest code.


  Short-Long-Short-Short.  An 'L'.  And then Delilah repeated the 'L'.


  Gabby thought she was spelling 'HELL,' which would have been appropriate, but then she added a last letter.


  Long-Long-Long.  'O' for 'HELLO'.


  Gabby smiled and tapped the word back on Delilah's leg.  With the greeting out of the way, Delilah started tapping a new word.  She got as far as 'ESCA' when the assembly rose to leave.  


  They walked out in single file lines, so Gabby was separated from Delilah.  In a sea of brown dresses she couldn't tell which one was Delilah once they'd left the mess hall.  Mouse and Milton had been led different directions.    


  Gabby's line was led to a building.  Rounded metal boxes sat on different desks next to piles of cloth.  Gabby recognized them as sewing machines from a book she'd read in the library.  Each girl sat at a corresponding sewing machine and set to work immediately.  


  Trying to blend in, Gabby made an attempt to follow the example of the other girls.  Each girl pumped a heavy iron peddle with her foot, making the wheel spin which drove the head where the thread was punched into the cloth.  


  Gabby had the wheel spinning vigorously when a matronly voice assaulted her ears.


  "No permission was given, girl.  Have you been trained?  I think not.  You will not move unless I give the command.  Have I commanded?  Now stop that wheel!"


  Gabby placed her hands against her ears trying to stop the volume, but the gesture was futile.  The other girls giggled at her expense.  Maybe this is like high school after all.  


  "I am your teacher, your watcher, your general of the sewing machine," the voice continued, and Gabby could believe the woman was a general by her authoritative tenor.  "You will do what I say, when I say it, and exactly as I say it!"


  Gabby thought about knocking the sewing machine to the floor.  A bright ball of pain seared her hand.  Gabby yelped and rubbed her palm.  She cautiously looked at it to make sure it hadn't been burnt.  The skin was undamaged.  


  "Keep that as a reminder!  I tasted your defiance.  That is my last warning."


  The other girls giggled again.  


  Snowfall.  Snowfall.


  The voice, which Gabby began thinking of as General Matron, began giving her instructions.  Gabby kept her defiance buried and followed as she could.  At times, Gabby made mistakes and when she did, General Matron would berate her and if the mistake was egregious enough, her hand felt the singe of burning.


  Gabby worked tirelessly the rest of the day, until a signal was given and they shambled back to the mess hall for dinner well after the sun had set.  Gabby barely ate, since her hands were clenched into fists.  Delilah's group came late, so they barely had time to say but a few words.  


  At this meal, Daniel gave a fiery speech.  He didn't appear to be the same boy she'd met before and when he was done, he returned to a small table headed by Vernon.  Milton sat at that table.  


  After dinner, they were led to their sleeping quarters.  Despite her exhaustion, Gabby couldn't sleep on the wooden cot with a thin mattress.  Her thoughts rounded on their predicament.  The Flock had complete control of her system and no matter how she tried she couldn't think of a way they would be able to escape without being caught.  She didn't even know where Michael was being kept.  


  Gabby wallowed in a moment of despair.  They slept in their brown, scratchy dresses.  It'd rubbed her waist raw, but her hands ached too much to adjust the dress.  Gabby was about to scream when she noticed a flicker of movement on her fourth button.  


  Moonlight shown through the windows, so the cabin wasn't completely dark.  Gabby pressed her fingers against her eyes and then opened them wide.  Resting on her brown button like a giant mushroom was a little mechanical bug.  Celia.  


  "Thank you," she whispered to the bug.  The despair faded away.  Celia and Drogan were still alive.  With them on the outside, they still had a chance to escape.  


  The mechanical bug waved its wingtip and then fluttered into the air.  Gabby lost sight of it soon after.  After that, she slept soundly.




  


  


  Chapter Eight


  A routine snapped into place, easier than Gabby would have liked to admit, but it was hard to do otherwise when even thinking the wrong way resulted in immediate punishment.  Gabby found herself thinking about snowfall more often during her sewing sessions with General Matron.  


  Gabby had determined the General Matron was a learning program injected with the ethos of the Flock, but that didn't keep her from hating it any less.  Gabby imagined the General Matron as a big breasted woman, thick and wide, with a stiff rod in her hand.  It was the rod she felt most often when she made mistakes. 


  Her mealtime discussions with Delilah had stalled.  They could only fit in a few dozen words each time, but it didn't matter since their conversation had run aground.


  Tap.  Tap.  Tap.  'Wagon?'


  It was the second time Delilah had brought up the wagon.  The goods the Flock made were shipped out every couple of days on a horse-drawn wagon.  Even if they hid in the wagon, the Flock would find them, because the location tracking in their systems.


  Delilah had mentioned destroying their systems, but Gabby couldn't do it.  The GSA had made them redundant and virtually impossible to remove.  She could destroy one piece, but the others would carry on the Flock's program and she didn’t even know where they all were.  She knew she had two small boxes imbedded under her arm and one on her hip, but that was it.  And it wouldn't help anyway, because Gabby needed her system to rescue Zaela.  Besides, not having access to the augmented world gave her the shudders.


  And Gabby still hadn't found Michael.  Celia's bug hadn't shown back up, so Gabby couldn't ask her and Delilah didn't know either.  She described Michael as 'Ice Blue Eyes' and they shorted his name to IBE for quicker communication.


  When Gabby had first described him, Delilah's return reply was 'Love?'  Gabby shook her head, but only after a moment of hesitation.  Delilah gave her a knowing grin, but Gabby stared at her plate of mashed something instead.  Whenever she thought of Michael, she thought about him running to check on Mouse instead of greeting her with a hug as she'd hoped.


  When Delilah sat down for afternoon meal, the Frags' eighteenth day in the Flock by Gabby's reckoning, her eyes were alight with a secret.  Gabby gripped her spoon easily.  She shoveled a mouthful and immediately set to tapping.


  'IBE?'


  Delilah nodded in the positive.  Gabby had to tamp down her excitement or be noticed.  Snowfall.  Snowfall.  Thinking about the snowball fight didn't help.  She had ended up in a pile on that day with Michael, laying on top of him and giggling.  


  She thought of General Matron instead.  Imagined her torpedo-like boobs contained within a general's uniform.  The contradiction was enough to dial down her flushness, even though she knew that finding Michael meant they could escape, once they figured out how to do it.    


  'Where?' she asked and waiting for the reply seemed to take forever.  


  'Field.'


  Field?  There were farmlands all around the town.  Delilah might have well been saying Earth.  Gabby shook her head and squeezed her fingers together, indicating Delilah needed to narrow it down.


  Delilah stared at the ceiling, clearly trying to find a way to describe the right field.  The sound of chairs moving was enough to make Gabby antsy.  They would be leaving for their afternoon work session.  If Delilah couldn't describe the field quick enough, Gabby would have to wait until the next day.  Anything could happen in a day.  Delilah might get moved to another table.  Or Delilah could get sick or changed to a green dress or disappear one day like the snotty girl who sat next to her.  Rumors were she'd been picked to be a charwoman.  Other girls disappeared for less obvious reasons.    


  'Tree,' tapped Delilah.


  There were trees on about half the fields.  Gabby made hurry motions.  The signal for the end of the meal was given and everyone stood.  Delilah quickly tapped a 'V' before getting up.


  What word was she trying to tap?  Did she miss the tap and give her the wrong letter?  Gabby couldn't think of a descriptive tree word that started with the letter V.  Usually Gabby had context to figure out a misspelled word.  With only a letter she was left confused.


  The line marched across the trampled grass to their work building.  General Matron smacked her hand almost immediately for not getting to work right away.  Gabby was distracted trying to list descriptive V words.  She started her sewing machine and then went back to the list.


  Vine.  Victory.  Venom.  Vapor.


  None of them made sense.  Vine was the closest, but there were no trees near the fields that had vines on them.  Gabby knew she was close.  The answer was right on the tip of her brain, gnawing at her consciousness.  Distracted, Gabby made an improper chainstitch and the rod hit her hand.


  "Attention, attention, attention!  Young lady, you must pay attention!"


  Snowfall.  


  Gabby couldn't conjure any new V words and her hand smarted from General Matron's rod, so she focused on her sewing.  The letter V kept coming back to her, floating through her head like angel wings.  Gabby was busy making another scratchy brown dress when the answer appeared in her head.  


  She saw a giant V on the horizon.  Delilah hadn't been trying to tap out a word, the letter V was the description.  And she knew exactly what tree she was talking about.  It'd been hit by lightning some time in the recent past and split in two.  


  Gabby made a silent cheer.  She knew where Michael was.  But then her heart sunk a little.  How did Delilah know for sure that it was Michael?  Gabby had only described his eyes.  She needed to see for herself, but how?


  Gabby recalled the infirmary was near the split tree field.  She'd helped carry a girl there that had run her hand into the sewing apparatus.  Her finger had been mangled.


  Gabby didn't relish the idea of injuring her fingers.  She might need them for later and health care outside the GSA was non-existent.  The cramped desk she worked on didn't leave much room for fabric.  Gabby knocked the bundle onto the floor and when she leaned over to pick it up, she rammed her elbow into the moving parts.  


  Her scream brought the room to a standstill.  Wide-eyed girls paused in their work.  Gabby held her elbow, while blood ran from between her fingers.  It hurt worse than she thought it would.


  "See?  Attention, attention!  That's what you get for not paying attention.  Take that as a lesson, ladies."


  When General Matron was done lecturing her, Gabby was given leave to go to the infirmary, and only to the infirmary, to receive medical aid.  Gabby wrapped a section of brown cloth around the gash in her elbow and hurried out of the building before General Matron changed her mind.


  The field lay north of the infirmary.  Gabby made it to the edge and then feigned fixing her bandage while she surveyed the field.  She saw him immediately.


  Michael trudged through the field with a basket hitched to his shoulders.  Other workers threw vegetables plucked from the ground into the basket.  He wore only the brown dungarees.  His bare chest glistened in the sunlight.  Gabby forgot completely about the blood dripping from her elbow or where she was going.  


  Up in the mountains, the cold had kept them bundled up and the three boys kept to a different part of the farmhouse, leaving Celia, Mouse and her to the upper floor.  Underneath the clothing, Gabby thought Michael might have been like any hacker boy she'd met before.  


  Her impressions were wrong.  Michael had a swimmer's body.  Gabby imagined him diving into a pool, long, lean muscles rippling as he flew through the air.  He was thinner now, she could see, emaciated from the long winter months in the farmhouse, but he still left her opened mouthed.  Gabby had never been one to be troubled by the other sex, but maybe the weeks trapped in the Flock had left her overly repressed.   


  With Michael's sweaty body on display, straining under the basket, Gabby forgot about the Flock and General Matron and that her elbow was bleeding profusely.  When she realized the extent of her thoughts, she tried to cover them by thinking Snowfall.  But that only reminded her that they'd fallen into a snow pile together, touching hands and giggling with abandon.  Memories of their kiss in the Black Gate came back in full and Gabby's face flushed.  


  General Matron's voice startled her out of her Michael induced stupor.  "Get a move on it, young lady!"


  Gabby shook her head and blew out a cleansing breath before hurrying the rest of the way to the infirmary.  The stern woman that let her in looked disapprovingly at the damage to her elbow.  


  While the woman treated her arm with antiseptic and a bandage, Gabby thought about what to do now that she'd found Michael.  She didn't know why he hadn't been at the mess hall.  Was there another group within the Flock she didn't know about?  There were brown dresses and green dresses for the ladies.  Were there other categories for the men?


  Gabby was dismissed and about to head back to the sewing hut when the door opened.  Gabby was struck by the overwhelming color.  A woman in a crimson dress stepped into the room.  The edges of the dress were stained with faded black.  A charwoman.


  The woman had full lips and a sensuous manner about her.  She oozed sex.  The crimson dress, while functionally the same as brown one she wore, had cuts and slits that exposed flesh briefly as she moved.  A tantalizing peep show with each movement.  


  Gabby thought the charwoman had come to see the medic.  But then she realized the woman was staring at her.  


  "Der Angle calls," she said in a husky voice.  "Follow me."




  


  


  Chapter Nine


  They went a different way around so Gabby didn't get to see Michael again which was fine by her.  The appearance of the charwoman and the call to see der Angle had put her whole body on high alert.


  The charwoman strutted ahead of Gabby.  Though the streets were packed dirt and the buildings made with logs and planks, the charwoman looked like she could be walking across a busy metropolitan street.  


  When Gabby had reached an age that she noticed boys, the ubiquitous advertisements began their assault, showing curvaceous women in revealing dresses.  Her parents had never discussed sex with her, but the ads gave her enough information she figured out the answers on her own.  


  Gabby could easily identify which women in the ads the boys would like.  She never copied those styles, but she was aware of them.  Those women were a pale shadow to the charwoman before her.  Skins could always be used to touch up a look or create new buff style.  The Evil Dolls had been experts at it.  But their creations were too perfect.  The woman in the crimson dress was not as beautiful as them and her dress was handmade, but she inhabited an aura of sex like she was born into it.


  The building they approached was one Gabby hadn't seen before.  Built with stone, it had a high arched roof with stained glass windows along the side.  The building was older than the wooden structures and probably predated the Flock.  


  Before entering she thought about running again.  Somehow the presence of the charwoman made her uneasy about meeting der Angle.  


  Inside the building were more charwomen.  Gabby recognized the snotty girl she'd met her first day in the Flock.  She wore the crimson dress, but seemed subdued.  When she moved to take a seat along the wall, it appeared she was limping.


  They all paused briefly when she entered, judging her in brief and cutting glances.  Some seemed relieved by her presence, like the snotty girl, and others appeared jealous.  


  It didn't take long for Gabby to know what the "charwomen" were for.  The man (and she assumed it was a man) behind der Angle had only one thing in mind, but if he had Gabby in those thoughts, she was going to majorly debuff him.  


  The other girls weren't as beautiful as the one that had led her there.  Some were younger than Gabby, most were older.  There were almost two dozen milling about the room.  More than one glanced expectantly at the red doors on the far side of the room.


  LifeGame had been a different kind of control.  The points and levels drove you to stay focused on their games, but it was self driven.  It'd also been a load of fun.  Since she had left LifeGame she missed the challenges.  Not that she wasn't challenged now, but it was hard to know how she was doing without a score.  Gabby felt silly for even thinking it.  


  There she was waiting for a winged pervert to proposition her and she was missing not being able to keep score.  But maybe there was a score in the Flock, just one she couldn't see.  Otherwise, why else would Gabby get a brown dress while Mouse got a green one?  And why was Michael kept to himself while Milton was placed into Vernon's group?  The Flock was no different than high school.


  Gabby didn't get to muse long on her revelation.  The sensual charwoman mysteriously appeared by her side.  Gabby swore she'd been halfway across the room two seconds before.  The light touch on her elbow was almost a caress.


  "It's a great honor becoming a charwoman."


  A hundred witty responses popped into her mind.  Gabby squashed them before they picked up her thoughts, hiding it behind Snowfall.  


  "I'm sure he's honored you many times," said Gabby, biting her lip for the one that slipped through.


  The woman gave her a vacuous smile and indicated Gabby should enter the other room.  Gabby thought about making a run for it.  But it would be too easy for them to shut down her vision and paralyze her body with pain.  Her only recourse was to keep going forward.


  As Gabby approached the doors, the other charwomen stopped whispering to each other.  Their silence followed her through the opening.  They all knew what she was going to see and experience beyond the red doors.  


  The round room had only one window on the far side and a wide octagonal bed covered in pillows filled the center of the room.  Figures.


  These kind of perverts never lasted long in the GSA.  Too much information was available for the police to analyze to spy them out.  Simple eye-tracking where people tended to look was enough to expose many a pervert.  But even knowing that the police would do so didn't stop them.  It was instinct to them.  Subconscious.  There was no one in the Flock to stop such people.  


  When the buzzing in her ears started she knew der Angle was on his way.  A bright billowing light started flowing from the domed cathedral ceiling.  Der Angle floated through the mass of whiteness while the vibrations in her ear became almost unbearable.  


  Somehow she found herself on one knee, but pushed back up to stand.  Gabby refused to be kneeling when the flying pervert landed.  


  "This one sees," said der Angle.  


  The face of der Angle roiled Gabby's stomach.  Zaela like to play with programs that could modify someone's image.  They used to put a copy of Avony in their room and distort her likeness for their amusement.  Zaela's best trick was to make Avony into a hideous bat girl, complete with pointed, chewed-on ears.  


  Der Angle had that same exaggerated appearance as bat-girl Avony.  His eyes were too big, his lips too puffy and his cheek bones too prominent.  Add in ragged, pointed ears and she would have thought that Zaela had made his skin.


  Gabby kept her eyes deferential.  Der Angle was studying her.  She knew when he was going to speak, because the droning buzz increased in volume.  


  "This one knows your thoughts.  Knows the wicked thoughts that Gabriella has for Michael."


  Gabby failed to hold back her reaction, despite knowing instantly how he knew.  When she'd had those erotic thoughts about shirtless Michael, she'd broadcast her emotional state to the Flock.  She wanted to punch herself.  Those were the points that der Angle monitored.  He was looking for the girls with wicked thoughts.  She'd made it to the next level in the Flock, even though she hadn't wanted to.  


  "Gabby cannot hide from this one.  That wickedness must be removed from your soul or it will consume you."


  Her thoughts had been wicked...wickedly good, but she didn't think der Angle would appreciate her slang.  


  The crescendoing buzz shook her teeth until her eyes hurt.  "The demon inside you causes this wickedness.  This one sees you Gabriella, full o' promise."


  Despite the full on migraine that the vibration was causing, Gabby's ears pricked to the words der Angle used.  If she had her LifeGame interface, she would have called up a recording to confirm.  Instead she had to go on memory, which she knew was fallible.  But she thought she recalled that Vernon had said something about Milton being "full o' promise."  Even though the voice was hidden behind layers of modification, Gabby realized it had the same pacing as Vernon's.  


  Needing to confirm a revelation, Gabby struck a defiant pose.  "You want me to become your charwoman?"


  "Yes..." It came out like a hiss.


  "What if I don't want to?"  Gabby knew she was treading dangerous ground.  


  Der Angle's volume pummeled her ears.  "This one decides!  You carry a demon, from beyond these lands, only as charwoman can you cleanse!"


  The angel figure stepped forward, eyes bulging out obscenely, pointing at her in awkward, angular movements.  When Gabby dimmed her eyes, she could see the stick bug figure beneath the angel skin.  If it were Vernon posing as der Angle, what other figures in the Flock did he inhabit?  If he was a one man operation, then they had a chance of escaping. 


  "Kneel!" der Angle commanded.  


  Gabby refused, keeping her gaze level.  Der Angle floated to her and pressed his hand on her shoulder.  The angle of the touch was different than the visual she was seeing.  Gabby stared at the feathered hand suspiciously.  Der Angle seemed to sense her mood, but she grabbed his hand before he could move away. Nothing about it felt feathered.  


  Pain shot through her legs.  Der Angle was hanging above her like a waiting doom.  The white light that had surrounded his wings became crimson and blackish.


  "This one must always be obeyed!  Always!  Never defy this one!"


  Gabby wondered if she'd made a mistake.  She barely "defied" him, but he seemed to have a low threshold.  If only he would come closer, she would show him what real defying was.  


  Before she could consider her next course of action, the world melted before her eyes.  Instead of a stately room filled with an octagonal cushioned bed and a floating perverted angel, a hellish world of fire rose up around her. 


  Her first urge was to lurch around away from the fire, but she knew the fire was only illusion, just like the feathers had been.  In LifeGame, Coders could program sense-webs to react appropriately to what had been seen.  If she'd still been in LifeGame, she wouldn't have felt the hand beneath the illusion.  Instead it would have been soft feathers under her fingertips.


  The implications of the Flock's coding skills became clear.  They were good at visuals and sound, but hadn't mastered the tactile.  Which meant she could use her sense of touch to find her way through their false reality.  


  A flicker of movement right in front of her nose almost made her cross-eyed.  A tiny winged insect fluttered there, bouncing in a very non-bug-like manner.  Celia!  Gabby scrunched her nose at the bug.  


  Why hadn't she seen the bug before?  Then Gabby realized the reason why: The Flock had erased the bugs from her vision.  Maybe they had figured out what Celia could do, or had witnessed her exchange in the bunk house.  But in the hellish fire world, they'd forgotten to code out Celia's bug.  


  Gabby stepped backwards as a hand ripped at her dress.  The top buttons had been torn away exposing her neck.  She could sense his nearness.  Der Angle, or Vernon she guessed, was probably waiting right outside of her reach, ready to lunge in and rip her dress again.  


  She wasn't sure why he was being so cautious, but remembered she'd shown him what she could do in a fight until he stepped in and disabled her with some device.  The urge to strike out in the general location she thought Vernon might be was almost unbearable.  


  The Celia bug hovering at the tip of her nose, flew out away from her a moment before a hand ripped at her dress, popping buttons away and leaving her cleavage exposed.  The bug returned to her nose.  The scratch on her chest welled up with drops of blood like crimson beads.  One more rip and the dress would be in tatters.  


  Gabby let out a defeated sigh: thinking hard about how futile resistance would be, picturing Vernon standing over her as she cowered in submission.  She held that image in her head, letting her shoulders shrink inward, making herself small and inconsequential.  Letting Vernon know she wouldn't resist.


  His presence waited beyond arm's length.  Gabby could feel his hot, excited breath, smelling slightly like onions, washing over her.  She sensed his excitement.


  The wait was agonizing.  


  He was letting his anticipation build.  Licking his lips and penetrating her with his eyes.  Vernon was only a few feet away, hidden by her eye-screens.  


  When he came at her for the third time, she knew he wouldn't stop.  He might even have his device readied.  As far as Gabby knew, he was planning on hitting her with it until she could only lie on the floor.  Maybe he didn't believe her demure act or didn't care.  He would break her like he had the others.


  The Celia bug darted away—


  —Gabby swung, leaning her body into the blow, swinging at the empty air...


  ...connecting with something heavy she couldn't see.  Gabby leapt and followed it to the ground, punching the whole way down.  She could feel Vernon's bony body beneath her as she struck him a half-dozen times until he wasn't moving.  


  The Celia bug bounced excitedly before her eyes.  "Thank you," she whispered.  It made a petite mid-air bow.


  Gabby expected the doors to burst open and Vernon's cronies to come get her, even though she couldn't see the doors.  The landscape around her was fire and black earth and distant volcanoes.  Gabby knelt in a patch of partially-cooled lava.  If the Flock had done a better job coding the reality, she would believe her legs were burning.


  When no one came, she hoped that meant he was alone.  Gabby suspected that Vernon was running the Flock solo, playing the parts as needed to keep people in line.  She guessed even the beautiful charwoman was him, though she assumed he'd gotten the skin from somewhere else.  


  If it were just Vernon, she could slam his head into the floor until he was dead, freeing the Flock from his sick reality.  But the sound of the man's head hitting the hovercraft came back to her.  She'd never be able to do it.  Maybe if she knew for sure it would save the others, but it was only a guess.  There might be a few of them taking turns in the positions of power.  It would be his death at her hands.  It wasn't her way.  


  Gabby felt around, seeing the world beneath the illusion with her fingertips.  A square box lay inches from Vernon.  Gabby shuddered.  He had the knockout device in his hand.  If she hadn't put him down in one punch, the roles would be reversed.  


  She crawled forward until she found the edge of the cushioned bed.  What it looked like was a huge black smoking rock, but she felt the cushions beneath.  After orienting herself in the room, Gabby crawled until she hit the wall with her head.  Then she felt around for the window.  A few fumbling minutes later, she was outside the building, crawling after the Celia bug.


  Gabby was familiar with the false realities of LifeGame.  She knew when to believe and when to ignore what she saw, but she found it difficult to crawl over the flowing river of lava that blocked her escape.  Knowing that perception created reality, she scurried across the molten river.  Her skin became warm and uncomfortable, but never reached the levels of pain she would have expected if they'd been able to code tactile through the sense-web.  


  She crawled for what seemed like twenty miles, but was probably only a couple hundred feet.  Her knees were bloody from slamming them into hidden rocks.  When the bug stopped and made animated loop-d-loops, Gabby thought she might have been seen and froze onto the ground.  


  When her whole body rose into the air, picked up by some unseen giant, Gabby nearly screamed.  The smells of oil and grease filled her nose as the unseen giant gave her a hug.  


  "Drogan!" she squealed.  


  Moments later, the hellish fire world disappeared.  The Caterpillar was only a few steps away.  She'd practically crawled onto it.  Drogan had her in a one-armed hug, the other clutching the make-shift crossbow.  Celia sat at the head of the vehicle, looking grim as blind justice with her eye bandages.  


  Gabby gave her a warm smile.  "Thank you, Celia."  She hugged Drogan back with both arms.  "And thank you Drogan, my hero."


  Drogan gave her another big hug.  "We missed you Gabby-umbrella.  We've been playing with bubbles."  Drogan couldn't say her full name and liked to add umbrella to the end of the shortened version.  It made Gabby smile even wider.


  But then she saw that Celia still had her stony face.  The pale waif nodded up the hill.  A body lay facedown, clutching an axe.  An arrow stuck out of his back.  


  Gabby glanced at the crossbow and then back to Celia.  "Bubble world?"


  Celia nodded.


  The lively greeting ended as Drogan set her down.  "We have to get the others."  Celia made a face as she turned back to the front and revved the Caterpillar's engine.  Gabby knew what it meant.  Celia had used the Bubble World make Drogan kill the man coming after her.  Even though Drogan had no idea what he'd done, Celia would carry that guilt for him.  


  Gabby climbed on and eyed Drogan for signs of recognition for what he'd done.  He appeared less cheerily vacant than normal, his chubby cheeks bunched in a curious look.  Drogan was as simple as a five year old, but even five year olds knew when something was wrong.  She just hoped Celia wouldn't have to use him again like that before they left the Flock.




  


  


  Chapter Ten


  Celia had been able to override the Flock program when she'd gotten near enough, patching in through a cable while Gabby cowered on the ground.  Proximity factored into the strength of a program.  It kept distant powers from forcing their crude realities on anyone they could get a connection with.  


  Gabby had changed out of her dress, relishing the soft wool pants and shirt she now wore.  Silk wouldn't have felt as good.  Gabby adjusted the bandages on her knees and grabbed a metal pipe as her weapon.  They were returning to the Flock's town right away so Gabby didn't have time to give her knees the proper attention.  


  She'd crawled much further than she thought.  Maybe a good mile.  Her exhaustion was right under the surface, but as the Caterpillar rumbled across the field, chewing up neatly planted rows and spitting out black diesel smoke, she felt recharged by her anger.


  They hit Mouse's location first.  The building lay on the far side of the mess hall.  The Caterpillar punched a hole through the door with its huge clawed arm on the front.  Gabby leapt off with Drogan right behind.  


  "Bubbles!" he shouted, sporting a cheerful grin.


  Gabby wasn't feeling cheerful.  In fact, the steel pipe she wielded matched her vengeful mood.  But there was no one to take it out on.  Only a roomful of cowering girls in green dresses, screaming as a Gabby entered.  


  When the small dark shape darted out from the corner, Gabby almost met it with the pipe, until she realized it was Mouse.  Embraced in a hug, Gabby plugged into Mouse's system and cleaned out the Flock after a brief download.


  "You're in your original clothes," said Gabby.


  Mouse giggled behind a cupped hand.  "I heard the Caterpillar."


  They loaded back into their monstrous vehicle to get Michael.  Gabby was surprised by the lack of resistance.  Part of her wanted to go back to Vernon's building and finish what she'd started.  


  Michael had been sequestered in a locked shack on the edge of the planting fields.  Gabby knocked the door in with her pipe.  He stumbled out of the darkness, holding his arm to block even the dim light of dusk.  


  From up close, Gabby could see his ribs through his skin.  She threw herself into his arms, forgetting herself for a moment.  Feeling his skin against her hand, made her heart thump in her chest.  This is real.


  "We must go," said Celia in her eerily vacant voice.  Her web of sensors had detected resistance forming.  


  Celia drove the Caterpillar directly through the town.  Men in white shirts and women in brown dresses scurried away, their eyes white with fear.  Gabby wondered what the Flock made them see, or was it that they'd never seen a vehicle like the Caterpillar?


  "Oh, Michael, the program."  Gabby hooked the cable to a port in his lower back, trying to ignore the feel of his bare skin.  His broken eyes, all in one glance, tramped through her mind and wrapped themselves around her heart.  


  His spine protruded from his emaciated body.  The skin around the port was scabbed over.  After a quick plug in, Gabby was surprised by what she saw.


  "You don't have the Flock program?" she asked, confused.


  His eyes betrayed some recent pain as he shook his head.  Gabby cleaned out the program that had leeched onto his old system, forcing some horrible reality on him.  Gabby could see that in his eyes.  While her twenty days in the Flock had been difficult, his had clearly been a nightmare.  Gabby thought about saving the program, but deleted it instead, wanting to rid Michael of the demons it so clearly possessed.


  As the Caterpillar thundered toward a distant building, Gabby saw men with weapons gathering outside of it.  Part of her cheered their presence.  If there'd been no resistance then her choice not to kill Vernon would have been wrong.  


  "Bubbles!" Drogan announced again.  


  Gabby thought Celia was going to drive the Caterpillar right into the building, but then she saw Milton standing outside of it with the other men.  He had an axe in his hands.  Gabby's heart sunk.  Either they painted a completely different reality over Milton's eyes or he'd gone over to their side.  


  When the battle was joined, the odds were overwhelming in the Frags' favor.  The men of the Flock - while brandishing potentially deadly weapons: axes, pitchforks, knives and clubs - were clumsy and inept.  The Frags, however, had been trained by LifeGame in various martial arts and were more than proficient with most weapons.  


  Drogan shouted his inane battle cry "Bubbles!" as they charged in.  Celia kept him from using his crossbow.  Instead, he punched one Flock man running up to hit him with a club.  The man dropped to the ground in an awkward heap.  


  Gabby knocked an axe away with her pipe and curled it around and into his knee.  His screams ripped through the air.  Even Drogan seemed to notice something amiss in Bubble World.


  Michael held his own, but his general state of health kept him from easily dispatching his foes.  Mostly he parried and blocked, while Mouse snuck around and clubbed them in the back of the head with her short club.  


  Gabby's assault through the Flock men reminded her of her battle with the villagers in LifeGame.  She danced and swung through them, cutting them down like weeds.  Gabby tried only to disable, taking out knees and elbows rather than striking the head.  


  When Gabby and Drogan reached Milton, he tried to attack them.  His eyes were bursting out of his head in rage.  He ran at them with an axe over his head.  Gabby neatly sidestepped him and knocked the axe out of his hand while Drogan punched him right in the face.  "Bubbles!"  Milton went down, shuddering in spasms.  Gabby hoped the epilepsy would stay away.


  Gabby knelt over Milton and checked his pulse.  It was still strong.  They hadn't hurt him too bad.  Drogan stood guard while she searched for his port.  Men lay moaning in agony across the battlefield.  Mouse and Michael had cornered a pair of the Flock against an old dilapidated wagon.  Gabby had Milton cleaned out, but he wouldn't know it until he woke back up.  She was about to ask Drogan to carry him to the Caterpillar when she noticed out of the corner of her eye, another Flock man running toward her with a weapon in hand.


  She heard the two words simultaneously.  "Bubbles!" and "Gabby!"


  Gabby looked up to see Daniel.  He had a shotgun in his hand, though he was holding it by the barrel.  His face was wide with delight and then it turned to utter confusion.


  Her mind had heard the thrum of the crossbow, though she didn't want to acknowledge it.  


  "Bubbles?" said Drogan, also confused.  


  "Daniel," she said and ran to him.  The fuzzy-chinned Daniel, stumbled once and reached for his chest.  Gabby couldn't see a crossbow bolt, so she couldn't understand why he appeared hurt.  Then she saw the lake of red spreading across his white shirt.  


  She reached his side as he drifted to his knees.  His hands shook beneath hers.  His lip trembled in fear.  "I wanted to come with you."


  Gabby wanted to tell him it would be alright, but she couldn't even get a word out.  The bolt had gone right through him.  He slumped onto his side.


  "I'm sorry, Daniel."  It was all she could think to say.


  Gun fire erupted from the next street over.  Vernon had woken up and gathered a more potent force.  Vernon's face, even from a distance, appeared bloody and bruised.  Six men with guns ran toward them, firing.  


  Gabby grabbed the shotgun out of Daniel's limp grasp.  "I'm sorry," she said, again.  


  Drogan was still staring at Daniel.  He seemed to see beyond the Bubble World and understand what he'd done.  "Bubbles?" 


  "Drogan!  Get Milton in the Caterpillar!"


  Bullet impacts threw dirt over them.  One pinged off the metal pipe lying in the dirt.  Despite their frantic escape, Gabby kept looking back at Daniel, lying motionless in the dirt.  Celia widened the distance between them and Vernon's posse.  "Bubbles..."   The words trailed off of Drogan's lips.  Gabby wished he was saying "Cradle will fall" instead.  


  Celia was headed out of town when Gabby remembered.  It wouldn't be far out of their way.  Gabby climbed over the seat and tapped on Celia's shoulder.  


  "That building over there.  We have to go there."


  Celia ignored her kept driving out of town.  "Please."


  The pleading in her voice must have won her over, because Celia turned the Caterpillar toward the building.  Vernon and his men were too far away to stop her, but she didn't have much time.


  Gabby kicked in the door.  Girls in brown dresses screamed as if she was a marauding monster come to eat their flesh.  


  "Delilah?"


  "Gabby?"  The reply came from the back of the room.  Delilah ran out and into Gabby's arms.  Gabby thought about trying to get the other girls to come, but they were so frightened of her she knew it was pointless.  So she led Delilah to the Caterpillar and had the Flock's program cleaned out before they'd left town.


  "Thank you for remembering me," said Delilah.


  Gabby smiled wistfully, but couldn't speak.  She'd saved one, only one, and left a town full of doomed people.  Gabby put a comforting arm around Delilah and thought about Daniel.  Daniel lying dead in the dirt.  He'd wanted to come, too.  But now he would never leave.




  


  


  Chapter Eleven


  The weather mirrored her mood: gray skies that went on forever, restless winds circling endlessly, and a black soot that covered everything.  


  The soot came from the east.  They'd gotten word through their new interface that a volcano some distance north near the glaciers had spewed its guts into the sky.  The system the Frags had cobbled together in the GSA didn't serve their purpose anymore and had nearly gotten them all killed.


  As the Caterpillar cautiously trekked across the plains, they figured out how the Flock had happened upon them so easily.  The geobox at that location had been corrupted by Vernon and the Flock.  Once Milton had opened it, the virus infested his system and attacked his sense-web throwing him into an epileptic fit.  


  Milton sheepishly explained that for the first few days, he thought he'd died and been sent to a purgatory to work off his sins.  Eventually he figured it out, but he said Vernon warped his reality so thoroughly he couldn't figure out who was friend or foe.  He wouldn't say what he saw when he attacked them with the axe, just that he was afraid for his life.  Gabby forgave him, as did the others.  Forgiveness came easy for Gabby, with her experience from Final Raid still being relatively fresh in her mind.  By the end, she hadn't known who to trust.    


  The new interface had been downloaded from open databases in the Freelands.  It came with superior protections, but other perils of use.  Back in the GSA, they'd stayed separate from the LifeGame network, not needing access to games or skins or advertisements.  The purpose had been for communication amongst themselves and the other Frags hidden throughout the GSA.  But that system didn't have the necessary protections to stop the Flock virus from taking over Milton's system.  


  The six of them, with Drogan singing nursery rhymes by himself, debated adopting the Freelands system during one long night, huddling around a low fire.  By tapping into the Freelands resources they would have access to information they wouldn't otherwise.  But they would also be subject to Freelands rules.  


  Milton wanted the Freelands system.  He'd seen firsthand what their own weak protections meant when he'd opened that corrupted geobox.  Delilah took Milton's side, because, Gabby suspected, she had a crush on him.  It made Gabby smile whenever she saw Milton telling stories to Delilah about his LifeGame accomplishments.  Delilah nodded in all the right places and asked questions when Milton got uncomfortable during moments of silence.  


  Celia and Mouse both wanted to keep their Frags system.  With Mouse, Gabby suspected she didn't want to lose that link to home, but the frantic nature of her arguing made Gabby wonder if there were other reasons.  Did she have another agenda to keeping it?  Gabby had never found out what the Coder had offered Mouse in LifeGame, nor had she figured out what the red box at the hovercraft tower had been.


  Celia argued for keeping the Frags system for practical reasons.  She was concerned the new one would interfere with her sensor bugs.  


  Michael stayed sullen and apart, not voicing an opinion either way.  Whatever the Flock had done to him had wounded him deeply.


  When the arguments stalled to pointed silences and crossed arms, they'd put the question to her.  She'd stayed out of the argument for more personal reasons.  Despite her logic telling her otherwise, she felt responsible for Daniel's death.  She didn't want leadership of the Frags anymore and hoped Milton would continue to assert control.  She didn’t agree with his reasoning, but thought the Freelands program was the way to go.  Michael finally broke the tie, just to shut everyone up.  Gabby didn't sleep well that night, but she hadn't since they escaped from the Flock.


  While the Freelands program gave them access to information, it also made them more vulnerable.  In the Freelands, freedom was held dear.  That freedom was based on the homestead.  Once you'd carved out a spot of land for your own, anyone that ventured onto those lands had to abide by those rules.  By entering a land, one ceded access to your system.  That point had been the main topic for their arguments.  Why escape the Flock to allow everyone else to do the same thing?  


  The key difference, the one that Milton had never addressed and that Gabby would have centered her argument around, was that the Freelands publicized the state of every homestead, land or government.  A tyrannical maniac could turn a location into a cesspool of debauchery, but soon the information would spread and the land would get shut down.  The Freelands were market-based realities and if you didn't like the reality you were in, just go to the next land over.


  Milton stood on the back of the Caterpillar facing south with his hand shielding his eyes.  The gray clouds still hid the sun, but the diffuse illumination made them all squint.  They'd been discussing their newest dilemma for the last half hour without resolve.


  Milton turned back to them, ticking off points with an outstretched hand.  "I don't think there's any choice.  First, the meta-notes tell us that the Farm doesn't like visitors."  Milton nodded back south to the land that blocked their way.  On their maps it was called the Blood Farm and in reality it was only a few hundred yards away.  They'd driven the Caterpillar near it and a great red pulsing wall had appeared, seen on their eye-screens and projected by the Freelands program.  The klaxon that followed made their ears hurt.  They drove back until they couldn't hear it anymore.  


  "Second, the geobox says that if you pass through their land, they get to demand a 'blood toll.'  I don't like the sound of that," he said, shaking his head.  "And third, there's a place about one-hundred fifty miles east where we can restock the Caterpillar.  It's just on the edge of our range."


  Mouse pointed to the floating map hovering between them.  "If we just go east near the mountains, we won't lose much time and we'll avoid the Blood Farm."


  "But we need fuel and there's no place south within range.  If we go your way, we might as well abandon the Caterpillar and go on foot, or head to that train," he said.


  Milton lowered his voice and made it sound like an old game show announcer: "Game away your days, traveling safely on the Game Train!"  Milton laughed lightly at himself.  "More like a Lame Train.  Probably nothing a group of old LifeGamers couldn't handle."  


  Gabby curled up on the bench and pulled her hoodie around her face.  Thoughts of the train made her shudder, even though she only had a vague description.  The Blood Farm had a more sinister name, but Gabby suspected it was more bluster than actual danger.  The banal and inviting nature of the Game Train tags seemed off to her.  Almost in the same way Mr. Johnson's faux-excited voice for the Asphyxia raid during Final Raid had made her feel.  


  Mouse and Milton continued their arguments while Gabby looked to the others.  Delilah occasionally added her opinion, firmly on Milton's side, while Michael spoke up on Mouse's.  In the last couple of days, Michael was looking less haunted, the circles around his eyes had shrunken, but he still looked like something vital had been taken from him.


  Celia hadn't partaken in the conversation.  She sat on the flatbed portion of the Caterpillar tinkering with the hijacked hovercraft.  She'd been soldering controls from another vehicle they'd pillaged in the GSA.  Gabby had been helping her at times, but she'd given up when she realized they didn't have enough spare parts to make it work, but that hadn't stopped Celia from continuing to tinker.


  Gabby was watching Celia work, when Gabby realized the nano-torch was motionless in Celia's hand.  Gabby couldn't even see if she was breathing.  She just looked like a picture of Celia rather than the real thing.


  The pale girl extinguished her torch with her mind and set it down like it was a fork at a fancy table.  Then she started calmly climbing over the benches toward the front.  The bandages across her eyes and the purposeful way she set her hands on the benches seemed a contradiction.  Milton and Mouse suspended their argument to watch Celia.  When she sat in the driver's seat, she said, without even turning her head, "Coders."


  The rest of them erupted in a fury of movement.  Celia had the Caterpillar turning in a wide circle headed south by the time everyone got situated.  Three dust plumes to the northwest signaled the pursuit.


  "Where are we going?" Milton shouted above the revving engines.  Celia didn't answer, but they were definitely facing south.


  Gabby's instincts were to go south through the Blood Farm, despite the sinister description.  They didn't have a choice.  The Coder vehicles were approaching quickly and going east at their pace would only run them out of fuel.  


  "We've got to go east," shouted Milton.


  The urge to voice her disagreement was almost as unbearable as the impending presence of the Coders, probably led by Mr. Johnson.  But Daniel, a boy she hardly knew, died because she'd inspired him into wanting to come.  She'd only wanted his help in escaping, or at least information to that direction, but he'd gone the next step further and paid for it with his life.  If being a leader meant that people died when you inspired them, she wasn't sure she wanted to be the leader of the Frags.


  Celia ignored Milton and headed straight for the border of the Blood Farm.  The red hazy wall and the klaxon returned on approach.  Then the Caterpillar skidded to a stop, sending up dirt and black smoke in a cloud around them. 


  Gabby had been facing backward, watching the Coders approach.  When she turned south, she saw why Celia had stopped.  Just beyond the red wall were five squat vehicles about the size of a FunCar mulling about the other side.  The machines reflected chrome and steel and crimson in overlapping layers of armor.  On the top of each was an automatic gun, clearly tracking their movements.  Deeper beyond the barrier, more mobile gun vehicles approached.  They weren't moving with much urgency, but there were enough of them it wouldn't matter.  Even with the armor they'd used to escape from the GSA, which they didn't have anymore, they wouldn't be able to stop all of them.  If they were going to enter the Blood Farm, it was going to be on the Blood Farm's terms.  


  "Don't just sit here, Celia, go east!"  Milton was practically foaming at the mouth.  Gabby hoped the stress didn't set off his epilepsy. 


  Mouse, in a louder voice than Gabby had ever heard her use, said, "Go west, we can curl around the Blood Farm and fight them on the run."


  "We can't escape them," said Celia in a plain voice.  "We can fight them here."  


  Gabby felt like the old Mouse as she was sitting on her hands, wanting to tell them the obvious.  Drogan, sensing the danger, had lapsed into "Cradle will fall..."  He hadn't mentioned the Bubble World since they'd left the Flock.


  The only logical course, in Gabby's eyes, was to go through the Blood Farm and pay their 'blood price.'  But she didn't want to speak up, in case someone was hurt again.  Even thinking about saying something brought memories of Mouse getting shot and the man's head impacting the speeding hovercraft and Daniel drifting to his knees the moment before he died.  


  She couldn't directly explain why she thought they should go through the Blood Farm even if she might be wrong and that the price of passage was too high and that it was as sinister as it sounded.  She couldn't tell them at all.  She couldn't convince them to go through the Blood Farm, because that would confirm that she was the leader of the Frags and bring back the chance of someone getting hurt, like Michael, but she could help them come to that conclusion themselves.


  "Can we fight the Coders?  How many of them are there?" she asked, as timidly as she dared.


  Everyone looked to Celia.  "Fifteen.  Five in each vehicle.  Your friend Unthar is there, Gabriella.  And all armed with weapons not on any database.  That Coder is leading them again."  It was more than Gabby had heard Celia say in one breath since she'd joined them.  


  The nodding glances showed that the other Frags had come to the same conclusion that Gabby had a long time ago.  They couldn't fight the Coders and they couldn't outrun them.  The Blood Farm was the only way.  Gabby just hoped the Coders couldn't follow.


  As the tip of the Caterpillar broached the hazy red wall, a dialogue box appeared before Gabby.  She sensed the others were getting the same thing.  


  "Pay the Blood Price?"  The ghostly crimson words floated above her.  She only had to acknowledge it and be allowed onto the Blood Farm.  Refuse and the gun vehicles would unload their deadly loads.  Gabby wondered what would happen if only one of them refused.


  The strange vehicles started to converge as Gabby hesitated.  Now faced with the reality of submitting to their rules, she was having second thoughts.  What if the Blood Farm was as bad as the Flock, or worse?


  Gabby glanced back at the dust plumes of the Coders, growing closer by the second.  The entrance words were still floating before Gabby, now pulsing insistently.  If she didn't accept soon, she would probably be ripped apart by a hailstorm of bullets.


  All the guns had trained themselves on her.  The words were pulsing faster, almost strobing.  There was no time left.  


  Gabby accepted.  She would pay the blood price, whatever that was.




  


  


  Chapter Twelve


  The Caterpillar had been a stalwart of their journey, carrying them over hundreds of miles and through terrain unsuited for even the most versatile vehicle.  The Caterpillar was an unlikely masterpiece from their gentle giant, busily humming his favorite nursery rhyme.


  The dust plumes rapidly approached, growing larger until they could see the Coder hanging from the side of the lead vehicle.  Gabby knew it was him by his mane of hair fluttering in the wind, even though she couldn't see his LifeGame skins.   


  Much to the shock of the Frags, the engines, which had been thrumming along like an unruly beast, sputtered and coughed like an old man with pneumonia.  Celia gave it more gas, which only deepened the cold.  


  The vehicle had been so predictable and reliable, none of the Frags, including Gabby, thought about running as the three GSA vehicles skidded to a stop.  The Caterpillar died as the men jumped out of their vehicles.    


  Unthar got out last, staring incredulously at the Blood Farm's mobile gun units that only moments before had their guns trained on the Frags.  The guns swiveled around, facing their new enemies.  


  "What the hell are those things?" said Unthar.


  Mr. Johnson continued to hang on the open door.  His skin didn't completely translate from the GSA to the Freelands network, so it appeared as patchy white paint on his face and the sword and half the clothes were missing.  He appeared to be an actor not quite ready for his show.


  "Nevermind those," he said, "we'll deal with them in a moment."


  "Damn right we'll deal with them, then I'll deal with that bitch over there."  Unthar shouldered his gun, pointing it in Gabby's direction.  


  Mr. Johnson, who didn't have a weapon, walked up to the edge of the Blood Farm property line.  Gabby assumed he had a mod that helped his LifeGame interface access the Freelanders, but it clearly wasn't perfect, given his uneven skin.  Gabby couldn't figure out if his smirk toward the mobile gun units was real or an affection of the partial skin.


  "Think this little fiefdom is going to protect you?" he asked, smiling contemptuously.  Mr. Johnson appeared to have all the cards by his confidant stance.


  "Go back to the GSA," yelled Michael.  "You've got more kids to kill."


  "Is that what you think?"


  Gabby glanced down to the shotgun lying at her feet.  The fifteen GSA special forces had their guns pointed at the Caterpillar, keeping thoughts of even reaching for it at bay.  


  Mr. Johnson paced slowly on the other side of the red wall, his hair blocking his face.  He appeared to be on a leisurely stroll.  "If you give me Ms. Gabriella DeCorte and her little sidekick, I'll be happy to tell you what we do with them.  Even let the rest of you go.  Be Freelanders if you want.  The lot of good it'll do you."


  "Go frag yourself!" yelled Milton, bringing laughter from the other Frags.  His little defiance made Gabby smile.  


  Mr. Johnson, however, cocked his head sideways and peered at Milton as if he were just realizing he was there.  As he did, the skin covering the right side of his face disappeared for a moment, Gabby got a sense of déjà vu.  She could see his nose and jaw line on half of his face.  Mr. Johnson turned the other way and the skin reappeared.


  "We're not giving them over," said Michael.  Gabby could see how much the effort of yelling drained him.  "So just turn tail and head back to the GSA, or these gunships will rip you apart."


  Gabby first confused the look on Mr. Johnson's face with fear.  Then she realized it was shock and then right after, the whole crew of special ops, including Mr. Johnson and Unthar started laughing.  


  "Gunships?" said Mr. Johnson, laughing behind a cupped hand. 


  The Frags looked amongst themselves trying to figure out what they'd missed.  Were the gunships not guns at all?  Had they given themselves over to the Blood Farm on an illusion just like the Flock?


  Mr. Johnson pulled out a pistol from the back of his pants, pointed it at the nearest gunship and pulled the trigger.  A deep, throaty moan erupted from the gunship and it fell over.  The special ops soldiers started laughing again, slapping their legs, while Mr. Johnson stood with his gun out, smirking like a cat with a half-dead mouse under its paw.  Gabby felt like she was sinking into the floor of the Caterpillar.  


  Gabby glanced down at the shotgun and the air exploded in an avalanche of noise and dust.  She threw herself into the floorboards.  Mouse gave an anguished squeak that sounded like a tortured seal, and Gabby wondered if she'd been shot, but she dared not look up as the gunships were unleashing themselves on the GSA retrieval squad.  


  When the shooting stopped, Gabby expected to peer over the edge to see a litter of dead bodies, but instead there was just one partially shot up blue and gold vehicle and the rapidly departing dust plumes of two more.  The mobile units were articulating their guns, almost waving goodbye to the GSA.


  Gabby heard fearful crying from the next bench over.  She hopped it and put her arms around Mouse to comfort her.  "They're gone, Song.  We're okay."  But it didn't seem to help.  She kept shaking her head and mumbling something.  


  Gabby tried to pull Mouse to her feet, but she stubbornly stayed glued to the floor, shaking her head.  


  "They're gone, Mouse.  No more GSA.  They went back."


  Slowly the words seemed to dawn on Mouse.  She peered up through tear soaked hair stuck to her face, "Gone?"


  "Gone."


  "Not dead?"


  The question struck Gabby as strange, but then she thought the girl might be afraid of bodies or blood.  Though she hadn't seemed squeamish in their battle with the Flock or in Final Raid.


  "Not dead."


  Mouse gave a huge sigh of relief.  When the girl saw Gabby watching, she hid her face behind her hair.  Gabby was about to question her, but then Celia said, "Vehicles approaching.  Blood Farm."


  "From one problem to the next," said Gabby.  


  Milton was digging for a weapon in the storage compartment until Gabby waved him off.  She'd left her shotgun on the floorboards and walked out to greet them.  It wasn't like they were going anywhere.


  Five crimson and chrome vehicles pulled up.  Each one more different than the last.  One of them even appeared to be a FunCar with the roof cut off and roll bars added on.  The crimson and chrome "colors" of the Blood Farm vehicles and the GSA's mocking laughter about the gunships made Gabby realize the "colors" were just skins.  


  Milton walked past her, stepping a few paces in front, as the last of the dust subsided.  The men and women from the vehicles had weapons, automatics and other implements, but kept them on shoulder straps and tucked under their arms.  


  "Hail, friends," said Gabby and felt foolish immediately.  This wasn't LifeGame and they weren't on Final Raid.  These were real people with needs and wants and rules they didn't understand.


  Milton shot her a disapproving look.  "Hello."


  When Gabby saw the full-bearded man duck out from the towering truck, she thought he might be their leader, but he stopped and crossed his arms.  Another man with spectacles stepped forward.  


  "Greetings.  Ben is my name."


  The manner in which he touched his hand to his chest and the unassuming simplicity of his name practically disarmed Gabby's fear on the spot.  Ben was plain faced and his auburn hair had touches of gray at the sides.  Gabby guessed he was older than she thought and noted that he, and the others, didn't use skins to hide their appearance, even though they had modified their vehicles that way.


  "I'm Milton.  I'm the leader of us Frags."  He stood with his arms crossed, one foot slightly forward in a defiant manner.  


  Gabby couldn't help but feel annoyed by Milton's declaration, but then she reminded herself, that she didn’t want leadership of the Frags.  


  When Ben looked to her, she touched her chest, mimicking his gesture.  "Gabriella, or Gabby for short."


  "Gabby for short, it's nice to meet you.  And you as well, Milton."


  Ben's eyes flickered over the Caterpillar before returning to Milton and Gabby.  He seemed to be judging them.


  "So you escaped from the GSA?"  The manner in which he asked indicated he already knew the answer, but they both nodded regardless.  "And you've outrun a retrieval squad to take refuge here on the Blood Farm."


  Milton kept his closed pose.  "We'd like to trade for some fuel, restock and keep moving south, if possible.  We have," Milton paused and Gabby closed her eyes briefly hoping he wasn't going to spill out their plans, "things we need to do."


  Gabby sighed.  


  "So," said Ben, "you're just going to come in here and get some supplies lickity split and then move on?  Did you even bother to learn who we are and what we do?"


  At first impression, Gabby pegged Ben for a former school teacher.  He had that easy, comfortable air around him.  But his eyes had hardened as he lectured them.  The other Farmers kept relatively still watching them.  They were cautiously tensed at the ready.  The Blood Farm didn't trust them.


  "I'm sorry, Ben," said Gabby, catching a cutting look from Milton.  "We're still recovering from that close call.  Thank you for running them off for us."


  The corner of Ben's lips twitched.  Gabby couldn't tell if it was a good twitch or a bad one.


  "Running them off cost us two of ours," said Ben, gesturing with his head past them.  Gabby looked back to see a second gunship had fallen over.  The other gunships milled about restlessly and Gabby had the strange sensation that she knew what they were underneath their skins, but couldn't figure it out.


  "We can help," offered Milton.  "Drogan's a genius with mechanics."


  Ben glanced back at the bearded giant leaning against the truck.  Suddenly, the whole contingent of Farmers broke out into laughter, just as the GSA retrieval squad had.  Gabby shrugged at the other Frags.  No one seemed to understand, except Celia who had a tight smirk on her face.  


  The laughter broke the tension that had been building.  Ben smiled at them, giving permission for the others to relax.  They'd passed some sort of test.


  "Where'd you come from?  Before that squad ran you here?"  Ben's voice had an easy twang and Gabby found herself wanting to answer.


  "The Flock," said Milton, "but since then we've just been heading south.  


  Ben shook his head.  "The Flock.  I'm sorry that was your first introduction to the Freelands.  We're not all like that."  Ben glanced at the gray sky, in the location the sun was hiding.  "We should get you back to the homestead.  It's getting dark and Melinda and the kids should be getting dinner ready.  We can talk more there."


  "Our Caterpillar isn't working," said Milton, hitching his thumb behind him.


  "It's okay, grab your stuff and we'll tow it back tomorrow when there's more light."


  Gabby hated leaving the Caterpillar, but they didn't have much choice.  They grabbed their gear and before they loaded into the vehicles, Ben had them all introduce themselves.  The Frags did the same.  Gabby couldn't quite remember all the names, she was used to LifeGame telling her facts like that and the Blood Farm interface didn't seem to have that function, that she'd found.


  Getting into Ben's minibus, she touched the exterior to confirm it wasn't as smooth and chrome plated like it appeared.  She could feel paint chips beneath her fingertips.  The illusionary skin on the vehicle reminded her of the gunships.


  "What are those things?  The little mobile gun units that protected us?" she asked Ben as they were getting ready to leave.


  Ben focused, clearly changing something in the Blood Farm interface for them, and when she looked back, she nearly fell out of her bench laughing.  The other Frags joined her after they followed her gaze.


  Roaming around the Caterpillar, chewing grass and swishing their tails, was a small herd of cows, with gun turrets strapped to their backs.  The bindings wrapped around the bellies of the beasts, keeping the guns relatively stable.  The big bearded man and a couple of others were loading the carcasses of the two fallen cows into his truck with a wench.  All the laughter at their expense made perfect sense now.  Gabby hoped it was a good omen.




  


  


  Chapter Thirteen


  The name of the Freeland, The Blood Farm, was a bit misleading.  First and foremost, they were a farming community, though not of blood.  The fields contained wheat and corn and soybeans.  There were orchards of apples and pears.  Ben admitted they took their name to scare off the curious and the 'blood price' was merely the effort it took to work the fields.


  About one hundred men, women and children made up the Blood Farm.  Gabby never saw all of them at once during her time there, but she estimated the numbers from the buildings in the compound.  It was jokingly called the Blood Fort and someone had even run a flag up on the mess hall.  The faded flag had a drop of blood with a white cross in the middle. 


  The seven of them were given an empty building within the fencing for their own.  Its interior was dusty and spider infested, but they had it cleaned out in a day.  No one had offered that they join the Farm, but the implication was there.  Everyone seemed to go out of their way to make them feel at home.  


  Pretty quickly, they each found their niche.  Milton and Delilah were often seen wandering around holding hands when Milton wasn't working with their programmers designing new security routines for the cattle.  The eye-screen technology was pretty cheap, so they put them on the cow's eyes and created a Cow World for them.  It was cheaper and easier than fences and they doubled as walking gun turrets.   


  Michael worked in the medical facilities, which was run by Ben's wife Melinda.  Ben's wife reminded Gabby of Blair the Chair (Gabby smiled wistfully remembering the name Zaela had called her when they visited the Library Museum.)  The woman was confined to a wheelchair, though she had use of her arms and upper body, while Blair had to affect her surroundings through her robotic helper Frank.  


  Melinda took to Michael and the two could be seen conferring on medical issues at all hours of the day and night.  Gabby hadn't known Michael to be interested in medicine.  She wondered if his experience with the Flock had pushed him in that direction.  


  Mouse, she hardly saw.  The slight girl often went with the workers into the fields or on patrols.  Gabby kept wanting to talk to her about the red box, but she could never get her alone.  At least it kept Mouse from Michael.  


  The hit of the Frags was Drogan.  When they first met Melinda, her wheelchair was wobbling and one wheel appeared to be giving her a difficult time.  Drogan went right to fixing it, even though Melinda was still in the chair.  At first, the other Farmers moved to stop Drogan, but Ben stayed them.  He seemed to sense what Drogan was or he remembered what they'd told him at the border.


  After Melinda did a few figure eights and rocked back in a wheelie, the Farmers all clapped Drogan on the back.  Gabby was worried about the personal contact, but Drogan took it well, only flinching slightly.  


  Since then, he'd been holed up in their workshop fixing vehicles, farming implements and whatever else they could bring him.  Drogan had never been so happy.  Gabby was glad to see his mind off the Bubble World.  He'd even stopped saying "cradle will fall" every waking moment.


  Only Celia seemed not to mesh into the Farmers.  Her bandages and insect sensors made them uncomfortable.  So Celia spent her time cross-legged on the front porch working on the damaged hovercraft.  The Farm had electronics she could use.  Sometimes Drogan helped her when he wasn't in the workshop.  


  Gabby wanted to talk to Ben about what he might know, but for the first two weeks at the Blood Fort, he was busy in the fields during the day and holed up at night in discussions.  So she spent her time reading or searching the Freelands nets for information.    


  Finally, one warm day, when the gray clouds let bits of sunlight through, like spotlights shining down from the sky, Ben appeared on the little hill she'd taken to reading at.  


  "Socratic Dialogues," said Ben, matching her cross-legged style, "heretical reading for a LifeGamer."


  Gabby glanced over.  "I quit the game."


  "I can still see it weighing on you.  You look like you need to be doing something all the time.  Even your foot taps like a metronome when you're reading."


  "I keep trying to check my LifeScore," admitted Gabby.  "It's strange not knowing my status.  Like nothing counts unless there's a score attached."


  Ben chuckled.  "Don't worry, while the GSA takes activity planning to the extreme, we still have to get things done here in the Freelands.  We don't have games to make the tasks more enjoyable, but we still have to bring in the crops and fix the equipment.  Trade your score for a few honey-do lists and you'll feel right at home."


  Ben flinched and raised his hand to swat down the bug that was pestering him.  "Is that one of her bugs?"


  She shrugged.  "It might be, though hers tend to move more deliberately.  But I try not to kill them anyway, just in case.  She's saved us from the Coders more than once."


  Ben put his hand by his side, eyeing the air above him before turning back to Gabby.  She closed her book and set it down.  "It's good to get buffed with a little sunshine for once."  Gabby regretted using the word 'buffed' after their conversation.  It marked her as an escapee from the GSA.


  "My fields could use a whole bunch more buffings," said Ben with a wink.  "That volcano stopped spewing its guts out a few days ago.  I'm hoping that means we'll see the sun more now."


  "I heard from the Freelands network that it could cause the glaciers to grow further south," said Gabby.


  "I heard the same things.  But it won't be for a long time.  Maybe our children's children.  Nothing we can do about it anyway."  Ben paused.  "But talking about volcanoes and glaciers wasn't why I came up here."


  Gabby wrapped her arms around her knees and stared at the grass.  She knew what was coming.  She'd been dreading it for weeks.


  "We'd like the seven of you to stay with us.  To join the Blood Farm.  Every one of you would be a hellava asset to our little community."


  Gabby's stomach ached.  "I can't.  My friend Zaela..."


  "I know," said Ben, "the others told me.  They said you wouldn't stay and that if you went, they would go."


  "What?"  Gabby didn't want that.  Didn't want that responsibility.  It was like Daniel with the Flock.  She'd never asked him, but he tried to come anyway and paid for that decision with his life.  


  "Even Milton?"


  "Not in so many words.  He still calls himself the leader of your little group, but deep down he knows better," he said.  "You're a leader if I ever saw one."


  "I don't want to be the leader."  Gabby bit her lip.  If it hurt enough, maybe the ache would go away.  "I didn't ask to be one."


  "Maybe you didn't ask, but that doesn't mean you're not one.  The only definition of a leader is that they have followers and your friends are willing to follow you wherever you go."  Ben paused.  "Or not go."


  "But people have died because of me," she said.


  "I never chose to be the leader of the Blood Farm either and people have died under my watch.  More than I care to admit and some directly because of my decisions.  I don't sleep so well these days."


  Gabby paused.  "Does every decision you make seem like a foolish one?  All my choices result in someone getting hurt.  I never know if I'm doing the right thing."


  The enormity seemed to be crushing her.  She felt like she was being pressed into the ground.


  "That's just confirmation that you are a leader.  Leading means taking people where they need to go, but can't make the choices themselves.  And it means, at times, you'll be out there alone, fighting the good fight and wondering if anyone will stand by your side.  You'll feel like the biggest fool on the earth."


  "Have you felt that way before?"


  Ben chuckled.  "Too many times to count."


  A thoughtful silence filled in between them.  Gabby let the discussion mull around in her head.    


  "There's going to be a war between the GSA and the Southlands," said Ben, breaking the silence and squinting southward as if he could see the evidence for himself.  


  Gabby had heard similar rumblings.  The Freelands didn’t care too much as long as they left them out of it.  She shook her head.  "I have to get Zaela."


  "I respect your decision, but you'll be putting them in danger.  It'd be a lot safer here for your friends, especially Drogan.  He's as big as an ox but has the mind of a child.  We could use his skills on the Farm.  Put them to use better than you can on the way south.  Of course, we could use all your skills if you decided to stay."


  Gabby knew what Ben was trying to say.  He was suggesting that she leave without them.  The thought had crossed her mind more than once.  She could chance the Game Train and make her way to the Double Eagle in no time.  She could easily weasel Milton's contacts out of him and figure the rest out as she went.  And if she needed to sneak back into the GSA to get Zaela, it would be easier for one person rather than seven, assuming Zaela was even in the GSA.  She'd practically made up her mind before Ben had come to talk to her, though she didn't want him to know that.


  "We'd need Drogan to fix the Caterpillar.  If it broke down again we'd be sunk."


  Ben's mouth was smiling but his eyes said something completely different.  She could see why he was the leader of the Blood Farm.  She had a sense he could see right through her.


  "I've been meaning to tell you," he said.  "The Caterpillar is fixed.  Didn't take much work.  Only a little time and the right tools."


  Ben was holding something back.  He wanted her to ask.  She thought about letting it go, but decided to let it play out.


  "What was wrong?"


  Ben glanced back down to the town and then back to her.  "It was the strangest thing.  I happened to be there when he opened up the gas tank.  The thing was half filled with sugar."


  Gabby steeled herself from reacting.  He wanted to know who she suspected.  


  "Drogan didn't quite know what to make of it," he said.  "He didn't put any meaning to it other than that he had to clean it out.  Only Braymer was there and he's not the talking type, if you know what I mean."


  Gabby's thoughts ran right to Mouse.  There were too many unanswered questions she had about the girl: the Coder's promise at LifeGame, the red box and the other ways they could be tracked.  She had no idea how the GSA retrieval squad had found them on the plains so easily.  She assumed they'd used human intelligence or cameras or the satellites she heard they still controlled, but it could have been a spy in the group.  They didn't have raw sugar up in the mountains but had access to it in the Flock.  She didn’t remember Mouse having anything with her, but she had been prepared to leave. 


  Ben got up and turned to go.  He had a piece of grass between his teeth.  


  "Now I'm not saying what it means.  You're the only one that could know that, but if you did have a problem in your little group, we could take it off your hands."


  Ben gave her a knowing wink and left her little patch of grass on the hillside.  Gabby didn't read her book for the rest of the afternoon.  She was dreading the choice, but eventually, as the setting sun blazed the clouds with crimson, she decided she would make her way south alone.




  


  


  Chapter Fourteen


  Gabby didn't leave them right away.  First, she had supplies to gather for the journey and she had to do it without Celia finding out.  


  She hated herself the whole time she was sneaking around, but as Ben had told her, if they found out she was leaving, they would follow her south.  There were other advantages to leaving the Frags.  The sugar in the gas tank all but confirmed they had a spy in their midst, probably working for the Coders.  If she went alone, she'd have a better chance of sneaking back into the GSA once she found out what she needed to know.


  Getting Milton's contact had been easier than she thought.  Delilah had him on permanent distraction.  That next afternoon, while the two love birds were holding hands and chatting softly on the porch, Gabby peppered Milton with questions until he gave her the information, just to make her go away.  The former LifeGamer she needed to contact was a man named Jaxon.    


  Once everything was ready, Gabby realized she only had one more thing to do.  It was the hardest part about leaving.


  Gabby stepped into the infirmary, the smell of antiseptic hit her nose.  Michael was sitting on a stool with a rubber strap around his arm.  Melinda was beside him, drawing blood out into a syringe.


  "Ni hao," Gabby said, trying to sound playful and informal.  Her insides were doing back flips.  


  Michael jumped at her voice.  His eyes screamed at her to leave.  Gabby ran out the front door, taking long strides toward the hill.  


  She heard the door slamming close half way up the street.  Michael ran to catch up, he was out of breath even though the distance had been short.  


  "I'm sorry, I didn't mean to bother you," Gabby blurted out.


  "You weren't," he said.  "You just surprised me, is all."


  "What was she doing?"


  "She needed samples.  Some tests she's doing.  I'm a good guinea pig."


  Gabby maintained her brutal pace.  Michael labored to keep up.  


  "Did you want to talk?" he asked, sounding hesitant.


  "I...I just wanted to see what was going on," said Gabby.  "Since we came to the Blood Farm, we've all been split up.  The only person I see regularly is Celia and she's like talking to a lamp post."  Then after a pause.  "Sorry."


  "It's okay.  She creeps me out too sometimes even though she's my sister.  I just wish she talked more, but she's so busy seeing with her sensors that she forgets about us at times."


  Michael knocked the hair out of his eyes with a hitch of his head.  The dark circles around his eyes only made their icy-blue more distinct.  Staring into them was like cutting herself.  She couldn't figure out how they could look so cold but she felt so warm.


  "Gabby?"


  She realized he'd been asking her a question.  "What?  Sorry, I remembered something."


  "What did you come to talk to me about?  You seemed way more serious than just 'catching up.'"


  A fit of madness overtook her and she nearly asked him to come with her.  To head south with just the two of them.  It would be a glorious adventure and maybe he might figure out what his feelings were for her.  She could hope.  


  But then she saw how thin he was getting.  She could see his collarbone poking through his shirt.  The journey so far had been hard on him.  He needed more time to regain his strength.  Bringing him along would only hurt him more and she didn't want to do that.


  He was looking to her in expectation as she realized her mouth was open.  She asked the first question that popped into her head: "Have you ever seen Mouse with a red box?"


  Michael shook his head.


  "She got it when we raided the GSA hovercraft tower.  Or at least I thought she did."


  "Nope," he said, "never saw it."


  While she was asking, she figured she might as well get the other one out of the way.  


  "And when we escaped the Flock, you didn't happen to see if Mouse got anything from them?" 


  Michael glanced thoughtfully to the side.  Gabby's face grew flush and she wanted to lean forward and nibble on his neck.  


  "Yeah, she did steal some supplies from the kitchens.  Yeast, sugar and a few other items.  What's the significance?"  Michael narrowed his eyes.


  "Nothing."  He wants to defend her, even though he doesn't know from what, she thought.  And before he could ask her another question, Gabby said, "I have to go, I forgot about—"  and she ran off without saying what it was.


  Gabby ran back to the lodge and threw herself on the cot.  The thoughts swirling around in her head made her want to scream.  Now she wanted to leave the Blood Farm more than ever, just to distance herself from the complications.  It would be simpler to go it alone.


  #


  That night she made the move, waiting until she thought Celia was sound asleep.  Gabby crept by her.  The pale girl slept like a corpse.  Gabby had to resist the urge to check if she was even breathing.  


  Gabby had left supplies in little piles around the Fort.  She hadn't wanted to be seen packing by Celia.  It didn't take long to round them all up and then she was in the long work shed that fit the fleet of Farm vehicles, pulling the motorcycle off the back of the Caterpillar.  


  She walked it out of the shed and through the rows of silent buildings.  The moon was half full and the cloud cover patchy.  Every time the moon swept past the clouds, she wanted to duck and hide.  


  The Fort kept its gate locked at night, but anyone could open it.  She knew the Blood Farm security would know she'd left, but it wouldn't matter.  Ben had probably warned them.


  As she hiked her leg over the seat, she saw him.  Ben was standing in a patch of moonlight.  He didn't move to stop her, or call out for guards.  He just raised his hand and gave her a muted wave.  


  Gabby stabbed the clutch with her heel and started the engine.  She was speeding away from the Fort in no time, not even caring if Celia had woken from the noise.  Her insects couldn't fly fast enough to catch up and Ben would keep her secret.  


  The clouds were thinner as she headed southeast and she could make out the ground enough to keep moving at a decent pace.  Gabby rode until she thought she was in danger of falling asleep while riding.  


  A meandering creek with tight foliage made for a good hiding spot.  She napped for what seemed like ten minutes, but when she climbed out from the bushes, she found the sun high in the sky.  


  Not long after she left the creek, Gabby found an old cracked highway.  She blazed down the road, startling a pair deer eating daisies from the larger crevices.  


  Gabby rode like that for the rest of the day until her butt, sore from the bumpy road, forced her to take a break.  She checked the gas tank to find she had enough left to make the final leg to the station.  She hoped to reach it by nightfall, since the train was to arrive around midnight.  


  When she cut her engines at the station, she was surprised by the overwhelming solitude.  A dilapidated building with vines choking its walls was the only building in sight.  Half the roof had fallen in and squirrels could be seen scampering out the hole.


  Gabby started to wonder if the Game Train was a hoax.  She walked her bike to the edge of the tracks and checked her maps to make sure she was at the right spot.  Her tiny avatar hovered over the station on the Freelands map, so she found a comfortable spot to wait with a good view of her surroundings.  


  As the darkness crept across the sky, Gabby noticed owls hooting in the nearby woods.  She hoped that animal life meant there were no other humans around, but she wasn't much of a country girl.  Even during her time in the farmhouse, the others had done the majority of the work, though she helped out where she could.  Even Mouse could sew and fixed the holes in their clothes.  Gabby couldn't even do that.  She'd been an expert at LifeGame, but none of those skills translated to farm living.  


  She pulled her knees to her chest and rested her chin there.  The night whispered coolly on her skin.  Gabby kept checking behind her, feeling gooseflesh come upon her at odd times.


  Far from the Blood Farm and with a quiet space to think, Gabby wondered if she'd made the right choice leaving the Frags.  Except for Delilah, who she'd just met, the rest of them had been her close companions for the last half a year.  She hoped they didn't see her leaving them as a betrayal.  


  A distinct footfall startled her to her feet.  Gabby circled around to find nothing but the night.  Just in case, she cycled through her Freelands interface to make sure no one had hacked her.  It had to be her overactive imagination stimulated by the vast aloneness.


  Gabby rubbed her arms and resumed her former position, staying alert to even the slightest noise.  Too edgy to stay still, Gabby checked the level in the gas tank.  She hoped she could barter for more gas in the Double Eagle.  


  Flickering shapes burst over her head and Gabby ducked, grabbing for the knife in her boot.  The bats squeaked and wheeled into the darkness.  Gabby relaxed her grip on the hilt.  


  Sitting on the motorcycle calmed her nerves.  Even if someone ran out of the darkness at her, she'd have a good chance of kick starting the bike and riding away at full speed.  Gabby waited patiently, keeping her head on a swivel, alternating the sore side that rested on the seat.  


  She was busy massaging out a knot when she heard the whistle.  It was distant and lonesome and brought the gooseflesh to her skin.  When it sounded again, she swore it sounded like a scream, but she knew it was the train.  


  Gabby waited, watching the northbound track.  Eventually she saw it.  One bright beam cutting through the darkness toward her.  The train sounded its whistle again and Gabby wondered how she thought it'd been a scream.  It was only a whistle.  Maybe the train wouldn't be as bad as her gut felt.


  A broken timber in the station house rattled as the train approached.  Gabby started to wonder if the train would even stop at the station.  Did she have to put up a flag?  Or notify the train through the Freelands net?  Nothing had indicated that she would need to, but now that it was barreling down on her, her mind raced with concerns.  


  If the train blew past, she'd be forced to contact the Blood Farm for someone to come get her.  She didn't think she could stand the shame of returning to the Farm, having failed in leaving the Frags.  Her only solace was that the Frags would be doubtful to continue to think she was a leader if she did.  Any of those thoughts would be dispelled by her failure.


  But that event didn't come to pass, as the tortured screams of brakes on rails slowed the train.  The great light on the front of the train blew by her as she held up her arm to block the light.  


  The cars were old and painted over with black.  Gabby could see hints of windows that had been boarded over beneath the black.  The squealing breaks continued their clamor until at last the train, at least thirty cars long, grinded to a stop.  


  And then nothing happened. 


  No one came out.  No lights came on.  Even the light at the head of the train seemed to be off, though it was hard to tell as at least ten cars had gone by and the tracks curved slightly away.


  Gabby waited for a long time while her heart hammered in her chest.  She waited long enough that the sounds of the night returned to fill in the vacuous silence.  The owls in the woods resumed their occasional hooting.  


  She was starting to think she'd been better off if the train had sped by when she heard that same footfall behind her.  Gabby was prepared to ignore it as a figment of her imagination when she heard a second one.




  


  


  Chapter Fifteen


  A man in a top hat and monocle stood behind her, no more than three paces away.  It had to be a projection, but why bother with the vacant footfalls?  Unless he was trying to unnerve her.


  Gabby could see the man clearly.  In a trick of her eye-screens, the world around them was brightened, only to a distance of a few meters away, but it was enough to discern even the tiniest of details.


  The monocle, a gear with a hole in the middle, rotated in place around the man's eye.  His gaze was bright and amused and though his lips were pulled thin, they indicated a smile lurking beneath.  The top hat was fashionably tilted to the side, matching the almost how-do-you-do flavor of his demeanor.  His hand rested inside his black coat.  As he leaned his head to one side, Gabby got the impression of a simple machine settling into place, all tricks to hide the man beneath, if there even was a man.


  "Have you ascertained the nature of my being yet?"


  "You're the conductor."


  "The Collector, actually.  I conduct nothing."  The Collector paused, his eyes twinkling with continued amusement.  "Gabriella DeCorte, do you perchance, wish to tour these splendid Freelands of ours on my train?"


  His skin shone with its own brassy light, flawless in its features.  Certain details reminded Gabby of the Evil Dolls, except Avony and her gang embraced a certain irony in their choice of skin.  The Collector seemed earnest in his attempt to appear as a puppet of sorts.  


  "I need a ride to lands of the Double Eagle.  Can you take me there?"


  "A ride?"  He made a noise of delight.  "What a delicious way to describe the journey.  As I said before, I am the Collector.  For the chance to move your physical body from one location to another, you may join my little carnival and if you can defeat my games, your wish may be granted."


  Gabby narrowed her eyes.  "And what guarantee do I have that your games are not fixed?"


  The Collector shrugged.  "You don't.  But it's doubtful that anyone would want to ride on my train if there was no chance to win."


  "And what if I lose?"


  The monocle began to spin faster, while a manic grin rose to his lips like a blood red sun.


  "This isn't LifeGame little girl.  The losers don't disappear."  Gabby's heart jumped in her chest.  "We're much more civilized in the Freelands."


  "What do you know about that?" she asked, letting her emotions rise with hope.


  "A little more than you, or maybe nothing," said the Collector.  "Either way it doesn't matter, unless you take a ride on my train."


  "I don't just want a ride then," she said.  "If I win your games, I want information, too.  Whatever you know."


  The Collector smirked.  "Ahh...the demands of the young.  So headlong and ready to conquer the world.  Though it might be a blessing to accept your offer.  A long ride on my train would probably keep you from harm."


  "What do you mean?"  Gabby wanted to strangle the information out of the Collector.  He seemed to sense her need for information and taunt her with it.


  "If you lose my games, you must stay on the train for ten circuits, performing labor at my request, and given the news of impending war, I think you would find that a blessing."  He rolled his eyes as she opened her mouth.  "Not that kind of labor.  I have a train to run and I need people to service it and write its programs and make my games happen."


  "How long does a circuit take?" she asked.


  "A month, maybe more, depending on the stops."


  One year on the train.  Was it worth it?  And what was this about an impeding war?  Between the GSA and Southlands?


  "How long would I have to stay if I was just getting a ride south?  With no information?"


  "One circuit."


  "How do I know your information will be worth that kind of bet?  Can you give me a guarantee?"


  The Collector tittered, his whole body making tiny shuttering convulsions.  "Guarantee?  Why did you come to the Freelands if you want a guarantee?  Maybe you should have stayed in LifeGame.  It suits you better."


  His movements calmed until he appeared dead, his eyes blankly staring in her direction, then he up and sighed.  "But if you wish a guarantee, I will promise that if you lose my games, I will give you the information at the end of your service.  If you think me a liar then, I will give my train to you."


  Either he was lying, or he really was guaranteeing his information would be useful.  She needed the information bad enough that she was willing to risk it.  With that and Milton's contacts, maybe she had a shot at figuring out what happened to the losers of LifeGame and specifically Zaela.


  "Okay, I accept."


  "Shake on it?"  


  The Collector held out his hand, and though he was standing a good meter away, it reached all the way to her.  Gabby was accustomed to physics being bended in their augmented worlds, but the dead eyes, maniacal grin and insanely long arm only solidified her unease about the Collector and his Game Train.


  For a brief moment, Gabby considered returning to the Blood Farm and reuniting with the Frags.  Maybe together they could make the journey south and would be better suited to take on the challenges that it presented.  But then Daniel's face rose up in her mind.


  Getting the Frags would only put them at risk.  Gabby mentally cataloged all the ways that her friends had almost died.  She couldn't do it.  She couldn't bring them into it.  They'd only agreed to help her get Zaela because it helped them find the losers.  But they'd only agreed to go that far.  She knew there was no way that Milton would purposely go back into the GSA.  Drogan or Celia couldn't either.  


  No.  She had to do it.  She had to risk it on the Game Train.  It was her choice and that was the way she wanted to do it.  Take all the risk herself and keep her friends from harm.  


  Gabby grabbed his hand and pumped it twice.  "I accept."


  "Excellent."


  She followed him onto the train.  The inside didn't match the plain black exterior.  Plush luxury greeted her every step as she walked across the carpet, keeping behind the Collector as he hobbled forward in puppet hitches.  After traversing a couple of cars, she was led to her room.  It was lamp lit and smelled of faint cinnamon.  


  "Sleep if you can, food will be brought to your room when you awake, games soon after that."  The Collector lifted his hat in a gesture of goodbye.


  "Wait," she said before he could leave.  He answered with a raised eyebrow that seemed to hover like a fluttering bird.  "How many days to the Double Eagle?"


  "Three days.  Three games.  Win all three and you will be rewarded with the conclusion of your journey.  Lose, and well, you're mine for the next year."


  Gabby wanted to protest the three days of games, he hadn't mentioned that outside, but it was too late.  She'd already accepted his program and by the laws of the Freelands, she was stuck.


  Alone in her room, she lay on the cushy bed and tried to get comfortable.  Clearly, the Collector knew his clientele when he said, "Sleep if you can" because Gabby couldn't.  She had a lot going on this wager with the train operator.


  Later she fell asleep without warning and awoke to a tray of steaming eggs, bacon and toast.  Gabby rubbed her eyes and wolfed down her meal.  She hadn't eaten since the Blood Farm.


  With the last bite devoured, she set her fork down and like a signaling bell, her door slid open.  A ball of light hovered in the corridor.  Gabby followed as it moved down the hall.  She couldn't shake the feeling that someone was nearby, hidden by the illusions on her eye-screens, but she could do nothing about it.


  In LifeGame, the games were monitored and tampering with participants was a grave crime.  She didn't feel she had the same protections with the Collector on his Game Train.  Everything about him screamed that he'd come from the GSA, but the years may have twisted his methods.  She knew she had to be ready for anything.


  Gabby stood before a blank, carpeted wall.  The ball of light floated into it.  The Collector's voice whispered into her ears, "We'll start with an easy one.  A test of your reflexes, Ms. Frag."


  She wanted to snap back with a cutting remark, but the wall disappeared into a swirling black mass and she had to focus on the impending game.  Gabby stepped forward and the wall sucked her through.  She was used to transition screens like that.  


  The overwhelming darkness gave her vertigo as it felt like she was floating in space.  Then the world started to draw in around her.  Piece by piece, she began to get a lay of the setting.  


  A rolling chair, floating in the darkness, appeared two paces ahead.  Then a short wall with fabric sides and a collection of family pictures posted on it.  Pretty soon, Gabby began to get a sense of her surroundings.  She'd seen one of these before in an immersive.  They were called "offices" and they were the places people had been sequestered to do menial tasks for mindless hours on end.  Gabby understood that before gaming revolutionized the workplace, people usually wasted most of their time trying to "look busy."  A wasted enterprise if she'd ever heard of one.


  When the three icons appeared before her, Gabby knew what kind of game it would be—a shooter.


  "A test of reflexes, huh? Ms. Frag, my butt."  Gabby knew the Collector was listening and said it for his benefit.  She wasn't a fan of shooters, like Unthar, but she was deadly enough, since boys like to pick these games on dates and she hated being bad at anything.  


  "I'm not planning on being your frag."


  The irony of the game probably had the Collector chuckling in his hiding place.  Which made him an escapee from the GSA for sure.  Irony was bread and butter to LifeGamers.  


  When the world finally finished drawing in, she grabbed the shotgun and the feel of hardwood smoothed into her hands.  Her favorite was the sniper rifle, dispensing frags from a distance, but the close quarters of the office walls made it a terrible choice.  


  Gabby crouched and shuffled up to a half-wall.  Brief flashes of movement from around the office indicated where her opponents would be.  Gabby wasn't sure if she was playing the Collector, other train guests or game AI, but either way, she didn't want to lose.  


  The Collector's voice broadcast to the game field: "First contestant to fifty frags wins!"  After a countdown of blood red numbers above the playing field, a starting horn blared.  


  The game wasn't going to be a slow tactical game, but a race to fifty.  Gabby hated games like this.  They required an ultra-aggressive stance and she preferred using her mind to outthink her opponents.  


  Instead of creeping through the maze of cubbies, Gabby sprinted down the brief passage toward the hint of movement beyond the next turn.  Gabby went low and rolled onto her side, pulling the trigger at the huge form on the other side.  


  "No!" she screamed right after.  


  Drogan fell to his knees and mumbled, "Cradle will fall" before his body fell flat on his face and then sunk into the floor.  A little white 'ONE' appeared in the right of her vision.  


  It couldn't have been Drogan.  He was still back in the Blood Farm.  The Collector must have pulled the images out of her public files and made enemy skins out of them.


  Footsteps alerted her to another contestant making the turn.  Gabby aimed her shotgun and prepared to pull the trigger.  When the icy-blue eyes rounded on her, Gabby hesitated, and the world exploded.  Michael, or a game-sim version of him, unleashed both barrels of his shotgun into her chest.  Gabby tried to catch her breath as the pain overwhelmed her.  Michael moved on, leaving her to fall to the floor and resurrect in a different spot, moments later.


  Gabby found it hard to catch her breath.  Even though the pain from the shotgun blast was gone, her body was still inundated with adrenaline.  The Collector had put her sense-web on full tactile.  


  Bullet trails ripped through the carpet at her feet.  Gabby dove to the side, avoiding getting sprayed with automatic fire from behind.  Gabby peeked around the corner to see Mouse running at her with a stub-nosed automatic.  Gabby popped over the wall and shot Mouse in the face.  


  Gabby relished the frag more than she cared to admit to herself.  The number in her interface switched to 'TWO.'  Rather than wait around, Gabby took off down the hallway, hearing the sounds of gunfire throughout the game field.


  In rapid succession, Gabby shot Mouse again, Ben, Delilah and Vernon.  The last one felt good.  She wished the real Vernon would have felt the pain. 


  Gabby began to get a feel for the pace of the game.  She ran through the maze of half-walls, ducking and rolling at random moments to keep her opponents from picking up any patterns.  If she had her LifeGame interface, she would have analyzed everyone's movements and determined the best strategy based on their tendencies, but the Collector hadn't afforded her those options in his game.  This was a game of pure reflex—frag or be fragged.


  It wasn't until her thirtieth frag that she shot Michael.  He was sneaking around a corner, intent on fragging an Unthar.  Had it been a real game with nothing on the line, Gabby would have been happy to let it happen, but she needed to get frags as fast as possible since she didn't know everyone else's scores.  


  Still, she hesitated slightly before shooting Michael, which almost cost her the kill, since Unthar must have heard a footfall and spun around with his automatic.  Gabby raced forward and shot Unthar in the face seconds later.  


  The rest of the match was a blur of frags.  Gabby was killed twice, once by Mouse and once by Celia, driven by the action being condensed into a minimal area.  Gabby couldn't afford to avoid it since it provided the maximum way to gain points.  This was not a game for the risk-averse.  Playing it safe would keep her from pain, but she would lose the game.


  Stuck at thirty-eight, Gabby was pinned down under a desk while an Unthar and Drogan had her in the crossfire.  


  "Attention, my little game fiends," announced the Collector, the game is nearing an end.  We have a shooter at forty-five...oh, make that forty-six!"


  "Mario be damned!" she muttered under her breath.  How was she going to get twelve more kills before that shooter got four?  And pinned down by two idiot shooters who were spending more time on her than it was worth.  Then Gabby realized she was being foolish, too.  It didn’t matter if she died to Unthar or Drogan.  Clearly they weren't the shooter with four to go.  But staying under the desk would guarantee she wouldn't get twelve.  


  Gabby rolled out and was cut apart by both sprays of bullets.  When she resurrected in a different spot away from them, she still had spots in her eyes from the pain.  The Collector must have really good programmers working for him. 


  Before rushing into the action, Gabby surveyed the situation.  She had to score a lot of points and fast.  It wasn't her preferred style.  She needed to go on an all out blitz, but the walls would keep her contained and only facing one enemy at a time.


  Gabby slammed the heel of her hand on her forehead.  "I need serious smart buff."  She was playing by the rules of the game, a losing strategy in LifeGame.  She'd been out of action for six months and forgotten everything she'd learned in her years of training.


  Games had explicit rules, the ones explained by the game masters or the Collector in this case, and implied ones that everyone agreed on but didn’t have to follow.  Explicit rules couldn't be broken, but implied ones could.  


  Gabby saw the obvious implied one right away—the walls.


  "Forty-seven!"


  Gabby hopped up on a desk and started running across the thin edge.  She shot Delilah and Mouse, back to back, before getting blown off the wall.  As soon as she came to, she shook off the affects of the shotgun blast and ran back onto the wall.  


  "Forty-eight!"


  Ten more kills to win the game.  The pain of being shot was immense, but nothing compared to the year of service in the Collector's care.  If she lost, she'd never find Zaela and the Frags would forget her.  


  Gabby fragged four more before getting shot again.  She was feeling optimistic about her chances when she fragged number forty-five, a Vernon.  


  "Forty-nine!"


  A sniper shot took her in the back, throwing her off and into a desk.  Gabby tasted blood on her lips when she resurrected.  She could hardly climb back onto the wall, her ribs burned like she had a knife stuck in them.  It crossed her mind that she might have broken a rib, but she didn't have time to dwell on it.  One more frag by the leader and she will have lost.


  She came upon an Unthar and a Michael wrestling for a weapon and shot them both.  She fragged Celia again and then found no one near her section.  As she jumped down to make time to another area, a sniper bullet grazed her leg.  Gabby didn't have time to look and see who was shooting at her.  The impending fiftieth kill was a clock in her head.


  Gabby came upon Mouse again, creeping up the hallway and shot her in the back.  Her forty-ninth kill was a Milton.  The red blotches on his face seemed inflamed with anger.  


  When she heard the Collector's voice making another announcement, she sunk to her knees.  She lost.  Someone else had won the game and she would be enslaved to him for the next year.  


  "Two contestants at forty-nine!  We go to a one-on-one round, winner take all!"


  Gabby saw the sparks of avatars disappearing from the game field.  She wondered how many of them were real people who'd made bets with the Collector like herself.  Gabby could see how his operation was quite lucrative.  


  She was also impressed with the quality of the experience.  It reminded her of LifeGame.  The Flock's immersive reality had been shoddily programmed with little haptic feedback.  The Blood Farm had done little, instead focusing on information to maximize their farming efforts; except for the robo-cows, which only served as an immediate deterrent.


  But the Game Train was complete in its illusion.  She knew her body existed in a small train car, but she hadn't run into any walls, or at least she hadn't felt one.  Even Final Raid back in the GSA had been done on school grounds, which left wide areas to work their illusions.  That the Collector could provide the same experience in a confined space worried her. 


  Gabby shook off her thoughts and concentrated on the game.  One more kill and she could move on to day two.  Without a time limit, she crept through the cubbies, keeping her head low and preparing to fire at each intersection.  She wondered if her opponent was doing the same, or hiding in a cubby waiting to unleash when she turned the corner.


  Blond hair ducking through an intersection caught her notice.  Gabby crept toward him, keeping her shotgun at the ready.  As soon as she got her shot, she would take it.  It didn't take long to catch up.  Her opponent was moving slowly, facing the other way.  She didn't know who he was, but it didn't matter as long as she shot first.  


  Gabby decided to take a chance and climbed onto the walls.  She quickly ran across the thin wall to a spot ahead of her opponent.  She would ambush him when he came around the corner.


  Gabby settled into a ready stance on her knees, posed to roll away if she needed to.  Her breath labored in her chest.  She hoped her opponent couldn’t hear her heart beat in anticipation.


  The blond haired boy crept into view, his head swiveled the other way.  She knew who it was instantly.  Her arms rebelled and she let the shotgun drop down.  She couldn't shoot him, it was too cruel, even if it was only a program.


  But when Daniel turned his head and his eyes locked onto hers, she reacted in self-preservation and pulled the trigger.  Gabby blew him back into the fabric wall.  She'd won, she'd fragged him.  Gabby didn't feel happy about winning at all.




  


  


  Chapter Sixteen


  Gabby woke the next morning.  Her pillow was damp where her face had lain.  She cleared the sleep from the corners of her eyes and rubbed her ribs.  They were still sore from when she hit the desk.  


  Gabby eyed the tray of steaming breakfast before her.  She wasn't as eager to finish it like the day before.  The memory of fragging Daniel to win the game waited at the edge of her thoughts.  


  His expression had been one of complete surprise, much like the day he'd been killed by Drogan's crossbow shot.  Gabby hadn't pulled the trigger, nor had been controlling the Bubble World - that had been Celia - but she felt responsible just the same.  


  The eggs were runny and the bacon listless.  Gabby picked away at them, delaying the last few bites until she decided to get it over with.  


  As she followed the ball of light, Gabby wondered why the Collector hadn't voiced any taunts at her.  It seemed important as she touched the wall and was sucked into her new game.


  Gabby stood on the peak of a snowcapped mountain.  Distant mountain ranges created vast spaces around her.  The cool air kissed her skin and made her more alert.  The dregs of sleep drained away.


  A heavy weight pulled on her shoulders and Gabby reached back a tentative hand to find a feathery mass erupting from her shoulders.  Gabby had wings, great angel wings, which reminded her of der Angle and the Flock, making them less buff than she might have thought a few months ago.


  Gabby had played games in which the contestants had to use extra limbs, much like Gabby had to do during Final Raid to perform her special Blades class moves.  She thought about the wings, but no interface revealed itself like it would have in LifeGame.  Having the mass of wings on her back disturbed her, but not as much as the Collector not giving her the rules.  


  After deciding that waiting was not in her best interest, Gabby decided to try her new wings.  Gabby imagined the wings beating and was surprised when they followed her commands.  If he only meant her to think about flying, then he had other plans for her attention.  


  She imagined lifting off the ground and was rewarded with a brief weightlessness.  Taking tentative steps wasn't going to help her figure out how to fly.  The mountaintop didn't leave much room for a takeoff.  Gabby backed up to the edge and took off running toward the other side.  


  With the image of the wings beating firmly planted in her head, she leapt from the edge and the rocky slope below rose up to meet her.  Gabby channeled the thrill of falling into the wings and instead of crashing into the rocks, she soared over them and into the wide sky beyond.  


  The ecstasy of flight made her lightheaded.  Her face felt frozen into a perma-grin.  Gabby circled the mountaintop, swooping and banking to get a feel for her new wings.  Once she felt confident she could control them, she searched the skies for the next step.


  Her destination became apparent once she surveyed her surroundings.  In almost every direction it was nothing but the dark blue sky of the upper atmosphere, every direction but one.  Facing what felt like south, a row of fluffy clouds went off into the distance.  


  Gabby willed herself toward them, feeling the wind of her wings batting against her back.  Before long she was cresting the edge of the first cloud and smiling at her good judgment.  The flight had also given her a chance to codify the task of flying in her head so she didn't have to concentrate on it.  


  The sight on the top side of the cloud perplexed and then worried her.  Floating in the wispy cloud was a wide grid filled randomly with letters.  Gabby frowned, knowing that the Collector had picked the game based on what he knew about her as a creature of LifeGame.  


  Life in the GSA required few reasons to know how to read and write words beyond mind-texting, which few did because projection casting was simple.  In fact, if it weren't for her hacker ways, she would barely know how to read, because visual cues made navigating society easier.  


  The Collector was challenging her weaknesses, much like he had with the high-risk, high-intensity shooter game.  It made Gabby realize that the Collector probably knew more about her than she wanted.  Either he'd researched her before she got on the train, or had hacked her private files.  


  Below the grid, contained in a glowing box, was a word constructed out of the same letters—ESCAPE.  Gabby reviewed the letters in the grid.  She could make words out of them in certain locations if she read them horizontally or vertically.  She spied: CAPTURE, FREEDOM, ENSLAVE, ROCK, FIRE, FLY, REMOVE and FINAL.  


  The logic by which she should pick a word remained hidden, so she went with her best guess, saying the word FREEDOM out loud.  The word on the grid began blinking green.  Gabby said it again and it turned completely green.  The sound of a bell being struck came from somewhere nearby.  To her right a ghostly train appeared and began chugging forward toward the next cloud.  It moved at a leisurely pace.  It appeared to be a miniature version of the Game Train.


  Assuming she'd solved the first puzzle, Gabby flew past the train to the next grid.  A different arrangement of letters waited above the starter word—BATTLE.  The accompanying words on the next grid read: FEAR, RETREAT, RUN, EAGER, FLOW, CARNAGE, TACTICS and ANHILATE.


  Gabby chose TACTICS, by saying the word twice, after considering each one in turn.  The previous word association had been clearer.  This one seemed more a personal choice.  


  The ghost train caught up to her as she flew on to the next cloud.  The target word was LEARN while the others in the jumble were: MEMORY, CONFORM, WORK, BROKEN, SIDES, ABSOLUTE, MISTAKE and FILE.


  Gabby took a while considering the choices.  Learning required use of MEMORY, which made it her first choice, but WORK was necessary to gain knowledge.  Her opinion was that MISTAKE was her desired answer, because if there was no price of failure, there was no true learning.  The Final Raid had proved that truth when she learned to use the Bladestorm power against Unthar from her previous failures.  


  The little train caught up to her.  She suspected it had sped up.  Gabby hesitated, but decided on MISTAKE when the train passed her.  She didn't think it wise to let it get too far ahead.


  Gabby's concern that the train was speeding up was proved true when she arrived at the next cloud to find the train right behind her.  Instead of laboring over her choices and reasoning out the best one, Gabby was forced to make a gut judgment and move onto the next one.  


  She picked ALONE for LEADER, and LOYAL for FRIEND, on the next two.  The train pushed her onto the next cloud and soon it became a blur of words and choices.  Even flying between the clouds became laborious as she tried to will her wings to beat faster to get more time to pick.  


  With no time to think, she made choices based on the first word she found that fit the clue, rather than listing them all in her head and choosing.  The only one that made her pause briefly was a listing of UNTHAR, STEVEN, AVONY, MOUSE, MICHAEL, MILTON and DROGAN, with the target word of LOVE.


  Gabby picked MICHAEL and tried to convince herself it was only for the game as she hurried to the next cloud.  Part of her mind stuck on the strange question but she was moving onto other words before she could consider it.


  Focusing on the words consumed all other thought, until she was just a filter for them to flow through.  Gabby couldn't even remember the last cloud moments after she left it.  So completely single-minded was she focused on her task that she didn't realize she was done until she tried to fly to the next cloud to find there was only empty sky.  


  Normally games ended with a noise or sign, but this one ended when the sky world dissolved and she found herself standing in her room.  


  Perplexed by the sudden change, Gabby moved to the door and tested the handle.  It was locked.  She leaned down to investigate the keyhole but the space around the hole blurred and shifted.  The Collector did not want her to leave the room.


  Content that she'd survived another day, Gabby climbed onto the bed and cleared her mind.  The jumble of words had given her a headache and she knew she needed all her focus for the third, and final day of the bet.  




  


  


  Chapter Seventeen


  Gabby hoped the cold breakfast would be her last on the Game Train.  She was awake when the tray of food materialized.  The eggs were old and rubbery.  


  The difference in how the food had arrived seemed significant.  The previous days it'd been waiting for her when she awoke, but this day it appeared well after and was cold.  After the professionalism of the previous days' games, she couldn't imagine a simple thing like breakfast being messed up.  It made her wonder if something was happening to distract the Collector.  He hadn't shown up to her second day and with so much on the line, she couldn't imagine him ignoring her on the last.


  Gabby was almost surprised when the door opened.  She'd expected the game, like breakfast, to be delayed.  Rather than wait for her to walk down the hall, the train car dissolved around her and was replaced by a familiar scene.  The vertigo from the sudden transition made her wobble and drop to one knee.


  The farmhouse in the mountains lay beneath a blanket of snow, nestled in the trees.  Gabby knelt in the snow some distance away.  Instinctively knowing the game would be on the other side of the farmhouse, she tramped through the snow toward her former home.  The powdery white covering dusted her boots at each step.  The program had drawn on winter clothing and her breath plumed out in white bursts.


  As she wondered what the nature of the game would be, her boot hit a snow covered stump.  Or at least Gabby thought that's what it was at first.  The impact uncovered a bronze plaque.  Gabby wiped the remaining snow away, wishing for a pair of gloves and read the inscription:


  "The difference between truth and reality is perception.  Find the one truth or face my reality."


  Gabby heard laughing from the other side of the farmhouse.  She ran around to the edge of the trees, coming up short when she saw Mouse peg Michael with a snowball.  An overwhelming sense of déjà vu made her lightheaded until she remembered.  The Collector had taken the memory from her files.  She had no idea what kind of game he was playing, except that she had to find the "one truth."  


  Gabby scooped up a pile of snow and began packing it into a ball like she had that day.  On the day the Collector had copied her memories, she'd gone around the house to surprise attack Michael, and just like that day, Mouse had beaten her to the punch.  


  Drogan was chasing Milton with a snowball sling shot he'd made from a pair of bungee cords and a toilet cover, while Celia watched from the porch.  Her insects didn't like the snow, so neither did she.


  Until she could figure out the game, she decided to follow her previous actions.  The snowball flew from her hand like a missile, and like that day, it hit Michael in the back of the head, turning his attention from Mouse.  Milton, who was running full tilt while looking behind him as Drogan chased, didn't see Michael and caught his leg, spinning them both into a snowdrift.


  Mouse started winging snowballs at Gabby.  She ducked and knocked a few aside with her forearm, while scooping up enough snow for another.  Gabby was about to throw the snowball when Michael tripped her into the snowdrift.  


  It was all happening exactly as it had that day.  Gabby let herself be pulled into Michael's arms, while wrestling just enough to give the appearance of resistance.  Mouse dove onto the three of them, Milton was still digging out of the drift, and Drogan followed and soon they were all stuffing snow down each others' shirts.


  Once a truce had been called, everyone fell back into a pile.  Gabby found her hand wrapped around Michael's.  The accuracy of the memory almost made Gabby wonder if she was still dreaming and had never actually left her train car.  And why had the Collector dredged this memory up?  What was the game?  What was the angle?  What was that one truth?


  Milton burst up and Mouse and Drogan followed with handfuls of snowballs, leaving Gabby and Michael in the snowdrift.  Their fingers were still entwined.  


  Knowing it was a memory being replayed on her eye-screens, Gabby decided to do what she wished she'd done back then.  Gabby leaned forward and kissed Michael.  The warmth of his lips took her breath away.  She knew it was only a trick of her sense-web, that she really wasn't kissing Michael, in fact, she was just kissing empty air, but her body filled with warm honey.


  The kiss went on until she thought her heart was going to burst.  Why didn't she do this back then?  Gabby vowed the next time she saw Michael, she would kiss him.  What would he think?  Maybe she didn't care.  


  As the realization crept in that the Collector was watching, Gabby slowly pulled away, hesitating with her lips just a thought away from touching again.  But why should she care if he knew she was in love with Michael?


  Then something about it triggered another round of thoughts which drained the warm honey from her body.  Suddenly she felt very cold.  


  Details from the previous day's game came back to her.  The letters had spelled LOVE and she had put MICHAEL.  Those weren't questions, he was profiling her.  


  Gabby snapped upright, staring at the fake Michael before her.  Michael coughed into his hand.  Gabby remembered that from the day in the snow.  The memory had resumed from the moment she deviated.  There was blood on the glove and specks in the snow.  


  That'd happened that day too.  Why did she not remember it?  She remembered it now, partially because she was reliving it.  


  "Are you alright?" she asked, hearing the echo of herself.


  "Nothing, just a little flu."


  Her mind back then had been focused on wanting to kiss him, she remembered that clearly.  But she'd forgotten about the blood.  Had she really seen it at all or just ignored it?  Why did he cough up blood?  And as she looked at him, she realized how emaciated he was back then.  Since they'd broken out of the GSA, Gabby had thought his thinness had been a new thing, from not eating and the Flock's treatment.  


  Gabby was about to ask another question when she heard the voice.  It was a voice she'd definitely not heard that day.  It was the Coder, Mr. Johnson.


  She got to her feet to find the pale, red-eyed Coder striding toward her from the snow covered trees.  Gabby wanted to knock the knowing smirk from his lips and she knew exactly why he had it.


  "You're on the train, aren't you?"


  His eyes widened, followed by a grin.  "That was quick, and yet another reason I'd be happy to welcome you back to the GSA.  How'd you know?"


  While she was talking, Michael had gotten up and joined the others in their snowball fight.  Michael gave the Coder a nasty glance, but otherwise ignored him.  Gabby checked back once, missing the innocence of that day.  Maybe it was better she hadn't kissed Michael.


  "I don't know..."  And how could she know?  Or is that what the Collector wished her to think?  "Why are you here?"


  "You know the answer, Gabby.  For you.  We need you in the Coders.  There's a war coming and we need you on our side."


  None of it made sense.  If there was a war, they wouldn't be dragging an elite unit through the Freelands just for her.  She was just a girl who'd been pretty good at LifeGame.  She wasn't even sure it was the Coder.  Maybe that was the point?  


  Find the one truth or face my reality.  They were the Collector's words.  Was the game to find out which of the players was real?  Mr. Johnson stared at her.  If he was real, she couldn't ignore him.


  "What if I go with you?  Will that get Zaela back?  Will you tell me where the losers go?"


  He spread his hands wide.  "You know I can't do that.  Not until you come with me."


  The Frags had finished their snowball fight and wandered toward the farmhouse.  


  "Wait!" she called after them.  "I need you."


  Everyone but Celia wandered over.  They stood apart with hands resting on their hips, watching her with tilted heads.


  "One of you is real and the rest of you are fake, projections in a world of the Collector's devising."  She paused, not to let them answer, but to check for clues.  "No one is going anywhere until I figure out which one is real, so I can get out of this game and off this train."


  The game should be easy as the rest of the Frags were supposed to be back at the Blood Farm, but Gabby wasn't willing to bet a year's service to the Collector on it.  It seemed obvious that Mr. Johnson was the real one and the others were fake, but she had to be completely positive.  


  They each shrugged or looked indifferent to her announcement.  Gabby swiped at a buzzing sound in her ear.  A metal insect rested on her shoulder.  


  "Celia, you're a fake.  You can go and take your insects with you.  They don't work in this kind of cold anyway."


  The pale girl nodded and wandered inside.  Gabby examined them each in turn.  She bounced back between Mouse and Drogan a few times before settling on Drogan.


  "What will happen to the cradle, Drogan?"


  He stared back dumbly.  


  "You can go too, big guy."  


  "I'm not sure why you're doing this," interrupted Mr. Johnson.  "There is no game.  I asked the Collector to let me talk to you.  I'd prefer to have you come willingly rather than drag you back to the GSA."


  "Then why am I in the middle of an old memory taken from my files?  And what did the plaque mean?" she asked.


  The Coder scrunched his face.  "Plaque?"


  His reaction gave her pause.  What if he was telling the truth?


  "Mouse," she said over her shoulder, while keeping her gaze on Mr. Johnson, "what was in the red box?"


  "Nothing," said Mouse.  


  The real Mouse wouldn't even admit the box had been real.  "You can go back to the farmhouse."


  Eliminating the non-positives was a good strategy, until she ran out of them.  The Collector had taunted her with the first part of his clue: The difference between truth and reality is perception.


  Reality was whatever she chose to believe.  That was the nature of the malleable world that lived on their eye-screens and through their sense-webs.  Milton, Michael or Mr. Johnson?  Who was real and who wasn't?


  Gabby wondered if her questioning strategy was the right one.  The Collector would know the ways she would try to reason through the game (if there was a game at all) and adjust accordingly.  


  "You're just wasting time, Gabby.  I can take you if I want.  The retrieval squad can take this train down in a heartbeat and the Collector knows it."  He crossed his arms.  The disappointed frown on his face bothered her.  


  The options appeared in her head as a diverging tree of decisions.  Gabby thought of it like coding.  If she could envision the code correctly in her head, the answer would appear.


  If there was a game, then she had to pick between the three of them.  Gabby guessed she could pick between Michael or Milton next, leaving one of them versus the Coder.  If it wasn't a game then the Coder was on the train and was actually making an offer that she had to consider.  But if she was wrong, then she would lose the game by default, since it couldn't be the Coder.  


  Mr. Johnson regarded her with his imposing red eyes and tapped his foot.  "Look, I don't have all day for you to decide.  We're going back to the GSA with you either way.  Just let us know if you want a chance to help your friend Zaela or not.  If we drag you back, you can forget about her forever."


  Gabby didn't know the answer, but at least she knew how to eliminate one possibility.  "Milton, what's the best way to keep an axle from seizing up?"


  "A good healthy application of grease will do the trick," he said.  


  "You can go."  Her memories contained the projections of her friends, but it couldn't mimic their habits or tendencies.  Milton would have never passed up a chance for sexual innuendo.  Even Gabby had two dozen 'shaft' and 'lube' jokes flipping through her head.  


  Gabby checked back to the two remaining figures.  Michael or Mr. Johnson?  Game or reality?  Zaela or a year with the Collector?  Reality or the one truth?


  "I'm not giving you much longer.  Another minute and I'll have Unthar kick down your door and drag you off the train.  He'll enjoy that."


  Mr. Johnson seemed real and it was plausible that he was on the train.  The Collector hadn't been there at the start of her game.  Was the plaque a warning against the Coder?  Michael on the other hand was supposed to be back on the Blood Farm.  Her end goal had been to save Zaela.  What would it matter if she joined the Coders to do so?  


  Gabby looked back to Michael.  He looked bored while the Coder was practically impaling her with his red eyes.  


  Michael or the Coder?


  She put her fingertips to her lips.  


  "You don't have much time left.  Make your decision or I'll make it for you."


  She looked back and forth.  Tapping her lips.  Why did it make her feel she was forgetting something?


  The Coder started making interface gestures while his eyes had grown vacant.  He was calling in the rest of the retrieval squad.  She was out of time.  Gabby racked her brain trying to think of a question that would reveal which one was the fake and which one was the real.


  Then it hit her.  The kiss.  No projection could ever kiss like that without a real person behind it that felt that way.  But that meant that, she'd actually kissed Michael, and that he was on the train.  That scared her as much as the alternative.


  "I'm not going with you back to the GSA.  You're not real.  You can go now."


  Gabby's heart dropped as Mr. Johnson's face lit up in a wicked smile.  Then his image faded out and before Gabby could turn back to Michael, so did he and the rest of the snowy farmhouse scene.  Had she made the wrong choice?




  


  


  Chapter Eighteen


  The world drew back in as a clockwork throne room shimmering in brass movement, ticking like a million looming bombs.  Even the pillars, stretching upward to hold the vaulted roof, rotated, ever so slowly.


  The Collector strolled around the nearest pillar, looking like a fine gentleman in his tuxedo and coat, except for the rotating brass monocle on his eye.  


  "Why aren't you up there?" Gabby nodded toward the throne.


  "Had the results been different I might have delivered my speech from up there.  But, as it may, down here seems more appropriate."


  Gabby kept her face as blank as possible.  It occurred to her that they could still be in the game.  She didn't want to give away any more than she had to, but the Collector eyed her with a playful smirk.  


  "You don't know if you've won or not, do you?"


  Presenting a front of knowing resilience seemed appropriate, but the Collector's mocking smile deflated her mood.  "I'm wondering if you're going to let me go."


  The Collector placed his hand to his heart, making a heartfelt sigh.  "You wound me, Gabriella DeCorte.  Do you not believe I have honor?"


  "Honor is just a perception of expectations.  I don't know what to expect."


  He chuckled.  "Well played."  And then after a nod of his head, "You won the game.  You are free to leave my train and continue on your journey."


  "You have to tell me some things first."


  He gave her a graceful bow while his brass monocle spun wildly.


  "What do you wish to know?  My knowledge is yours."


  "What happens to the losers of LifeGame?"


  The Collector clasped his hands together.  "A worthy question, but one I do not know the answer to—" When Gabby scowled.  "—but I might know someone in the Double Eagle who might be able to help."


  Gabby's heart leapt.  Finally, she was getting somewhere.


  "His name is Jaxon."


  "Mario!" she cursed.  "I already knew that."


  "Well, I would hate for you to feel cheated.  I will tell you all I know of him, might it help you.  He's the unofficial leader of the Double Eagle.  A fickle and precipitous man that you should tread carefully with.  He believes in the laws of his land absolutely and will test you with every word.  Accept nothing from him without careful vetting.  You'll know him by his cowboy hat.  He fancies himself as a man from the wrong age.  A real hat, not a skin, like most wear."


  Gabby nodded.  "And what of a war?"


  "That it's soon and the Southlands will win."


  "Why?"


  "Because despite the superior methods of the GSA and the quality of its people, the Southlands outnumbers the GSA by a large margin."


  Gabby had heard her whole life about the Southlands' overpopulation problem.  It was why the Southlands was always being reported to be on the edge of invading.  


  The Collector made a curious noise and pulled an ornate watch from a coat pocket.  He held it out on a gold chain and gave it a serious look.


  "I'm afraid our time must come to an end.  My train has a schedule to keep and I do not want to tarry any longer than I have in the Land of the Double Eagle.  But so you don't feel cheated about our agreement, I offer you a piece of information you would have not thought to ask about."


  His face took on a serious cast.  Gabby found herself leaning forward.  


  "Before the Southlands invades the GSA, they will invade their tiny neighbor to the north.  The Southlanders are coming and they mean to take soldiers from the Land of the Double Eagle."


  It couldn't be worse news.  "How long?"


  The Collector shrugged.  "No more than a month, maybe tomorrow.  It's why I don't want to linger here any longer than I need to.  If I were you, I would get what I came for and get out, before you become a soldier in the Southlands army."


  "Do the people of Double Eagle know?"


  He shrugged.  "They've been hearing these rumors for years.  They won't lift a finger to stop them."


  "That's crazy.  They won't band together and defend themselves?"


  "The motto of the Double Eagle is 'your own business is your own business' and now it is time for me to mind mine."  The Collector gave her a pert bow.  "Goodbye and don't be too hard on them."


  Gabby barely had time to mumble a confused response when the clockwork throne room dissolved around her, taking the Collector with it.  Pillars melted into brassy puddles on the street.  The long black wall she was staring at began to slide sideways.  Gabby spun around, disorientated by the sudden change in location.  The bright blue word 'DISCONNECTED' appeared in her vision as the caboose was sucked into the distance.


  Wind pushed her from behind, following the Game Train out of town.  The haze of reality descended upon her.  The Collector had led her out of the train, keeping the town hidden on her eye-screens, only to leave her suddenly.  Gabby counted herself lucky that she'd survived his games.  His mastery of the false reality on her eye-screens and sense-webs made her shiver.


  As she was coming to the realization that she was in a quaint little town, she noticed three other figures standing at intervals along the track.  Gabby's face flushed even before she realized it was truly him.  


  "Michael!"  Gabby ran over and threw her arms around his slumped shoulders as Mouse and Milton gathered around.  Gabby released him when he gave an anguished cough.  


  "What are you guys doing here?  I thought I left you at the Blood Farm?  You shouldn't have come.  It's safer back there."


  Part of her was happy to see them, but she didn’t let them know.  She'd risked a year of indentured servitude for the ride.


  "We couldn't let you do this by yourself, Gabby," said Milton.  Gabby was glad Milton had spoken, her resistance might have broken if it'd been Michael.


  "You've put yourselves in danger.  You don't understand, the Southlands..."  Her voice trailed away as she realized there were other people on the street, giving them sideways glances.  Strangely skinned people, some barely recognizable as humans, but people just the same.   


  Mouse spoke up, though Gabby had to lean in to hear, "We know the risk.  We had to come."


  "The Collector could have had you guys trapped on that train for a month!"


  They each shook their head as she looked to them. "I don't understand."


  "When we joined the train, we put our lot in with you.  If you won, we won, if you lost, we had to stay on the train for a year, too," said Milton.


  "But why?"


  "Because we're a team, Gabby.  And you're..."  Milton paused, glancing sheepishly at his feet, "...our leader."


  "I..."  ...never wanted that responsibility, she finished in her head.  "At least you had the good sense to leave Celia, Delilah and Drogan back at the Farm."


  Milton gave her a pained look while Mouse and Michael turned away.  "Yeah, about that.  Celia and Drogan are on the Caterpillar making the slow ride here.  They'll get here in a week or so, depending on the travel."


  "But—Oh Mario!  You guys couldn't have made this worse.  Now we have no way to contact them since they probably still have the Blood Farm interface and we now have a Double Eagle one!"


  Milton sighed.  "Yeah, we didn't think about that one."


  Gabby had her arms crossed and was tapping her foot at the three of them.  No one could make eye contact with her.  She wanted to scream at them for their foolishness, but their sagging shoulders in the face of her disappointment softened her heart.  


  Gabby looked to them, one by one, until they made eye contact.  She tried to tell them with her hesitant smile that she wasn't really that mad.  


  "I'm sorry, Milton.  You had to leave your new girlfriend back at the Farm to come here.  And all three of you risked a year's service on the Train for me.  I shouldn't be mad, I should be happy to see the three of you.  It's just I didn't want to put you guys into any more danger than I had to."


  Milton was about to speak up when Michael put his hand on his friend's shoulder.  "Gabby," he said weakly, making her wonder what was truly wrong with him, "we've been trying to figure this mystery out long before you came along.  Remember we were the ones that told you about this whole mess.  It's our burden too."


  "But you're in the Freelands now.  You can start over, you don't have to get mixed up in it," she said.  "But I need to get Zaela back."


  "But we want to."  All three of them nodded, making her feel simultaneously giddy with happiness and thoroughly guilty.  


  Gabby sighed.  "Fine.  You guys win.  I'll stop trying to leave you behind."  For now.  "But we have to get somewhere quiet so I can fill you in on the rest."


  Michael met her gaze with his crystalline blue eyes, sending shards of ache through her soul.  "I have something I need to tell you as well.  Something everyone needs to hear."


  They shared glances and Gabby started to pull up her interface to find where the nearest lodging might be when a deep voice cleared his throat.  Gabby turned to find a tall man with a bushy mustache wearing a ten gallon cowboy hat standing behind her.


  "Gabriella DeCorte, as acting judge of the Freeland called the Double Eagle, I hereby put you under arrest."


   




  Chapter Nineteen


  "You're kidding right?" asked Milton, stepping in front of Gabby.


  She put on hand on Milton's shoulder and he stepped aside.  "Are you Jaxon?"


  The man in the ten-gallon hat nodded.  The Collector hadn't told her how big he was.  Gabby felt like she was staring at a mountain.  Jaxon wasn't as tall as Drogan, but he was wider and fatter.  His arms were bigger than her legs.  


  "We haven't done anything wrong," she said, though she wasn’t so sure.  Gabby checked with the other people passing on the street to gauge their reaction.  A man (or at least she assumed it was a man) wearing a gorilla skin barely even acknowledged the five of them huddled near the train station.  


  Right behind gorilla-man, strutted a peacock woman naked from the waist up.  She poked Milton in the ribs before he could say anything in case it would get him in trouble, too.  The other townsfolk she could see further down the street wore skins stranger and more unbelievable.  


  Back in the GSA, only minor modifications were allowed.  The basic human form had to be maintained, though that left a wide margin for playful skinning.  In the Freelands, it appeared there were no rules on shape or form.  


  Jaxon poked the tip of his hat upward with a meaty finger.  "You were havin' a street meeting without a permit.  We don't take to foreigners mucking up our free air."


  Michael stood up to Jaxon like a toothpick before a hurricane.  "Wait a sec.  I thought the Freelands were about acceptance and joining?"


  "First you got to learn the rules, skinny.  Then come talk to me about what's right and wrong.  Until then, the girl comes with me to be written up for convening this here meeting," said Jaxon.  


  The big mayor started wobbling away toward the center of town.  When Gabby didn't move, he yelled over his shoulder, "I can make this a lot worse if you don't want to play along."


  Everything about Jaxon seemed wrong.  Gabby had no intention of going with him to wherever he was going, but she had to talk to him about LifeGame, so she ran to keep up.


  "I don't know what your game is," she said, "but I know this isn't what the Double Eagle is all about.  Speak your purpose or I'm not going any further with you."


  It was a bluff, but she felt like she was being gamed.  Jaxon raised a mischievous eyebrow at her and then stepped in front of her, blocking the other Frags from her sight.


  "If you want to know what she's done," Jaxon barked out, "then read these."  With an off-hand flick, the mountainous mayor threw three card programs at them.  


  Gabby knew exactly what he was doing the moment he threw the cards.  She stepped around him and yelled, "Don't take them!"


  But it was too late.  Michael, Milton and Mouse each had the programs in their hands, curiously staring at little white rectangles that symbolized information.  The cards could be helpful, or they could be a malicious program.  When Jaxon started morphing into a different form, Gabby knew it was the latter.


  Her three friends began to shimmer, alternating between static and a rainbow miasma.  Jaxon had become a big-headed yellow creature with huge green eyes and purple lips.  The creature, an imitation of a giant puppet with legs, skipped away singing a twisted nursery rhyme that would have frightened Drogan.


  Gabby struggled to bring up her interface, wanting to understand the level of damage from the virus.  After a quick scan, she found a tag on the program naming it 'HR Buf-n-stuf!'


  She shook her head, remembering the Collector's warning about the Double Eagle.  She hadn't thought to tell her friends, but if she had, they might not have accepted the program cards.  Gabby considered chasing down the prankster, but decided she'd be better off fixing her friends.


  The name of the virus clued her into the potential results.  'Buffing' was a common LifeGame word to indicate changing or enhancing appearance or skills.  The yellow headed trickster must have figured out they were former LifeGamers or had come from the GSA himself.


  When the multicolor prisms of her friends stopped flickering, Gabby took a step back.  In Milton's place, a voluptuous woman wearing fishnet stockings and only bare scraps of cloth serving as covering, reviewed herself from head to toe.  


  "Wowsers! I look hot.  Why haven't I ever done this before?"  Milton's voice coming out of a knockout gorgeous body was unnerving.


  To his right, a pair of familiar red eyes quickly glanced up at her.  Mouse's voice coming from the Coder's body unnerved Gabby.  "I don't understand.  Why are you three looking at me like that?  I haven't changed."


  "Uhm...Mouse, you look like Mr. Johnson.  Red eyes, weird sword and complete retro-fantasy attire," said Gabby.


  The street walker Milton shook his head.  "That's not what I see."  He chuckled.  "Though what I see is pretty darn funny.  Mouse looks like Gabby wearing a velvet purple pimp suit.  I swear you could be right out of Leisure Suit Larry."


  "What do you see, Michael?"


  An agitated buzzing came out when it appeared he tried to speak.  The area around his mouth turned fuzzy and pixilated, so even if Gabby could read lips, she wouldn't be able to.  Michael tried a couple of times before throwing his hands up into the air.  


  "Great," said Gabby.  "You're a buxom whore, Michael can't communicate with us, and Mouse looks different to at least two of us."  She sighed.  "We need to find a place to stay so I can try and get those viruses out of your systems."


  "Yeah, might be a good idea.  And I might need a little private time in the bathroom," said Milton.


  Mouse and Gabby both exclaimed, "Milton!"


  Michael might have also said something but only a strange buzz came out while a black box briefly covered his lips.  


  Gabby shook her head.  "And don't take anything else from anyone.  The Double Eagle motto is 'your own business is your own business' so I doubt anyone is going to help us if we catch anymore viruses."


  "I found a hotel," said Coder/Mouse.  Gabby jumped inside every time she looked into his red eyes.  


  "I need to get you guys fixed soon.  This is confusing."


  They found the hotel soon after.  Milton paid the owner, who took no interest in the buxom woman.  The unabashed sexuality was probably too normal for him.  Gabby was glad for the structured nature of the GSA and LifeGame, she wasn't sure how she would have handled growing up in the Freelands.  


  In their room Gabby tried to untangle the HR Buf-n-stuf virus.  She was working on Milton, since she couldn't take one more of his sexual innuendos.  The whole way up to their room on the second floor, he had kept bumping into walls and door jams and yelling 'booby bumpers!'


  Once she'd gotten him to sit on the bed, she dug into the code, carefully working through it, since it seemed to have a number of tripwires.  "I don't like this Milton.  I'm afraid if I dig further, I'll make it worse.  The n-stuf portion of this virus has been buffed to the max."


  Milton the street walker shrugged.  "I don't mind staying like this for now, but if you want to try poking around in me, feel free, though it's not my fault if you catch a virus."


  Gabby rolled her eyes.  The coding representation floated before her as a tangle mass of wires.  A section of code further into the program intrigued her, so she delicately pushed the blocking wires aside.  


  As she did, a loud buzzer sounded and the ball of wires began to rotate and then they flashed and disappeared back into Milton.  When he opened his mouth to speak, instead of his voice, a deep husky woman's voice came out.  


  "What happened?  Oh that.  Oh wow.  I think I'm turning myself on."


  Gabby pushed Milton back onto the bed.  "Oh shut up, please."


  "I wonder what would happen if you made another rookie mistake?  It might almost be worth it to find out."  The street walker grinned a very vacant-headed grin that Gabby wanted to punch.  


  Michael pined in the corner with his arms tightly crossed.  He'd tried to communicate with them several times since the street, only to be blocked by buzzers, ringing and pixilated obscuring mists.  


  His brilliant ice-blue eyes begged her, but she didn't know what for.  He'd been about to tell them important information before the faux-Jaxon had showed up.  Whatever he wanted to tell them would have to wait, but she could see it was eating him up inside.


  Mouse, on the other hand, sulked in front of the window, staring out like she expected to see someone she knew.  Occasionally, she glanced back to the rest of them, just to make sure they were all there.  


  Defeated by the virus and not willing to risk any more examinations until she understood it better, Gabby sunk into the chair in the corner.  Mulling her options made Gabby clench her jaw harder.  She only remembered to stop grinding when Coder/Mouse cleared her throat.


  "Huh?"  Gabby glanced up.


  "I'm going to get us some food.  I'm hungry," said Coder/Mouse.


  "Bring me back some big, thick sausages!" moaned Milton from the bed.


  Gabby shot Milton a cutting look only to receive a playful shrug.  "Yeah, fine.  But you have to take someone.  No one should go out alone."


  Coder/Mouse checked between Milton and Michael before she reached out and grabbed Michael's hand.  The two were out the door before Gabby could say otherwise.  


  "Great," Gabby mumbled to herself, "I'm such an idiot sometimes."


  "What did you say?" asked the whore Milton, busy cupping his chest together and staring at it.  


  Gabby buried her face in her hands.  She'd forgotten to tell them about the impending invasion and the importance of Jaxon.  Nothing was going as planned.  




  


  


  Chapter Twenty


  Gabby sulked while Milton strutted around the room in fishnets and high heels, preening before any surface that reflected his image.  She'd told him what she knew from the Collector.  He seemed less concerned about it than she would have liked.  


  Bringing up the Double Eagle interface provided a distraction from street walker Milton, though the way she had to flip through layers of command structures to even bring up a map of the town infuriated her.


  "This interface is so debuffed!  I can't figure out how to do anything.  Nothing's standard and everything is customized.  Even the Flock had a better interface than this piece of garbage."  Gabby put her throbbing head in her hands.  She wanted to close her eyes and rest for a minute, but it felt like the Southlands could invade any moment.  


  Milton paused from checking out his rear end in the bathroom mirror and sat in the chair in the corner.  The buxom woman crossed her legs and Gabby wasn't sure if that was the program creating the illusion, or Milton getting into his part.  


  "You ain't kidding, Gabby.  This interface is more confusing than a tuna factory full of—"


  "Enough! Please..." 


  Milton the street walker sighed.  "Okay, I'll rein it in, but it's hard.  It's not every day I get to look like this.  Sure, I always thought about trying out a girl skin, but never dared to do it."


  He scrunched up her face.  "You will, of course, keep that little fact to yourself, right?"


  Gabby nodded.  "Only if you figure out how that map works and where to find Mayor Jaxon."


  "I thought we...oh yeah.  I'll get right on it."  Milton paused and tilted his head, staring at Gabby.  "You look like you just grinded a whole level in a week without sleep."


  Gabby tried to push her eyes open with her fingers.  They were rapidly closing on her.


  "Get some sleep, Gabs.  You need it."


  "Uh, huh.  Just for a minute..."  


  As soon as she set her head on the pillow, she was out.  Dreams alternated between trying to outfly Vernon through a maze of canyons and being eaten by the smoke dragon Asphyxia.  Gabby woke and instantly knew it was a different day.  The light burst through the window, making her put her arm up to shield her eyes.


  Gabby wondered who the strange woman sitting in the chair was when she realized it was Milton.  He'd changed his outfit to a sleazy black slip of lingerie.  A plate of sliced sausages, bread and cheese waited by the bed.


  "Where are Mouse and Michael?" she asked.


  "I told them everything you told me.  Mouse said she'd go scout Jaxon's house for us, though between you and me, it seemed like she had something else to do.  I tried to go too, but she dragged Michael out the door.  Michael beeped and buzzed the whole way out."


  "Why didn't you wake me?"


  "You slept like a log through the whole thing.  Trust me," said Milton the street walker, "I would have followed, but I didn't want to leave you alone.  You told us not to split up."


  Gabby wrinkled her brow.  "Why did you say you didn't trust her?"


  The buxom woman delicately picked up a hunk of cheese between forefinger and thumb and took a tiny bite.  Gabby tried to refrain from rolling her eyes at him.  He was taking his new image too far.


  "It seemed like she wanted to leave as soon as I told her about the Southlands invading.  She'd been just sitting on the edge of the bed and rubbing her eyes before I'd told her."


  Gabby opened her mouth, hesitated and then decided to tell him anyway.  "I've suspected something strange going on with Mouse since we were back in the GSA.  When we raided the hovercraft tower, Mouse went into a room full of guards and they didn't react, assuming they saw her.  And then she came out with a red box and when I asked her about it later, she denied it and tried to tell me there was no box."


  Milton finished the cheese, uncrossed his legs, and started tapping his foot in a very unlady-like fashion, even for a scantily clad whore.  


  "I wish Celia was here, she could question Mouse and find out the truth."


  Gabby slapped herself in the forehead.  "Why didn't I think of that?  I could have found out the truth a long time ago.  I'm sure it's nothing, that there's a reasonable answer, especially since she was with us in the GSA for so long without betraying us.  It would have been easy for her to just send a signal and call the Coder down on us."


  "Nope," said Milton in the husky woman's voice.  "I had both your systems on lockdown.  I let you think you had access to the rest of the GSA, but you didn't.  If either of you had tried to contact the Coders, I would have known."


  "You didn't trust us?"


  "I didn't want to end up like those two kids in the tent.  Most ex-LifeGamers never make it out of the GSA," he explained.  "Paranoia is a useful strategy."


  "Good point.  But that still doesn't explain what that red box had in it, or how the Coder found us so easily both times."


  The buxom woman shrugged and Gabby was reminded of a pair of bald heads nodding.


  "Let's get out of here.  We can track them down and then find Jaxon's.  I'm sure it's nothing," said Gabby.


  The pair left the room.  The breakfast room downstairs had a half dozen patrons in it and Gabby's face flushed bright red as she left the hotel with the barely dressed Milton in woman form.  The uninterested sideways glances told her that Milton's appearance was entirely unremarkable.


  The Double Eagle interface didn't allow them to track their friends, since privacy was paramount, so they had to find them on foot.  They cut up and down the streets looking for Mouse and Michael.  


  After an unsuccessful morning, Milton stood on a street corner, hand on hip, casually scrolling through his interface with a limp hand, while Gabby sat on the curb with her head on her knees.  


  An antique store across the street displayed a model flying airplane.  It reminded Gabby of the hovercraft they'd taken with them from the GSA.  Gabby wondered if Celia had gotten it working.


  "I know why they make this interface so difficult to use."


  Gabby grunted, so Milton continued explaining, "They don't want it easy for people to communicate with each other.  You've seen the way people barely even glance at me.  It almost makes this skin not as much fun as I'd like it to be.  It's hard to be shocking if no one cares."


  "Well, they don't know you're a guy under all that bouncy flesh and makeup."


  "Good point."


  Milton continued with his analysis of the Double Eagle and their ultra-privacy focus, while Gabby stared down the street.  She was about to give up and head back to the hotel when she saw Coder/Mouse cross at an intersection two blocks down.  She glanced in Gabby's direction but kept going.


  "There they are!"


  "Where?"


  Gabby indicated the direction with her outstretched hand.  "I just saw Mouse, well, the Coder, either way, let's go."


  They ran down the street to the location where  she saw him.  As they reached the intersection, Coder/Mouse and Michael appeared around the corner.  Michael's head had sunk low and he barely even glanced at Gabby.  


  "Hey fellow Frags," whispered Mouse's voice from the Coder's body.  "We've been looking for you two."


  "You have?"


  "Yeah," said Coder/Mouse, "we saw Jaxon at his place.  Figured you'd want to go talk to him."


  "Lead on."


  Jaxon's place wasn't far, a one-story ranch with a broad porch and a collection of rocking chairs on it.  The man who she assumed was Jaxon rested across a hanging swing, doubly reinforced with thick chain.


  "Gabriella, Song, Milton and Michael, I presume."  Jaxon tipped his ten-gallon hat backwards with a finger in the same manner the imposter had when they'd first arrived in Double Eagle.


  "How do you know our names?" asked Milton.


  "Word gets around.  And there are other ways."


  "But that interface is impossible to use," Milton complained.


  Jaxon gave them a big smile.  "That's just the way we like it.  Makes it harder for outsiders to come here and mess with us."


  "Wait a sec," said Gabby, stepping in front of Milton.  "How do we know you're the real Jaxon?"


  "I see by your viruses, you met our town prankster, HR. And frankly, I don't care if you think it's the real me or not.  That's your responsibility."  Jaxon rested his meaty arms across his great belly.


  "I thought you were the town mayor.  Why do you let that sort of thing happen?  If something happened to our friend Michael, he wouldn't be able to tell us what was wrong.  He could die because of your 'prankster.'"  Gabby put her foot on the first step of his porch.  She wanted to throw a rock at him.


  "HR feels it's his duty to remind people not to trust each other.  Once people get too friendly they start thinking they can band together and tell others what to do.  I wouldn't expect youngsters like yourself to understand a concept like liberty.  Especially LifeGamers like yourselves.  You traded your liberties for fun and cartoon smiles."


  Gabby checked back to make sure no one was lurking near Jaxon's house.  Besides the four of them and the big man on the swing, the street was surprisingly empty.


  "Can I come up?"


  Jaxon nodded.  Gabby took her time settling onto a rocking chair.  The others followed and took positions around her.  Gabby slowly inhaled in a cleansing breath before speaking again.  She didn't want her anger to ruin the argument.


  "But what if the whole town was in danger?"


  Jaxon's cheek twitched slightly, but otherwise he stayed mute.


  "What if the Southlands was going to invade the Double Eagle?  To steal the programming expertise of its citizens?"


  Jaxon shrugged.  "I've heard the same rumors.  If they invade, they invade.  It's not my problem."


  "But you're the mayor!"


  "If they invade, we'll disappear into the Freelands and come back when they're gone."  He seemed about as concerned about the invasion as he might by a fleck of dirt on a fingernail.


  "Why not fight?  You have the people to do it.  At least form a watch so you don't get attacked unaware.  Make sure more can get away," she pleaded.


  "Life is what you make of it, girl.  And here in the Double Eagle, we don't make rules for stupid.  If they can't get away on their own, well then they deserve what they had coming to them."


  Gabby withheld the urge to call him a heartless bastard, but she still hadn't asked the question she'd come all the way to the Double Eagle to ask.  When she opened her mouth, a girl with blonde pig tails poked her head out the front door.  She couldn't have been more than seven years old.


  "Guests, Daddy?  Would you like me to make some lemonade for them?"


  Jaxon frowned, his thick jowls hanging over his chins.  "Go back inside, Patricia.  These guests are leaving."


  "Okay, Daddy," said Patricia sweetly.  "Can we have story time after they're gone?"


  His jowls softened into a weak smile, while his eyes twinkled lovingly at his daughter.  "Yes, sweetpea, we can.  Now go back inside."


  "We'll go," said Gabby after his daughter closed the door, "but I have one more question."


  Jaxon glared passively at her. 


  "Do you know where the losers of LifeGame go?  I was told you know and I have a friend I'm trying to find.  She was taken six months ago."


  Gabby was hopeful as Jaxon seemed to wrestle with an internal decision.  He even glanced toward the door where his daughter had been.  Maybe he wasn't as heartless as he'd seemed.  Eventually, he opened his mouth and Gabby's heartbeat began to beat like a thundering stampede.


  "I do know the answer."  Jaxon paused.  "But I'm not going to tell you."


  Gabby slumped into her rocking chair.  


  "I don't like the way you've come here to my house and told me how I should live my life.  We call people like you 'Gomers' which stands for Get Out of My Reality.  So stop bothering other people about your little problem.  You've got more important things to worry about if you're going to survive this invasion you're so worried about."


  The four Frags shared worried glances.


  "That virus HR gave you is a nasty one.  If you try to leave the Double Eagle, even if you're escaping for your life, it'll completely shut down your eye-screens and sense-web until you can't move.  You'll be easy pickings for the Southlands then."


  A series of beeps and buzzes erupted from Michael.  Mouse whimpered and even Milton's new perky self seemed to deflate.  As Jaxon chuckled, Gabby kept her gaze locked onto him, until the fat man's low laughter dissipated into a wry grin.  


  Gabby, along with the other three, left Jaxon's porch to head back to the hotel.  Their journey to the Double Eagle was getting worse at each turn.  




  


  


  Chapter Twenty-One


  The Liberty Hotel had a stairway that went up the roof.  Gabby found her way up there when the walls of the room closed in on her.  


  The view helped calm her concerns that the Southlands army was speeding into town with no one sounding the alarm.  Farmland stretched south amid clusters of woodlands.  The Game Train had taken her further east so the mountains were just ideas in her mind.


  After studying the maps, she knew how easy it would be for the Southlands to send troops north and scoop up the citizens of the Double Eagle.  All the more reason to be leaving, but they'd been unsuccessful so far in removing the viruses, though at least they hadn't made them worse.  


  And Celia and Drogan wouldn't arrive for another couple of days at least.  Without a way to communicate with them, they could drive the Caterpillar right into the jaws of the invading Southlands army.  Gabby hoped Celia's insects would keep them safe if they couldn't contact them.  


  Gabby picked up a rock and launched it at the little brick building that housed the stairs.  She'd come all this way, risking life and limb and indentured servitude, only to be stymied by a prideful mayor clinging to an absurd set of ideals.


  Even if she could get him to give up the truth, the Frags were stuck in Double Eagle until they could remove the viruses.  What she needed was more time.


  Staring at the distant clouds hovering over the south, Gabby didn't hear Coder/Mouse sneaking up until she spoke.


  "Gabby."


  Spinning around, Gabby had to resist the urge to flee when she found herself staring into the Coder's red eyes.  


  "It creeps me out seeing you like that, Song."


  Coder/Mouse made a mewling noise that sounded like an apology.  Her red eyes glanced downward.


  "It's not your fault," said Gabby.  "No need to apologize."


  Coder/Mouse smiled hesitantly.  The contradiction of form and behavior gave Gabby a headache.


  "The others were wondering when you were going to come back down," said Coder/Mouse.  "We haven't made progress on the viruses since you came up for air."


  Gabby nodded.  "I'll come back down—" Coder/Mouse started to leave. "—but first I need to know something, Song.  Are you really on our side?"


  Coder/Mouse turned around, her lower lip pushed out defensively.  "Why would you say that?  I came all the way down here to help you."


  Gabby sighed, putting her hand to her head trying to make sense of her feelings before she spoke.  "I know, Song.  It's almost unfair of me to say this, but I have to.  I know I saw that red box back at the hovercraft tower.  You can't keep lying about it and expect me to trust you."


  Coder/Mouse's eyes flickered from Gabby to the door and back.  The red eyes confused Gabby's read of what she was thinking, but Gabby thought she detected a brief thought of fleeing.  Gabby remembered watching Mouse fight during the Final Raid and wondered if she could take the diminutive girl, especially hidden under the Coder skin.


  "There was a red box," Coder/Mouse said.


  The tension between reduced a hair, but Gabby kept her focus up.  Coder/Mouse seemed to shrink slightly as if she had been reduced by her lie.  


  "What was in it?"


  Gabby expected Coder/Mouse to tell her there were secret instructions in it, or a communication device so she could send messages to the Coders, or even some weird weapon to be used when all their defenses were down.  But what she said surprised her more.


  "Medicine."


  "Medicine?  Why would you risk getting caught for medicine?  And why keep it a secret?"


  It had to be a lie.  Medicine didn't make sense.


  "Because one of the Frags is dying."


  Gabby's hand went to her mouth.  Michael.  The emaciation and circles under the eyes made perfect sense.  Why hadn't she seen it before?  


  When the name of the dying Frag whispered past Coder/Mouse's lips, Gabby almost didn't hear it.  


  "Celia."


  Gabby's relief at hearing Celia's name was followed by guilt.  True, they'd never gotten along, the two of them, but no reason to feel glad that it was her dying and not Michael.


  "Something about the M.A.S.S. unit causing it.  Celia was a test case and they didn't get everything right."


  Gabby shook her head.  "I don't understand.  Michael's the one that looks terrible.  For Mario's sake, his ribs are showing on his chest and his eyes look like black holes.  And now that I remember it, I even saw Melinda drawing blood from him back at the Farm."


  "Blood transfusions," said Coder/Mouse.  "And he's been giving Celia his food so she can stay strong.  It's why she hardly moves.  She has no energy."


  Gabby's hands shook with concern.  "But why keep it secret?  Why not tell the rest of the Frags?"


  "Because Celia's going to die," said Coder/Mouse, "and all these things are just keeping her alive a little longer so she can help you get your friend back.  They knew if you or Milton knew that, you wouldn't go on with the plan.  Finding out what happens to the losers of LifeGame is more important.  And there's nothing we can do to help her anyway."


  Tears threatened to burst from Gabby's eyes, but she swallowed them back.  Part of her was wounded that Michael had confided in Mouse and not her, but she understood the reason.  


  Coder/Mouse pulled a bottle from her pocket and handed it to Gabby.  The clear bottle was filled with little white pills.  Aspirin.  


  "That's what I was searching for that day you found us on the street.  They'll help Celia with the pain.  I just hope we get to see them again soon."


  "Me, too."


  Gabby handed the bottle back and gazed south, her heart pounding like a drum in her chest.  "I wish I knew how long until the Southlands invaded.  We need more time.  I wish I could just send my projection south and ride the cameras until I saw the army, but the Double Eagle doesn't allow projections."


  Coder/Mouse sidled up to her and took her hand.  Their fingers entwined.  Gabby gave a squeeze.  At least when she wasn't looking at Mouse, she could keep her image in her head, rather than the Coder skin she was sick of looking at.  


  "Yeah.  I wish we had Celia's insects.  Or maybe that hovercraft we took.  We could ride it south and see what's coming," whispered Coder/Mouse.


  Mouse's words hit Gabby right between the eyes.  "Mouse!  You're brilliant!  Why didn't I think of that?"  Gabby hugged Coder/Mouse.  


  "What?  I am?  What did I say?"


  "The hovercraft!  We need our own version and I know where to find it.  I saw an old model airplane in a storefront.  We can hook up a camera and fly it south."


  Gabby moved to go back down.  


  "Wait, Gabby," said Coder/Mouse.  "You can't tell them you know.  Michael swore me to secrecy."


  "I'll keep your secret."  Gabby nodded.


  They broke the model airplane idea to the other two.  Michael beeped and buzzed, while Milton fanned his face with manicured hands.  Gabby was beginning to wonder if Milton would give up his new form once they solved the virus.


  They purchased the model plane after bartering with the store attendant.  The plane was at least three decades old, but they barely had it back in the room before they were designing new software for its interface.  Finding spare cameras was as simple as taking apart a broken teddy bear they found in a dumpster.    


  The struggles with the virus had given them working knowledge of the Double Eagle interface and programming syntax.  Working around the clock in shifts, they had the plane operational by the next evening.  It was already dark, so they had to wait for morning, anxiously tweaking software while they waited. 


  Gabby had the most experience flying so they voted her the pilot.  The next morning the spy plane launched from the roof to a raucous cheer.  


  Flying over the farmlands reminded Gabby of the word puzzle on the Game Train.  She configured the controls to be similar to using her wings, utilizing the muscle memory she'd developed.


  The little plane only had enough juice for an eight-hour flight.  Once she reached hour four she'd have to turn around or risk losing their flying spy.  


  Gabby rested comfortably on the roof while her perception flew with the plane.  She rotated its camera, gazing at the landscape beneath, searching for signs of the Southlands army.  


  Right before she was going to turn around, Gabby decided to circle around a hill.  As she crested the peak, she caught reflections deep into the valley.  Gabby soared toward the source and was rewarded when she saw the line of trucks and armored vehicles rumbling up the dirt road.  


  Years of games in the GSA had taught her the colors and styles of the Southlands.  She knew instantly that she'd found the invading force.  Gabby tilted her wings to return when a dark object darted out of the sky.  Her contact with the spy plane ripped away from her vision, leaving her dizzy with vertigo.


  "What happened, sweetie?" asked street walker Milton.


  "Southlands.  Two days."


  Despite the grim news, Gabby found herself buoyed by their recent teamwork.  Gabby put her hand out into the middle and the other three put theirs on top.  


  She looked them each in the eye before saying: "We're going to survive and I have a plan."


  The Frags gathered around and she explained her idea.  The idea had been forming during the flight.  After a number of confused glances, they began nodding their heads in agreement and adding suggestions to improve.  There were so many factors they couldn't plan for, but they did the best they could given the circumstances.  




  


  


  Chapter Twenty-Two


  Gabby hesitated at the gate of the farmhouse after leaning the borrowed bike against an old barbed wire fence.  She didn't see any dogs, but that didn't mean there weren't any.  Last house she'd stopped at she had to leap the fence to get away from a pair of spotted dogs full of teeth.  


  Gabby had agreed to make the circuit to the surrounding homesteads since she wasn't affected by the virus.  After a busy night of decoding, they'd fixed Mouse, but the bike was too tall for her legs.  


  She hoped they'd better luck than she had so far.  The goal was to fan out and rally the town to repel the invaders.  They didn't even have to drive them out permanently, only keep them at bay long enough for the Caterpillar to arrive with Celia and Drogan.


  And Gabby had figured that the citizens of the Double Eagle could easily stop the invading force, if they all banded together.  The invaders numbered only a few hundred, though they had the advantage of light armored vehicles.  During her flight, she'd counted thousands of houses and farms, not including the few thousand that lived in the town proper.  Even a quarter of the population could stop the Southland's force.


  The gate squealed as she stepped through.  The pungent scents of fresh grass reminded her of home, though the grass stood ankle high.  She paused, listening for growling or rapidly approaching canine feet.  After a minute, she strolled up the gravel walkway, keeping her head on a swivel.  


  The lawn was filled with crumbling artifacts of a previous age.  Any one of them could hide a cunning canine.  As she passed a rusted hulk that had once been a vehicle of some kind, a creature darting from its underbelly made her jump.  The speedy rabbit disappeared under the porch behind a row of scraggly bushes after zigzagging through a fallen swing set.  


  Gabby stopped at the porch and called out, "Hello?!"


  A whining hinge made Gabby cast her gaze around to find the source.  Gabby was about to leave the creepy house when the front door opened.  An old woman with wispy gray hair peered through the screen door.


  "What you doing on my property, girl?"


  "I came to warn you," said Gabby tentatively.


  "Warn me about what?"  The old woman's tone was accusatory.  When she stepped up to the screen, Gabby could see the woman had a shotgun at her side.  


  "The Southlands.  They're sending troops to round people up and take them back to be enslaved."


  The woman came out onto the porch, firing a vicious gaze Gabby's way.  Shaking her shotgun, the old woman muttered, "I'll give 'em a taste of Betty here if they try and take me.  Now go back to wherever you came from and stop bothering an old woman trying to get her rest."


  The old woman went back inside, but before she left, she stuck her face against the screen, making it bulge out obscenely and turning it into a witch's face. 


  "And if something needed to be done, I'd think our esteemed mayor Jaxon would contact us.  Not some carpet-bagging tramp obviously not from the Freelands."  The screen door banged a few times after the old woman went back inside.  


  Gabby wandered back to her bike hoping the other Frags had actually accomplished something other than agroing the locals.  She'd visited fifteen houses and not one had agreed to the mutual defense plan Gabby had drawn up.  The Frags had made holograms detailing the positioning and the statistical chances for winning.  She thought the presentation would easily win over a quarter of the citizens, but not one person had agreed to look at it.      


  At least the woman had bothered to speak to her. Half the residents had stayed in their homes or shouted at her from behind closed doors when she tried to tell them that the Southlands was coming.  They were more concerned that she was violating their privacy than the impending invasion.  The other half set their dogs on her or had their kids throw rocks.  


  Deciding that the outlying areas were made up of ardent and completely intractable individualists, Gabby rode back into town.


  She found Mouse sitting on the curb in front of the antique shop.  Red liquid dripped from her chin.  At first Gabby thought it was blood, but then she saw the exploded tomatoes splattered around her.


  "Be thankful they were soft.  I got hit with rocks," said Gabby.


  "They didn't want to hear a word I had to say.  Not one wanted to watch the hologram.  Not one!"


  Mouse's exasperation came through the volume of her voice.  Gabby got off the bike and sat next to Mouse, putting her arm around the diminutive girl.  Strangely, Gabby didn't feel as bad about the townsfolk not responding to their cries for help as she had in the countryside.


  Maybe she hadn't really expected them to rally around a pack of kids barely ready for University.  Maybe she was just glad to trust Mouse again.  Since the revelation about Celia's condition, she saw the dynamic of the group in a different light.  


  No longer was Mouse trying to steal Michael from her, forcing her to admit that she did have feelings for him.  Now she was merely providing a shoulder to cry on about his sister, not that he could speak presently, but they'd untangled the first half of his virus.  She hoped they could finish it off in the coming days.


  Or maybe she was responding to Mouse not looking like the Coder, though the time spent had confused the two in her head.  As Mouse continued to complain about the reluctant citizens, Gabby found similarities between her accent and Mr. Johnson, but passed it off as an after affect of the Coder skin.


  Eventually Michael and Milton found the two girls sitting on the curb.  


  "Any luck?" Gabby asked.


  Milton the street walker shook his mane seductively.  "Nothing for the plan though I did get four date offers.  One was a woman, but unfortunately she had a wart the size of a thimble on her chin."


  Gabby restrained the urge to roll her eyes.  "Did they give reasons why they didn't want to help?"


  Milton leaned against the light pole, stretching his right leg out seductively.


  "Let's see," he said, tapping his fingers as he counted, "one they didn't believe us, two they didn't care, three if they did they would just leave and not bother with fighting or four they didn't trust us because Jaxon wasn't involved."


  "I thought for sure we'd get at least a few," said Gabby, "and then I thought we could build on that number."


  Mouse shrugged.  "We thought so too, Gabby.  It was a good plan."


  "We had the recording of the spy plane in the presentation.  If they'd just watched it, they would have known the truth." 


  Gabby kicked a rock across the street and shoved her hands under her arms.  


  "They cling to an ideal that doesn't match reality," said a voice from behind.


  They all turned around to find a pale man with chopped black hair, wearing an olive green jacket and carrying a backpack over his shoulder like a practiced traveler.  


  "And how do you know?" asked Gabby.


  "I've been through these parts time and again," he said.  "To most Freelanders, freedom is a hopeful ideal to work towards, but for the citizens of the Double Eagle it's a right they will take to the grave if necessary."  And before anyone could ask his name, he nodded his head and said, "Damon."


  The Frags repeated their names briefly.  "You seem familiar," said Gabby, scrunching her forehead trying to determine the resemblance.


  "Don't know why," said Damon with a bright grin, "I don't stay long enough in one place to get to know anyone, though if you had to pin me down, I'd say I come from a place near the Old Colonies."


  "Still..."  Gabby shook her head.  "So why did you say what you said?"


  Damon swung his backpack off his shoulder and pulled an apple from a side pocket.  He crunched into the red skin and spoke with a full mouth.  "I overheard your spiel and I've heard what the locals have to say about you.  They're more concerned about you trampling their rights to ignore the world than the Southlanders."  Damon chewed a few more times.  "Though I think the Liberty Hotel owners are doubly mad at you, since you ran off their only clients with all your talk.  Everyone from somewhere else had more sense and got the hell out."


  "Then why are you still here?" she asked.


  The other Frags eyed Damon with suspicion, though Mouse kept glancing at the others.  


  "I'm waiting for someone."  Damon grinned.  Pieces of apple skin were stuck in his teeth.


  Gabby tilted her head at Damon.  "Are you sure I don't know you?  Have you ever been to the GSA?"


  "You're Gamer kids?"  Damon slapped his knee and took another bite.  "And what the hell do you think?  No one gets in or out of that land.  Though I suppose someone, or some four must have gotten out if you're not projections and actually here talking to me."


  Damon winked and took another bite despite his mouth already being full.


  Milton moved closer to Damon and leaned over in an obvious come-look-at-me fashion.  "Do you think there's a way we could get through to them?" 


  Damon nearly spit out his apple when he glanced at the comely blonde Milton.


  "Don't think I don't know what's under that lovely skin, boy.  Though I've done stranger things in stranger lands."  Damon winked at Milton.  


  Red flushed Milton's cheeks and he backed away from Damon.


  "But no, I don't think you can get through to them," said Damon.  "You best be taking your own advice and get the hell out of town."


  Gabby slumped down onto her heels.  "We're waiting for someone, too."


  A curious twinkle shone through Damon's eyes as he glanced at Mouse.  Mouse was oblivious as she was cleaning mud off her shoes with a stick.  Heat rose to Gabby's face.  She didn't like what that glance meant.  Stranger things in stranger lands sounded a lot like a pervert.  The kind they'd gotten away from at the Flock.  


  "I think it's time you left," said Gabby.  The other Frags looked to her.  They hadn't seen what she'd seen.  


  Damon took another bite, mumbled something that sounded like a farewell and headed up the street towards Liberty Hotel.  


  "What was that about?" asked Milton.


  "I didn't like him."


  "How come?"


  Gabby shrugged.  "Gut feeling."  She didn't want to frighten Mouse by telling her what she saw.  "But I have a new idea.  It probably won't work, but we have to try our presentation one more time."


  And also she didn't want them to be split up any longer.  She didn't trust Damon.  He could be a pervert or worse, a spy for the Southlands.  


  Gabby had them set up in the middle of the busiest street, which was about as busy as a cul-de-sac in the GSA.  There was no market or center square.


  The Frags synced four separate versions of the hologram presentation on the four corners of the intersection.  Passerbys could turn off public viewing and ignore the presentation, but they couldn't easily ignore the Frags yelling warnings at the top of their lungs, all of them but Michael, who jumped and beeped at the top of his lungs.


  "The Southlands are coming!"


  "The invasion nears!"


  "Prepare for invasion!"


  "Stand together or be taken apart!"


  "One by one equals one and done!"


  As the afternoon wore on, no one came near the intersection, though citizens did pause from a distance and stare for a minute or two.  Gabby wasn't sure if they were just configuring their interfaces to block them, or actually watching the presentation, but she had an optimistic heart that at least some were watching.


  When night fell, she pushed the Frags to stay longer, but both Mouse and Milton's voice had given out and even Michael just beeped and buzzed occasionally.  They returned to the Liberty Hotel, ignoring the glares from the owner as they trudged up the stairs to their room.


  The exhaustion from the fruitless day claimed them so completely, they didn't even work on the viruses or set watch for the next day.  The Southlanders weren't supposed to arrive until the day after.  There should be time still to rally the town, to get the information from Jaxon, to wait for Celia and Drogan, to get out of Double Eagle if it came to that.  


  There should have been time.  So they didn't set watch.  




  


  


  Chapter Twenty-Three


  Gabby awoke in the dim twilight of her room, wearing her clothes from the previous day and smelling burning diesel.  Mouse's leg was jammed into her side and it took a minute to untangle from the blankets and carefully step over the dark forms on the floor until she stared out the window.


  The window squealed.  Mouse rotated over facing Gabby and smacked her lips.  Gabby leaned out the opening and inhaled deeply.  An oily taste coated her tongue.  There could be any number of reasons why someone was burning diesel in the early morning - it was the Freelands after all - but Gabby knew she'd never be able to sleep without checking it out.  


  Without waking the others, she crept out of the room and went to the roof.  She rubbed her arms to warm them in the chilly air.  She regretted not grabbing a heavier shirt before coming up.  


  The coming light of morning exhaled its pale breath on the horizon.  Gabby cast her gaze south, wishing the Double Eagle allowed traveling by projection.  Then she could send her presence through the cameras and check the surrounding countryside for signs of the Southlanders.  They weren't supposed to be this far north yet, but maybe she'd miscalculated, or there was more than one force.  All the reasons why she was wrong came back to her in that moment.  


  But she heard nothing and saw nothing and was ready to dismiss it as nerves and head back down to the room when she saw the polygon shapes rip from invisible pockets around the town.  The visual constructs were the same things Gabby had seen the day the Frags first showed her the wall and how the GSA could hide reality.  


  The Southlanders were hacking the Double Eagle.  Which meant they were close, maybe even within the town limits.  A bottomless pit formed in Gabby's stomach.  They were too late.  


  Gabby watched a moment longer as the polygons morphed buildings into empty spaces and empty spaces into buildings.  The transformation happened as if an invisible giant was blowing up balloon buildings in one breath and sucking down others in another.


  The Southlanders were hiding the cityscape under illusionary terrain.  Their conquest would be simple as half the citizens would probably knock themselves out running into hidden buildings.  


  The rat-a-tat of distant gunfire spun Gabby around.  The fire fight was coming from the wrong direction.  Someone was resisting them, but it was in the north.  Which meant the Southlanders had them surrounded.  


  Gabby envisioned what they'd done.  Probably pushed through both nights to reach the town before the populous could be rallied and then split off into the countryside to round up the divided Double Eaglers while hacking the system to throw the whole geolocative reality off.  


  It's what Gabby would have done.  Or what she should have assumed the Southlanders would have done.  She shook her head as she ran back down to the room.


  The other Frags were awake and gathering gear in hurried fashion.


  "We heard the gunfire," said Milton.


  Gabby smiled.  Maybe they would get through the day.


  "We have to get out of town before they move in," said Gabby.  


  "We can't leave yet," said Mouse, bouncing from foot to foot.


  "Why not?"


  "Celia and Drogan."


  Gabby moved to the window while running her hand through her hair.  "We'll have to head the direction we think they might be coming and hope for the best."


  "What about the virus?" asked Milton.  "I don't mind looking like this, but what will happen when we leave the town?  How will you carry us when our systems completely shut us off from reality?"


  "We'll think of something.  Throw you in a wheelbarrow or something.  We just can't be caught here."


  Michael beeped and Milton shrugged.  They made it to the bottom level without incident.  


  "Mario!" Gabby said under her breath as she looked outside.  "I forgot something.  They hacked the geo files for the town.  Nothing is as it seems out there.  Ideas anyone?"


  The others were clearly checking their files to see what they could do.  Gabby kept watch, expecting troops to come streaming down the street any moment.  


  When Michael punched her in the arm, she almost turned around to slap him.  She caught a brief thumbs up before his hand was blurred out.  


  "I think he figured it out!" whispered Mouse.


  They found a file he pushed to the local networks that jammed the geolocative spaces into their default positions.  Gabby applied the hack and the buildings outside in the dimly lit street moved around like giants playing games.  


  "I think that worked," said Gabby and the others nodded.


  An explosion from a street over concussed against the window.  "They're in the town."


  "We don't even have any weapons," complained Milton.  Michael beeped in agreement.


  "Will these work?" said Damon from the back doorway.  He had a semi-automatic weapon hung over his shoulder and a compact pistol dangling from his fingertips.  A couple of lengths of iron pipe leaned against the wall.  


  Gabby grabbed the gun, noticing the hesitation from Damon as she pulled it from his fingers.  The others grabbed the pipes.


  "Shame you don't have more weaponry."


  Damon glanced toward the street.  "Which direction you headed?"


  "West," said Gabby.  "The Southlanders have encircled the town.  I figure it's the best chance for getting away."  She kept it to herself that she hoped they'd find the Caterpillar that way, because she didn't want Damon to know.  Despite the offer of weapons, she didn't trust him.


  "They hacked the town," said Mouse in a timid voice.


  "Already got it."  Damon winked at her and Mouse visibly shrunk.  


  "Let's go."  Gabby led them out the Liberty Hotel.  They hugged the wall, circling toward the north and then west.  Halfway around, Gabby crouched when the sounds of engines approached.  


  Two vehicles advanced from the west, headed directly into the sun which had just peeked above the horizon.  Gabby heard a shout.


  "Go back! Go back!" she yelled, pushing Milton on the shoulder.


  Bullets sprayed the area Gabby had just left, spitting chunks of bricks and dust over them.  As they circled the corner, Damon knelt and returned fire to cover their escape.  


  They rushed back into the Liberty Hotel before the vehicles could come around.  "To the roof!  We need to see where the Southlanders are."


  After a frenzied run up the stairwell, Gabby half expected a hovercraft to be waiting to gun her down.  Once they'd confirmed the skies were clear, they circled the roof, scouting the troops now streaming into the town.


  "Two half-tracks and a platoon on this side," yelled Milton.


  Mouse glanced over on her side.  "Another two platoons' worth going from building to building over here."


  Damon stood in the middle, scowling at nothing in particular.  Gabby caught a hint of familiarity from his stance, but couldn't put her finger on it.


  The Frags watched as the Southlanders assaulted the city. They spied men, women and whole families being dragged from their houses and shoved into covered trucks.  Gabby wanted to rush down and stop them, but she knew they were massively outgunned.  


  As the sun broke completely from the horizon, they watched a fire fight on the west side of town.  A group of townies in military gear broke from a warehouse and ambushed a platoon.  They cut down the Southlanders in short order before moving down a side street.  


  Gabby and the Frags cheered the resistance, but their excitement was quickly squashed.


  "Look over there," said Mouse, "those troops are responding to the ambush."


  Milton pointed to a second group converging on the resistance fighters.  "They're going to get caught between those two."


  The Double Eagle group, oblivious to the movements of the Southlanders, kept creeping down their street as if no one knew they were there.  Gabby resisted the urge to shout at them to move.


  Everyone but Damon watched the two groups catch the resistance group in a side street and cut them down in crossfire.  Damon just stood in the middle of the roof biting his thumb, lost in thought.  When Damon caught her looking at him, he turned his back on her.


  I need a memory buff! I know I know him!


  Hoping to distract herself so the answer might come to her, Gabby made herself watch the troop movements.  She also hoped to determine a clear pattern so they could escape.


  The aerial view of their movements tickled out memories of her Algorithms class back in the GSA.  After a couple of minutes of watching, it came to her.


  "They're using mathematical searching patterns," she said.  "Maximizing their coverage of the town for the number of troops they have."


  "Good," said Damon, crossing his arms, with a playful smirk lurking on his lips.  "Then calculate our escape."


  "It's not that easy."  Gabby shook her head.  "It's easy to see that they're using a pattern, but I can't reverse engineer it without more data."


  "Pity."


  "But it does tell me one thing," she said.  


  When they all looked to her, she continued.  "They have a LifeGamer on their side running the battle.  Everything they're doing is straight out of our gaming strategy classes: information warfare, maximization algorithms, the geolocative hack."


  "Then what good does telling us do?"  The sudden coldness in Damon's voice triggered a memory.  Gabby examined Damon's features closely, imagining him with a different hair cut.  Gabby opened her mouth to say something when a tiny scream erupted from below.  


  Three blocks over, the massive form of Jaxon could be seen standing in the street firing two automatic weapons into an oncoming vehicle.  The vehicle wobbled from side to side before crashing into a building and bursting into flames.


  She clenched her fists in frustration.  The oversized mayor of Double Eagle was going to get himself killed and take the truth about LifeGame with him.   


  When Gabby heard the scream a second time, she located Jaxon's daughter Patricia on their roof, crouched into a ball with her hands over her face.  He was going to get his daughter killed in a last stand of foolish pride.


  Two platoons from the other side of the town were now hurrying toward Jaxon's place.  Gabby glanced from Damon, to Patricia and back to the Frags.  She had enough time if she went right away.


  "Stay here," she told them.  "I have to do something stupid."




  


  


  Chapter Twenty-Four


  The frenzied run to Jaxon's place seemed to take forever.  What should have been a quick three block run, felt like a long slog over dozens.  When she crossed the second intersection and didn’t reach his place, Gabby wondered if her reality had been hacked.  


  Checking behind her for signs of troops, Gabby didn't see the Southlander soldier step out of a doorway.  Thankfully, he hadn't seen her either.  He was busy fixing the clasp on his pants.


  Gabby hit him at a full run and the two of them tumbled onto the pavement.  The gun shoved in her pants skidded across the ground, well out of reach.  


  Gabby gasped when she looked into the face of the soldier.  She was expecting a hardened mercenary with a gristled chin and scars as badges.  Instead, she stared into a blond, pink cheeked boy no older than her.  He could have been a classmate in the GSA and he had a resemblance to Daniel, which made her hesitate when he reached for his rifle.


  Years of gaming had trained her reflexes and she hopped from her knees into a kick to the chin that leveled the blond soldier.  He spun and fell back onto the pavement, hands lifelessly held over the rifle.  


  Gabby checked his faint pulse before pulling the weapon from his weak grasp.  She grimaced when she realized the brief tussle had cost her valuable time and scooped up her other weapon before continuing her run.  The platoons would be arriving soon and she had to get to Jaxon's fast.  


  When she rounded the corner, Jaxon nearly blew her head off.  He pointed his twin automatics into the sky.


  "What the hell are you doing here?"


  "There's two platoons headed your way," she said through heavy breaths.


  A grim smile appeared on his face, giving Gabby the shivers.  "Good.  More of them dirty Southlanders to kill."


  "What about your daughter?"


  The smile disappeared from his face as fast as it had appeared.  "What about her?"


  Gabby glanced to the roof to see Patricia peering over the edge.  


  "Do you really want to let her see you die?"


  "Who says I'm going to die?  The safest place for her right now is on that roof."


  Gabby shook her head.  The man was a fool.


  "If you really want to help, go up and keep her company while I take these idiots on."


  "What if I can get her out of town?"  Gabby couldn't get herself out of town, but she wanted him to have hope for his daughter's safety.  


  Jaxon nodded toward the roof.  "You don't want to be going anywhere right now.  There's a ladder on the backside.  Hurry before you miss the show."


  She ran to the ladder with no intention of watching him commit suicide while his daughter looked on.  But the delays had given the platoons enough time to reach the street as Gabby crawled up with Patricia.


  The girl had huge red circles around her eyes.  Dried tears had left white streaks of salt on her face. 


  "We have to go," whispered Gabby, tugging on the girl's arm.  Patricia shook her head, making the tight little curls in her hair dance.  


  The two platoons entered both ends of the street.  Jaxon stood in the middle with one gun pointed in each direction.  The soldiers meandered toward him, breaking formation in a confidant display of control.


  "Don't tell me you Southlanders are afraid of me?" shouted Jaxon.  His big belly heaved with each word.  Gabby tried to put her hand over Patricia's eyes, but she kept pushing them away.


  The sergeant of the far platoon motioned for a particular soldier.  A tall man came to the front with an abnormally long gun.  Gabby recognized the sniper rifle.


  The sniper knelt down and began taking a bead on Jaxon.  Gabby hastily pulled her rifle out and aimed it at the sniper.  They'd kill her too when they realized she was on the roof, but she couldn't just lie there and let Jaxon be murdered.


  As she aligned the notch in the sight over the kneeling man, she took a deep breath and held it to steady her aim.  She could feel the sniper doing the same, but tried not to hurry herself.  Making a shot from this distance with the quality of weapon she had was going to be a tough shot, even with all her experience in shooter games.


  With the sniper in her sights, she hesitated on the trigger.  Killing another person in a game was one thing, taking a life in the real world was another.  


  The world slowed down to a crawl.  Gunfire in other parts of the city seemed muted and so far away it was on another planet.  Her shouted name filtered down around her from above.  The Frags were shouting a message, but Gabby ignored it and willed herself to pull the trigger.  The sound of Jaxon laughing was the last thing she heard before the street exploded.


  Gabby threw herself over Patricia as bits of brick and wood rained down.  Her ears rang from the force of the explosion.  Gabby glanced down expecting to see Jaxon laying dead in the street only to find him still standing with his guns pointed to the sky in salute.


  "I told you there'd be a show."  


  Gabby wanted to throw a piece of brick at him.  He'd blown up the street and put his daughter in danger.  But then she saw the dead soldiers, buried under a fallen building.  He'd saved her, too.  


  Patricia pointed above her.  The Frags were still yelling and pointing to the south.  With the street sightline irrevocably changed, Gabby could see more vehicles streaming their direction.  Jaxon had defeated the two platoons, but stirred up the hornet's nest.  Based on the directions the Frags were pointing, Gabby assumed they were completely surrounded.  


  "It seems I got their attention," said Jaxon.  "Maybe I can keep them distracted while you two get away.  Though I'm out of big tricks now."


  "It's too late now," said Gabby.  "We're surrounded."


  "Why'd you come anyway?  You don't owe me nothing.  In fact, you have quite the beef with me about the way I treated you last time we talked."


  A mottled green troop carrier rumbled onto the street.  The soldiers, having seen the destruction of their friends, fanned out and took to the side streets as they approached.  Judging by their frantic glances, the soldiers assumed the rest of the area was wired with explosives, too.  Jaxon fired randomly in their direction, forcing them to take cover.  


  "I thought I could get your daughter away to safety before the troops arrived.  I was wrong."


  Jaxon ripped off another spray of bullets and stepped around a parked truck as the soldiers returned fire.  A troop carrier had dropped off another squad, cutting her off from her escape route back to the Liberty Hotel.


  Jaxon yelled over his shoulder as he kept laying down fire.  "We expect people to take care of themselves in the Double Eagle."  Jaxon ducked as the glass exploded around him.  He knocked a few pieces out of his hair and took down a soldier making a run down the side of the street.  "But I appreciate your sacrifice.  Even if it was a foolish one."


  Soldiers dodged through the houses as Jaxon kept his suppressive fire up.  Gabby thought about taking shots, but didn’t want to put Patricia in danger.  The girl was curled up in a ball with her hands over her ears.  


  She glanced once more at the Frags on the roof of the Liberty Hotel and gave them a final wave.  Whatever happened next, she doubted she'd get another chance to say goodbye.  They would either kill her or enslave her in the Southlands.  


  Gabby put her arm around Patricia.  As she started to wonder if the soldiers would even notice they were on the roof, the ladder began to rattle against the drain.


  She almost made it to the ladder to push it over when the soldier stepped onto the roof.  He wasn't a green horn like the boy she'd taken down in the street.  He met the mental image she had of a hardened soldier.  


  He blocked her roundhouse and counterpunched with a left hook.  Gabby flew back onto the roof.  The soldier advanced on her, contented to engage her hand to hand.  


  His blows came as a whirl of callused fists, putting Gabby on the defensive.  Gabby kept the advantage of higher ground on the high side of the roof, but the soldier kept pushing her backwards.  Soon she'd be on the downside and he'd only have to knock her off the edge.  The fall would probably kill her and if it didn't, the soldiers converging on Jaxon would.


  Gabby blocked a kick to the ribs with her forearm.  The blow rang up her arm, making her teeth hurt.  Her intention hadn't been to get involved with Jaxon's fight, only to save his daughter and maybe convince him to give up his information about LifeGame.  She wouldn't have a chance to get Zaela back without it.  


  Her arms ached from blocking the soldier's blows.  Sensing her weakness he continued his assault, pushing her over the apex of the roof and gaining the upper ground.  Once there, he kept his punches and kicks coming.


  Standing with her back to the edge, fighting a hardened soldier of the Southlands in hand to hand combat while a battle for the city raged around them, Gabby had a moment of serene desolation.  She'd set off on this quest to get her friend back, but had she really believed it would happen?  Jaxon was right.  She'd been a fool to come to the Double Eagle and twice the fool for coming to his daughter's rescue.  


  No one in the town had listened to her.  They hadn't cared about a couple of kids from the GSA, trampling their precious grasses and bothering them with obligations.  


  As her heels were getting closer to the edge of the roof, Gabby remembered what Ben had told her back at the Blood Farm.  The only definition of a leader was that people followed them.  But there on the roof of Jaxon's place, Gabby had never felt more alone.  


  Even her friends had been smart enough to stay on the roof of the Liberty Hotel, while she stuck her neck out being foolish once again.  


  Would anyone remember her in a few years after she was dead?  Would Zaela even know she'd tried to get her back?  What had been the point?  The dead couldn't lead anyone.


  Distracted by her thoughts, Gabby missed a block and the soldier hit her squarely in the jaw.  Her foot reached back only to find empty air, sucking her momentum over the edge.


  Gabby's arms wheeled over her head.  The sky tipped over.  The soldier stood menacingly at the edge as she fell from the roof.




  


  


  Chapter Twenty-Five


  When Gabby had been younger, her parents had taken her to the local swimming pool.  Sense-webs and eye-screens could imitate the feel of water on the skin, but playing in water couldn't be completely replicated.  The only problem was that swimming brought real dangers of drowning and so she had to learn to swim. 


  Her father had taught her by first gaining her trust.  He had Gabby stand at the edge of the pool, close her eyes and fall backwards into his waiting arms.  Once she'd gotten it in her head that he was there to save her, she threw herself into the lessons until she was a little dolphin in the pool.


  Gabby never forgot the feel of her father collecting her in his arms as she fell backwards into the pool.  He cradled her fall, never letting the impact of her back onto the water frighten her.  


  For a moment, Gabby had the sensation of being caught by her father as her downward movement was suddenly arrested as she hit a hard and unyielding surface.  The soldier stared wide eyed and began to reach for his holstered gun.  


  As she slid away from him, Gabby realized there was black plastic beneath her.  Her hand found a rope as she began to slide off.  Then the hovercraft, which she was now sprawled upon, rose up and shifted back toward the soldier.  He was so intent on removing his weapon, he couldn't duck as the hovercraft rammed into him, knocking him from the roof.


  "Celia!" she cheered, knowing instantly who'd saved her as she climbed to her feet on the hovercraft.  


  The Caterpillar rumbled up the street, piloted by Drogan behind a half-shield of steel plate.  Townies ran along side, firing at the soldiers with rifles and handguns and other assorted weapons including one woman with a composite bow.  Celia stood in the middle of the Caterpillar, looking like a doll with her arms limply at her side.  


  Gabby waved, as her heart jumped for joy seeing her friends once again.  Then she saw the others following behind: Mouse, Milton and Michael.  The loner Damon was there, staying close to Mouse.  


  The ping of impacting bullets pulled Gabby around.  Southlands soldiers were still arriving to the scene.  Suddenly, a directional grid pushed into her interface.  Sensing Celia had given her control of the hovercraft, Gabby wrapped her hands around the rope and pushed the craft forward.


  She brought it around to Patricia and coaxed her onto the craft.  Patricia crawled onto the hard plastic until she wrapped her arms around Gabby's leg.  Once secure, Gabby flew low over the buildings, trying not to give the soldiers a profile to shoot at before shooting straight up to the roof of the Liberty Hotel.  Patricia would be safe on the roof until the battle was over.


  Then she leaned forward, flying through the air like a diving hawk.  So enthralled by her flight, Gabby almost didn't pull up in time and barely surfed over the heads of the Double Eaglers.  The hovercraft was much faster than before and she blew past the soldiers raising their guns to fire.


  After circling around to her friends, Gabby hovered near the Caterpillar.  At least thirty townies had joined them in the battle.  Bullets rang around them, so Gabby stayed low behind the profile of the big vehicle.


  "I thought I was going to die back there," said Gabby.


  Milton shook his mane of hair.  "We're sorry we didn't come sooner.  With Damon's help, we figured out a way to broadcast the battle to surrounding lands.  Anyone checking the news feeds would have seen you and Jaxon battling the Southlands soldiers.  I guess the locals were inspired by your bravery and finally decided to raise a defense."


  "Watch out!" yelled one of the townies.  A soldier had sneaked up behind a half-exploded car and was aiming his gun at Gabby.  There was nothing she could do to stop him.


  Then a red crosshairs appeared on the soldier.  Mouse leveled her gun and fired.  The man went down in a tangled heap.  When she noticed Gabby watching her, Mouse hid her face shyly behind a cupped hand.


  "Thank you."  Gabby touched her hand to her heart.


  Mouse half-bowed and then saluted her.


  "I shouldn't stay here, we need to keep moving.  I need a weapon if I'm going to be of use.  Can one of you hand me one of those iron bars?"


  Michael stepped forward.  His brilliant blue eyes cut a hole right into her chest.  "You can have mine."


  Hearing him speak made her feel dizzy.  She took the iron bar from him.  The metal was warm where he'd been holding it.


  "You can speak?"


  "Milton fixed it while Mouse and Damon were working on the broadcast,"  said Michael.  "I have to talk to you, Gabby."


  A building on the next street exploded into rubble.  Gabby wasn't sure if it was the Southlanders or Jaxon who'd done it.  


  "No time."  Gabby gave him her most heartfelt smile.  "And I know.  Mouse told me.  I'm sorry for both you and Celia."


  "Mouse told you?"  The hurt was evident in his voice.


  Not wanting to have her focus clouded by emotion, Gabby lifted the hovercraft and sped around the corner.  


  She heard Michael yell, "That's not..."


  As the wind rushed through her hair, Gabby funneled all the emotion teeming through her limbs into the battle at hand.  Her vision opened up wide as she could feel the flow of battle around her.  A lone soldier was running ahead of her.  Gabby flew by him and struck him in the head.  


  When the soldier spun onto his side, Gabby realized it was a her.  A girl not much older than herself.  Not unlike the boy she'd knocked out in the street.  Gabby hoped she hadn't killed her despite knowing they were enemies.    


  Then she flew up above the buildings to scout the Southlands advance.  What she saw when she crested the building made her blood grow cool.  


  The force she'd seen in the valley, the one that had first attacked the town, was only a vanguard for the real army.  A regiment at least five times the size of the other was heading into the city.  It appeared they'd only paused to gather their forces, but as soon as they entered, they would outnumber the tiny resistance by at least a hundred times, not including the heavy artillery support and other assorted vehicles.


  Then as she flew closer, a wave of vertigo hit her.  The edges of the city began to peel away like paint chips.  A presence in the Southlands' army was warping the landscape.  Gabby could feel it in her breastplate.  The indicators in her interface were going wild and only her rapid retreat and the proximity rules of the Freelands appeared to keep her safe.


  Gabby circled back to find Jaxon before the presence invaded her system.  Gabby found him taking a swig from a jug of water.  The cowboy hat was still firmly attached to his head.  


  His eyebrows spiked upward when he saw her.  "What the hell is that thing?"


  "Nevermind what it is.  You have to lead everyone out of the city.  You're about to be overrun.  The soldiers we've been fighting were only a scouting force."


  Jaxon nodded.  "I thought as much."  He seemed to take her news with grim resolve.  


  After a pause he said, "But I'm not leading everyone out of the city."


  "What?  Are you crazy?  Who's talking foolishness now?"  Gabby pointed the iron bar at him.


  Jaxon held his palms toward her.  "Whoa.  Don't take me the wrong way.  I'm not leading them out of the city because I'm going to cover their escape.  You're the one that's going to lead them."


  "Me?"


  "Yes, you.  Don't look at me like that.  You're the one that got the damn town to rally to your cause."


  The truth hit her squarely between the eyes.  They'd come because of her.  Yet she still felt the fool.


  "Don't question it.  Just keep doing it."


  "What are you going to do?" she asked.


  Jaxon glanced in the direction of the Southlands' army and chuckled.  "I've got a few more tricks.  This little pause in the battle should give me time to get them set up.  A few have volunteered to stay while the others help you get out of town and rendezvous with the people that didn't get taken already."


  "Good luck," was all she could get out as her heart threatened to jump out of her throat.


  Gabby was about to fly back to the Caterpillar to tell them the plan when she heard Jaxon behind her.  "Give my daughter to one of the families.  They're all good people, I'll trust your judgment."


  Gabby nodded.


  "And one last thing.  What you wanted to know...about the losers of LifeGame.  Do you still want to know?"


  Gabby's face screwed up in confusion.  Why wouldn't she want to know?


  "I do."


  Jaxon sighed.  "Okay.  But don't get mad at me for what you probably don't want to hear.  The GSA has been selling them to the Southlands for decades as cheap labor."


  Gabby gasped for breath.  The soldiers they'd been fighting had once been her schoolmates.  Maybe not her school, but others like it.  


  "How do you know?"


  "I used to work for the GSA.  I did the selling."  Jaxon stared into his hands, not meeting her questioning gaze.  "Now a former LifeGamer is in charge down south and I guess they want their revenge.  The war between the two countries had always been a sham, a falsified pretense to keep civil liberties low, but now it's going to happen for real."


  Gabby gripped the iron bar until her knuckles hurt.  


  "Now you know why I didn't want to tell you.  Why I hadn't told anyone.  I was ashamed of my involvement.  I was prepared to let the Southlanders kill me in a karmic twist of justice until you came along.  I'm still going to die, but at least I'll accomplish something by doing it."  Jaxon's lower lip trembled as he bit back his emotions.  "Just find a good family for my daughter."


  Gabby nodded before flying back to the Caterpillar.  The others, including the townies fighting along side the Frags, looked to her.


  "We're leaving town.  Round everyone up, we're going to punch a hole to the northwest and meet up with the survivors."


  One of the townies, a stout man with a hunting rifle over his shoulder asked, "What's Jaxon going to do?"


  "He and a few others are going to cover our escape.  The Southlands have a huge force ready to invade."


  Drogan turned the Caterpillar around and the small force rumbled through the town, engaging in brief skirmishes.  Once they were through the worst, Gabby flew back and retrieved Patricia.  The girl kept her eyes clamped shut as Gabby dove back to the group and left her in the back of the Caterpillar, curled up behind a sheet of metal.  


  Content they'd passed through the worst of the fighting, she flew beside the huge vehicle.  Milton strode next to it in street walker form wearing a scrap of fabric for a dress and wielding an automatic weapon.


  "I wonder how many foes you've stunned with your cleavage before you shot them?"


  Milton laughed and his chest jiggled.  One of the townies locked his gaze onto Milton's chest, making Gabby laugh along with him.


  "Hey, what about your virus?" remembered Gabby.  "Don't we have to get you debuffed before we can take you out of the city limits?"


  Milton glanced back to the others.  "Uhm...I'm actually fixed."


  Gabby's eyebrow went up as she realized that it was Milton's real voice.  "Fixed?  Then why are you...oh."


  Milton's voice went to a low whisper.  "Besides the other benefits of this form, I realized something during all these battles."


  "What's that?"


  Milton held up the wooden rod with all the teeth marks.  "I haven't needed this once."


  "That's strange."


  "Yeah," he said.  "I guess that seeing myself this way changes my brain patterns so stress doesn't trigger my epilepsy."


  Gabby smiled.  "Does this mean you're not going to turn every other phrase into a sexual innuendo?"


  Milton matched her grin with a bigger one of his own.  "Probably not.  I have to get these things off my chest, you know."


  Gabby groaned.  "Oh Mario.  Now you have two sets of private parts to use for your lame jokes."


  Milton laughed so hard the townie's eyes practically fell out of his head.  Gabby flew ahead to scout, chuckling to herself, but that levity crashed when she caught Michael's gaze.  She looked to him and then back to Celia and decided she wasn't ready to hear him talk about his sister's dying just yet. 


  She didn't make it far before explosions rocked the town, sending dust plumes into the air.  The survivors paused and glanced reverently at the town, knowing that Jaxon had made his final stand.  Gabby caught a few of them making gestures, touching their face and chest with fingertips.  


  The pause was brief as they continued their flight to the countryside.  They were to meet up with the remaining families of the Double Eagle in a nearby valley.  As much as she wanted to worry about what they would do once they got there, her thoughts kept going back to Jaxon's revelation.    


  Part of her was relieved to learn that the losers of LifeGame weren't killed and dumped into mass graves.  But another part of her grimaced as she remembered the feel of the girl soldier's head impacting with the iron bar.  That girl could have been Zaela.  


  And if the Southlands invaded the GSA, they would be doing so with those the country had cast away for not keeping up.  Even the irony did not lessen the pain of knowing that no matter which side won, her friends and former classmates would die.  




  


  


  Chapter Twenty-Six


  They met up with the other survivors of the Southland's assault and because of the broadcast, everyone knew who she was and expected her to direct them.  


  In different circumstance, she might have resisted the position of leadership, but organizing the survivors gave her an excuse not to speak to Michael or Celia, not that Celia had ever really spoken to her.  Drogan, however, practically broke her back in a hug when she finally saw him.  


  "Gabby-umbrella!" he said, while his fuzzy facial hair tickled her face.  


  "I missed you, too, Drogan," she said.  "How was your trip?"


  His face lit up.  "Me and Celia-bug had a grand adventure.  We drove the Caterpillar through the Silly Lands."


  "The Silly Lands?"


  "Yes."  He nodded enthusiastically.  "The Silly Lands have giraffe-birds and humongous string hornets that shoot string out of their stingers!"  Then he lowered his voice into a whisper, which with his deep voice, wasn't very quiet.  "The Silly Lands are much better than Bubble World."


  Gabby nodded.  "I bet it is.  It's so good to see you Drogan.  I’m glad you're safe."


  Drogan released her and appeared surprised.  "Why wouldn't I be?!  I was with Celia-bug the whole time."


  Gabby patted him on the back and let him go back to working on the Caterpillar.  Whatever had happened between the Blood Farm and the Double Eagle, Drogan would never know.  Celia had hidden it all in the Silly Lands, just like she had the Bubble World.  


  A stout woman with her gray hair neatly tucked into a bun walked up gripping a shotgun.  It was the woman that had yelled at her through the screen door.  Gabby had heard someone call her Connie earlier.  


  "You speaking for your friends?"  Connie's words were as much a statement as a question.  


  "I am."


  "We got a couple dozen scared families here waiting on what needs to be done next.  Especially since you banned them from keeping scouts."  Connie leaned on her shotgun, squinting judgmentally.


  "My friend Celia can take care of the scouting."


  Connie frowned skeptically.  "That wisp of a girl can do what ten of our best hunters cannot?"


  "I, uhm..."  Gabby wasn't sure how the Double Eaglers would take Celia's differences.  "You'll just have to trust me."


  Connie had crossed her arms and was clearly trying to decide what to say next when Damon and Milton strode up.  Damon had a purposeful look on his face, while Milton shuffled up on impossibly tall high heels.


  As Damon opened his mouth, Milton interjected "—we caught him preparing to leave."


  "I can speak for myself, girly-boy, and I don't think there's any laws against me wanting to get going while the getting and the going is good.  Am I right?"  Damon checked with Connie, who gave him an approving nod.


  "I'm sorry," said Gabby, "you've been a huge help, but we just need you to stay another night.  We'll be deciding where to go next and then we can all leave at the same time."


  Damon eyed her suspiciously.  "I'd prefer to leave tonight.  I don't like sitting within range of the Southlands army."


  "I thought you were waiting for someone?" Gabby asked.


  Damon made no motion to answer.  Whatever he'd been doing in Double Eagle, he'd done or given up on.  Gabby trusted him even less now.


  "My business has maxed out," he said finally, glancing back toward the main camp.


  "Where will you go next?" Gabby asked.  Connie tucked an errant wisp of gray hair behind an ear as she glanced from Gabby to Damon.


  "To a safer place," he said, "and you?"


  He studied her intently.  Gabby could feel the whole of him, weighing on what she would say.  Why did he care where she went?  Unless he had some purpose with one of the Frags?  The way he'd been watching Mouse worried her.  


  "Like I said when we first met, I have a friend I need to meet up with."  Like Damon, she kept her words vague.  He seemed to process her words carefully and then shrugged as if the whole exchange had no meaning.  Gabby thought otherwise.  


  "So back to you letting me leave today, before them Southlanders get smart and recapture us just sitting on our duffs."  He glared mockingly in her direction.  "Or are you going to calculate our escape again?"


  Gabby's mouth opened halfway as her hands shook with excitement.  She knew who he was.  Tilting her head sideways she saw the basic features without the skin on.  He'd cut his hair with a knife, which had made the ends frayed and uneven.  The rest was different enough from his skin.  


  Gabby didn't know why she hadn't seen it earlier: the mocking looks, the mentions of "calculating" and "maxed out", and the prying attempts to find out where they were going.  She knew beyond a doubt. 


  "You're right," said Gabby, forcing her voice to be steady, "we shouldn't stay here much longer than the remains of daylight."


  Damon appeared surprised by her turn.  "Good.  Then when can I leave?"


  "Not just you.  Everyone.  I know we're just setting up camp, but we should move on from here.  As far away as possible."


  Connie grumbled.  "But we just got the children settled."


  "Would you rather them be slaves?" retorted Gabby.  Connie grudgingly nodded.  


  Gabby began pacing.  "We need a better place to go.  But where?"  She pulled up a map of the Freelands and spread it out in front of them.  


  She needed to find a place far enough from the Southlands that they could go on the reserves of fuel they carried with them without being too close to be attacked, but also capable of handling four or five hundred refugees.  Connie and Damon gathered around, watching carefully.  Gabby drew a circle in a wide radius around the Double Eagle.


  "This is the range of the vehicles."  Gabby acted like she was searching around for the proper place even though she knew exactly what she wanted as soon as she'd opened the map.  


  Gabby jammed her finger into a small Freeland to the north at the edge of their range.  "The Blood Farm.  We go here."


  Connie's eyes widened at the name while Damon's glistened with import.  He clearly didn't like the idea, which Gabby didn't find at all surprising.


  "Their leader Ben won't be happy to see us at first, but he'll see the advantage of the new blood."  When Connie reacted to the word, Gabby continued, "Don't worry, it's just a name they use to keep people away, though don't think Ben won't put you all to work if you join his land."


  "That's a long way," sighed Connie.


  "I don't think we have a choice.  We don't want to be close enough to be raided again."


  Connie appeared unhappy by the logic, but not so stubborn as not to finally agree.


  "I'll speak to the others.  They won't be happy but I think they'll listen."


  Connie moved to leave, but Gabby stopped her.  "One more thing.  Jaxon's daughter.  Can you take her?  Find the appropriate family for her?"


  "Done with her already?" Connie said sourly.  


  Gabby held out her hands passively.  "When we head north, I want to keep the Caterpillar at the rear to keep an eye on the Southlanders.  Between Celia and my hovercraft, we'll make sure they don't sneak up."


  As Gabby glanced to Damon, who was listening with great interest, she had an idea.  "In fact, as soon as it's fully dark, we'll take the Caterpillar south beyond the valley to be sure."


  Gabby jabbed her finger into the map again, dotting a string of locations that followed the western hills until they met the Blood Farm.  "Follow this path north.  Give the coordinates to all families in case they get lost.  I'll check in on the hovercraft to make sure we're all staying relatively together."


  It was the same path that Celia had taken on the Caterpillar.  It wouldn't put them in close range of any dangerous Freelands.


  "Okay.  I'll take charge of Patricia and let the others know," said Connie before she finally left.


  When Damon moved to leave, she said, "Wait.  Don't leave the camp yet."  Gabby paused, trying to put the proper amount of indecision into her voice.  "I have to talk to you, something important that I need to ask you...later before you go.  But first I have to talk to the others."


  Damon narrowed his eyes and hesitated, clearly not expecting her request.  "Okay," he said finally.


  They parted company and Gabby went in search of the others.  Darkness was coming soon and she had to get them going if her plan was going to work.  


  Gabby ran into Michael as she hurried around the Caterpillar in search of Drogan.  


  "Hey!  I was just looking for you," said Michael.


  His eyes drew her in like a vast blue ocean, warm and inviting.  "I...I can't right now."  She pulled away from his grasp.  Her thoughts had been dipped in molasses.


  "It's important."


  "We'll talk later," she said.  "Trust me, I want to talk to you."  I want to hug you and kiss you and tell you that it's okay.  I'll be there for you when your sister passes.  "But I have something I need to do right now.  More important than anything else.  In fact, it's totally buffed that you're here now.  We need to start getting ready.  We're going to move out soon."


  Michael shook his head incredulously.  "We are?  We just got here."


  "Yeah.  We need to," she said, wanting to reach out and wipe away his concerns with her lips.  "We do.  But I need Drogan right now.  Have you seen him?"


  "Down at the pond, throwing rocks with Celia."


  Gabby left him bewildered.  Whatever he needed to say would have to wait a little longer.  She felt bad, considering he'd been locked up in that virus for so long without the ability to communicate, but she didn't have time.


  She found them standing on a grassy bank at the edge of a moss-filled pond.  A cluster of reeds bunched up along the water.  Drogan had broken off a reed and was swinging it around like a sword.  


  Celia was crouched in a sitting position, head tilted curiously to the side like she was listening for a distant noise.  The pale waif didn't acknowledge Gabby, panting and out of breath, even though Celia had to know that Gabby was there.  Gabby glanced around for Celia's mechanical insects.  The air seemed empty for the moment.


  "Drogan, I need your help."


  "Gabby-umbrella!  Hello!" he said cheerfully.


  "Um, hello Drogan."  Gabby put her hands out defensively when he came running at her with his reed in hand.  "No hugs right now.  I need a favor."


  Drogan nodded enthusiastically.  "Anything for Gabby-umbrella."


  "Good.  Meet me at the Caterpillar in ten minutes."


  Gabby glanced to Celia, who still hadn't made even the slightest move.  Gabby wondered how far the sickness had advanced, but it was hard to tell.  Celia was almost always motionless.


  After leaving without a word said otherwise (Gabby knew that Celia had listened in on her conversation with Michael and would certainly know they were leaving,) Gabby returned to the camp and quickly rounded up a huge tarp, a roll of heavy duty tape and a rag.  Then she went in search of Damon.


  She found him sitting on a fallen log eating another apple.  As she walked up, Gabby had a second unexpected revelation about their new friend.  The connections hit her so soundly, Gabby paused and put a hand to her stomach.  


  Damon's eyebrow went up as she approached.  Gabby looked around to make sure no one was watching before she pulled the gun from her pocket, the very gun that Damon had given her.  


  "No time for talking.  Finish chewing your apple and put this rag in your mouth," she said.


  Damon's whole body bristled with anger.  Gabby hoped she wasn't making a mistake, but she couldn't think of another way.


  "Don't think I won't shoot you for what you've done," she added in case he thought about lunging for his rifle, leaning against his pack.


  "I hope you know what you're doing," he said before putting the rag in his mouth.


  I hope I do too, she thought as she handed him a piece of tape to hold the rag in.  Then she unrolled the tarp and had him lay on it.  When he was stiff legged, she rolled him up, leaving enough room at the end for air to get in.  Then she wrapped it in tape and walked back to the Caterpillar to get Drogan.


  "Why do you have bang-bang?" asked Drogan as she strolled up, trying to act unhurried even though she'd wanted to run the whole way.  She hated leaving Damon alone in case someone wandered up.


  Gabby glanced at the gun in her hand, forgetting it was there and then shoved it into her pocket.  "No reason."  She smiled.  "Come on, Drogan.  I need you to carry something to the back of the Caterpillar."


  "Okay, Gabby-umbrella!"  


  Gabby smiled and they returned to the little camp to find the rolled up tarp undisturbed.  Drogan picked him up as directed and Gabby gathered the other things, including the rifle.  They put everything, including the tarp, into the back of the Caterpillar before the others arrived.  Gabby assumed that Celia had seen what she'd done and hoped she would trust her judgment.


  When Gabby told them the plan to leave, everyone was excited, except Mouse, who seemed slightly concerned by the sudden change.  Knowing the reason why, Gabby didn't press the issue.


  Before long, they had the Caterpillar packed up and rumbling through the darkness in a southwesterly direction.  Leaving camp, they saw the others getting ready to leave and waved, promising to see them soon.


  A little ways outside of camp, Gabby finally let the excitement from the evening claim her and put her face into her hands, comfortable that the darkness would hide her trembling.


  Everything about her plan felt crazy.  Crazier than the time she and Mouse had assaulted the hovercraft tower and flown one back to camp.  Crazier than her running back to Jaxon's place to save his daughter.  Crazier than all of it put together.  And she'd barely constructed the plan with much more than a cursory thought.  The details had just fallen into place and she hadn't questioned it.  


  The plan was a bucket full of gut feeling, buffed with insanity.  And it was hers.  


  Gabby shook her head, feeling the weight of what she'd done crashing down on her: she'd just kidnapped the Coder, or at least someone she thought was the Coder.  If it wasn't, her friends would never listen to her again.




  


  


  Chapter Twenty-Seven


  The temperature dropped sharply in the night, forcing Gabby to put on two sweaters and a pair of gloves.  The air smelled like snow.  Gabby crawled across the benches and threw a blanket on the Coder in his tarp cocoon, then she returned to her bench and tried to sleep.  


  As the morning approached, Gabby could see her nose had been right.  The clouds appeared pregnant with snow, low and gray.  Gabby signaled Celia to stop the Caterpillar.  The Frags stomped around in the frozen grass, putting their hands in under their armpits and blowing out plumes of frozen air.  


  The last gasp of winter had blown in from the mountains.  Gabby still couldn't see them, but the clouds hid the horizon in a smothering gray.  


  Gabby looked back behind them.  They'd climbed the foothills during the night, traveling to a point Gabby had given Celia.  Gabby had expected questions, but Michael's sister only shrugged when she saw the coordinates.


  "Why'd we stop?" asked Milton, strutting along the ridge.  


  Mouse scrunched up her face at Milton.  "Why are you still a slut?"


  Milton made a hurt face.  "Virus?"  Then opened his hands in a 'so obvious' fashion before rolling his eyes.


  Gabby cleared her throat.  "I need to talk to you all before we go any further."


  They looked at her gravely, everyone but Michael, who leaned against the Caterpillar and stared at the dirt.  


  "What gives, Gabs?" asked Milton.


  Gabby checked back to the low foothills behind them.  She could tell them something benign and have them head back down, dropping off the Coder when no one was looking.  But that wouldn't save Zaela.  


  "Drogan, can you get that tarp I had you put in the back?"


  Drogan retrieved it obediently.  When he threw it on the frozen ground, Gabby cringed at the impact.  She should have told him to be more careful.


  "Unwrap it, please.  But carefully, it's fragile."


  Drogan followed her directions while the others looked to her expectantly.  They clearly thought her behavior strange.  As the tape was ripped off, Gabby pulled the gun from her pocket.  


  "Milton, can you please grab Mouse for a moment?  I only need you to hold her until I explain something."


  Milton took a step toward Mouse, but didn't touch her, holding his hands out above her shoulders.  Mouse looked to the tarp and then back to Gabby.  Realization slowly dawned on her face.  


  "I'm sorry," Gabby told Mouse.  "This will make more sense once this is all done.  Milton, please grab her."


  Mouse appeared ready to bolt, but before she did, Michael was by her side, holding one arm.  Milton stepped forward and grabbed the other.  Drogan, sensing the mood of the Frags, was holding back tears, while Celia stood by passively.


  As the tarp finally unrolled and the bound form appeared, they all looked to her, everyone but Mouse who was staring at the ground.  Gabby could see the wheels turning.


  "Why did you kidnap Damon?  He helped us," said Milton.


  Gabby shook her head.  "That's not Damon and he wasn't helping us, he was keeping tabs on us and waiting for the opportune moment.  He's the Coder.  Mr. Johnson without the skin on."


  "The opportune moment for what?" asked Milton incredulously.  "If it was really the Coder, he would have been there with his goon squad, not all alone.  I mean, Gabby, he gave you that gun."


  "Ironic isn't it."  Gabby motioned toward the Coder.  "Drogan, can you help him with the tape on his mouth?  His arms aren't working too well right now."


  The Coder was clawing at the edge of the tape, trying to get his fingers to cooperate.  When Drogan removed the tape, the Coder spit the rag out and gagged a few times.  


  "Gabby," said Milton, "all this Zaela business is warping your head.  You're seeing things."  Milton turned to the Coder.  "Are you Mr. Johnson?  That creep-o that's been following us since we left the GSA?"


  The Coder glanced from Milton to Michael to Mouse and back to Gabby.  "I don't know what you're talking about."


  "See, Gabby?  You're grasping at straws.  And why are you having us hold onto Mouse?  She's our friend."


  Gabby felt her control of the situation slowly slipping away.  They were supposed to believe her.  No matter how crazy it sounded.  They were her friends.  They'd followed her this far.


  "She is our friend.  Maybe."  Gabby nodded toward the Coder.  "Can't you see the resemblance?  He cut his hair to confuse his look and that retro-fantasy look of his with the red eyes is just a skin.  That's the real Coder underneath."


  "But the Coder wasn't in Double Eagle," said Milton.  "He was up north.  Maybe he'd even gone back to the GSA.  Gabby, this is crazy.  We have to let him go.  You're lucky you didn't kill him keeping him bound up in the tarp."


  Gabby kicked the dirt and regretted it instantly when it didn't give.  "Milton, why don't you believe me?  It's him!  Can't you see that?  I can't explain why he was in town, except to get Mouse."


  "Mouse?" asked Milton.  "Now you're really not making sense.  I thought you said he'd been after you all this time."


  "I thought so, too."


  Gabby threw her hands in the air and was about kick the ground again when Michael spoke.


  "I don't know if that's the Coder, but the Coder was in Double Eagle.  I saw him."


  Relief flooded Gabby's heart.  


  "You did?" asked Milton.  Mouse seemed to shrink beneath their grasp.


  "When I was mute and Mouse had me go with her.  We met up with the Damon and they spoke privately, keeping me away.  I didn't realize his importance until now.  I assume she brought me along since I couldn't communicate with anyone.  You found us right after and I thought you'd figure it out, but then once we left Double Eagle, I was waiting for a time to tell you."


  Milton eyed Mouse.  "So you were working for the Coder after all?"  Mouse shrunk further in their grasp and refused to answer.


  "Not speaking is only making you look more guilty," said Milton and then he looked to Gabby, "though it still doesn't mean that Damon is the Coder."


  "Wait," said Michael, "what I want to know is why did you betray us, Song?  I thought you were our friend."


  Mouse squeaked and shrunk again.  


  "She didn't betray us, exactly," said Gabby.


  "What?  Now you're really not making sense," said Milton.


  Gabby paused before speaking.  "She was just listening to a stronger bond...her father."


  An audible gasp whipped through the Frags.  Even Celia straightened slightly, indicating she'd grown interested in the conversation.  Only Drogan hadn't gasped, appearing confused by the rapid exchange.


  "It wasn't me he was after.  He was trying to get her back.  He just used us as a pretense to use his retrieval squad."  Gabby held out her gun, pointing it at the Coder.  "Song Ling.  You know how hard I've been trying to get back to my friend Zaela."


  Mouse nodded timidly.  


  "And you know how much I hate that Coder for what he did to us."


  Mouse nodded again.  


  "Then know that I will frag him unless you admit to the others who he is."


  Gabby waved her fingers and a huge red crosshairs appeared on Damon's chest.  Mouse swallowed.  She was trying not to look at the Coder.  


  "Song, I will frag him."


  "Gabby, this is crazy," muttered Milton.


  Gabby leveled her aim, bringing the gun in line with the crosshairs.  Mouse whimpered.  


  "Stop," said Damon.  "It's okay.  I'll admit it for her.  I am the Coder and I am Damon Ling, Song's father."


  Mouse broke free from Michael and Milton and ran into her father's arms.  Damon hugged her with a fierce pride, keeping his eyes leveled at Gabby.  Gabby put the gun down to her side and dismissed the crosshairs.


  Milton's eyes went wide and a manic grin rose to his face.  "Gabby!  You can finally find out what happened to Zaela and the other losers!  We can make him tell us!"  Milton jiggled as he hopped on his stiletto heels.


  Gabby blew a sigh out her lips.  The white plume jetted out before dissolving into nothing.  A few lonely snowflakes were making their way to the ground.


  "I already know," said Gabby, "Jaxon told me."  


  Milton's expectant and giddy smile started to fade as looked into Gabby's reluctant face.  


  "They sell the losers to the Southlands.  Or at least used to, until the GSA found out they were turning them into soldiers to attack."


  Damon nodded apologetically.  "She's right.  Not long after your Final Raid, we suspended the program."


  Gabby's heart fluttered.  "Does that mean Zaela wasn't sold?"


  Damon shook his head.  "She was one of the last ones."


  "What are they doing with them?" asked Milton.


  "Those are the kids we fought in Double Eagle," said Gabby.  "Some of them could have come from Neversoft High."


  "And more than that," said Damon.  "They're doing something else with them.  Using certain kids like beacons to warp reality around them.  We've been trying to get our people in close enough to find out more, but they keep disappearing."


  Gabby snapped her finger.  "Yes.  That's what was happening.  When I went closer to the Southlands army, I sensed a strange program emanating from the army.  My vision beyond a few hundred meters had started to get fuzzy.  I thought it'd been a way to hide their troop movements.  I left as soon as I came in contact with it."


  "You were smart to move.  It's a way to hide their troops and more," said Damon, "but we don't know much more than that."


  "So the Southlands will attack the GSA?" she asked.


  "Yes," said Damon, "and we'll probably lose."


  "Win or lose, my friends will die.  On both sides," said Gabby.


  Milton had his hand on his hip staring incredulously at Song.  "So let me get this straight, you used us to help your father get us?"


  Mouse stamped her foot.  "No!  I was helping my father earn points for his job!"  Her eyes threw darts at Milton.  "And then I was helping Gabby find Zaela.  I never betrayed."


  "Wait!" Gabby shouted before Milton could respond.  "It doesn't matter.  We're all here now and Damon's going to go back soon."


  "You're letting them go?" said both Milton and Michael at the same time.


  "No," said Gabby, but when she opened her mouth to explain, nothing came out.  They stared at her while she struggled to form the words.


  "She's going with him," said Celia suddenly.  "She's going to be a Coder."


  "That can't be true," said Milton.  "Not after all this."


  Gabby nodded.  "I am.  It's the one way I can get Zaela back.  The Coders can sneak me into the Southlands."


  "Are you crazy?" asked Milton.


  "Probably."


  Michael gave her a wounded look.  His normally blue eyes reflected the gray clouds above.  Snowflakes were scattered in his hair.  The snow was coming down in bunches.


  "I can't believe you're going back there with him and that traitor?  I don't care about their reasons," said Milton.  "And you're crazy to trust them."


  "Mouse isn't going back," said Gabby.  "And I don't trust them.  She's staying here with you while I go with him.  She's my insurance that they don't just make me disappear for dragging them halfway across the Freelands."


  Milton nodded with hesitant approval.  "What should we do?"


  "Take the Caterpillar and rejoin the others.  Go to the Blood Farm and tell Ben about the Southlands.  They need to rally the Freelands to oppose.  If the GSA falls, they'll have free rein to roll through the Freelands," she explained.


  Gabby checked the time.  "We have to go.  The retrieval squad is coming soon and you guys need to be gone."


  Damon squinted at her.  "How'd you know they were coming?"


  Gabby shook her head.  "Come on, it wasn't that hard."


  Damon frowned.  


  "You'd better say your last goodbyes.  I have your backpack in the back.  I'll get mine and then we can go."  Gabby glanced up at the sky.  "I hope they find us soon before the snow comes down much harder."


  Damon began speaking quietly to his daughter while the others milled about, clearly not sure what to do.  Gabby grabbed the two packs and threw one to Damon.  Then she handed the gun to Milton.  


  "Keep her safe," said Gabby, glancing at Mouse.  "She's my ticket home."


  Milton shook his head.  "This is insanity."  She gave him a hug and thankfully he hadn't optimized his sense-web to make it feel like a large breasted woman.  She squeezed the blotchy faced boy beneath the image and gave him a kiss on the cheek.  "Good luck."


  Then she moved to Drogan.  "Bye, big guy."


  Drogan had tears in his eyes.  "Bye-bye, Gabby-umbrella."


  The hug made her gasp for breath but it was worth it.  Then she moved to Celia and gave the pale waif a half-hug, barely touching shoulders.  Celia didn't respond.  


  Michael stood directly behind her.  The others began to climb into the Caterpillar, giving Michael and Gabby a little space.  Even Damon and Song had moved away.


  Gabby took one look at Michael and then lunged forward, hitting his lips with hers and squeezing him to her body, trying to smoother him with her arms and legs.  He kissed back, hard, pressing his hands into her back, frantically and full of aching need.


  They kissed for long immeasurable moments, letting the warmth build up between them until Gabby thought she might burst.  Then the little clock in her head began ticking and she remembered the retrieval squad.


  His eyes were great big blue moons, floating in her sky.  She backed away slowly.  Gabby watched as a snowflake got trapped in his eyelash.


  "I...I..." he stuttered.


  "I know," she said.  


  His eyes curled in question.  "You do?"


  "Yeah.  Mouse told me."


  Michael glanced at Mouse on the Caterpillar.  He appeared confused.


  "I'm so sorry, Michael.  It was wrong what they did to her.  Shortened her life like that."


  "What?  No.  That's not right," he said.


  They held each other at arm's length.  "It's not?  She's not dying?"


  "No," said Michael.  "Celia's not dying."


  Relief flooded through her.  "Oh good.  But then why'd Mouse tell me that?"


  Michael shook his head.  "It's not Celia who's dying."


  The words were a spear that impaled her and lifted her into the air.  Gabby felt her lips part as if they were someone else's.  Gabby stepped back to keep from falling.  Michael caught her arm but he felt distant and blurry.


  The snow was coming heavier now.  Great big flakes were hurling themselves to the ground.  Michael blinked one away.


  Memories of another time in the snow came flooding back.  Wrestling in the snow on the farmhouse.  Michael coughing so hard he spit blood into the snow.  


  Then she saw him heroically running to the gun tower as they tried to escape the GSA.  He was trying to die then, she saw it now reflected in the truth of his dying.


  All the signs were there.  She should have known.  Giving blood at the Blood Farm.  It'd never been for Celia.  Then Gabby realized why Celia was so cold to her.  Michael was helping some girl get her friend back, when she was losing her brother.  But she'd never said a word.


  Another truth dawned on her.  "You didn't leave the GSA for her.  She left it for you.  You've been dying this whole time."


  Michael shook his head.  "If I'd gotten treatment I would have failed LifeGame.  So instead we escaped.  It was Celia's idea."


  Gabby put her fingertips to her lips.  She'd always felt Celia was unfairly judging her.  But now she knew.  She'd been right all along.


  "Come on, Gabriella DeCorte, the Coders await," said the cool mocking voice she knew so well.  Damon had reverted to his skin, red eyes and all.  Mouse had returned to the Caterpillar, her face was buried in her hands.


  Michael squeezed her arm.  


  "Hold on..."  She wanted to say, 'Hold on for me' but the words felt so shallow.  Why hold on for her?  It was his life.  


  Michael kissed her, slow and sweet, then pushed her away, leaving her gasping for breath.  He turned and walked back to the Caterpillar, shoulders hunched.  He coughed once as he climbed on.  


  The massive vehicle rumbled to life, black smoke spitting from its pipes.  She watched as it drove by.  The Frags met her gaze with their own.  Her arms felt too heavy to wave.  


  As the machine dipped over the edge of the ridge, Milton yelled out, "We won't forget you!"


  Gabby ran to catch up with Damon who'd started trudging up the hill with his backpack slung over his shoulder.  He glanced at her, red eyes almost sympathetic.  


  When three vehicles burst through the trees a little while later, Damon stopped.  "Are you ready for this?"


  Gabby paused, letting the thoughts of her friends well up inside her.  Her lips tingled with the memory of Michael's kiss.  Her ribs ached in fondness for Drogan's hugs.  She smiled at Milton's sexual innuendos and Celia's mechanical insects waving their wings at her when the girl controlling them couldn't.  She even missed the slender arms of Mouse's wrapped around her when they'd flown the hovercraft.  


  She missed the Frags already.  They'd escaped from the GSA and followed her through the Freelands, even when she'd tried to leave them.  They'd been there for her when she needed them, saving Gabby from her headlong rushes into danger.


  And now they were gone, headed north to the Blood Farm, where she hoped they would be safe.  But Gabby would need their thoughts, their energy, their memory for the next phase.


  "I'm ready," she said, meeting Damon's questioning gaze as the three vehicles resplendent in the GSA's colors encircled them.  "And I'm going to get Zaela back."
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