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CHAPTER ONE

September 30th, 2038

JACK SWIVELED IN his office chair to face Steve. “I don’t get it. What’s the point?”

They’d been discussing the game all week. Project Phoenix had become a global phenomenon, making the news almost daily for the past month. What started as a unique look at the future of technology quickly became a global concern when adults were quitting their jobs to become full-time gamers. Basically living inside the game. They called it “Jacked In.”

Steve threw his hands up in disgust. “The point is, you can play out an extra entire life. There’s no objective in the game. It’s whatever you want to do. Everyone plays differently. But the real point is Project Phoenix uses the new VRX 2.8.” 

Steve bought his rig the previous weekend, and it’s all he could think about. Even his work suffered, and Jack was getting fed up with covering for him, but Steve swore the game was worth losing his job over. The way he explained it, the game could replace his income within six months. And since HR took seven months to process a termination—assuming management started the process immediately—there was no downside.

To Jack, it sounded like a Ponzi scheme. Steve was spending his entire paycheck on in-game resources, and the next sucker underneath him would do the same. Not a sustainable income, but obviously an addictive game.

“That’s the models we use for meetings, right?” Jack asked, pulling his headset off the stand next to his wall monitor. He needed to virtually visit a client’s factory to see where a new machine could fit.

“Yeah. Same setup, but dialed way down compared to what it’s capable of. The game becomes your reality. All this”—he waved his hands around, pointing to their shitty sixty-square-foot office—“feels like a bad dream, compared to the game. You know how we can smell the ocean now?”

“Yeah,” Jack said, while he walked the floor plan of the factory at ten miles an hour. 

Upper management had thought that hosting virtual conferences on the beach would help reduce work-related stress. They worked for a massive conglomerate that aggregated talent into efficient pods and subcontracted their services to other large corporations to streamline salaries expenditures. It meant that Jack never knew who he was working for at any given minute and jumped from task to task with little perspective as to how his work fit into a larger picture. One minute he would verify data entry, the next researching the best alloy for a new widget in a kids toy, and then some days, he could spend the whole time on a single logistical problem of how best to organize supply chains to prevent shipping costs. All powered by their corporation’s quantum computer. 

Jack thought up his new diagram for the factory and sent off the report. The expected downtime was seventeen hours, but the new machine would compensate for the lost revenue within a month.

“Well, the game’s even better. Indistinguishable from reality. Sometimes I forget while I’m in there that this is here. There’s literally no difference between you and me sitting here and if we were sitting in the game. You can feel, taste, and smell everything! It’s unbelievable!”

Jack laughed. “I guess most people use the game to fuck strangers?” It’s what he would want to try first. None of the dating algorithms had matched him for nearly a year. He’d settle for snuggling on a couch with a woman while they watched a stream.

Steve grinned. “Well, yeah. There’s organized prostitution in the game, but you’re missing the point. You can literally fly in space. And not just to Mars. You can fly to other solar systems and explore planets!”

“Yeah, but how much is it?”

“That’s the best part. It’s free to play. You just buy what you want, or you can sell enough in game shit and never spend a dollar of your own money.”

“So just the cost of the VRX then?” Jack asked.

“Yeah, and you have to buy the newest. None of the models before the 2.8 work.”

“I don’t know, man. I’ll think about it.” The newest VRX cost more than his monthly rent. With the last round of inflation, his savings were down to six months of living expenses, and his salary hadn’t been increased, so his savings account was slowly draining. Two more years of this, and it would be gone.

Steve threw his hands up at Jack and spun back around, muttering something that sounded like “hopeless” before placing his own headset on to get the bare minimum of work done to avoid being fired.











CHAPTER TWO

October 4th, 2038

“DID YOU BUY the system?” Steve asked as he walked into the office, ten minutes late for work, and headed straight for the tiny coffee maker in the one spare corner.

“No. I was busy this weekend,” Jack lied.

“You think you were busy? I raided a ship, killed their captain, and fucked the hottest chick you’ve ever seen. And that was just my Saturday night. You’ve got to fucking buy one!”

The lights in the office when out, and Jack’s VR monitor died. Their tiny office was in the middle of the building complex, with no windows, so the room was pitch black. They each pulled out their phones to use as a light source.

“What’s going on?” Jack asked.

The door burst off its hinges, hitting Steve in the back and sending him toppling to the floor. “Get down on the floor, or you will be shot!” Three tactical officers, wearing all black, screamed as they stormed into the room, pointing rifles at them. The light of their flashlights illuminated the tiny office.

One officer kicked Jack in the ribs with the steel of his boots. Jack crumpled to the floor, clutching his side. The pain overwhelmed his ability to think or breathe. The officer manhandled him onto his stomach and zip-tied his arms behind his back.

Jack initially thought, Plastic? But then he realized what was happening. They were being arrested. But why? Jack had never so much as gotten a speeding ticket—because he didn’t own a car—but even if he did, he believed in following the rules. Society only functioned if everyone followed the laws.

“Please,” Jack pleaded between gasped breaths. “I didn’t do anything. You have the wrong person. Please!”

They shoved a mask over Jack’s face, and he felt the pressure at the base of his skull when it clamped down on him, creating an airtight seal. A gas slowly filled his lungs while two people dragged him along by his arms—his feet wouldn’t move. He couldn’t see or hear anything, aside from the low humming of the mask’s air compressor. 

With no outside stimuli, Jack quickly became disoriented until they placed him in the back of a van—the seatbelt strap against his chest and the sound of a sliding door gave it away.

*

They removed the mask, and Jack gasped for air. The light blinded him as he looked around to reorient himself. Where had they taken him? He attempted to rub his eyes, but they strapped his arms into the chair. What now?

“Jack Randolph Davis, you’ve been found guilty of sedition and sentenced to forced labor.”

“What?” he screamed, his eyes adjusting to the light. “No. I’ve never. I voted for the fucking party. I’ve been a supporter since day one.”

His eyes focused, and he could see the man sitting across the metal table from him. Black suit, white shirt, black tie, and extra-short buzz-cut hair—a G-man. The last person in the world Jack wanted to find sitting across from him. G-men snatched citizens, and they were never seen again. It had happened to his neighbor as Jack was returning home with groceries. He hadn’t said a word. Just unlocked his apartment door and went inside, doing his best not to make eye contact and not give them any reason to investigate him. Would anyone question where he had gone now or why?

“Look,” Jack said in his best diplomatic voice possible, “I swear I didn’t do anything. There must be some kind of mistake.”

“Do you know a Steven Connor?” the G-man asked.

“You mean Steve? Yeah, I work with him.”

“Let the record show that convict 6.1432.2.1 has admitted to his crime willingly. Recommend lighter sentence.”

“What crime?” Jack rocked in the chair, struggling against the restraints.

A holographic display popped up across the table to Jack’s left. It displayed a photo of him and several lines of text, but he couldn’t read any of it. The G-man clicked an icon under Jack’s photo, and a new window showed three images: a shovel, a broom, and a chair. The G-man clicked the chair.

“You’re lucky,” the G-man said. “Most convicts expire within six months at the labor camps.”

Jack tried to protest, explain his innocence, beg for mercy, but the G-man wouldn’t respond. He walked behind Jack and put the mask back on him. Jack tried to squirm away, but it was no use. The masked filled with a new gas that put him into a deep, dreamless sleep.











CHAPTER THREE

October 5th, 2038

THE LIGHTS WERE blinding again, but this time, Jack’s arms weren’t strapped to a chair. He was laying down. When his eyes adjusted, the mahogany four-poster bed he laid on came into view—placed in the center of an obnoxiously large bedroom. His entire apartment would have fit inside that room twice. A matching couch, with spiral arms, in the middle of the room faced a VR screen showing a grassy meadow. Had he awoken in a Shakespearean play?

He spun his feet off the bed and stood up as a woman entered from the door to his left. “Hello, Jack. I’m April. It’s nice to meet you.” 

She offered Jack her hand to help him stand. In her opposite hand was a small silver case that she halfheartedly attempted to hide behind her back.

“What’s that?” he asked, pointing to the case.

“A safety precaution,” she said, her hand still held out for him.

He accepted it more out of politeness than any need for assistance. His legs were a tad sore, and his head felt something awful, like he drank five too many gin and tonics. “Where am I?”

“These are your new quarters. Come.” She gestured for him to follow. “I’ll explain.”

She led him through the bedroom door and down a long hall, which opened onto a raised walkway. They were on the second floor of an extravagantly large mansion. The kind Jack had only seen in video feeds.

Jack was in awe at the size and ornate trappings of the place. The walkway continued to the other half of the mansion, but they descended an exquisitely carved staircase down to a grand entryway on the main floor. Another left led to a door under the stairs, and they descended another set of stairs. 

At the bottom of the basement was a massive glass chamber with a reclining metal chair covered in individual pads placed all over the surface to provide precise pressure relief. Cables ran beneath the chair attached to what appeared to be a server. Attached to the top was the VRX, only this one looked modified with extra pieces for the mouth and nose. Wires ran from the chair in two directions, first to a workstation with four monitors stacked in a square and second to a massive power bank on the wall. 

“This is your new office,” April said. “Have you ever heard of Project Phoenix?”

“A little,” Jack said, still taking in the sights.

“Have you ever been in?”

“No.”

“Well, you’ll get used to it,” she said, gesturing toward the chair. “Your job is now the game.”

What did she mean by job? How could a game be a job?

April led him to the chair and helped him get comfortable in the sea by showing him how to adjust every lever until the seat felt like it had been made for Jack. Everything from his head cushion to his heel support was adjustable. While he spent twenty minutes achieving the sensation of weightlessness—as if he were floating in the middle of the room, not a single part of his body felt pressured—April prepared the hardware that would allow him to experience the game in all its sensational glory.

She held up what looked like a milk-white motorcycle helmet, minus the backing. “This is the beta VR 3.0.”

The 2.0 offered goggles and earpieces in one, but this style wrapped all the way under the chin. “Why does it cover the face?”

“Full immersion,” she said. “You’ll see, hear, and smell everything. And this”—she gave Jack the helmet and retrieved a pair of gloves with sensor pads attached—“will allow you to feel everything you touch. Place the pads on your thighs, arms, and chest.”

Jack did as he was told, and she helped him adjust the helmet’s small strap that ran under his chin to keep it from slipping forward. The weight was disorienting.

“Lay back and get comfortable.”

“I’m not sure about this,” Jack said.

April gave him a look of disappointment. “We’d been doing so well. If I need to, I can call him an FSB officer, but I told them you’d be happy to try out Project Phoenix. It’s a fun game.” Her voice dropped an octave. “And it beats the hell out of a labor camp. No?”

Jack nodded, and when his head came into contact with the cushion, the weight of the helmet disappeared. It felt like he was floating in a void.

She adjusted the helmet slightly and said, “Say ‘activate Project Phoenix.’ It should all be ready to go.”

“Activate Project Phoenix.”











CHAPTER FOUR

Project Phoenix Day 2038-10-05-15




A DISPLAY SHOWED 

Project Phoenix Day 2038-10-05-15




I stood in the middle of a white void. The sensation of standing was real, but I couldn’t see where the floor ended, and a wall began. Looking up only continued my confusion. It was bright, but the light didn’t come from one direction; it radiated out from everywhere. My body didn’t cast a shadow, but I could see my form through a visor around my face that didn’t block my field of vision at all.

An image of a middle-aged white man wearing a blue suit projected in front of me. The image hovered in my line of sight regardless of where I turned my head, but it was slightly translucent so that I saw the white void through him.

“I’m your AI, and fully customizable. Appearance, voice, and method of interface are all changeable.” He sounded stuffy, like a news reporter.

“Disable visual,” I said.

The image of the AI disappeared. “Would you like to enable a telepathic link?”

“Yes.”

“Please select one way or two way.”

[One Way] [Two Way] popped up inside my visor. 

“One way allows you to hear me. Two way allows for me to hear you as well.”

I looked at [Two Way] and blinked.

“You can now think or speak your commands at any time.” The words displayed as a text box on my visor as the AI spoke. “Please choose a name you would like to refer to me as or say AI to leave as AI.”

I paced the white room. Not being able to notice the movement aside from my legs lifting and extending in front of me distracted me for a few minutes as I experimented with the artificial physics. I was in the middle of jumping from point to point when the AI cut in.

“Please choose a name you would like to refer to me as or say AI to leave as AI.”

It came to me in a flash, recalling the old reruns I watched with my father. “Alfred.”

“You have chosen Alfred as the name for your AI?”

[Confirm] [Decline]

I blinked on [Confirm].

“Alfred?”

“Yes, sir?”

“Change your voice to English.”

“English has already been selected as the default language. Would you like to change it?”

[Confirm] [Decline]

I blinked on [Decline].

“Change your accent to English.”

An extensive list of options popped up on my visor, one of which was [Posh], and I blinked on it.

“This is an example of a posh accent. Do you like it?”

[Confirm] [Decline]

I blinked on [Confirm].

The tutorial continued on, and on, and on. Which meant the game had to be the best ever, else no one would recommend it to their friends, if this was just the setup phase.

“Alfred, display time.”

At the top of his visor popped up [Project Phoenix Day 2038-10-05-15 19:34:10]. I looked at the display twice.

“Alfred, how long have I been here?”

“Seventeen hours, twelve minutes, and thirteen seconds, sir.”

“Exit Project Phoenix!” I screamed at the top of my lungs.











CHAPTER FIVE

October 5th, 2038

JACK RIPPED THE helmet off in a panic. “What the fuck! Seventeen hours? Why didn’t you pull me out?” Jack squirmed in his seat, checking underneath him.

April pressed her hand against his chest. “Relax. It was only forty-five minutes.”

“It felt like hours,” Jack said as his heart raced. The screen that monitored his vitals flashed a red warning. “Not seventeen hours, but still. I would have guessed at least four or five.”

“That’s normal. It takes time to adjust to the simulation. It speeds your brain up to twenty-four times its normal limit.”

“Yeah, we used that in company meetings, but they only lasted five minutes or fewer and operated at five to one.”

“Many people find it easier to cope with if they meditate while in the game. If you relax your mind in the game, you’ll do fine; physically, you’re still fresh. I’m keeping track of your vitals here on screen. How about a quick break and then you get back in?”

“Okay,” Jack said, accepting April’s help out of the chair. “Um . . . What happens if I need to use the restroom in the game?”

“For now, you won’t be in there long enough to have an issue, but in the future, there are modifications that can address your bodily needs,” she said, gesturing to a steel cabinet in the corner of the room.

April showed Jack to the bathroom through a door that connected their room to a hallway. At the far end was another room where a small kitchenette had been set up for him. Everything he needed, aside from a bed, was in the basement. They had clearly thought of everything when they remodeled the house.

*

“April?” Jack adjusted the seat to tilt up an inch more than the previous time.

“Yes.”

“How many people have you had to do this?”

“Don’t worry; it’s completely safe.”

“I’m a prisoner. I don’t really have a choice. I’m just curious how many others there are like me.” Jack placed the half-helmet on himself while April strapped it in. “I mean, what does the FSB care about Project Phoenix for?”

“Focus on the game, not our motives. Otherwise, you’ll be burning trash in a work camp. Now get in there.”

He did as he was told. “Activate Project Phoenix.”

 








CHAPTER SIX

Project Phoenix Day 2038-10-05-19

ALFRED’S VOICE CAME through my headset. “Welcome back, sir. Are you ready to continue the tutorial?”

[Confirm] [Decline]

I blinked on [Decline]. “Can I just skip the rest and get into the game?”

“Yes, sir. Please select your starting location, or say ‘elaborate’ to see more about a selection.”

[Space Station] [Earth Replica] [Mars Colony] [Random]

“Elaborate [Space Station].”

Project Phoenix offers three [Space Station] starter options. [Space Station: Earth] [Space Station: Mars] [Space Station: Jupiter] [Space Station: Kuiper Alpha]. Each offers its own advantages and a starter pack of equipment. You can select a [Space Station] by blinking on one or say elaborate to read more about a selection.

“Elaborate [Space Station: Kuiper Alpha].”

[Space Station: Kuiper Alpha] is the first of six planned space stations in the Kuiper belt. Deep space miners and explorers use the [Space Station: Kuiper Alpha] as their home base. Several special rifts occurred naturally around the Kuiper Belt, and [Space Station: Kuiper Alpha] was built to take advantage of three of them. 

Starter equipment includes [Silver: Spacesuit] [Copper: Rifle] [1,000 yuan]

You can select a [Space Station] by blinking on one or say elaborate to read more about a selection.

[Space Station: Kuiper Alpha] sounded good enough, and the idea of being farther out in the solar system than any human actually had been intrigued me. I blinked on [Space Station: Kuiper Alpha].

You have selected [Space Station: Kuiper Alpha].

[Confirm] [Decline]

I blinked on [Confirm], and for a few seconds, everything went black. Then I stood in the middle of a massive space station, but it felt like I was standing on Earth. Hundreds of people were all wearing suits with their visors closed, but a few men and women were standing around dancing, with hardly any clothes at all.

One minute into the game, and I’d already stumbled across the infamous prostitution that Project Phoenix made news for.

I looked up. Eight levels of walkways hung overhead. I jumped to test—the space station had the exact same level of gravity as Earth. I wondered if the simulation had been programmed to handle gravity properly or if they had programmed the space station to simulate Earth’s equivalent gravity. 

Alfred’s voice came through again. “Welcome to [Space Station: Kuiper Alpha], sir. You’re on the docking level. Select [Floor Plan] to see a full layout of the station.”

I wasted no time. “Alfred, display [Floor Plan].”

A three-dimensional display of the space station showed before me. I waved my hand, and it passed through the image without disrupting it. The station looked remarkably similar to SpaceX’s new plans for the Mars Orbital Habitat. 

Great artist steal, I thought. 

The floors were numbered 1 through 8, and the bottom level, three times the size of any other level, was labeled D. 

[Level 1] was a giant translucent dome made of a carbon crystalline material. I looked up and could see the color-dance from the magnetic shield being bombarded by dust particles. 

[Level 2] was the entertainment level and held everything from restaurants to a casino.

[Level 3] had a section labeled Departure.

“Alfred, what’s the section labeled Departure for?” 

“That’s where the spacial rifts can be accessed, sir. A great place for new members of the station to find work.”

“Work?”

“Yes, sir. Rent costs the average player ¥2,000.”

“I’ve only got 1,000 yuan.”

“Yes, sir. May I recommend the departure section on level 3? There are active bids for jobs there.”

I didn’t understand the appeal of a game where you needed a job to make money so you could afford to play. The elevator ride to the third floor gave me time to contemplate. April had thrown me into the deep end without so much as a quick video to explain what I was getting myself into. I hoped the jobs would at least be fun. They’d have to be. Otherwise, why were over a billion people playing this game daily?

I stepped off the elevator into a sea of bodies, huddled together in massive swarms so thick it felt claustrophobic. The room could fit one hundred people comfortably, but twice as many had crammed themselves in. At the far end of the room were three massive archways with blue neon signs displaying [Spacial Rift: AC1I] [Spacial Rift: AC1II] [Spacial Rift: W359I].

People stood on raised podiums, scattered throughout the room. It reminded me of a poorly executed con I had attended in my youth. They had placed booths at the last minute, with no planning. When I looked directly at the people on the podiums, a display popped up above their heads, showing which positions they needed to fill for their team’s mission.

I made my way through the crowd toward the archways and practically tripped over my own feet as an absurdly attractive woman atop a podium caught my eye. She had her helmet off, holding it at her hip, allowing her fiery red hair to draw people in. And draw them in it did. Her hair was cut short and spiked, not a common look outside of the game. Her nose and lip were both pierced with silver loops, and I realized her eye color shifted between blue, red, and purple. Not unlike a gaming rig.

“Excuse me,” I said.

She looked down at me from her podium. “Three thousand, seven hundred yuan, plus ten percent of the loot.”

I hadn’t read the job details.

Five-man team needed to raid Alpha Centauri mining complex.

Gear Level - Open

Risk Level - Gold

Loot Level - Silver/Blue

Slots Open - 1/5

“Well?” she asked. “We need one more man. Are you in or out?”

“I don’t know. I just got here.”

She laughed at me. “You’re a noob?”

“Yeah.”

“And you chose the Kuiper station? You’re fucked!”

“What? Why?”

“They just opened this up as a starter station because players who died were getting pissed at having to start over at Jupiter and work their way back out here, over and over.”

“Can you help me? I want to learn, and I’m willing to work for half price.”

A pop-up showed on my visor: Lucy inspected you.

“You weren’t kidding,” Lucy said. “You’re still in the starter gear. You’re not fucked. You’re a dead man walking.”

“I just got here a few minutes ago.”

“I tell you what,” she said, stepping down from the podium. “I’ll accept you and give you my backup gear. It’s worth about 4,000 yuan. In return, you’ll do what I say, when I say, and if. I can’t stress this enough: if you survive, I’ll give you 5% of the loot. Deal?”

“Yes. Thank you!”

Contract from Lucy - raid Alpha Centauri mining complex

Pay - 5% of loot value.

[Confirm] [Decline]

I blinked on [Confirm] as fast as possible. Sink or swim, my father always said. No point thinking about what to do when it needed to be done.

“Switch to channel Lucy Fucks Hard.”

“How?” Jack asked.

Lucy laughed again and slapped me on the back. “Fucking noobs. Tell your AI to switch to channel Lucy Fucks Hard.”

“Alfred, switch to channel [Lucy Fucks Hard].”

On the left-hand side of his visor, a translucent chat channel popped up.

Lucy: There he is.

Chris: Hey.

Talon: Welcome.

Mike: Fresh meat!

Lucy: Jack, tell your AI to link channel. It will stop the chat window and open the audio.

“Alfred, link channel.”

The team came through loud and clear in my head, along with Alfred. With just Alfred, it had been bearable, but the new chatter was overwhelming. I had to squint to focus on my surroundings while their voices ran on in a loud blur.

“You can tell your AI to mute at any time,” Lucy said. “Guys, let’s keep it down for a few minutes while the noob adjusts.” 

She tapped on my visor, and I looked at her. She gestured for me to follow.

I had experienced group chat in the office before, but it had never felt like this. More like a video chat. This was like they were voices inside my mind. I felt insane. Four new voices joined in—I wondered if that was how schizophrenics felt.

“Hold tight, guys,” Lucy said. “I’ve got to run the noob back to my room to get him geared up. We’ll leave in fifteen minutes.”

I followed her to the lift. 

“Like what you see?” she asked.

“Umm, sorry.” I had been inadvertently staring at her ass while she walked, and she’d caught me when we stepped into the lift.

“Don’t be. Just don’t lose focus on the mission and get yourself killed. I paid good yuan for the gear I’m giving you.”











CHAPTER SEVEN

October 5th, 2038

APRIL CHECKED JACK’S vitals on the monitor. His heart rate was pushing 120 beats per minute, but his brain activity remained within normal parameters. Even though Jack’s adrenaline levels had spiked, April doubted he needed help. Besides, if he died so early in the game, she would just cut him loose and send him to the labor camps. No point keeping around an operative that couldn’t make it past the tutorial phase.

Her intercom buzzed, and she pressed the flashing red button. “Agent six dot fourteen, thirty-two.”

“How’s the subject doing?” Mr. White asked.

“Good, sir. He’s been in for a little over two hours.”

“Send me an encrypted update the moment he comes out.”

“Yes—” April’s boss hung up before she finished.

I’m screwed if this doesn’t work, April thought. She looked back at the monitors—his vitals were normal again. Whatever had been pushing him was momentary, at least.

April took a deep breath and sipped her coffee. If she couldn’t prove her theory about Project Phoenix by the end of the month, it could just as easily be her sent to a labor camp.

 








CHAPTER EIGHT

Project Phoenix Day 2038-10-05-19

I STOOD BEFORE the archway for [Spacial Rift: W359I]. Fully geared, thanks to Lucy, with: [Gold: Space Suit] [Silver: Gravity Boots] [Copper: Laser Rifle] [Blue: Wrist Radar]. 

Lucy convinced me to hand over my one thousand yuan for the blue item. I had been reluctant but figured I owed her for giving me the chance. And if I failed this mission, there was no way I could make up the difference before I needed to pay my bills. Besides, the radar would mean I could see threats before they came and hopefully keep us alive. Lucy had a [Blue: Wrist Adrenaline], which gave her a massive boost of focus and speed for when shit hit the fan.

“Okay, fucktards,” Lucy said. “The plan’s simple. We go through, rent the rover, drive north, and take down the mining complex. And we don’t kill anyone!”

“You’re never any fun,” Mike said. “What’s the point of being pirates if we don’t kill people?”

“If you kill the wrong person, they’ll put a hit out on us,” Chris said. “If we only rob them, they’re less likely to retaliate after the fact. Simple cost of doing business.”

“Are we robbing players or NPCs?” I asked, not sure how the game functioned. It was, after all, my first day. But you would have thought I asked how to operate Alfred.

The four of them laughed, and Talon said, “There are no NPCs. Unless you count the AIs.”

I started second-guessing the plan. The idea of taking on actual players my first day no longer sounded like the best way to pay my bills. “Why not just mine ore for yuan then?”

“You go right ahead,” Lucy said. “It’s only like 300,000 yuan for a micro-class mining ship.”

“How the fuck do I earn that much?”

“You don’t,” Talon laughed. “You send credits to your account like a normal person, or you take out an in-game loan.”

“Enough chatter. Let's go.” The archway shimmered with a blue glow, and Lucy ran through it. 

They followed behind her, with me bringing up the rear.

The trip lasted nearly a minute and felt as if it had pressed my body into a pancake before being blown back up again like a balloon. It took me a few seconds once we reached the other side to refocus. My heart raced, and I kept checking myself to make sure I was in one piece. The first step failed, my legs wobbled, and I nearly fell flat on my face until Lucy caught me.

“You’re a fine noob,” she said. “You’ll get used to it. Mike puked the first time he went through.”

“Yeah, bro, it’s all good,” Mike said, patting me on the back. “Deep breaths.”

We stood outside a two-story complex on a cliff face of a mountain stretch, making it impossible to see north. The arrival pad was suspended in midair by cables that had been embedded in the rock face. 

Did the game designers make the landing sections, or were these community-built? I thought as I followed Lucy.

She led the way to the rover depot and climbed into what looked like an oversized go-kart that had been retrofitted to operate on the alien planet. Large wheels half as tall as myself with spiked rubber to grip the ground and a lifted chassis to allow for boulders to pass underneath. I was forced to sit in the storage bed since I was the new guy. Lucy took shotgun, while Mike and Talon took the back seats. Chris turned the key, and the engine fired right up.  I could feel the hum of the engine through my suit.

Lucy turned on the rover’s center console map display. She pointed to the screen, and a dot appeared. “That’s us.” She pointed again about fifty kilometers north. “That’s the mining complex.” 

“Got it.” Chris let the clutch out, and the rover jerked forward. “My bad. It’s been a while.”

“Yeah, last week,” Talon joked, and the team laughed.

A ramp led from the arrival pad to the bottom of the mountain, allowing visitors access to the planet’s surface. My visor displayed a trace line running up the mountainside, with a neon red note 300 meters, but the rover was fast, and we made it down the ramp in only a few seconds.

“Ammo check,” Lucy called out 

Everyone checked in that their guns were loaded and ready.

I sat quietly in the back while the other four bullshitted with each other and cracked jokes about past jobs. Occasionally they’d say something to me or ask a question, but mostly they left me alone. I think they picked up on the fact that I was nervous and didn’t want to make it worse, which I appreciated because I was still adjusting to the game, especially the realistic distances and time frames it took to do anything. It was a great thing the game played at twenty-four times the speed of real life, else no one would have time for a life outside the game.

I began contemplating how sleep worked in-game and out of game. What would happen if I spent a full twenty-four hours of real time inside the game at once? Would it force me to sleep in the game? Would the stress from the game shut my brain down, forcing me into sleep on the outside? And if so, what would happen to my in-game self? 

I was just questioning the concept of real versus simulation when Lucy yelled, “There it is!” She was standing on her side of the rover. “Mike, scope it out!”

Mike rested his rifle on the roll bar as Chris brought the rover to a complete stop.

“Three men outside,” Mike said. 

“Okay,” she said. “Radio silence and join the channel.”

“Alfred, switch to channel [Lucy Fucks Hard].”

Mike: Do you want me to take them out?

Lucy: No. I said no killing. Chris, you drive us in, and we’ll hop out. Shoot to disable, not kill. We need them alive.

Chris circled us around the complex to the west so that we approached from the northwest side, hidden by hills of stone until the last minute. The entire mining area looked like a volcanic island, except the rocks were purple and blue rather than black.

Chris hit the brakes hard when we were within twenty meters from the front entrance. The rover fishtailed, but Chris’s skills slid us into the perfect position. They stopped. My back cargo bed faced the guards directly, and in a moment of hesitation on their part, I opened fire. I aimed for the closest man's leg, and to my surprise, the flash of green light tore through the man’s suit. There was no blood, but the man fell to the ground clutching his leg.

Before I could take aim at another guard, Mike and Lucy were out of the rover, shooting them.

Lucy: Jack, there’s [Suit Tape] in the back. Patch them up so they don’t die.

I dug around until I found a golden roll of adhesive fabric nearly as wide as my thigh. Space-age duct tape? I thought. 

Mike had disarmed the men while I had been finding the tape and helped patch up the guards’ holes. Mike also used some kind of liquid that hardened quickly to handcuff the men’s arms in front of them.

While we had been dealing with the guards, Talon planted explosives on the entrance door. 

Talon: The base is shielded. I don’t know if it’s pressurized. Watch out!

Lucy: Wait.

Lucy pressed a button on her suit, and suddenly, her voice boomed out with a megaphone effect. “Stand back from the door. We’re going to blow it. Put your hands up, and you won’t be shot. We’ll give fifteen seconds to put your helmets on.”

“Fifteen, fourteen, thirteen .  .  . three, two, one.”

The moment she said one, Talon hit the button. Fire engulfed the front of the complex and scorched the rocky surface up to ten meters away. It had been a good thing we took cover around the corner with the guards.

We charged the complex while Chris stayed in the rover with a gun pointed at the guards. I assumed he wouldn’t hesitate to shoot them if they moved.

Four men stood inside the complex with their arms raised, backs against the wall.

Lucy’s voice was back to normal. “Are there any more?”

One guy spoke up. “No, just us. Please don’t kill us!”

Lucy: Knock them out.

Mike and Talon fanned out and used stun guns to knock the men out. 

Lucy: Jack, check for others.

The room was a large circle with four doors, or three and a giant hole from the explosion. The first door led to storage containers.

Jack: I found the ore.

Mike: Way to go, Jack!

The others carried out the containers to the rover while I continued my search. They knew which ore would be worth the most, so it was irrelevant for me to be in there. I trusted them to maximize our earnings.

The second door led to the sleeping quarters, but it was empty aside from a dead cat. Apparently, they hadn’t had time to put her in her space-crate.

Jack: Please tell me that cats are NPCs.

Lucy: Yeah, they are, but they’re super rare. These guys are going to be pissed, but the cat’s worth more than the ore. Grab it!

Jack: It’s dead.

Mike: Well fuck!

Talon: I’d say they’re going to be more than pissed.

Lucy: Stay focused. Finish getting what we came for!

The last door led to the mining laser and the shaft they had cut into the crust. There was no sign of anyone else.

Jack: All clear.

Lucy: Great. Come grab a crate.

After two loads each, the cargo bay of the rover was full, and I had nowhere else to sit but on top of the crates, precariously positioned between the crate and the roll guard.

Jack: Don’t we need to knock out the guards?

Lucy: Can’t. Their tape might break, and then they’d die. Chris, throw them the tape.

He did, and one guy caught it.

Lucy used her loudspeaker again. “We left you alive, and we only took half the ore. Invest in better defenses. We’ll keep the secret of where your complex is. In return, you forget this ever happened.”

“Fuck you!” the same guy yelled.

Mike posted his rifle and shot the man’s leg in less than a second.

“No, it’s fuck you!” Lucy said. “We could have killed you all, but we didn’t. Don’t make me finish what I started. Forget us and forget about today.”

Lucy: Drive.

Chris didn’t have to be told twice. He took the most direct path back to the mountain complex. The engine’s smooth hum had become a loud grind as it climbed the mountain pass weighed down by us and five times our weight in precious ore. Not bad for my first mission, I thought.











CHAPTER NINE

Project Phoenix Day 2038-10-05-20

GETTING BACK TO rover rental was the easy part. There were no problems returning the rover to the depot, and we didn’t run across any other players. It was a large barren, lifeless planet.

As we waited for the portal to open, it felt like ants were crawling under my skin, and no matter how much I scratched, the itch wouldn’t subside. There was no oxygen on the planet, so I was forced to endure the discomfort until we could return to the station where I could remove my [Gold: Space Suit]. My visor display brought up my vitals—my adrenaline levels were heavily elevated, and my heart beat rate (BPM) was still over one hundred despite being out of danger.

Lucy: Check the radar, Jack.

I flipped open the cover on the [Blue: Wrist Radar]; it displayed a two-kilometer radius and only showed our dots clustered together.

Jack: All clear. How does it track us?

Talon: Picks up the EM fields of our suits or any other technology. There’s no hiding in space.

Lucy: Enough chatter. Keep your eyes out. They could still be on their way.

We stopped talking and kept our eyes on the terrain for any sign of the miners. 

Lucy: Ten minutes.

My [Blue: Wrist Radar] showed a dot on the horizon at the top of the mountain face, but I didn’t see anything. Then there were four dots.

Jack: We have company incoming. Four or five.

Mike: About time. Let’s do this!

Lucy: Suppressive fire only! We’re not going to kill. We only need to hold them off for another three minutes.

The sound of Mike’s rifle startled me, and I turned to see he had his scope popped up. 

Mike: Take cover. 

Shots rained in on our position. The best we could do was hide behind the cargo. The miners kept firing and never letting up while two dots moved down the path carved down the mountain.

Jack: They’re heading for us.

Mike: On foot. That rover won’t move. I took out the front tires.

The portal opened behind us.

Lucy: Chris, Talon, you go first. 

They ran through the open portal drawing the miner’s fire.

Lucy: Start sliding the cargo through to him.

We lifted the crates while Mike fired as fast as his finger could pull the trigger. The sound was deafening, and as we moved the second craft, rounds struck the ground at my feet.

Lucy: Focus! Don’t drop it.

Mike: Got one.

Lucy: Well fuck.

Mike: No choice.

Lucy: I know.

With three crates left, we laid down on our stomachs, crawling backwards toward the portal, pulling the crates along with us. I went through the portal first. The second time through was no less unsettling than the first. Talon grabbed my feet and pulled me out of the way as the craft came hurling through.

Mike came through second, his shoulder damaged from where a bullet found its mark. His suit was leaking atmosphere into the station, and it created a mist of aerosol blood.

Chris: Are you okay?

Mike: I’ll be fine.

Lucy didn’t follow through, and three of us paced.

Jack: Should we go back for her?

Talon: Can’t. The portal only allows for one-way travel. Have to wait for it to reopen.

Just then, the last crate slid through the portal unharmed, but a minute later, there was still no sign of Lucy. She had gotten the cargo through, but had it cost her life? I didn’t have the impression she would sacrifice herself for the cargo, but maybe I misread her.

After another five minutes, with the portal timer overhead running down to the last few seconds, Lucy emerged, her rifle steaming and the barrel glowing hot.

Lucy: They’re all dead.

Mike: What happened to not killing them?

Lucy: They lost the right to live when they shot you. How are you?

Mike: Nothing a trip to the med deck can’t fix.

Lucy pulled her helmet off and took a deep breath of recycled station air. “Good. Because I’ll be damned if I’m breaking in another rifleman.”

The four of them laughed and gave each other high fives before looking at me. I held my hand up, and they each gave me a high five.

“You did good for a noob,” Mike said, holding his right arm with his left. “Kept your wits about you and didn’t get anyone hurt.”

“I say we keep him,” Chris said. “He’s cheap enough.”

“How about it?” Lucy asked. “Want to stick around?”

“Yeah,” I said. It was more than I hoped for. With no idea what I was doing, I needed the guidance they could offer. Not to mention the yuan it brought.

Chris returned with a motorized cart, and we quickly loaded the cargo aboard.

“Rough trip?” a random guy asked.

“Cake walk,” Lucy said, and the other nodded their agreement.

Mike: Never admit weakness. It’ll make you a target. Outside of the group, everyone is an enemy. They’ll all kill you and steal everything if they think they can get away with it.

Together we guided the cart to the lift.

Lucy: We’re not safe yet. Keep your eyes peeled. We could get robbed.

Mike: They’d have to be nuts to rob us on the station. The fines alone would bury them! If they managed to get away.

Lucy: Humor me, and keep your eyes open, fucktard!

Mike: Yes, ma’am!

We slowly circled around the cart as it automatically rolled its way towards the lift. 

“Get out!” Mike told two people who’d been walking into the lift before us.

 They looked like they were about to argue, but then they saw Mike and the four of us backing him up and decided against it. Even with his shoulder busted up, Mike would be a beast to face. We rode the lift down to the seventh floor, alone.

The lift doors opened, and I was greeted with a vision of death. There were more guns pointed at us than the Chinese army had, mounted from brackets on the ceiling.

Jack: What the fuck is this?

Chris: It’s the vault and trading hub for the station. That archway we passed through disabled all laser guns, but you’d have to be an idiot or have a death wish to try anything here. This is one of the safest spots in all of Project Phoenix.

Lucy: Don’t say anything. Let me do all the talking.

I had no intention of doing otherwise. I was in no position to trade. I didn’t even know where to start. 

The room looked much like the third floor but smaller. To my left was a display running from floor to ceiling, with prices scrolling across it. Much like the stock exchange, but the listings were for companies and commodities I had never heard of. My visor indicated that each item could be further elaborated upon if I chose.

In front of us was a crowd of people negotiating deals, and to the right were the vaults. That’s where the other half of the floor went, sectioned off behind the steel wall that stretched from floor to ceiling and from the back to the front of the room.

Three of us took a seat on the crates while Lucy and Chris went into the crowd of people to sell our ore.

It felt like it took longer to sell the ore than it did to steal it, but it all worked itself out.

When the trade was made, a bill of sale popped up in the [Lucy Fucks Hard] channel.

18 Kg [Indium] - ¥30,347

216 Kg [Copper] - ¥7,534

126 Kg [Aluminum] - ¥1,053

Total - ¥38,934

Talon: Woot!

Mike: Fuck yeah! Great job, Chris and Lucy!

Lucy: Once again, it’s all Chris and his contacts.

Chris: Yeah, but it was your plan. It was a team effort.

Lucy: Speaking of team, I think Jack did a great job, and he took out the first guard. What do you say to bumping him up to 10% share?

Vote - Jack gets 10% of the loot. 

[Yes] [No]

I didn’t hesitate, if they were letting me vote, and blinked on [Yes].

Vote - Results [Yes] - 100% [No] - 0%

Jack: Thanks guys!

Lucy: You earned it. You need to open an account first, though. Then we can transfer your yuan. You don’t want to walk around with this much.

I walked to the right of the group while the other four handled transferring the ore to its new owner. 

At the counter, an AI interface popped up in my visor, and Alfred’s voice spoke. “You can choose between two types of accounts, sir.”

[Business] [Personal]

I blinked on [Personal].

“Very good, sir,” Alfred said.

A long terms-of-service popped up, and I didn’t bother reading, scrolling to the bottom and selecting [Agree], [Agree], [Confirm].

It took less than five minutes, and I had an account.

Jack: Done. I have an account.

A display showed up on my visor. 

Lucy would like to transfer ¥3,893 into your account. 

[Accept] [Decline]

I had never selected [Accept] as fast before in my life. I began to understand why the world at large was obsessed with the game. The thrill of the steal was more fun than I’d ever had in any other game, and yuan was real. I could spend it on anything.

Lucy: Well, I’m heading back to my room and logging off. I’ve got shit to do today. 

Mike: Same. Tomorrow same time?

Talon: I’m in.

Chris: I’m always here.

Lucy: See you then. Jack, will you be on?

Jack: Sure. 











CHAPTER TEN

October 5th, 2038

JACK REACHED FOR the helmet on his head, or he tried. The signal left his brain, “lift arms,” but his body wouldn’t respond. Instead, he felt himself sitting in the chair, but at the same time still felt the sensation of being in the game—the weight of his gear on him.

“April?” His voice came out rough and slurred, like he’d been drinking.

“Relax,” April said in a comforting tone as she approached. 

She undid the strap under his chin. The helmet slipped off, and the lights of the room were blinding.

“It’s okay,” she said. “You were in for a little over an hour. If you hadn’t come out, I was going to bring you out. It’s recommended that you only play for two hours a day to start, but you’ll work your way up to ten hours per day, no problem.”

Jack heard her speak, but it was slowed down and echoed. “I want to sleep.”

He may have only been in the game for less than two hours, but to Jack, it felt like he’d just pulled a forty-eight-hour shift like he used to in college during finals. Back then, he could stay up two or even three days straight to cram it all in and pass his exams. He was only twenty-six now, but the past five years had taken their toll on him. He might not be old, but he wasn’t young either. Coffee had become a requirement to function, rather than a pick-me-up. 

“Okay,” she said. “I’ll take you to your room.”

She took his hands and pulled him out of the chair. He stumbled the first few steps, but his legs caught up to his brain by the time they reached the stairs. Jack didn’t look around the house as he walked—his eyes were still sensitive to the light. How did the other gamers deal with the jet lag? He kept a firm grip on the banister as they ascended the staircase. 

April closed the curtains in his room and set the lights to their lowest setting on the dimmer switch. Jack collapsed onto the bed—not bothering to take off his clothes—and slipped his shoes off. 

“The door’s locked from the outside. Your bathroom is through that door.” She pointed to a door on the other side of the room, next to the grassy meadow on the VR display. 

“Goodnight,” she said as she opened the door to leave.

There was no response from Jack. While he’d heard her, he was already half asleep. 

That night he dreamed he was floating in a sea of stars, surrounded by space dust that shimmered in the colors of the rainbow. It was almost like there was an oil spill in space, but beautiful.











CHAPTER ELEVEN

October 6th, 2038

CRACK! JACK’S HEAD hit the floor, missing the corner of the nightstand by an inch. With his cheek pressed against the charcoal-colored carpet, he felt like a kid again when he would roll out of bed after an exciting day. There was nothing under the bed visible through the inch gap between the dust ruffle and the floor. He shifted his weight to one side and pushed himself into a sitting position. With his arms in an arch, he stretched out the kink in his neck and shoulders. The stiffness of the fall would stay with him all day.

Hunger ravaged Jack’s stomach, and the pain in his neck was quickly forgotten as the pain in his gut took over. Had he eaten yesterday? It felt as if he hadn’t eaten in days—food wasn’t a requirement in the game, but he still had to nourish his body in real life. With another roll of his neck to get the last kinks out, he pulled himself up with the help of the bed. 

He tried to leave the room, but his door was locked, so he took his morning piss first. The bathroom was barren. There was a single sink, toilet, and walk-in shower, but no towel, toilet paper, or soap. It looked as if no one had ever used the bathroom before. After Jack shook off, he used the sink to wash his hands and face the best he could without soap. 

How long am I going to be their prisoner? he thought.

A knock came from the room, and then the sound of the door opening.

“Hello?” April’s voice echoed through the room and into the bathroom. “Jack?”

He shook his hands off as he walked back to the room. “Hi.”

She had all the toiletries in her hands that had been missing. The fact that he was at her mercy dawned on him again. If he was going to survive his sentence with her, he would have to play nice and impress her with his success inside Project Phoenix. No one had told him just how long his sentence was to be.

“I realized last night after you went to bed that you might need these.”

Jack took them from her with a smile. “Thank you.”

“Are you hungry?”

“Yes!” He threw the toiletries on the bed and gestured for her to lead the way to food—his stomach growling in anticipation of being fed.

“We’ll have a quick breakfast, and then you need to get back in.”

“Okay,” he said, not caring so long as he was fed first. “What time is it?”

She pulled out her phone and showed him the screen: 08:17. Which meant he only slept for nearly twelve hours. No wonder he was dragging.

Jack didn’t care about Project Phoenix at that moment. All he wanted was bacon and French toast and maybe a tall glass of orange juice. The game had been a blast, but it had been nearly twenty-four hours since he last ate, and he was in no condition to play again.

They took the stairs together and went back into the basement, where the kitchenette had been prepared with eggs, toast, sausages, milk, coffee, and even orange juice. The time and effort it would take to make French toast wasn’t worth it to Jack, but he could fry himself up some sausage and eggs. 

The orange juice was exactly what he needed. He hadn’t realized it until he was halfway through his glass, but he had a hangover. It wasn’t that bad because he’d slept for so long, but there was no doubt that the game had left him with a hangover. Jack hadn’t had one since he was in college, so it took him that long to recognize what was wrong, but a hangover explained everything.

“I feel hungover. Is that normal?”

“Yes,” April called from the other room and took another sip of her coffee. 

She sat behind the control panel for the chair and VR interface while Jack stood over the kitchenette in the room down the small hall, preparing his eggs and sausage.

April prepared the workstation to connect to the game the moment Jack was done eating. There was no time to lose. His progress was better than the last player she supervised, but Jack would have to do better if her boss was to be pleased. 

“That’s one reason it’s recommended to limit your game play,” she said after the system was set up, and she had ignored all the warnings about excessive game play. “However, you’ll be able to build up your endurance and play for longer and longer periods.”

Else I’ll send you straight to the work camps, she thought.

Jack slid his fried eggs and sausage out of their pans and onto the plate. “Why?” he asked, carrying his plate of food. “I mean, what causes a hangover?”

“Lack of dopamine and stimulation. When you’re in the game, your brain lights up like a Christmas tree. The only thing that comes close to that level of stimulation outside of the game is narcotics.”

“Isn’t it dangerous then?”

“No,” she lied. “It’s completely safe. That’s why I have this setup”—she pointed to the monitor that displayed a blank avatar with charts in the four quadrants—“to monitor your vitals and, if need be, pull you out.” She pressed the blue button underneath the monitor on the desk.

Jack nodded along because his mouth was full. He used the last of the glass of orange juice to wash it down. “How long do I have to do this?”

“Until I get what I need.”

“And what is that?”

“Don’t worry about it.” Her expression was a clear warning to Jack that he was asking the wrong sort of question and to proceed with caution. “I’ll let you know what you need to know. Until then, you just focus on the game and building up your holdings.”

“See, I don’t really get the point of the game. I was with a group, and we stole some ore, which earned us a lot of yuan, but after they logged off, I didn’t know what to do, so I spent my yuan on a room. It’s weird.” 

“That’s all part of simulating reality.”

“Eventually, I found some other jobs, but most groups wanted nothing to do with me because I’m a noob.”

She leaned back in her chair, lifting her arms behind her head, and returned to her sitting position. “Okay, here’s a simple guide. Find great gear, earn as much yuan as you can, and then buy a ship.”

“What kind of ship?”

“Any kind you want. It’s your game. The point is for you to build your own enterprise inside the game. Do anything you like, just focus on making yuan. It’s the key to your future. I’ll tell you more once you’ve got a ship.”

“Okay.”

“Ready?”

Jack took his last bite. “I just need a cup of coffee first.”

“Drink it fast. I’m going to use the ladies’ room, and I’ll be back.”

She walked into the bathroom while Jack poured a cup of coffee. The first sip was divine. He could feel his mental acuity increasing, like a small dose of the game itself. The food had been good, but the coffee was exceptional, and the small headache in the back of his skull faded. 

All things considered, Jack wasn’t that bad off. Yes, he was a prisoner. But he was a prisoner that got to play a video game all day. He knew there were thousands of people who’d kill to be where he was. It had been pure luck that the government hadn’t thrown him into a work camp alongside the debtors and homeless. But he still didn’t understand what he had done that authorized the government to imprison him in the first place. When the party gave the orders, everyone did as they were told, or they ceased to be.

April returned and asked, “Are you ready now?”

Jack took two more quick sips of his coffee. “Okay.”

She helped him get into the chair and used a button to return him to the exact position he’d been in yesterday.

“Is that still comfortable?” she asked, and handed him the remote to adjust the seat if he needed.

“This is fine.”

She slid the helmet on his head, and Jack fell into darkness.

Her voice was a tad muffled as she said, “Go ahead and activate Project Phoenix.”

“Activate Project Phoenix.”

A kick to the back of the head sent his consciousness hurling toward a bright light .  .  .

April checked Jack’s vitals. Everything appeared normal, with no elevated heart rate nor abnormal brainwaves. 

She opened a chat terminal and sent a message across their end-to-end encrypted VPN.

a6.1432@fsb.gov: 6.1432.2.1 vitals show normal. Subjected reported elevated levels of exhaustion, but that’s to be expected given the duration of game play.

a1.325@fsb.gov: Keep the subject inside the game longer today. Either he succeeds or cut him loose.

a6.1432@fsb.gov: Understood.

a1.325@fsb.gov: This is your third subject this month. Don’t expect a fourth. Agent a8.1182 has already made significant progress with his subject. Shall I have him come instruct you?

a6.1432@fsb.gov: No, sir. That won’t be necessary.

a1.325@fsb.gov: See that it’s not.

April closed her terminal and looked back to Jack’s vitals. Slightly elevated, but no more than was normal for a player in the game. There was no time for a slow adaptation phase. Jack would have to stay in the game, even if it killed him.











CHAPTER TWELVE

Project Phoenix Day 2038-10-06-09

ALFRED’S VOICE CAME through my headset. “Welcome back, sir.”

“Thank you, Alfred.”

I was lying in a tiny pod about twice the size of a coffin and just as claustrophobic. On the fifth level of the station, a few entrepreneurial players had created micro-apartments for players who needed a place to store their bodies while they logged off. They locked from the inside with reinforced steel to prevent theft and were cheaper than a bank vault. One of the unique characteristics of Project Phoenix was that even though players left the game, their avatars didn’t. This fostered an entire industry around security and protection. No other game I knew of required players to think of their safety while they were offline. It made the risk of dying all the more present.

Death was permanent. 

If I died, I could reconnect with everyone I knew in the game, but all of my resources would be gone. I’d be forced to start over in a new avatar with nothing. Anything I stored in the bank, or even the pod, would be considered forfeited. This led to a unique system of player-run life insurance, where players could pay in advance to recuperate upon resurrection. But with a starting cost of one hundred thousand yuan, I couldn’t afford it.

The pod offered barely enough room to roll over, and I couldn’t sit up. I had crawled in feet first after using the ladder to get in, that way I could leave when I logged back in. My pod was the sixth from the floor and last in the stack. I pressed a button just above my head, and the hatch slid over, and a ladder rolled to my pod.

Since I had crawled in feet first, I couldn’t crawl back out. I used the rail above my hatch to pull myself up and out, kicking my feet out as they swung free and landed on the ladder. I slipped upon landing, but I held tight to the rail. 

Next time I need to go in head first, I thought to myself. 

But Alfred said, “I’ll set a reminder, sir.”

Dying on my second day because I couldn’t get out of a pod would have been embarrassing. What would April say? We hadn’t really discussed what would happen if I died. Would I get a second chance? She said to get a ship, so at least I now had an objective.

The room looked like a morgue with rows of pods on both sides, each identical aside from the labels. Mine was F1. The section on the other side of the room was set up the exact same but started with G1 in the top right and went to L6 in the bottom left.

A private room would have allowed for personal storage and better security, but I didn’t think it prudent to spend all my yuan on a room. Private rooms started at ¥1,273 per Project Phoenix day, or ¥30,552 per real-world day. My pod was only ¥68, and I didn’t have to rent it while I played, only when I crawled in to log off. From what I picked up after the team logged off, most players use their own ships as portable houses to avoid paying rent. Ships also provided other advantages. Once they were large enough, they functioned as self-contained environments and could leave the safety of the stations to seek riches beyond their reach.

“Alfred, what’s my account balance?”

Personal Account - ¥4,575

I found two jobs after Lucy and her team left, but they’d paid nothing by comparison, and the groups hadn’t allowed me to take any of the gear that dropped. I was a noob, and all the players knew it—knowing they could take advantage of my predicament. Apparently, I was supposed to start off on the [Earth Replica] or [Mars Colony], maybe even as far out as the [Space Station: Jupiter], but by starting on [Space Station: Kuiper Alpha], I had screwed myself out of the easier training missions. More specifically, the game had screwed me by even offering to start me there. Wish April would have given me a heads up, but that was in the past, and all I could do was make the best of it. 

Previously advanced players would have respawned at [Space Station: Jupiter] and have to work their way out to [Space Station: Kuiper Alpha], which could take months of game play. Most placed themselves on a transport ship inside a stasis pod and logged off until the ship arrived. However, after real-world months of complaints, the game designers added [Space Station: Kuiper Alpha] as a starting point. 

“Alfred, switch to channel [Lucy Fucks Hard], and link channel.”

On the left-hand side of my visor, a translucent chat channel popped up.

Jack: Is anyone online?

There was no response. 

Well, damn! I thought.

I had hoped they would be back on, but they did say same time but failed to give what that exact time was. Which meant I could have days of game time before they would be back. The time dilation between the game and the real world was hard to adjust to.

With no better options, I left the pod room and walked down the corridor to the lift and up to the third level. The room was even more packed than the last time I had been on. 

I could feel the radiated heat from all the people crammed into the tiny room. Instead of the typical feeling of a cool October morning in Texas, it felt like a March afternoon—not hot, but by no means cool.

I pushed my way through the sea of people, stopping at each podium I passed looking for a job I could pull off. Most of them were looking for members who were geared in at least Reds. I had one Blue, which was ranked right below Red.

Chris is now linked.

Chris: Who’s on?

Jack: Just me, I think.

Chris: Oh, hey man. How’s it going?

Jack: Not good. I’m in the departure zone, but none of these jobs are a low enough level for me.

Chris: I’m only on for a little bit to make some trades. The other guys usually get on around 16:00. You might want to log off and come back later. The day shift is usually filled with only the most diehard players.

Jack: So 16:00 is when Lucy and the team play?

Chris: Yeah, and then we run for two to three in game days.

Jack: Okay, I’ll be here then. Thank you!

Chris: No worries. Where are you staying?

Jack: I’ve got a sleeping pod.

Chris: Yeah, I remember those. Well, I’ll see you later then.

Jack: Okay, laters.

I moved as fast as I could, through the sea of people and back to the lift, and made a beeline for the pod to log off.











CHAPTER THIRTEEN

October 6th, 2038

APRIL PULLED JACK’S helmet off. “Why are you out so soon?” She leaned closer, looking for any sign of injury the vitals monitor had missed.

“The group I hooked up with last time won’t be back until 16:00. I figured I should wait for them. None of the other jobs available are low enough for me.”

April pinched the bridge of her nose with both hands. “You should be in the game earning more yuan like we discussed and buying a ship as soon as possible.”

Jack pressed a button, and the chair returned to a sitting position. “I can’t. None of the jobs are a low enough level for me. I started in the Kuiper Belt Station. All the players there are far more advanced than I am.”

“I didn’t know they’d opened up that section to new players. How much do you have?”

“I don’t remember exactly, but about forty-five hundred.”

“I can give you twelve thousand more. It will take an hour or two to be sent to your account. What’s your account number on the station?”

“Umm, I don’t know.”

“Okay, well, hop back in real fast and get that for me.”

April watched as Jack lowered the chair back to a resting position and logged back into the game.

Less than two minutes later, she leaned over him and took the helmet off again.

“Have you been standing there the whole time?”

“Yes,” she said. “You weren’t gone that long.”

He pressed the button again to lean up. “How long?”

“Maybe two minutes.”

“Whoa!”

“It’s kind of cool, right?” she asked, forcing herself to smile. First lesson of operative handling was to make them comfortable around you, and that meant pretending to be their friends at all times.

“Yeah. I know the game plays at twenty-four times our normal rate, but it hasn’t been quite so apparent before now.”

“What’s your account code?”

Jack closed his eyes and visualized what he’d seen. “KA.1832.818.252.1212P.” It had taken him over ten minutes in the game to memorize the note. Email could be sent in-game, which in turn would be sent from the in-game earth to the outside servers, but it cost currency, traveled at the speed of light in the game, and a giant warning explained not to send sensitive information. In-game bank accounts definitely counted as sensitive.

She walked around the glass wall which divided her observation center from his VR room.

A few moments later, she said, “All done. The funds should be in your account in a couple hours. I was able to bump it up to thirteen thousand five hundred. You’ll need to buy good gear. Also, check the prices on ships the next time you’re in there. Who knows, my superiors might splurge and buy you one.”

Jack’s eyes widened. The prospect of having his own ship so soon was boggling. The possibilities! Steve had always talked about how fun it was to fly one. After being in the game and seeing just how realistic it was, Jack knew flying would be the best part.

“Okay,” she said. “I’m going upstairs. You can eat and drink.” 

She closed the door to her observation room and locked it with a punch pad next to it.

April showed Jack a dial pad on the wall. “This is an intercom that will broadcast throughout the house. Call me when you’re ready; otherwise, I’ll be back in about ninety minutes.”

With that, she left Jack alone in the basement before he could say anything. He took advantage of the opportunity by finishing off the last of the pot of coffee and ate an egg sandwich. In-game, his mind was sharp and clear at all times, but outside, he felt like he usually did when he hadn’t had enough coffee. Interesting. What did it mean for what the game was doing to his brain if it could cover up such a serious mental block?

When April returned, Jack was already waiting in the chair, prepared to go in.

“You could have entered without me here,” she said.

“I only just sat down, but I’m not sure what to do inside. With the team gone, I don’t know how to make yuan and work toward a starship. Do you have any recommendations?”

“If you’re unable to figure out a path at the Kuiper station, kill yourself and start over on Mars. They always offer basic jobs that you can do without any experience, but if you’re going to do it, do it soon. I expect you to have your first ship by the end of the day.”

“No pressure,” Jack said with a chuckle, but April didn’t laugh. “I’ll do my best.”

“Let me be clear,” April said, slipping the helmet onto his head. “If you fail to earn a ship today, you’ll be sent to a camp. This comes from higher up. Understand?”

“Yes, ma’am.”











CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Project Phoenix Day 2038-10-06-13

“WELCOME BACK, SIR.”

“Alfred, switch to channel [Lucy Fucks Hard], and link channel.”

Chris: I told you I saw him earlier.

Lucy: You coming along, noob, or what? 

Jack: Sorry. Yeah, I’ll be right there. Departure Room?

Lucy: No, Docking Bay. Hurry your ass up.

Contract from Lucy - Space Exploration and Salvage

Pay - 10% of profits

[Confirm] [Decline]

I blinked on [Confirm] and pushed the button on the pod hatch with my foot. Luckily, this time I had snagged F6, which put me right on ground level. No awkward crawling onto a ladder.

Jack: How’d you get here so soon?

Chris: We know each other in real life, and I let them know that you showed back up looking for us.

Jack: Thanks.

Lucy: Don’t thank us, just don’t fuck this up.

I practically sprinted down the corridor to the lift. There were three other guys on the lift with me. Two got off on the first stop at level six, which was more living space. The other guy left on level eight, repairs and vendors. 

When the doors opened on [Level D], Lucy stood in front of me, with her hands on her hips and a smile on her face that I could see through her visor.

Lucy: You’re in for a treat. We snagged a ship for three game days!

Mike: I’ve already called gunner seat.

Chris: We were going to leave without you if you didn’t show up. After we’re done, give us your email, and we’ll keep you in the loop for future missions.

I was eager to give them my email, but I would have to run it past April. Something told me she wouldn’t want me to have contact with anyone outside the game. The thought of telling them I was being held prisoner by the government didn’t even cross my mind. Even if I could convince them to believe me, there was no way they could help me. I didn’t even know where I was being held.

Lucy gestured for me to follow her as we navigated through the massive hangar. I couldn’t see the tops of most of the ships parked there. There were over fifty, and she pointed to ours in the distance, a short, squat ship that looked like a dump truck.

Lucy: And I’ve already told you that the guns are run by the onboard AI. They’re meant for asteroids, not pirates. If we see another ship, we fucking run!

Chris: Yeah. I don’t have the yuan to cover major damages to this ship. The lease only covers accidental damage. Like asteroids.

Jack: What kind of ship is this?

Chris: Mid-size cargo ship. Houses six. But since Lucy’s the captain, she gets a cabin to herself.

Jack: Wow. What’s something like that rent for?

Chris: Normally ¥32,000, but they gave me a deal of ¥25,800 per day. Plus fuel and docking fees.

I was speechless. That was more yuan than I had spent all game. It would take me nearly ten days of in-game play to earn one day of ship rental. How did April expect me to pull that off? 

We stopped at the rear of the ship and an access ramp extended for us to enter. It was beautiful. Everything I dreamed of as a child when I imagined space travel. The dark smoke-gray exterior didn’t reflect the overhead lights but rather absorbed it, creating the impression of staring at a void in the bay. I could just make out the nose of the ship that sat at the highest point before we climbed the access ramp into a cargo bay. 

Chris: We all pitched in what we earned from the ore run and used it to rent the ship. We’re hoping to see double that back or more!

Jack: I can pitch in some.

“Alfred, show me my bank account.”

Personal Account - ¥17,803

Jack: I’ve got about 17,000.

Chris: Wow. You’ve been busy. Guess you found a group this morning.

I would let them think that; it was easier than explaining how I actually received the funds. 

Lucy: Keep it. You need it more than we do. You still don’t have gear that’s worth a shit.

As we walked past the side engines, the neon-blue glow distracted me, and I tripped on a ledge. Lucy caught me without saying anything to the others.

Lucy: Mike, hit the switch. We’re here.

As we entered the command deck in the nose of the ship, I took my seat at one of the observation stations and took in the sights of being aboard a spaceship for the first time.

Jack: Wow!

Talon: Just over 17,000 cubic meters of storage and a carrying capacity of about 74 metric tons. It’s enough space, that if we fill it, we could buy a small ship.

Lucy: It’s what we’ve been working towards, and you get to tag along.

Jack: Thanks.

She gave me a pat on the back, and Mike pushed the pre-launch button. The ramp began to close. The sound of the hydraulics echoed through the ship.

Chris: Nothing to worry about. Reality Dawn is a bit old. Her joints don’t move as well as they used to, but she’ll get us where we need to go in one peace.

The airlock doors slid shut, and compressed air hissed as it filled the ship.

Talon: We can take our helmets off.

I followed suit as the others pulled theirs off and placed them into the hooks scattered throughout the room for this exact purpose. When I placed my helmet onto the hook closest to my station, an oval metal strap reached out from the wall and clamped down around the helmet to hold it in place.

Talon: Keep it with you at all times. You never know when we might experience decompression, and you don’t want to be caught in that. Trust me. 

Lucy: Talon’s our tech expert and pilot. None of us have much experience in ships. We’ve all focused on other areas. Talon is the only one who’s flown something large enough to qualify as a ship rather than an escape pod. 

Talon: Yeah, but the massive mining barges have escape pods larger than this ship. I spent days of game time learning to fly those. This should be a piece of cake.

Lucy: They also run crews of hundreds of players.

Jack: Hundreds of people? Are some of those NPCs?

Chris: No, it’s usually groups of people who know each other in real life and have decided to run real companies inside the game. They can earn millions of yuan a week. Game designers insisted that everything in-game be built with in-game resources after they replicated the starting point.

Lucy: Ready?

Talon: Aye, aye, Captain.

Lucy: Call me captain one more time, and I’ll kick you in the balls.

Talon: Aye, aye, Boss.

Lucy: Better.

I gave Talon a look, to which he shrugged and threw up his hands, pulling down the straps to his five-point harness. I did the same before anyone had to tell me. It was bad enough I was the noob; I didn’t have to look like it at every turn.

Talon leaned forward and clicked on the intercom. “Attention, crew. Prepare for takeoff in, 10, 9, 8 . . . 3, 2, 1.”

The ship jostled, and I watched through the display as the ship lifted off the docking bay floor. Talon maneuvered the ship to the exit shaft, with the precision of a pro avoiding the other docked ships. I marveled at his flying skills. I couldn’t even parallel park, but Talon could fly a ship the size of a football field like it was feather dancing on the wind.

Talon landed the ship on the magnetic launching platform, and the massive hangar bay doors closed behind the ship. 

Talon: Everyone brace yourself!

A booming announcement echoed throughout the exit shaft. “Launch in 30 . . . 3, 2, 1.” 

The acceleration of the launch pad pushed my skull into the back of the headrest. The connection ring, where my helmet attached to my suit, wasn’t aligned properly and a dull pain built up at the base of my skull. I couldn’t move my head, but my eyes moved fine, and I saw the second set of hangar bay doors open at the far end of the exit shaft as we rapidly approached.

In five seconds, we had accelerated to over three hundred and fifty thousand KPH and were launched into the vacuum of space. 

Talon: Engine one go. 

The ship kicked like a mule.

Talon: Engine two go. 

A lesser kick.

Talon: We have full burn.

Lucy: I know you love this flyboy shit, but this isn’t the CNSA. You don’t have to be all formal about it.

Talon: Aye, aye. Ballbuster.

The pressure lifted, and I could lean forward from the chair again. The pain at the base of my skull was gone.

Talon: I’ve set in a course. We’ll be outside the NRZ within three hours. Anyone want to log off during the wait?

I did the math in my head. I could log out for seven minutes or experience three hours while in the game. It was a tempting offer to avoid the wait, but I didn’t want to miss out on what the team did together.

Jack: Where are we going?

Lucy: That’s need to know. 

I looked to Talon, but he shrugged. Apparently, I wasn’t trustable, at least not when it came to the location. They obviously trusted me enough to bring me along after waiting for me.

Jack: Okay. What’s the NRZ, then? Why such a long trip?

Talon: The NRZ is short for No Rift Zone. It’s illegal to activate your FTL drive within five light seconds of a space station. If a new rift forms too close to the stable rifts on the station, it could destroy them. 

Mike: Yeah, anyone who activates their FLT in the NRZ is fair game. The station puts a bounty on their head, which doubles daily until the person and their ship are destroyed. Fuck, I want to get my hands on one of those bounties!

Lucy: I’m going to log and be back. 

Mike: Same.

Chris: I’m still trading, but the lag has already kicked in.

Talon: Someone has to fly this ship and keep you fuckers alive.

Jack: Can I explore the ship?

Mike has left the channel.

Lucy: Sure, just don’t break anything, or I’ll kill you!

Jack: Promise.

Lucy has left the channel.

I unfastened the five-point harness. My [Silver: Gravity Boots] worked like a charm—keeping my feet firmly grounded to the floor—but my head felt like it was floating away from my body. 

Through the airlock hatch from the command center led to a steel walkway, flanked on either side by storage lockers, and ended with a set of stairs that led down to another hatch beyond which was the common area—a living room and medical bay combined—with doors circling the walls leading off to private cabins.

By the time I crossed through the hatch at the aft of the ship, I had gotten used to the semi-weightlessness and could barely notice a difference. The blood in my brain must have adjusted to the lack of gravity. 

It was fascinating that the game could simulate something as intricate as weightlessness. How did the designers know how to create the mental sensation? Then again, it could be a fake. It wasn’t like I had ever actually been in space. Only the rich, and vital workers, were allowed to leave orbit.

Standing on the walkway above the cargo bay, I worried about falling over the railing if the ship were to jostle and wondered what it would feel like to die inside the game.











CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Project Phoenix Day 2038-10-06-13

LUCY IS NOW linked.

Lucy: You fuckers still in one piece?

Talon: You’re just in time. We crossed the NRZ line a few minutes ago. 

Lucy: Perfect. Activate FTL.

I threw myself into the closest chair in the common area. The chair was welded to the floor, and I prayed it would save me. My body felt like it compressed and then expanded, but other than the physical sensation, nothing happened. Before the jump, I had been looking through the medical supplies and had them laid out on the bed, but they hadn’t so much as moved an inch. The sensation of being compressed was clearly in my mind. 

Talon: I’ve set the computer to calculate our position so we can go back when we’re ready.

Lucy: What do you see?

Talon: We’re in a system with six planets. Two of them we could land on.

Lucy: Aim for the closest and take us down!

The engines kicked in. The acceleration normalized, and I could stand back up.

Jack: Next time, give a warning.

Chris: Yeah, I nearly fell over the guard rails for the engines.

Lucy: You two are being pussies. It’s not that bad. 

Talon: Next time, I’ll give a warning. We’ll be able to activate the FLT drive in approximately thirty minutes.

Lucy: Where the fuck is Mike?

Chris: I don’t know. He logged off and hasn’t gotten back on. Probably off watching porn again.

Lucy: Eww!

I laughed to myself. How old was Mike in real life? One thing I’d noticed on the station was everyone’s avatar was in their mid-twenties. The likelihood that all the players were actually in their twenties was low. How much control did players had over their avatar’s appearance?

“Alfred, what can I change about my appearance?”

“Eye color and hairstyle, sir. Everything else is designed based upon your publicly archived images.”

“Alfred, change my hair color to red.”

“Yes, sir.”

I walked to the sink, where there was a metal splash guard behind it, so well-polished I could see my reflection. If my mother could see me, she would have my father beat me. My hair was the color of a fire truck and lay combed back like I usually wore it. Even my eyebrows, which were usually black as coal, were bright red. It made the lighter flecks of walnut stand out in my eyes.

“Alfred, make the red darker.”

“Yes, sir.”

My hair darkened into a crimson, starting at the roots and spreading to the tips of my hair, as if newly grown.

“What are you doing?” Chris asked.

I turned on a dime, my heart racing. “What?”

“I asked, what are you doing?” Chris repeated. “When you take your helmet off, you’re just risking death if the cabin decompressed. FTL is the fastest way to travel, not the safest.” He shoved my helmet into my hands. I hadn’t noticed him carrying it because of the fright he gave me.

“Oh!” I put my helmet back on and spun it around. It took nearly a full three-hundred-and-sixty-degree spin for the helmet to lock into place.

“Latches,” Chris said.

I almost forgot about them.

“Sorry,” I said. “I didn’t know about the jump. I was just changing my hair color.”

“Oh, yeah. I keep forgetting just how new you are to the game.” Chris took a seat in one of the welded-down chairs. “Is red your favorite color?”

“Yes.” I was glad his helmet was back on because my cheeks warmed, and I hoped the visor’s glare would hide the redness.

“Don’t worry. I won’t tell anyone,” Chris said. “Besides, we all started off the game vain. Just look at Lucy. She went so far as to have her eyes change colors, which costs more than a few yuan.”

“Damn straight!” Lucy stood in the hatchway for the front half of the ship. “I want people to see me and know I can back up what I say with cold hard yuan!”

I laughed but quickly turned it into a cough when Chris didn’t join in. 

“Sorry,” Chris said. “I was just trying to give the noob a few pointers to make him feel at ease.”

She walked over and gave me a pat on the back. “Don’t listen to a word he says. He’s jealous that I make more yuan than him while he spends hours and hours trading.”

The engines kicked in, and I felt my knees want to give way under the pressure.

Talon: Umm, Lucy! I think we have a problem.

Lucy: What?

Talon: You might want to come see for yourself.

Lucy: Spit it out!

Talon: Pirates. Of all the fucking places we could end up, we landed in a pirated system!

Lucy: Fuck! Where’s Mike? He’s our only trained gunner.

Jack: I thought the guns were controlled by AI?

Lucy: Exactly! They’re great at rocks floating in space. Predicting human behavior and firing where they’ll be, not so much. Talon, how long until we can jump?

Talon: At least another twenty minutes. Any sooner, and I risk ripping apart the FTL drive. Also, the computer hasn’t positioned [Space Station: Kuiper Alpha] in relation to us yet. I would be jumping blind.

Lucy turned around and stomped towards the command deck. Chris and I followed but made sure we maintained our distance. She was clearly pissed, and I didn’t want to be caught in her line of fire. Noob or not, even I knew not to fuck with Lucy.

Lucy: How long until they intercept us?

Talon: Five minutes or less. I’ve already changed our trajectory, but they’re closing in fast. Fasten in, and I can go to full burn.

Lucy: Where the fuck is Mike!

Mike is now linked.

Mike: Hey guys. Sorry I’m a bit late. What’d I miss?

I watched from the walkway. Mike’s head popped up from his station, and Lucy’s boot heel caught him square on top. There was a clank as Mike’s body fell down the steps to the lower floor—where Talon was flying the ship—and came to a hard stop on the floor.

Mike: Fuck, that hurt. What did you do that for? I might have broken my ankle. 

Lucy: Are your arms okay?

Mike: Yeah.

Lucy: Good! Get your ass to the gunner seat and do your fucking job!

Mike: What?

Talon: We have three pirate ships bearing down on us!

Mike: You said we’d run if there were pirates.

Lucy: We can’t. The FTL drive is still hot, and the computer doesn’t know how to get us home yet.

Mike limped back to his station, and Lucy clinched a fist as he passed but didn’t hit him again.

Mike: Don’t worry. I’ll keep them occupied long enough for us to jump. 

Talon: That means at least fifteen minutes.

Mike stumbled on the second stair. Either his limp was worse than it looked, or the news of a fifteen-minute space battle caught him off guard. Either way, he finished climbing the last two steps and strapped himself in the chair. Chris and I quickly did the same at our stations.

With all of us strapped in, I watched the screens in front of Talon flash blue and red—to his left was a flat table with a radar display with three dots closing fast. Their red dots were smaller than the blue that represented our ship. However, I knew that given enough of them, ants could eat an elephant. Our size alone wouldn’t save us.











CHAPTER SIXTEEN

October 6th, 2038

APRIL WATCHED AS Jack’s adrenalin levels spiked and thought, It’s about time he started doing something.

She logged the readings into her report that she would send to D.C. after Jack’s day in Project Phoenix was over. She was depending on him to come through and earn some major yuan. With the investment she had sent him, he better procure better gear to earn the yuan to buy a ship, or she would flay him alive. If her boss didn’t do the same to her first. Her experiment was already above budget and behind schedule. And while that wasn’t entirely Jack’s fault, he would be held accountable, regardless.

April launched her secured email client and wrote a quick email to a colleague who ran the same experiment in a different state.

 

To: a8.1182@fsb.gov

From: a6.1432@fsb.gov

 

Hey Joey,

 

It’s been a while. How are you? 

Are the mountains everything you hoped they would be? 

I like the weather here, and the house they’ve got me in is the size of our entire dorm complex. My subject is off to a good start, but I’m worried that he’ll be my last chance. Orders have come in from the top. They’re expecting results, and I’m now sending in daily reports. 

Have you had any success? 

Any advice on where I should send my subject?

He chose to start on the Kuiper Station. I didn’t know the developers had opened the section up to new players. He found a few odd jobs, but I’m worried it won’t be enough. I’ve wired him as much yuan as I could, but if he doesn't use it wisely, it will be the end for him.

Any help you can offer would be great. Obviously, I can’t tell you who he is, and I know you can’t tell me about your subject, but any advice on where would be a hot spot for him right now would be great.

 

Go Panthers,

April Hall

 

She leaned back in her chair and watched Jack’s vitals continue to rise. If there was any hope for him getting ahead in the game and putting her schedule back on track, it was Joey. From day one, he had proved himself capable of training raw recruits into excellent players. His team consisted of more than ten active players, last she heard, while she continued to struggle to find one! 











CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Project Phoenix Day 2038-10-06-13

THE PIRATES HAD closed the gap and were seconds outside of firing range. All the credit belonged to Talon’s flying skills for keeping them out of range as long as he had. He figured out a way to use a probe designed to evaluate the mineral composition of asteroids to send out an electromagnetic pulse which interfered with radar and targeting systems. We were mostly flying in the dark, but for one second every five seconds, there was a clear reading on the pirate ships’ positions.

Talon changed trajectory every cycle to avoid being on a straight line. It felt like we were on a sailboat deep at sea riding out a storm, but at least we were in one piece still.

Talon: I can’t hold out much longer. They’re closing in on my circling to form a net. Eventually, they’ll get close enough to triangulate us and fire. 

Chris: Fuck! I’m going to lose everything. My life is over. I can’t pay for this ship. Can any of you?

Lucy: Calm down. We need to think this through.

I had been doing that while Talon did his best to keep us from dying. Mike fired the first burst of rounds. I hadn’t said a single word since the battle started, staying strapped in at my station and evaluating our options, but none of them seemed likely to work. None of the others had asked for input, so I would not speak until I was confident in a solution that would save us.

A loud clink reverberated throughout the ship, and suddenly we were spinning. The pressure of the straps on my harness dug into my left shoulder.

Talon: That shot grazed our hull. They’re inside firing range. I’m transferring power from propulsion to our polarized armor. That will buy us a few minutes, but they’ll eventually break through the hull. 

Jack: I’ve got an idea.

Lucy: Let’s hear it!

The ship stopped spinning. Talon compensated with the maneuvering thrusters to get us back on track.

Jack: What if we use the escape pod as a bomb and blow up the pirate ships?

Talon: It won’t work. They don’t have a self-destruct. You’d have to manually override the safety procedures and cause the engine to explode. It would be a suicide mission.

Jack: I’ll do it.

Lucy: What?

Jack: Yeah, I’ve got nothing to lose. I’m new, and my gear isn’t that great. Besides, I can just start over.

Lucy: It costs two thousand yuan to start over, and you start with nothing but a [Copper: Space Suit]. The developers make starting over hard as fuck.

Mike: Don’t forget the twelve-hour ban time.

Chris: Yeah, that’s why it’s so important to protect yourself. It’s what fuels the game economy. Fear of death.

The ship took a hard bank, and this time the harness pulled on my right thigh.

Jack: I have yuan in my account on the station. Can I transfer it to one of you?

Chris: How much?

Jack: About seventeen thousand.

Chris: Transfer it, and I’ll cover your re-spawn cost. The funds can take days in-game to transfer, so you’ll probably not be able to play again today. Account KA.1832.946.115.33J.

“Alfred, transfer all funds from my account to account KA.1832.946.115.33J.”

“Yes, sir. Done, sir. Please allow three to five business days for transactions to finalize.” 

Lucy: If you’re sure about this, I won’t argue.

Another round made contact and caused us to spin again, but Talon reacted almost instantly to compensate.

Talon: If we’re going to do this, sooner than later is better. I’ll have to show him how to override the engines.

Talon undid his five-point harness and stood up.

Talon: Chris, you’re pilot until I get back! Don’t get us blown up before we pull this off!

Chris: I don’t know, man! I’ve never flown a ship this big.

Talon: Interface with the AI and change our trajectory every second to avoid their weapons.

Talon grabbed me by the shoulder and slammed his palm into the harness to release the lock. As he led me through the hatch, we held on tight to the side rails, just in case the ship got hit. The hatch to the common area was still open from when we had run to meet them in the command center. 

“Do you think this will work?” I asked.

“Yeah, it’s a great idea. The only problem is you’re going to die, but don’t worry about that. We’ll repay you, and we’ll never forget this.”

Talon pushed open the hatch for the back half of the ship. “Watch your step.”

The ship rocked, and I grabbed onto the railing to avoid falling over. It was about a twenty-meter drop if I fell, and I doubted my suit would save me. Chris must have dodged their fire, or else he still didn’t have the hang of flying.

“You okay?” Talon asked.

“Yeah.” I stood back up and kept my hands firmly gripped on the port side railing.

Talon walked past me and opened the hatch leading into a cargo bay about the size of a bedroom in the aft of the pod. The pilot’s seat was at the nose of the shuttle pod. Talon wasted no time and sprinted to the chair. He brought up an interface on the starboard display screen.

I watched as a schematic of the engines zoomed in and out, and Talon entered command after command into the system. Nearly every time, a pop-up would ask for an override confirmation. I hunched down behind him, watching quietly as he worked.

Lucy: How’s it going? We’re getting fucked up here, and not in the good way!

Talon: I need more time.

Chris: How much? I think they’re about to corner me!

Talon: Done!

“Sit down!” Talon popped up from the chair and ran to the hatch.

I took the seat and fastened the harness. I found it humorous that I was wearing a safety belt when I planned to kill myself. Talon closed the pod hatch behind him.

Talon: Listen up. You fly to the closest ship and then tell the computer Activate Command Alpha One. You got that?

Jack: Yeah. Command Alpha One.

Talon: Perfect. Now go!

Jack: How do I fly?

Talon: Fuck! Okay. Tell your AI to interface you with the ship’s AI.

“Alfred, interface me with the ship’s AI.”

“Yes, sir.”

A new voice of a German woman echoed in my head. “Hello, my name is Rettungsboot.”

Jack: Okay, I can hear her.

Talon: Okay, tell her to undock.

“Undock.”

There was a loud click, like the bolt of a door turning. 

Talon: Okay, I’ve got you on sensors. You’re far enough away. Tell her to fly towards the ship I’ve marked on my screen. The shuttle should still be linked to our systems.

“Fly towards the marked ship.”

I was pushed back into the chair, but the sensation of being stuck quickly subsided.

Talon: Okay, you’re about ten seconds away. Get ready!

Lucy: Thank you! We’ll pay you back.

Mike: Yeah, man. This is really cool.

Chris: You’re saving my ass!

Talon: Shut up. Six seconds. Five, four, three, two, now!

“Activate Command Alpha One!”

There was a bright light and then black!











CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

October 6th, 2038

“WHAT THE FUCK are you thinking!” April yelled at me as she tossed the helmet aside.

“What?” Jack said, my mind still catching up to the reality of being back. The lag between the real world and game world was getting longer and longer.

“You fucking died!”

“Oh, yeah,” Jack said. “It’s not a big deal. The guys I was with will pay for me to respawn and pick me up at the station.”

“And your bank account? I just sent you that money.”

Jack forced the chair to set up. “I transferred it to them. They’ll send it back when I get back in the game. They said there’s a two-hour ban.”

“So, you just sent all your money to random people you met in the game?”

“Well, I mean. It was the only way to destroy the pirates.”

“You idiot!” she screamed, and spit sprinkled his face. “They just scammed you out of your money. Do you realize how big space is!?”

Jack’s stomach did a backflip as the realization dawned on him. Had he really just given away his entire bank account in a scam? He’d risked his entire life on saving the team, and if it was a scam, he was so screwed.

“I . . . I don’t think.”

“No, you didn’t.” She walked back to her station and powered it down. The lights around the chair turned off. “If you believe in God, start praying. Because when the ban’s over, you’re going back in, and if they don’t give you back every last yuan, I’m done with you. Do you understand? You’re going to the fucking labor camps!”

April stormed out of the basement, locking the door behind her. Jack was still too weak to stand from the chair. He stopped trying and broke down into tears. The weight of the past few days crushed what little hope he had been holding on to.
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