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      This isn’t real.

      Ari stood on a nearby hill above the familiar carnival with her brother, Marco. Rides spun endlessly in the distance, and neon lights flashed, illuminating the dark night. It stole her back to a time when the world was a different place, a place full of laughter. An uneasy sensation crawled along Ari’s skin as she thought of her body tucked back in reality with wires streaming from the port in her neck.

      “Remember how you puked on the Spinning Hammers?” A wide smile lit up Marco’s face. Marco and Ari both took after their mother with their tanned skin, dark wavy hair, and chocolate eyes. Except for the smile—Marco wore their father’s smile.

      She couldn’t figure out how her brother always appeared so put together, in and out of the virtual realm. Ari wore a flannel shirt and beat up jeans, and not on purpose. The Virtual Reality, or VR, program let people change their clothes, but Ari never stuck around long enough to bother with fashion.

      She turned back to the carnival, the rides antiquated and shedding their paint even in this computerized replica. The carnival had come around every spring when they were little. People lined up all day and night for rides, an event so popular someone made it into a VR.

      “Please, Marco, I feel like I’m about to lose it.” She dug her nails deep into her palms and welcomed the pain as it grounded her in reality.

      “What? You don’t like it?” Marco acted surprised. “I had to ask them to dig into their storage to find this virtual for you. Come on.”

      Marco grabbed Ari’s hand and pulled her down the hill towards the rides. The cool night air brushed against her face as they raced down the grassy path, and she fought to keep her fear from bubbling over. She had never lasted more than two minutes in one of these programs, but today she needed to. Her future depended on it. Assignments for their continued education were coming soon, and if she couldn’t pass the VR simulation, she might as well sign up for a life of kitchen duty.

      Her breath came in rapid pants as they reached the entrance. A disfigured clown face with exaggerated eyes and teeth welcomed them, his mechanical voice scratchy. Her throat tightened as she tried to breathe. She panicked at the idea of being stuck here forever, trapped in this virtual world, spiraling into a VR coma like her father. The government limited the hours kids could be inside a VR, but people, young and old, still slipped, which left their family paying the bill in hopes they would return.

      The clown image frizzed momentarily into a dark void with specks of light replacing the creepy face. “Marco, what’s going on?” She pointed at the distorted image. There had to be some sort of glitch.

      Marco glanced at the clown. “What are you talking about, Ariana?” He tugged on her arm. “Snap out of it. I told Mom we would have fun.” He yanked her toward the Tilt-a-Whirl.

      An elderly man worked the empty ride, or so her brain told her. He wore a plain blue uniform and a smile that was a touch bigger than necessary. Holding the gate open, he welcomed them inside.

      The virtual showed its age as the computerized character blinked constantly and tilted his head every three seconds like clockwork, but they couldn’t afford anything more sophisticated. Ari wasn’t sure if it was the uncomfortable memory of wires hooked into her unconscious body or this man’s creepy behavior that made her want to run away.

      She froze with fear at the gate. “I can’t do this.”

      “Yes, you can.” Marco’s dark eyes locked onto her with a firmness that didn’t suit him. “You don’t have a choice. Get used to VRs or get used to cleaning toilets while Mom tries to marry you off. Is that what you want?”

      Normally she would have smacked her older brother for talking like that, but the truth hit its mark. Biting her lip, she stepped toward the small compartment built for two. Marco climbed in and slid across the faded blue vinyl bench. She squeezed in beside him and fastened the thick black strap.

      “I thought you loved being here. I always did.”

      Every spring, her father would empty the jar of coins on top of the fridge and treat Ari and Marco to a fun day at the carnival. They would fill up on fried bread and cheese curls, watching the night descend into a blur of neon lights. But, unlike her brother, this reminded Ari of what they didn’t have anymore: a father and a jar full of savings. In a VR coma, their dad was more dead than alive, and the chipped jar now sat empty on top of a rundown fridge.

      Chest tightening, she pushed back the memories. “I’m sorry. I can’t, Marco. I gotta go.” She clawed at the thick black safety belt as the ride surged forward.

      “Are you really going to waste Mom’s money? You know this is your last chance before your tests.” If he saw the fear in her eyes, he ignored it. “Whatever. Go. I’m staying and getting my money’s worth.”

      She bit her lip and faced forward, holding back her rising hysteria. The cart picked up speed and pushed her against Marco, who screamed in delight, arms raised high in the air. She wanted this so badly, wanted to let go of reality, to let go of the gnawing sensation in the back of her neck. As the cart continued to spin, Ari closed her eyes, hoping to endure. By the time her cart approached the aged man a second time, she was gone.

      Her eyes opened to a water-stained ceiling. The stench of old cigarettes and filthy bodies welcomed her back to reality. She strained to turn her head. Her neck pinched from the cords in her port. Disgust tasted sour as she clawed the base of her neck, pulling at the thick cable.

      “Hey, girlie. You’re going to tear your port, and I don’t have the stuff to fix it.” A man’s thick hands turned the cable until a click sounded, and then he gently pulled the wires out. She wanted to scratch at the insertion site, to tear away the mechanical feeling that lingered inside of her. Instead she undid her ponytail and covered the port site with hair, smoothing it down.

      Her brother lay next to her in a reclined chair, a smile pasted on his handsome face. His wavy, thick hair, often kept short, curled around his temple. He always appeared more innocent while unconscious.

      Glad to see he’s enjoying himself. She pushed back the bitterness boiling inside. He had been trying to help.

      The large man, covered in old tattoos and smelling of yesterday’s beer, winked at her. Revulsion rolled around in her gut. Before he could speak, she rushed out of the room. She detested this shop as much as the virtuals themselves. The VR center stood only a few blocks from her house, a permanent fixture in her rundown neighborhood.

      Ari hurried through the metal doors, squinting as she welcomed the sun. The real sun.

      Her sun.

      “Missy, want to catch a trip with a real guy?” A withered man sat outside, his dirty clothes hanging off his body. “Trust me. I look a hell of a lot better on the inside.”

      She snapped her head back to the road in front of her, ignoring him.

      “Don’t be like that,” the man said.

      Someone reached for her, grabbing at her arm, but she swatted it away, quickening her step. Please just leave me alone.

      The jeers of the strung-out VR addicts followed her for the rest of the block.

      She tried not to imagine how her father had used to be there, hanging out with the bums to catch a free VR. She tried, but it didn’t work.
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      The next day, Ari’s final exams approached faster than she expected. Leaning back in the vinyl chair, Ari flinched as the examiner slid the cable into her port. She closed her eyes, trying to block out the image of metal claws burrowing in her mind. The cable clicked shut, and she was drawn into another world.

      The empty white room gave off a sterile feel. A lone light in the ceiling illuminated the square space with not a dust mite to be found. In the center of the room, a simple table held three objects. As she moved closer, they each took a distinct and unique shape: a silver pyramid, a black oval, and a red square. They must represent some type of puzzle, like the chains of knots she’d often played with as a child.

      Ari drew a deep breath. I can do this. She had spent hours at home repurposing and reprogramming tech. This wasn’t much different. She reached for the pyramid, or what looked like it could be a pyramid. Yet instead of only flat surfaces, portions were twisted and inverted. It took several minutes for her to solve the puzzle, but eventually she snapped the last piece in place.

      As she completed the puzzle, the image flashed. She jumped, surprised by the bright light. The puzzle slipped through her nervous and clammy fingers. The silver pyramid now morphed into something black with numbers scattered along the surface. An uneasy feeling prickled the hairs on her neck, and her pulse picked up. Was this part of the test? It felt ... off.

      Three doors hissed open in front of her. Three separate voids of darkness, each door standing at a different height. Some psychological reason probably loomed behind this choice, but she couldn’t seem to care. Her purple sneakers felt as heavy as lead. She picked at a cuticle as she inched her way toward the nearest door. Every step pushed her closer to the unknown, not only in the VR but in life. Her eyes burned as she blinked back the tears. Dread and terror snaked up her spine and landed in her weighted limbs. Which step was too far? Which step would push her towards something that she could never escape?

      With a tortured gasp, she snapped back to reality. Ari swiped away at the river of tears on her face. Intentionally or not, she’d done what she always did. She’d fled.

      7 minutes 42 seconds. Yes, a measly 7 minutes and freaking 42 seconds.

      That was how long she’d lasted in the VR final, instead of the normal hour or two. Back in the examiner’s office, Ari tried to explain to the woman that she knew the information, that she’d studied the text just not in the VR. Her perfect grades must count for something.

      Instead the stern examiner just stared at Ari like she was a freak, and then, after checking the computer, the woman offered to allow her to try the VR again. A second chance, something Ari had never heard of before. She declined. Her hands shook just thinking about it.

      By the time lunch was over, the results were in, and the students lined up in the cafeteria-turned-auditorium, awaiting their assignments. The principal stood at the front, along with two testing authorities from the education department. The lone school security guard stood beside them with the usual tired expression on his face. Backed up against the wall, metal chairs were lined up for family members and friends.

      Ari’s mother slipped in late through the side door to join the other families. Her hair wrapped up in a bun, she donned the familiar factory uniform. With two jobs, she had to work through the three-day weekend.

      Clamping down on her emotions, Ari stared at the worn brick wall at the back of the room. The cafeteria had once been a factory, remodeled years ago as a school. They threw white paint on the old brick walls, but the smell of oil and metal still lingered. Ari tried to maintain her composure, not wanting others to see the fragile hold on her control. How could she be the only one troubled with all of this? Their future decided by a machine, controlled by people they didn’t even know.

      The computer announced the first assignment: mechanics. A collective sigh spread through the audience, followed by enthusiastic clapping. Everyone took it as a good sign when the first announcement was non-military. The Never-Ending War took more than its share of young men.

      The assignments continued: health, food management, and avionics, always followed by applause. Someone was assigned to a technical school, and they clapped. Many to military. They still clapped. The announcement could be for obituary sciences, and they would clap. Frustration and anxiety boiled inside of Ari. She wanted to scream at these clapping mindless drones. This was a sentence not a future.

      The principal, old and stoic, made fleeting remarks between assignments, giving congratulations or nods of agreement. Yet, what never came out of his mouth was the truth. He never said, “I’m sorry you guys are all too poor to choose your own assignment.” Instead, he regurgitated the blessings they received from the government: education, the lack of unemployment, and the gift of technology to enhance society.

      Ari’s friend, Taidem, stepped up to receive her assignment, her blonde hair pinned up to perfection. How could Ari be so close to the front already?

      “Education,” the machine announced.

      The crowd applauded, including Ari. Education usually involved plugging kids in or tending the young ones. It was a steady job with decent pay, but not Ari’s first choice. She wanted to go into electro-engineering, a job where she could create and build something worthwhile, something more than the old gears and bots around her house.

      As Ari moved up another space, she tensed and tried to prepare herself for anything, for everything. A life headed towards what the government deemed she was talented for.

      Four more people until her turn.

      She twisted the HUB on her wrist, or as she called it, her electronic brain. It held all her contacts, ID, books ... her life. Too bad it didn’t have the answer for what came next.

      Three students left.

      A gnawing sense of fear climbed up her throat. In the distance stood Marco and his best friend, Reed. Great, more people to witness her humiliation. As much as she loved having her brother around, she wished he didn’t have off school right now.

      Two students left.

      What did it matter anymore? She’d failed her test and would receive a life of janitorial duty either way. Before the rising panic inside of her exploded into something unimaginable, she took off.

      Tears blurred her vision as she shoved through the door of the cafeteria. Shouts rang out behind her, but she couldn’t stop. The hot summer wind warmed her but didn’t relieve the pressure in her chest. She kept running down the corridors, past the concrete sidewalks.

      Finally reaching a group of trees, she stopped. With one hand on a tree, she sucked in mouthfuls of air and tried to calm down. She sank onto the ground, leaning against the trunk. A wave of self-loathing disappointment settled uncomfortably in her stomach.

      The sun beat down on her and warmed her bone-deep chill. She tried her hardest not to think of what she’d just done. The tremors in her hands slowly stopped, and she wiped away the last of her tears. She turned on an audiobook loaded on her HUB, hoping to lose herself in the drama of another life for a few minutes.

      Her solitude didn’t last long. Marco slumped down next to her and clicked off her book. “Thought I’d find you out here.”

      She stared out at the track field, not wanting to talk.

      “I have your assignment.”

      Ari pulled back to look at him. “What? How did you do that?”

      Marco gave one of his winning smiles, the kind that had wooed more than enough girls and now apparently even the principal. “Mom and I talked to the authorities. They let her receive the assignment, but you’ll have to talk to the principal later about accepting it.”

      “Who says that I will?”

      Marco raised an eyebrow. “You really want to stay here, work in the factory, and end up like Mom? No offense to Mom.”

      “Of course not. Doesn’t mean I don’t like the illusion of choice.” She held her hand out for the paper, her gut twisting in response.

      “This one even surprised the principal. I never thought I’d see such shock on that old plastic’s face.” He handed her the paper. “The plus side is you’ll be at the same campus as your endearing brother. I can harass you all year round.”

      She unfolded the crisp white paper. Skimming the small print, she found her assignment:

      Virtual Reality Programming.
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      She shuddered and shoved the paper back at Marco. They would never place her in a VR program. “Nice joke. I knew the principal wouldn’t let you accept for me.”

      Marco’s smile waned, as sadness spotted his eyes. The paper remained in a crumpled heap between them. “Sorry, sis. It’s true. The principal wants your personal confirmation by tomorrow.” He stood and walked off.

      A cold numbness poured over Ari’s body as she realized her brother wasn’t joking. She grabbed at the paper again. How could this be right? She could barely stand being inside VRs, much less designing them. Marco would be great at this. Why not him? She knew computers and coding, but only from this side of reality. She’d much rather read a book and picture her own world than have one provided for her.

      “Marco,” she called for her brother, but he was already gone. She needed to talk to someone. This had to be a mistake.

      When she walked back into the cafeteria, a mass of people encompassed her. Classmates congratulated each other, making plans. Families hugged—a bittersweet reminder of the upcoming farewells. People congratulated her on her assignment, but most had a wary look in their eye. Ari’s fear was known through school—sort of like the girl who was deathly allergic to peanuts. Technology was a coveted position and often led to high-paying jobs with the government. It also wasn’t awarded often, especially to scholarship kids. Ari pushed her way through the mass of bodies and ended up in front of her mom and Marco.

      “Mom, you made it.”

      With her mom here, maybe they could straighten this out. Her mom pulled her into a tight hug. Ari squeezed her mom’s thin frame under the stiff blue uniform. Her long hair streaked with silver was wound up into a bun for work.

      “You don’t have to go,” her mom whispered in her ear.

      Ari pulled back. “They made a mistake. They must have.”

      “No, sweetie. I talked to your principal, but you don’t have to go. You can stay here with me.”

      Ari wasn’t surprised. Her mother could be self-sacrificing to a fault. This assignment could lead to a career and money that her family desperately needed. An opportunity she could never have working in the factories. Ari tried to paste a smile on her face. “It might not be that bad.” She attempted the lie, though her eyes swam with tears.

      “Look at the bright side,” Marco interjected nearby. “You can hook me up with VRs for free.”

      Ari turned to glare at her brother. “Really?”

      “You’ll fit right in with all those geeked-out kissups.” Marco slugged her lightly in the arm.

      Ari tried to return the hit, but he skirted out of the way.

      “Marco,” Mom chided him, while holding tight onto Ari’s hand.

      “Maybe you are smarter than we thought,” Marco shrugged. “They say some of the best programmers can never quite enjoy the VR themselves. They complain about how artificial it is. Not being able to see past the program.”

      Maybe, but it didn’t change her predicament. Before she could reply, Taidem came barreling into their conversation. “Congratulations.” She gave a weak smile. “I guess. You okay?” She leaned in and hugged Ari.

      “Yeah,” Ari said. “I’ll be fine. Congratulations on teaching. You’ll be great.”

      “Thanks.” She flashed a smile in Marco’s direction. “Graduation. Crazy, huh?” She tucked a curl behind her ear, giving a nervous laugh. Taidem had been crushing on Marco for years, despite Ari’s warnings that her brother was a huge flirt.

      “You’ll be a great teacher, Taidem.” He leaned in closer to Ari’s friend.

      Taidem was one of few people that put up with Ari’s phobia and enjoyed hanging out in the real world, getting coffee and listening to music. With her blonde hair and tall curvy figure, boys were often attracted to Taidem. Ari had more of the stick figure look going for her with the dark hair and skin that was common in the Southwest.

      Taidem gave another encouraging smile to Marco. “Going to celebrate?”

      “Of course.” Marco never missed a good party. He was usually in the middle of most of them.

      “Great,” she said with enthusiasm, then turned to Ari. “We’re all headed downtown.”

      “I’m going home, but have fun.” Ari needed time to wrap her brain around her assignment and figure out what came next.

      “No way.” Taidem’s eyes narrowed into her familiar stubborn gaze. “We only graduate once.”

      “I just—”

      “Go.” Her mother squeezed Ari’s hand. “Be with your friends tonight.”

      Ari wanted to refuse, but her mother couldn’t hide the emotion in her eyes. There was no good answer for Ari’s future. Going to school, fitting in, these were things her mom wanted for Ari. Maybe ignoring responsibility for a night would help? She had the rest of her life to work.

      Star, another classmate, appeared. “Ready to go?” On her arm was Marco’s best friend, Reed. He didn’t look quite as enthusiastic as Star with her bright red lips pulled up in a smile.

      Taidem grabbed Ari’s hand. “We’re coming.”

      And with little left to say, Ari was dragged into the throngs of celebration.
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        * * *

      

      The club was a horde of bodies dancing, moving, drinking as if they were all one collective organism, thriving on the energy and sensual excitement in the air. Ari shied away from the sweaty bodies for the most part and drank soda at the bar.

      Taidem and Marco were close by, too close really. Taidem bit a cherry out of his mouth, and Marco cheered with excitement. Ari turned her head. She couldn’t quite match their enthusiasm. At least they weren’t going to the same school next year. Marco went through girls like games, and Ari didn’t want him to hurt her friend.

      A cute guy approached, taking the seat next to Ari, looking vaguely familiar. He was probably from a neighboring school. His gaze flickered around the room for a moment, and the metallic glint told Ari he must have the new contacts. She grimaced at the idea.

      He gave one final blink and then turned his attention to Ari. His dark hair was slicked back with more hair product than Ari used in a month. He wasn’t bad looking, just not her type. He lifted a brow in her direction. “Wanna tab?”

      Ari had already had a drink in front of her, a dark cola. A tab would turn her drink into something more. In the olden days, kids used alcohol or drugs, but after countless people were killed by overdoses or strung-out with addiction, tabs were created. The clear small pebble-like pills dissolved in any drink or even under your tongue—all the high without killing yourself. Unfortunately, throwing up or hangovers were still a reality. The government wanted some negative effects to keep the kids from getting wasted all the time.

      “No thanks.” Ari had been of age since she’d turned sixteen the previous month but had no desire to act like an idiot.

      He shrugged and turned to the bar. His eyes darted erratically around as if watching something she couldn’t see.

      Ari stood up, ready to leave. She’d tried to have fun—she’d even danced one song with Taidem—but her future loomed over her, mocking her like the twisted clown from the virtual carnival.

      Star stumbled towards the bar with Reed in hand. “You’re not leaving, are you?” Star leaned slightly towards Ari, the sickly-sweet smell of drink overpowering. “The fun is just starting.”

      Ari gave her a thin smile. “Lots to get ready for.”

      “Oh, I have stuff to do before I leave. But it’s not at home.” Star laughed loudly and turned to latch onto Reed. He bristled at first, but he didn’t bother to pry Star off even when she began kissing his neck.

      “Nice,” Taidem called out.

      “More tongue,” Marco coached.

      “Gross.” Ari turned back to the guy still sitting next to her. “I think I’m ready for that tab now.”

      He smirked and waved down the bartender. He dropped a tab in each of their drinks. They fizzed slightly as they dissolved.

      “I want to erase that picture out of my mind forever.” The drink tingled as it traveled down her throat with a sour taste. Placing the drink back on the bar, she gasped.

      The rest of the night blurred past with drinking, and dancing and talking to classmates. The pressure in her chest lessened with every tab. The worry of tomorrow faded, and the surrounding chaos lulled her into a sweet numbing blur.

      Collapsing at the bar, Ari rubbed her temples to ease her spinning head. Marco and Taidem were propped against it, tangled in each other’s arms. Marco leaned down to whisper something in Taidem’s ear, and they both stood to leave.

      Ari grabbed Taidem’s hand. “Where are you going?”

      “A virtual.” Taidem pulled back, her face flushed with excitement. “Go dance. We’ll be back later.”

      “No, no. He’s not supposed to do virtuals.” Their mother disapproved of Marco going in virtuals outside of school—not that he ever listened.

      Most parents pushed the virtuals. It was a way for their children to act out their urges, whether sexual, physical or otherwise with no consequences. No unwanted pregnancies or police calls in the middle of the night when it stayed online.

      Ari stood and Taidem swayed—or maybe that was her swaying.

      “It’ll be okay, Ari. It’s a quick trip to the beach, and we’ll be back before you know it.” Taidem headed off across the floor, and Ari tried to follow.

      Pushing her way through the crowd, she lost Taidem’s blonde hair and somehow ended up on the dance floor. It was warm, too warm. People spun around the room, or maybe that was Ari, swaying, turning. She was going to be sick. She clawed her way through the bodies in search of fresh air.

      The guy from at the bar, the one who bought her the tabs, grabbed her hand and pushed himself up against her, trying to dance. She shook her head. Shoving him back, she tripped, tangled up in his long arms and legs. She found herself on her hands and knees. Feet knocked into her, bodies kicking her out of the way.

      A pair of strong hands pulled her up from behind. Remembering the guy who groped her, she struggled out of the stranger’s grasp.

      “Ari, Ari, it’s me,” Reed spoke in her ear.

      His voice calmed the panic inside as she leaned into him. “Reed.”

      He pulled her into the darkened alcove off the dance floor.

      “You wanna dance?” She slapped a hand over her mouth as words flowed out without any conscious thought.

      He continued to hold her upright. “Where’s your brother?”

      “Making out on a beach with Taidem.” She tossed a hand up dismissing them. “Or worse. Oh no, you don’t think that they would do that here?”

      Reed laughed. “Don’t worry about him. I think I need to take you home though.”

      “Are you going into a virtual with Star?” Ari slurred. “She has big teeth you know, along with big other things.” She fell into his chest, and he smelled good, like musky cologne, sweat and Reed.

      He tucked Ari’s hair behind her ear. “Star’s dancing. She won’t miss me.”

      Ari stared up into his face, distorted by the strobe lights. His hazel eyes turned to silver in the changing lights. “You have beautiful eyes, Reed.”

      “Um ... okay.” His lips parted, so soft, so close.

      She wanted to touch those lips and wondered, not for the first time, how it would feel to kiss them. She had a crush on him as a young girl, but it was long forgotten, or so she thought. Her vision blurred as the world spun around her. All thoughts of romance fled as she bent over and threw up on his shoes.
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        * * *

      

      Something bounced her awake in the chilly night air. It took a minute to realize she stared at Reed’s backside, upside down. Not bad. He must have thrown Ari over his shoulder as he walked the familiar path home.

      “Reed,” she mumbled as she wondered how to get down.

      “Glad to see you’re awake,” he said, but didn’t make a move to put her down.

      “Didn’t you want to stay and dance?” Ari asked, not forgetting about Star.

      “No. Someone threw up on the floor.”

      She snorted, wondering if he was mad or amused by it. “That sucks.”

      He gave a light laugh. She loved his laugh. Silence filled the night, the yellowed street lights lining their path home. His feet constantly plodded along the concrete.

      He broke the silence. “Are you going to accept your assignment?”

      If anyone outside of Ari’s family knew the pain, the fear that consumed her since her father slipped into a coma, it was Reed. He had been friends with Marco since she could remember, and his own father had left town when he was young.

      Ari considered the sobering question, but she wasn’t sure of the answer.
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        * * *

      

      The sun sliced through the blinds, the morning rays like sharp knives piercing Ari’s head.

      “Shut them, please.” Ari begged her mother, who was picking up clothes and random pieces of equipment from off her floor. With little money to spare, Ari had become a pro at refurbishing old tech.

      “Sorry, honey, but we need to talk.”

      Talking was the last thing she wanted to do with a dry mouth and her brain too fuddled to form complete sentences. “Water.”

      With an exaggerated sigh, her mother headed to the kitchen. Their family clean bot entered the room with its noisy hum and occasional clunk. Ari would have to look at it again. The small machine had been torn apart and fixed countless times. Last year, Ari glued on two long eyeballs with gems in the middle and long eyelashes and dubbed it Pixy.

      Her mother returned with a glass of apple juice. “Water alone isn’t going to take care of that taste, dear.” She sat on the edge of the bed and offered Ari the juice with a straw. It’s what her mother often did when Ari was sick as a child. Ari sipped slowly, unsure of what would stay down.

      “I’m not sure who I’m angrier at, you or Marco. He told me he would keep an eye on you last night. I didn’t think that would include tabbing until you passed out. I thought you would know better. You’re usually my sensible one.”

      That was true. Ari took over many of her mother’s household responsibilities as she worked two jobs.

      “Don’t worry. Never again.” After a few sips, Ari laid face down on her bed while her mother rubbed her back. Her head throbbed, and her body refused to move.

      “Why do people get wasted?” Ari moaned.

      “Lots of reasons. Not many of them worth it.” Ari’s mom rarely drank or used tabs but that probably had more to do with money.

      “I have a double shift today or I wouldn’t have woken you,” her mother said.

      “I know.”

      “Have you decided what you’re going to do? I’m not going to force you to do something you don’t want to. But if you don’t go, you’ll need to put your name in at the factory to find a position before winter.” Her mother’s hands, dry and cracked from work, smoothed out Ari’s blanket. Maybe that’s why people drank or did virtuals. It was better than real life.

      Ari had another choice besides the life her mother lived. With a higher education, Ari would have better paying jobs. The choice wasn’t only about Ari not wanting to work in the factory, but a chance for her mother to leave the factory. Her mother had to work two jobs just to keep her husband’s feeding tube full.

      Six years ago, Ari’s dad took a VR vacation down the Rhine River and never came back. Six years since she truly spoke to him. Six years of after-school jobs, of discount food, and watching her mother wither away every day. Ari watched her mother’s hope turn into foolishness. Ari hoped he would drown in that damn river.

      When Ari graduated from the VR Academy, she could afford to buy a place for both of them. She also wouldn’t be completely alone there. Reed and Marco went to the same campus for training in computer security. The thought of Reed and what she did last night made her moan all over again.

      “It’s okay, honey.” Her mother stood. “One more day won’t hurt. I’ll talk to Kent, my manager—”

      “Yes.” Ari would do this, for herself, for her mother, for a chance at a real future.

      “Yes? Put in for the position?”

      “No, I decided. I’m going to accept the scholarship.” Ari turned her head away, not wanting to look at her mother’s concerned face. Closing her eyes, she tried to block out the world for a few more hours.
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      Her choice made, Ari reported to her principal with her final decision. With only a week to pack and say her goodbyes, the time flew by. When the morning of her departure finally came, she boarded the tram with Marco and, of course, Reed. Break ended for all them, and the boys were returning for their final year at school. She sat apart from the pair, not wanting to revisit her mortifying behavior from the party. Slumping down on the cold plastic seat, she watched the only home she’d ever known disappear.

      Last night, her mother had insisted that Marco and Ari visit their father before heading off to the Academy. Normally, Ari refused since her father didn’t acknowledge anyone. This time she went and soon became edgy and unsettled.

      She hated watching his withered frame and sunken face. He didn’t look like her father anymore and stopped being her father years before that. It didn’t help that the facility reeked of old people, dying people.

      Ari’s mom carried on a one-sided conversation with her unresponsive husband, but despite her efforts, Ari wouldn’t play along. She was done pretending this was okay when it wasn’t. Instead, she fixated on the computer tied to his vitals and feeding tube. With coma patients, you could turn off the computer or whatever VR they were in, but their brains wouldn’t wake up. Subconsciously their minds stayed in the virtual world even without the plug. They didn’t want to wake up, not even to eat, drink or survive.

      That one little box of wires and parts controlled their lives. She bit back the tears that burned her eyes. He didn’t deserve them anymore.

      Trying to block out the memory of the trip, Ari pulled up a book on her old tablet and read for the rest of the trip. A mechanical voice pulled her back to reality and informed them of their upcoming stop. Standing, she pulled her old leather bag onto her shoulder. It was her dad’s or had been. The only reminder she had of him. Not sure why she even kept it anymore, she reached for the battered suitcase above her seat.

      Reed appeared at her side and helped pull it down. “How are you feeling?”

      Like an idiot, she wanted to say. Instead she kept her eyes down and mumbled, “Fine.”

      “Don’t worry. School’s not that bad.”

      Marco appeared between them. “Oh, my sis will do great. Once they strap her down for her VRs.”

      Ari glared at her brother and stepped off the tram.

      “It’s not like every class is in the VR.” Marco kept close behind her. “Unfortunately.”

      “Whatever, Marco.” Ari kept moving with the flow of the other students. People had spoken about making all of the Academy’s classes purely VR, so the cost of schooling would be cheaper, but they found students suffered from too much VR use. VR comas were on the rise, malnutrition ran rampant, and muscular atrophy increasingly common. Ari grimaced at the thought of her future working with these wonderful machines.

      Ari arrived at the gates and wasn’t sure what bothered her more: the armed guards waiting to let students into the Tech Academy, or the high electrified fence that wrapped around the school. Was it to keep people in, or out?

      Students stood with their motorized luggage trailing behind as the line to enter the silver registration building crawled forward. The sun peered out through the clouds, warming them as they waited. The immaculate grounds sprawled in both directions with flawless engineered grass and bushes. Massive trees stood along the electric fence.

      They finally entered the registration building, which entailed another line. This time though, they could watch the government news and alerts that ran on screens as the lines inched forward. Details on the current global conflicts played on the screens. The government referred to the various wars as the Continuing Struggle for Human Rights. Most people called it the Never-Ending War. One picture of a soldier stood out as he held an injured child in his arms. Large words appeared underneath him: “Our Democratic Union at Work.” The line moved forward. Up ahead, guards processed the incoming and returning students.

      “You’re next, Ari.” Marco pushed her toward the armed guard standing in front of the scanner.

      She couldn’t help but notice the weapons at his waist that stood out against his pale silver uniform. She placed her luggage on one scanner and walked through the other.

      “Ariana Mendez?” The guard asked looking at his monitor.

      “Yes.”

      “This way please.” The barrel-chested guard motioned for Ari to step to the side. He pulled out a silver electronic wrist HUB.

      “I already have one.” Granted the sleek design would outrun her old HUB, which was battered and slow, but her HUB had all her favorite books, shows, and old contacts. Her life lived on her wrist.

      “Every new student is required to have a school issued HUB.” He waited expectantly and motioned to the desk, which held a pad to rest her arm on.

      She released her old HUB, slid it into her pocket, and extended her hand out. He placed the new device on her wrist and it automatically sealed shut. It would take pliers and a blowtorch to pry it off.

      He must have guessed her thought. “Don’t attempt to remove it. The school would be notified immediately.”

      “Great,” she mumbled.

      “Also, you have been requested to see Advisor Williams. You can request directions from your HUB.”

      Unease tightened her stomach. “What for?”

      “Because he asked.” The guard waved her along and turned his attention back to the line of students.

      Ari turned to say bye to her brother, but he was already in deep conversation with a red-headed girl. Reed stood under the silver full-body scanner and was busy talking to a guard. She turned back around and walked through the doors, stepping into a world that could have been its own VR.

      A variety of modern, polished buildings reached up to the heavens. Every building was different and unique. One mirrored its surroundings, almost disappearing as it traveled up to the sky. When her gaze finally returned earth bound, the grounds were no less stunning. Brightly colored shrubs and flowers were scattered around the greenery. On closer inspection, she realized they were manufactured. Genetic replicas that couldn’t help but be flawless. The picture-perfect landscape sent an uncomfortable chill down her back.

      Activating her new wristwear, she followed its directions. Students brushed by her, talking to one another or some flying by on boards. She couldn’t help but stare at the variety of tech: projected on arms, hands, and glasses with display screens. Other people showed no sign of tech, not even contacts, as they talked with an invisible someone, probably using the new Push implant she’d read about—an implant that connected directly to your tech and was only steps away from a portable VR.

      She was light-years behind these kids and that wasn’t even talking about virtuals. Granted, even if she could afford it, Ari detested the idea of an implant. Why would kids even want an implant here when the school and government monitored all their data and controlled their access to the outside? With a huff, she continued down the path. Ari never felt like she lived in the dark ages at home, until now.

      Once inside the large mirrored administration building, she took the elevator to the fourth floor and checked in with a receptionist.

      “Please have a seat.” The woman directed Ari to white chairs lined against the wall.

      Ari sat stiffly, glancing around the office. Sleek angles and designs were muted with soft colors, but it still had a doctor’s office feel.

      “Ariana Mendez, Advisor Williams is ready to see you.” A mechanical voice spoke from her HUB.

      Ari stiffened. She’d forgotten she wore a new HUB, one that the school was hooked into. She hefted her bag on her shoulder and grabbed her suitcase, wishing it didn’t look so shabby. Unlike the rest of the modern design of this room, the advisor’s door was mahogany wood. Authentic wood doors were a rarity. They cost a lot more to add security to.

      In the center of the gold knocker, a small camera was buried deep within. Since the advisor was ready see her, there was no reason to prolong the inevitable. She tapped the gold knocker and a mechanical voice replied, “You may enter.”

      She walked into a world of old and new mixed together. The furniture was obviously from an older era and a painting—an actual physical painting—of a golden field hung on one wall. Computerized screens covered the other wall, which sat across from his desk. This room had to be the most expensive place she had ever been in.

      The man behind the desk had no trace of age, sitting tall with short black hair. The only thing that gave his age away was the surgically tight skin. Only rich people preserved themselves so well. He would probably be considered attractive, if his lips weren’t pressed into a rigid line.

      “Hello, Ms. Mendez. Please take a seat.” Without looking up from his screen, Advisor Williams waved her to the over-sized leather chair in front of his desk.

      She nodded while she slid into the chair.

      “I have been reviewing your file for the past several minutes, and you have quite an interesting case.”

      Ari shifted in her seat.

      “I can see you are a bright student. Top scores on your written tests. Even an aptitude for programming and advanced problem solving. Interesting that you were assigned Virtual Programming when you didn’t complete the session though.” His voice rose hesitantly as if he wasn’t sure if he dared question the evaluation of the test himself.

      Ari remained silent, the knot in her stomach twisting in worry.

      Williams stared for a few moments longer before turning to Ari. “My responsibility is to make sure you are given the tools to succeed and to weed out any potential problems. Be that as it may, I hope we won’t have any problems with your adaptation into this program. I know coming from your background may pose certain ... challenges, but you’ll need to immerse yourself in the program and strive for the excellence that permeates this Academy.”

      Ari had stayed silent throughout the conversation, but now she realized he expected an answer.

      “I will complete the program, sir.” She had no other choice but to complete. Failure wasn’t an option.

      “Good, good. That’s the spirit. I have your class schedule and some forms for you to read. Sign and return them to me by the end of the day. I can upload them directly to your tablet.”

      When she pulled out her old tablet from home, he tightened his lips. “That won’t be adequate for your classwork.”

      “I can make do.” Ari had rigged enough old gear. She was confident that she could manage.

      Advisor Williams probably wouldn’t consider her old tablet worth killing a rat with. “I’ll send the tech department a requisition form right now, and you can head down there to pick up the new gear. In our student union, you’ll find meals, and a basic shop for clothes and other hygiene items. Your monthly stipend should be adequate to cover your needs.” He didn’t bother hiding the judgmental disdain creasing his face. “You may go.”

      Ari stood and gathered her bags. She left the office as quickly as possible. Unfortunately, the cold chill he gave her took longer to leave.

      Her HUB directed her along a path that weaved amongst the unique buildings. Every building was slightly different in shape, and used a mixture of glass, metal, and synthetic materials. Each dorm housed a different concentration: hardware, electronic security, network systems, and a few others Ari couldn’t remember. This campus was the biggest in the west for electronics. She passed a shorter building with a constant flow of students streaming in and out. After accessing the map on her HUB, she discovered this beige building with arches on top was the student commons, holding the cafeteria, multipurpose stores, and a gym. The student tech supply center was in the rear.

      She pushed back her hair and headed off. The flawless perfection of her surroundings pushed past the ordinary, becoming almost surreal, like she was on another planet. The bright flowers dotting the campus produced a rich, fragrant smell that trailed along the path.

      At the tech center, she headed through the automatic doors. “The attendant will be with you shortly,” a pleasant woman’s voice spoke above her. The entry room appeared small, but behind the counter it extended farther back into a myriad of shelved rows, cubicles, and locked cabinets. An electronic sign-in screen hung from the ceiling. Her name appeared on the screen, indicating she was the next in line to be helped.

      Behind the divide, a guy, entranced in a game, propped his feet up on the counter. He had canary yellow hair, which fell to his ears in a naturally messy style. It clashed horribly with the silver metallic uniform clinging to his slim build.

      “Whatcha need?” He didn’t bother to look up.

      Ari stepped forward. “I need a ... a computer, I guess. I’m in the virtual design program, and they said you could get me what I need.”

      The guy finally paused his screen and looked up at her through gaming contacts. Colors swirled around his eyes. He blinked several times, and his eyes cleared, except for a gold glint next to his iris.

      “You’re a newbie, right? First year?”

      “Yeah.”

      “You didn’t bring your own gear?” The ring in his eyebrow pinched slightly.

      “Nothing from this century.”

      The guy exhaled slowly. “O-kay, so you like antiques.”

      “Like isn’t the right word. ‘All I can afford’ is more fitting.” Ari kept her gaze steady and chin high. She wasn’t going to start the program by being ashamed of being poor.

      “I’m Garrett.” He stuck his hand out and smiled. “It’s okay to be different. Most everything here is new and shiny. I’d rather see something original.”

      “Ari.” She shook his hand and wondered if his meaning went beyond electronics.

      He returned to his computer. “Just pulling up your orders. Okay, Ari, let’s get you hooked up with something that will give those geeks in the VR dorm a reason to drool.” His smile was nice, with a bit of mischief in it.

      An electric cart followed behind as he walked down the rows of equipment, picking up this and that. It kept a steady pace behind him, pausing when he did. He eyed one small piece that looked like memory, before putting it on his cart. It wasn’t until the top of his cart was cluttered with random hardware, that he made his way back to the front.

      “Has someone been good?” Garrett asked in a humorous voice.

      Ari couldn’t help but be excited as her eyes flew over the pile he’d gathered. She’d only seen stuff like this online. “And if I say no?”

      “I’ll ask you out.” The smirk on his face made it hard to tell if he was serious. “I already have your number from the paperwork.”

      Startled by the turn in the conversation, her faced warmed and she adjusted the HUB on her wrist.

      “Come on back and let’s get to work.” Garrett pushed a button and a short door around the side of the counter opened for her. She grabbed an extra chair and pulled it up next to him.

      When Garrett said, ‘let’s work’, what he really meant was Ari could watch and “ooh” and “aah” respectfully while he worked. She didn’t mind and enjoyed watching him fly through the systems. He kept up a running commentary cluing her into the capabilities of her HUB and tablet.

      “Your Advisor’s requisition said to supply you with the equipment needed for your program. I love when they say that.” Garrett turned to her with a large smile. “Then I can do what I want.”

      He turned back to the gear. “Okay, so here’s your tablet that can port into any of the school’s systems or desks. I’ll order you a bigger screen to link to in your room and a backup drive too. Here’s a ring or phone for your HUB. If you’re tired of a ring, it can hook on your ear.”

      “An earring?”

      He flipped the device open. She froze as he moved her hair back to place the device on her ear. He wasn’t big on respecting personal space.

      “I made them in my second year. They are finally starting to catch on around here. Much cooler than those web glasses. You look like a fool reading invisible messages.”

      “Thanks.”

      “No problem. Unfortunately, I’m not allowed to do implants here. Have you seen the new tat implants? They’re amazing. The school claims I need a medical license for that.”

      She cringed at the idea of a permanent implant but kept her thoughts to herself as she didn’t want to dampen his enthusiasm.

      “One last thing.” He reached over her to pick up her tablet and handed her a cord.

      “This will help you record any notes you need while inside the VRs. By the end of the year you’ll have whole classes inside. So, don’t lose it.”

      She stared at the cord that would plug into the VR system going into her brain. Surprise and disgust must have been evident on her face.

      “What’s wrong?”

      Ari took a deep breath. She couldn’t freak out here, in front of the one person who’d been nice to her. “Sorry, I can’t stand them.”

      “What? The tech I gave you is pretty sweet.”

      “No, virtuals.”

      He leaned back, confusion flashing on his face. “Really?”

      She pursed her lips together and nodded.

      “How are you going to pull off this program?”

      “Not sure. I will though, because it’s my only option. No one gets two scholarships, so I’ll have to make it work.”

      “Then you will.” He stared off at the monitor in front of him. “Have you tried drinking?”

      She watched him for a moment to see if he was serious and then shook her head. “Yes, but never again.”

      He held up his hands. “Just trying to help. VRs, they’re second nature to me. I’m sure we can think of something.”

      Ari wasn’t sure why that meant so much to her. Why would this boy with yellow hair and a ring in his eyebrow want to help her? It didn’t really matter. She would take all the help she could get.

      With a bag full of her new toys in one hand and her old suitcase in the other, she searched out her dorm. It stood on the edge of campus, glass windows covering it top to bottom. No, they weren’t glass, but some type of clear reflective material. Colors, projected on the front, created the look of an abstract painting. By the time she made it to her room on the fifth floor, she would have sold a kidney for motorized luggage.

      She opened the door to her new sleek dorm room. It was a decent size with two beds, dressers and desks, lining opposite walls. A white comforter fit tightly around her mattress. A laundry chute stuck out of the wall near her closet. Ari bristled at the idea of some machine run by a random person cleaning her clothes, her underwear. Brushing aside the unavoidable, she noticed a short fridge inset in the wall. That would be handy. Even a bright shiny bot hid under her bed. It might be used quite a bit, considering her roommate had left enough clutter to house a small family of mice. Food wrappers and old coffee cups littered the desk.

      The room was painted in neutral blues and whites, probably meant to evoke some feeling of peace and openness. The colors felt sterile and cold to her. She couldn’t wait to add some color and her own flavor to her side of the room. She tossed the old suitcase next to her bed, realizing how out of place it was here, just like her.

      Someone entered the room behind her, interrupting her thoughts of home. “Oh, I wondered when I would get a roommate.” A squatty girl with shoulder length purple and pink hair came bustling in with a small interface in one hand and some type of iced coffee drink in the other. She was pretty, or probably was, under the heavy eye make-up.

      “I’m Ari.”

      “Tessa.” She plugged in her computer and took a quick drink. “Don’t worry. You didn’t miss anything, just the regular losers chatting online.”

      “Good.” Ari sat on her bed, not ready to unpack just yet.

      “So, what’s your story?” Tessa looked over Ari as if her life history was tattooed on her tanned skin.

      “Ummm ...” Was she that obviously out of place?

      “I already know you’re one of the few scholarship students here. Do you already have published virtuals or what?”

      “No.” The level of gossip amazed Ari.

      “Huh?” Tessa shrugged off her lack of response and brushed back a strand of pink hair. “Okay then, about me. My dad owns ... well, too much to name, my mom was trophy wife number three, and I’m the gamer they wish they could remake. Don’t talk to me until I’ve had caffeine and don’t interrupt a game.”

      Tessa didn’t wait for a reply as she inserted ear buds, activating the gaming bands on her wrist, and logged into her game. She blinked repeatedly to activate her contacts. “Tessa here.” After a short pause. “No, no. I’m logging in now. I knew that loser couldn’t hold onto our lead without me. I’ll take him.”

      Okay. Ari turned to her bags. She had no desire to unpack. Once she emptied her suitcase, this whole thing would be official. So, instead, she dug out her old tablet and proceeded to finish her book.
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      The next morning, Ari tugged at her purple shirt as she waited in the classroom. Tessa entered the room with a group of guys and took a seat across from Ari with no acknowledgment. She tried to catch her gaze to say hello, but soon stopped, not wanting to look desperate.

      The class was on the second floor of her dorm. The bottom three levels of their building held classrooms, lecture halls and VR labs, while the top three levels were for housing. With the vending machines, the students didn’t even have to go outside.

      As several other students came trickling in, one stopped next to her desk. He had an olive completion and short dark hair standing on end, forming a widow’s peak. His deep set brown eyes perched above a perfectly, almost too perfectly, shaped nose. Some might say he was attractive, except for the smug look which curled his lips.

      “I didn’t think the school had such nice stuff.” He touched the edge of her new tablet.

      Ari grimaced and didn’t reply, hoping he would just go away.

      Of course, just her luck, he took it as an invitation to bend down and move even closer to Ari. His overpowering cologne wafted around her, and she leaned back against her chair.

      “We’re all trying to decide what you did to worm your way into this program.” His fake smile displayed perfectly polished teeth.

      “I tested my way into here,” Ari said, then clenched her teeth. Testing into programs was the official way, but desired slots like VR always had exceptions for daddies with big paychecks.

      He flicked Ari’s long brown braid back over her shoulder and leaned down, his voice taking on a disturbing husky quality. “Maybe you did more than just a test, maybe ‘who’ is a better question?”

      She swallowed her revulsion and realized her initial plan of ignoring him wasn’t going to work. Before she could shove him back, Tessa appeared behind him.

      “Really, Wake? That’s the best you got? You’ve screwed the pooch in more games than I can count.”

      Wake turned towards Tessa, his shoulders tightening as if ready to attack. He wouldn’t hit Tessa? Would he? “Daddy’s unwanted little miscreant is going to give me a hard time?”

      “Drop the act. Your sales couldn’t pay for my coffee.”

      Wake stepped forward, but the professor spoke, “Please take your seat, everyone. We have a lot on our agenda today.”

      Ari mouthed “Thank you” to Tessa as her roommate took a seat.

      She took a deep breath, rattled from the encounter, and turned towards the teacher, Professor Speltman. A tall middle-aged man, he appeared a bit wild. His beard was short and unkempt, and his brown hair swept long across his forehead. A defining nose took up major real estate on his face, but behind the facial hair and bushy brows were intelligent eyes. And once he started talking, Ari realized she had more trouble than some jerk named Wake.

      Back in middle school, she was the top of her class, despite her fear of virtuals or, maybe, because of it. She had to work twice as hard studying books to achieve the feel of the world, while her classmates experienced a VR for an afternoon and came away with all the answers. The only reason the whole school day wasn’t in VR was due to the health risks involved. Even after school, she spent her time reading or drawing, while most of her friends preferred the virtuals whenever they could afford them. Dances, and other school events, were always cooler in another country, on the top of the world, or wherever. Ari spent many nights with her nose in a book thinking it was the safest form of travel.

      Even with Ari’s top grades, she only caught about half of what Professor Speltman said regarding his programming class. She knew how to program, but not in VRs. It couldn’t be that different, but from what he was saying, it obviously was. She turned on the auto-record on her interface and hoped she could make some sense of it later that night.

      The lecture lasted over an hour, and when it was over Ari sat there stunned for a minute. The homework he gave would fill her entire evening, and she hadn’t gone to second period yet. As someone walked by, they smacked her tablet to the floor. Ari’s head snapped up in time to watch Wake and his friend walking towards the door.

      “Rand, you should be more careful.” Wake’s voice dripped with insincerity. “I bet scholarship girl doesn’t have money for another one. She’ll have to take out a work loan.”

      Laughing, they left the room. Ari didn’t have the energy to be angry anymore. She bent over to pick up the small flat tablet and prayed it still worked. It appeared unharmed, so she shoved it in her bag.

      She stood up and found Tessa watching her. “No one ever said this program was gracious or obliging.”

      Smiling, Ari narrowed her eyes. “I never asked it to be.”

      Second period proved to be easier. Professor Tollingston taught History and Interactive Storyboarding, two things she knew about. He had a gruff personality that matched his gray hair and thick mustache, but the homework was simple enough.

      Her next class, Biological Psychology, was on the second floor of their dorm. Taught by the only teacher who was a doctor and a woman as well, Ari looked forward to it.

      “Welcome to the study of the human mind.” A thin woman stood before them with a serious expression. Her hair was wound up in a tight brown bun, but a few curly hairs fought themselves free. “I’m Dr. Cox. In this class, we will delve into the study of human behavior, to help you create realistic portrayals of humans in the virtual world. In programming, you may be given scripts by the writers, but you need to know human behavior inside and out to realistically portray the emotion and behavior needed in all types of situations.”

      Ari hoped she’d learn something helpful about herself. If she could kick this fear, she might be able to graduate. Dr. Cox gave her a good chunk of homework as well, but Ari looked forward to it.

      She stayed in the building for their lunch break, eating from the vending machines. The HUB on her wrist gave her permission to purchase food from anywhere on campus. The machines were well stocked with a wide variety of everything from meal bars to steaming fresh pasta. She sat in the lounge on the first floor and reviewed her notes. Even Speltman’s lecture made sense the second time through it.

      Her HUB vibrated on her wrist, and Ari noticed she had a message from Garrett.

      Survive your first day? He really wasn’t joking when he’d said he had her number.

      Her hand hovered over the screen, deciding what to write. I haven’t been eaten alive by implant wearing monkeys if that’s what you mean.

      Good to know you’re safe from exotic animals but watch for those domestic guys though. They can bite.

      Thanks for the heads up.

      Thankful to have one friend at the school, she headed upstairs to her next class: VR Lab.

      “Welcome,” a younger woman, maybe in her twenties, greeted her. “If you’ll give me your name, I’ll find your assigned virtual.”

      Ari nodded as her gaze traveled over the room, full of larger chairs set up next to their individual VR machines.

      “Your name?” The girl repeated, snapping Ari out of her state of awe.

      “Ariana Mendez.”

      “I’m Mica, the teaching assistant.” Mica was tall and slender with ink black hair, cut pixie short, barely reaching her ears. “I have you up front.” She directed Ari to her chair, a comfortable recliner with the monitor and wires connecting to the computer next to it. A small portable desk hung from the side.

      Ari tensed, as every cell in her body told her to run.

      “Have a seat,” Mica told her impatiently. Ignoring Ari’s frozen stare, she continued, “Pull out your tablet. I’m sure Dr. Coleman will have you take a few notes first.”

      “Notes,” Ari repeated. I can do notes. Sitting down, she exhaled not realizing she had been holding her breath. She opened her tablet and tried to ignore the machine to her left. She stared at her screen and opened up a game to keep her mind occupied.

      Her mind kept drifting back to her nightmares. Corpses floating through virtuals, talking and dancing, unaware that their bodies were decaying while they lived a half-life inside a machine. The smell of death poisoning the air and amidst it all, her father.

      She reminded herself, it was only a dream. I am not my father. Graduating in this concentration would provide for her family in a way her father had never been able.

      After losing at cards for her fifth straight time, she realized the classroom was full. The professor appeared in front and cleared his throat. He was young, which surprised her. His dark skin was rich and black, and his hair cut short.

      “Welcome to the virtual programming lab. I know many of you come in here with an expectation of getting to hang out in virtuals for free, but this isn’t rec hour. There will be nightly homework, reports, and tests just like any other class. It’s not easy. Ask around.”

      He jumped right into the syllabus which gratefully distracted Ari from the inevitable. They spent the first half of their two-hour class going over the long list of rules and expectations.

      “Now, I have the address of all of your ports from the student tech store. I will be able to access each of your systems individually, or we can connect as a group for particular assignments.” He came towards Ari, using her virtual to point out the hardware. “I shouldn’t have to remind you to take care of your gear, and get it serviced regularly at our student center.”

      Then Dr. Coleman continued to go over more specifics for data storage. “Okay, I’m throwing you all in a common virtual that you guys probably used in middle school. It’s from the early stages of our Continuing Struggle for Human Rights. I want you to pick out at least five discrepancies before pulling out. I’ll be in and out of several of your programs to observe. Go ahead and plug in,” Dr. Coleman said with a smile.

      Ari’s heartbeat picked up as she leaned back in her chair like the rest of the students. She moved her braid and cleared the way for the cable. Clicks of cables sounded throughout the room as people plugged in, while Ari still struggled with snapping it in place in the base of her skull. Her fingers shook badly, and the wires clattered to the floor.

      Mica appeared beside her, taking the port from her hand. “I’ll help.” Her hands were cold but fast as she inserted the thick metal cord. “It’s okay. A lot of kids get nervous on their first day.”

      Ari tried to console herself that at least she wasn’t in the olden days when they had to port into several spots in the brain and blood stream. It had been almost barbaric. Ari lay back in the chair and clamped her eyes shut, forcing herself to go to the one place that scared her the most.

      She opened her eyes to the war-torn chaos that surrounded her. Bullets screamed past while explosions flared in the distance. Cries of the injured bombarded her, while camo-covered men rushed the broken city with guns at their sides.

      All students in her middle school were required to complete VR military training to select those capable for duty. And while Ari had read about this war, she’d never lived it. She’d never smelt the dust of the desert mixed with the smoke of destruction.

      A bomb exploded in a small shop down the block. The ground shook, making her stumble. This wasn’t some old 3D movie. These people could hurt her, as much as one could be hurt in a VR. She took off, running as fast as possible. She wasn’t sure where she was going but standing out in the open was a sure way to get shot. Her logical mind told her that she wouldn’t die. VR programs muted any painful experiences, so it was only a shadow. But even the shadow of a gunshot or bomb would be more than she wanted.

      She sprinted around a corner and stopped short, almost running into two men, one severely injured.

      “Help,” the soldier begged. It was awkward to hear an English ancient from such a foreign looking man with dark and pointed features. Ari stood dumb for a second before she realized he wanted her to help with the injured man.

      She hurried forward and helped lift.

      “We need to take him to the hospital. We’re almost there.” The soldier continued forward, sweat dripping down his temple.

      As they rushed into a nearby building, bullets and debris rained over their heads. At the entrance to the hospital, Ari froze. There were lines upon lines of beds, with injured people crying out in pain. The smell of blood and dirt overwhelmed her.

      “Come on,” the uninjured man urged her forward.

      Medical personnel dressed in bloody scrubs took the body from them.

      With her arms now empty, her hands began to shake. People always joked about never leaving their VR vacation, but what if she remained stuck in this living hell? None of this is real. It isn’t real. Cold dread seeped into Ari’s bones, despite the heat. Glancing down, she noticed red splattered against her purple shoes. Blood.

      She sprinted down the street but didn’t make it to the end of the block before she disappeared. Gasping, she awoke back in the classroom. She lifted her stinging hands. Blood dripped from her palms. Her nails had cut into her hands. At the sight of blood, her stomach turned.

      A hand touched her shoulder and Mica appeared above her. “Whoa, girl, what spooked you?”

      Ari struggled to speak, her breath coming in short gasps. As soon as Mica removed the cord, Ari jumped out of the chair. Bent over, she stared at the thick wire hanging loosely from the chair. The cable could transport a person to anywhere in the world plus some, but it could also be an eternal prison.

      Dr. Coleman appeared next to them. “Mica, what happened?”

      “I’m not sure.” Mica turned to Ari for an explanation.

      “I was ...” What could she say? How could she explain that she would explode if she didn’t get out of there? “I just ... the bomb, the smell,” Ari stumbled over the words, trying to get out the problem.

      “Surely, even in your area, you are familiar with this VR.”

      “I’m sorry.” Tears were hot on her face. She grabbed her bag and headed to the door.

      “The reading assignment is due tomorrow.” Dr. Coleman shouted, but Ari didn’t stop walking.

      If she stopped, she would break down, and she wasn’t going to do that. She took the stairs down at a run. Her lungs burned for air, but she kept going. She pulled out some sunglasses to hide behind and pushed outside. She eyed the manufactured grass and fake trees with distaste. With everything fake, how could she tell what was real?

      At first, she didn’t know where she was heading. Once she passed the cafeteria, she thought of her brother. Marco would understand. He was there when she first freaked out in the virtual.

      They had been in school. She was eleven and he was thirteen. Her father had recently slipped into another coma, and her teacher planned on taking the children to visit ancient castles for world history. When the vision opened, Ari’s screams had sounded throughout the school. She wouldn’t let anyone close enough to touch her until Marco came. He might be an annoying dink at times, but he knew her better than anyone.

      His dorm stood at the far edge of campus, in a huge gun-metal building with heavy beams. It looked formidable, matching the security concentration perfectly. Walking through the doors she went for the stairs, not willing to wait for the elevator. Trudging up the four flights calmed her a bit.

      She followed the narrow gray hall and knocked on Marco’s door. It wasn’t until the door opened that she remembered it was Reed’s room too.

      “Ari.” Reed’s eyes widened. “What are you doing here?”

      Ari wiped the sweat from her brow and tried not to think that she looked even worse when Reed had seen her plastered at the club. “I’m looking for Marco.”

      “Sorry, he’s not here. He’s in class.”

      “Oh, yeah.” She was supposed to be there too. “Why are you here then?”

      “Study hour.” Reed leaned against the door frame in a plain white tee, jeans and socks. Ari thought it unfair that guys could look so good with so little work. He probably didn’t even have to run a comb through his short hair.

      “So ...” he said as he tapped the door lightly. “Do you want me to leave him a message?”

      “Message?” Somehow, ‘Marco your little sister is crazy as a loon,’ wouldn’t be great for a message. That’s why she hadn’t messaged him to begin with. “No, don’t worry about it.” She glanced down the hall, unsure of what to do next, or where to go.

      “I’ll go.” She pointed down the hall and turned to walk away.

      “Hey.” Reed caught her by the wrist. “What’s wrong?”

      She glanced down at her wrist, and he dropped her hand.

      “Nothing.” She shook her head. “It’s just ... we had virtuals today.”

      “How long did you last?”

      “Enough to see the hell that was the Never-Ending War.” She blinked back the raw tears threatening to overflow. Her body didn’t want to listen to her at all today.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, holding her gaze. “The programs the teachers use here are never pretty. They’re trying to prepare us for the future, I guess.”

      Stunned into silence, Ari didn’t want to imagine any reality or future that horrific.

      “Do you want to come in? I have thirty minutes till my next class.”

      Her art design class was starting soon, but she didn’t care. Ari was about to take him up on his offer, when she noticed someone approaching, a pretty blonde girl with a little too much make-up.

      “Hey, Reed.” The blonde waved. Ari hoped she was a neighbor, but she kept heading towards them.

      “Oh, I forgot. Ari, I have this thing with Talia,” Reed said before the blonde made it to them.

      A date or something like it, Ari realized, feeling stupid and small for thinking anything of Reed’s offer to come in. Why was she even bothering Reed? “No big deal,” Ari turned to leave. “I’ll catch you later.”

      “Wait.” He reached a hand out to her but then pulled back.

      “It’s fine, really.” She assured him over her shoulder and kept walking. She shouldn’t feel rejected. There was nothing between Reed and her.

      Blaming her emotions on the VR, she hurried down the stairs and out the door in relief. Clouds drifted over the campus, casting shadows on the ground. Following the paved path, she curved around the building, through campus, and even past a small park she hadn’t known existed.

      The sun had set by the time she headed back to the dorm. She wanted to climb into bed and find some comfort in sleep. The first thing she noticed as she opened the door was her school bag that she had forgotten in the virtuals. Someone must have picked it up for her.

      Thankful for her bag, she pulled out her tablet and flipped it on. A bright green message instantly popped up.

      Thought you might need this. ~ Garrett.

      Maybe she wasn’t completely alone.
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      Tessa pulled out her earbuds for the first time the next morning, and repeatedly blinked her eyes until her gaming contacts cleared. Tessa had her hair up in a messy bun, exposing the shaved underside of her hair and the port in the back of her neck. Grabbing her coffee, she turned to Ari. “What was the deal with you leaving the VR lab early yesterday?”

      “I had to get out of there. You know?” Ari gathered her bag, ready to leave for morning classes. She really didn’t feel like getting into it this morning.

      “No, I don’t.” There was a brief, awkward pause that Tessa was in no hurry to fill.

      “I have a problem with being in the program ... like I want to tear out my port.” Ari didn’t know why she told her roommate. Maybe she was looking for sympathy? Help? She got neither.

      Tessa laughed. “That’s a good one.” She continued laughing as she grabbed her bag and headed out the door.

      Ari swore under her breath as the door hissed shut. It was going to be a long day.

      Her first two classes sped by in a flurry of notes. It helped that she came in just before the bell rang and sat on the opposite side of the room from Wake. She was up and gone before he could say a word.

      Arriving at her third period class, she settled in the chair and pulled out her tablet to go through her schedule. The guy next to Ari uploaded a file directly to his desk and began manipulating his notes. The desks had ports to upload to and write on whenever they needed. Ari preferred holding her tablet in her hand, almost like a real book.

      Her HUB vibrated with a message from Garrett.

      Heard about Dr. Coleman’s class yesterday. Wanted to see how you were doing?

      She moaned and wondered just how many people knew about her meltdown.

      How did you find out?

      I know the TA, Mica.

      I’m not as crazy as it probably sounds.

      Don’t worry. All the hot girls are a bit crazy.

      Ari’s mouth dropped, not sure how to take that. She didn’t have time to reply before the class began.

      The fast-paced lecture kept everyone’s attention. In a slimming business suit, Dr. Cox paced in front of the students. Her strong voice carried without a microphone.

      As the instructor outlined the syllabus, Ari realized this class might end up being one of her favorites. Hard, yes, but fascinating. The workings and reasoning behind human behavior was complex and engrossing all at the same time. The class dismissed all too soon for Ari.

      For lunch, Ari headed down to the student commons building in the middle of campus. Not feeling like a big meal, she ordered a vanilla meal shake from the automated window. It tasted like ice cream but contained the vitamins and nutrients of a complete meal. Ari’s mom hated the engineered food, but Ari could eat ice cream for the rest of her life. She grabbed a small apple, so she could tell her mom she did, and worked on the shake while reading about the circuitry of the human brain.

      She read the same sentence several times, struggling to focus amid the noise of the cafeteria. It wasn’t until someone pushed a white napkin across the table did Ari realize she was no longer alone.

      “Hey, Reed.” She studied the simple cartoon drawn on the napkin. A clown was sucking on a cigarette while making a balloon animal and getting ash on the large-eyed child waiting in line. A smile grew on her face which turned into a laugh. “I haven’t gotten one of these cartoons for quite a while.”

      “You haven’t needed one for a while.”

      She didn’t want to tell him she had kept every drawing he’d given her back at home. Reed used to sneak cartoons into Ari’s bags, or books, and even one into her breakfast box when she was younger, right after she lost her dad. They always cheered her up, no matter how bizarre. Maybe it was because they were so bizarre.

      Looking up and meeting Reed’s gaze, the laughter slowly died. It wasn’t very often she found herself alone with Reed. And the last couple of times hadn’t been promising.

      “Thanks.” Her thumb brushed over the cartoon. “I never thought I’d miss the old neighborhood.” She realized he was just taking care of her, like he had done when her dad abandoned her. He treated her like a younger sister, but unfortunately, Ari’s thoughts weren’t very sisterly.

      “Just remember these rich kids are jealous. Their parents had to sell their vacation home to pay for this.”

      “Not my roommate. She still has her vacation home and a couple others to spare.” It was hard for Ari not to be jealous of Tessa.

      “Yeah, some are luckier than others, but that’s why we’re here. Right? To have more opportunity than our parents did.”

      She reached for the spoon in her shake and swallowed a cold bite. The freezing lump hit her stomach and cleared her head. It was easy to forget about the worry of tomorrow with Reed nearby. “It’s totally over-rated.”

      “What is?” He glanced up, meeting her eyes, and those eyes of a million colors shone back with curiosity. In the middle of a noisy cafeteria, a small bit of quiet spanned the distance between them.

      She lowered her gaze, which made it easier to think. “The money. These people all spend it on a fake life, with plastic faces, and perfect bodies. Give me ice cream, fake or not, and I can die happy.”
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      After missing Art Design the day before without any major consequences, Ari decided to skip her VR class. Better to take a demerit than freak out again, and it gave her one more day to figure out what to do. She completed homework during her VR class and then headed to her last class of the day.

      “We missed your theatrics in class today.” Wake brushed by as she entered the classroom.

      She glared at him while taking her seat. Why wouldn’t that creep just leave her alone?

      Professor Mienka taught art design and dressed the part. She was a tall woman with a heavy accent. Long curly hair fell to the middle of her back, and she had a natural beauty that Ari guessed many men fought over. And the woman insisted everyone call her by her first name, Irina.

      By the end of the day, Ari welcomed the homework; at least, the kind didn’t require trips to the VR. She studied until the words blurred together on her small interface screen and then passed out for the night.

      The next day, she tried to become invisible as she found a seat in the back for her first class. She kept to herself and tried to focus on the lecture and not her upcoming class with Dr. Coleman. She couldn’t skip again and avoiding it wouldn’t help anything.

      Her HUB vibrated with a message from Garrett.

      Want to meet for lunch today?

      Ari wondered if he was asking her on a date. She didn’t have much experience with dating. Most guys wanted to take girls on VR dates to foreign destinations. Ari had to admit Rome or Greece probably impressed girls more than a coffee shop.

      Sure. Where?

      I’ll meet you outside your dorm.

      Thoughts of Garrett helped distract her as she finished class. As promised, Garrett stood outside her building, bag in one hand and drink carrier in the other. Instead of the lab uniform, he wore slimming jeans and a green shirt. His yellow hair had a cute, messy look, and his smile was infectious.

      “You, me and some killer meatballs.”

      She returned the smile. “Lead the way.”

      He curved off into the fake manicured grass behind her dorm. A small lake bordered the north of campus. They strolled to a grouping of large boulders overlooking the water.

      “Need some help?” he asked, nodding to the large boulder.

      “No, I got it.” She climbed up easily and then grabbed the food, so he could climb up beside her.

      “Just to warn you, these meatballs go beyond mere mortal food at our campus. Once tasted, your diet will never be the same again.”

      Ari laughed. “Okay. I’ve been warned.”

      With one bite, a flood of flavors flooded her mouth. Messy and delicious, the meatball tasted like a complete meal, like her mom’s lasagna with bread rolled into one ball. She devoured the meatballs and cleaned up afterwards. “You’re right. That was amazing.”

      Garrett had already polished off his meatballs and was sucking down a drink. She looked over at his bright yellow hair and several hoops running up one ear. The black eyeliner and goofy grin belied his age.

      He handed her a drink. She grabbed it, but he didn’t let go.

      “Do you have a plan for the virtuals?” His grin gone and his large eyes containing no hint of laughter.

      Her stomach sank, and she wondered how he knew. “No. Just hope they don’t kick me out until after Christmas,” Ari gave a forced laugh. It was either laugh or cry.

      He relinquished his hold on the cup. “Okay, then.”

      She sipped her soda, a unique rich flavor, with a hint of cream and salt. The soda reminded her of her father, something he’d always splurge on. She rubbed a spot on her chest and cursed herself for missing her father. He left us. She stared out at the lake for a while longer wondering if she had the courage to even show up for the next class.

      “You ready for your class?” Garrett asked.

      “No,” Ari replied, “But do I have a choice?”

      “We could get drunk, steal a boat, and roam the river like pirates.” Happy Garrett was back, with his bright eyes and smile.

      “Ask me in two hours, and I might take you up on it.”

      Garrett hopped off the rock first then turned to help her down. For some reason her muscles didn’t want to work as her brain requested. She stumbled a bit, and Garrett reached out to catch her.

      “You okay there?”

      His voice sounded farther away than usual. She looked at him, wondering what he was talking about. He could almost be a fairy with his pointed nose and light pink lips. Why was she thinking about fairies?

      “Ari,” he called her name.

      He asked her a question, but she struggled to focus on the words coming out of his mouth.

      “You’ll be fine. It will relax you.”

      “What?” Something wasn’t right. He took her hand and led her back to the virtuals building.

      The sun warmed her skin, a fuzzy heat she drank up. She tried to stop and bake in the sun, but Garrett kept pulling her hand.

      “Class,” he said loudly. “School. Remember, not getting kicked out till after Christmas?”

      Then she did. She hoped she wasn’t late to class. The virtuals. She should be freaking out, but again her body didn’t want to obey.

      “What did you do to me?” she asked Garrett. “Did you put a tab in my drink?” She would have tasted it.

      “Sort of. A relaxing tab I got after a skiing accident. A little help to get you through your virtuals.”

      Ari grabbed his shirt, angry. “You drugged me?”

      Her third day away from home, and she’d been drugged. She could be a poster child for those warning posters in school, showing you what not to do. Her mother would probably reprimand her for trusting boys with colored hair and rings in their ears. If he was a fairy, he was a bad one indeed.

      “It wasn’t a lot. I didn’t think it would affect you so much. You must not tab often. Get through your class and then you can yell at me. Okay?”

      “O ... kay.” Ari’s speech slowed as her brain took in everything he said. “Class first, then yell at you.” She wiped his chin where he’d missed the sauce from his sandwich and then licked her finger.

      Ari couldn’t help but laugh, happy everything else was gone.

      “Come on. You better hurry to class or you’ll be late.” Garrett led her to class like a gentleman, except for the whole drugging thing, of course.
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        * * *

      

      Everyone was already seated when Garrett handed Ari her bag and pushed her through the door.

      The teacher stood in front of the class with an unhappy look on his face. “Welcome, Ms. Mendez. Glad you made it to class today. I hope you can stay.”

      Unsure if he asked a question or made a statement, she played it safe by heading straight to her chair. Her purple painted shoes took one step after another. She slumped into the chair with a bump, letting a surprised squeak escape.

      “Sorry,” she mumbled. Sitting was good.

      Dr. Coleman resumed his lecture. Ari only caught phrases about sending homework to their class hard drive and what to focus on in today’s virtuals. Without warning, Mica appeared at her side to help her hook into her virtual.

      “Mica, will you give me a happy virtual today?” Ari asked.

      “Dr. Coleman assigns the virtuals, not me. Let’s get you hooked in.” Mica directed Ari’s head to the chair and inserted her data port.

      The next time Ari opened her eyes, a gray bird—a pigeon maybe—stared at her, cocking its head from side-to-side as if curious.

      “Caw,” Ari squawked at the bird.

      The bird twitched and then flew off.

      It took her a few moments to realize where she was. The damp air and smell of old fish and seaweed brought an unexpected smile to her face. She loved the ocean.

      Her feet ran along on a wooden walkway. Dodging tourists, she weaved her way around small brightly painted restaurants and gift shops. She turned a corner and hit the railing. Gripping the cold bars, she watched the raw power of the ocean as it crashed onto the shore.

      A loud breath escaped her lips. The beauty overwhelmed her, the immense nature of the water. Waves shattered with a force of a wild animal. Pushing and pulling, back and forth. She briefly glimpsed Professor Coleman, but the waves demanded her attention.

      Dark over-sized rocks blocked the path down to the beach, creating a wall of sorts. She’d never been in the ocean before, and she wasn’t about to lose her chance. Lifting herself over the ledge, she climbed down. It probably wasn’t her smartest decision. It took longer than she wanted to maneuver herself amongst the dark craggy rocks. The wind off the sea chilled her to the bone and tugged at her hair. Determined to stand in the water, she had to touch the end of the world. A loose rock fell under the weight of her foot. She slipped and lost her footing. She caught herself on a sharp rock, cutting her hand.

      She paused to regain her balance. A quick glance down showed her she still had what looked like ten feet to go. The blood on her hand made her head spin. This is not real. I’m almost there. Glancing down again, she wondered if her eyes were playing tricks on her. The ground appeared closer. What was ten feet looked like one or two. She ignored the anomaly and jumped off. Her feet landed softly on the sand beneath. Could Garrett’s drugs affect my perception inside the virtual?

      She dismissed any worries and headed to the sea. She kicked off her shoes in the sand and waded into the icy water until it reached her calves. Her toes squished deep in the sand as goosebumps covered her arms. Starring out into the great abyss, Ari hadn’t felt so alive, so at peace, since her father left. The crash of a nearby wave sprayed her, leaving drops of salt water clinging to her skin. She lifted her arm to taste the ocean.

      A small voice crept in the back of her thoughts, distracting her. This isn’t real. You’re in a machine with cable coming out of your neck.

      Lifting a hand to her face, she was surprised at the tears she found. Unsure whether to laugh or cry at the irony that she couldn’t quite enjoy the virtual even with a drug in her system, she decided it was okay to do both.

      Squinting against the bright lights, she found herself back in the class room without remembering that she left the VR. For the first time, Ari experienced what others called ‘coming down’ after a VR. Her body sagged in the chair, void of any energy or desire to come back to reality. The sandwich sat heavy in her stomach.

      Hands soon found her and unhooked the cable from her neck. Ari turned around to thank Mica but instead found the large hands of Dr. Coleman putting the cable back in its spot at the terminal. Anger etched the sharp lines in his face. Glancing around, she found the rest of the students still hooked into their chairs.

      Ari lowered her gaze and focused on her hands. She rubbed her fingers together and marveled the numb feeling, like rubbing silly-putty. Focus, dammit. Dr. Coleman grabbed a nearby chair and sat across from her.

      “Ms. Mendez.” Dr. Coleman waited until she lifted her gaze. His jaw clenched, his cold eyes held an undeniable anger.

      His silence unnerved Ari. “Sorry, I didn’t understand the assignment.” Which was an understatement.

      “You show up two days ago only to leave in hysterics, and today you come in high. Is this really the way you want to start out your career?”

      She shook her head, not trusting her voice.

      “You got nothing, huh?” He stood walking over to his desk. “I’ll mark down a demerit in your file and talk to your advisor.”

      “No, it’s just ...” She froze, unsure of where to start.

      He stopped and turned around. “It’s what?”

      “I have a ... problem with virtuals.”

      “I don’t think ‘problem’ begins to cover it.”

      “I don’t like them.”

      “Then leave.”

      “What?”

      “You heard me. Leave. Grab your bags and head out that door, because there are plenty of kids wanting to get accepted here and they actually like virtuals. Love them, to be honest.”

      Leave, I could just leave. Standing there, every cell in her body ached to go back home, to the comfort of her room, her mom, her life. But that was why she was here, to make a better life for her family, for herself. Lifting her chin, she resolved to do better, be better, to remember why she came here.

      “Your tests show you have a lot of potential, but so do a lot of people. You have two days to get over it. The first test is on Friday, and you will need at least a C to continue in the program, especially since you have failed your last two assignments. I don’t care about excuses.”

      “Okay.” Ari grabbed her bag to leave. She wasn’t sure how she was going to do it, but she’d worry about that when she was sober. All she wanted was to bury herself somewhere.

      “If you show up high to class again, you’re gone.”

      “I understand.”

      “And, Ariana,” Dr. Coleman added. “Did you mean to jump down off the rocks? Even if the pain is muted, it is there to keep you safe.”

      “The jump wasn’t that far. It didn’t hurt.” A brief look of confusion crossed Dr. Coleman’s face, but Ari dismissed it, getting out of there as fast as she could.
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      Ari walked around the school grounds aimlessly. Her thoughts meandered, trying to see how she felt about Garrett’s actions. He drugged her and, on every account, that was wrong. On the other hand, she experienced a VR for the first time without the stress and panic that drove her to flee. Being tabbed every day at school was not an option though. Mr. Coleman’s threats made that clear. He didn’t have the patience for hand-holding or incompetence—his words at their first class.

      Finally, thirst steered her towards a drink machine, and she grabbed a coffee to help sober her up. It probably had as much sugar as coffee, but it would help. She found a nearby bench, and as soon as she sat down her HUB vibrated. It was a message from Garrett.

      How did it go?

      Still deciding whether or not to kill you for drugging me.

      WRU?

      It took Ari, a moment to reply, unsure if she wanted to meet him. Finally, she opened her satellite location to Garrett.

      See u there soon.

      While on her HUB, she sent a message to her brother, but she knew better than to wait for a quick reply. As the high wore off, her thoughts finally calmed down, so she pulled up some assigned reading for class. She didn’t make it past chapter one before someone plopped down on the bench next to her. Garrett wore his silver work uniform. An odd smell radiated off him, a mix between smoke and sugar.

      “That bad, huh?” He leaned over and nudged her with his shoulder.

      She clicked off the device and looked up.

      Garrett wore a wary expression, his shoulders tight as if preparing for an incoming punch. Ari decided that the glimmer of innocent mischief in his eyes was just that, innocent and meaning to be helpful.

      “If you ever try anything like that again, I’ll hurt you. Bad.” Ari glowered at him. “That being said, it was my best trip through the virtuals.”

      Ari proceeded to tell Garrett about the virtual and Dr. Coleman’s threat.

      “Somehow I have to figure out how to do this sober in three days or I’m a goner.” She leaned her head back against the bench. The cloudy sky darkened.

      Garrett leaned back as well, his arms barely touching her. “I can’t believe you’ve never been to the ocean.”

      “Really?” Ari straightened up. “That’s what you got out of that story? I have bigger issues than my lack of traveling.”

      “I’m serious.” His gaze remained sky bound. “I wish I could have seen that.”

      “If I’m around long enough, maybe you can, but let’s see if I survive to next week.” She checked her HUB again; no message from Marco.

      He pushed himself up. “That’s easy, I’ll help you.”

      “No drugs. He’ll fail me.”

      “You’re right. Today was only supposed to show you that you can do it.” Garrett leaned in close to Ari and pushed back a strand of hair that had fallen into her face. It felt intimate, even though he barely touched her.

      Glancing up, Ari spotted Reed nearby, talking with a black phone in his ear. Once he noticed her, he faltered for a moment, his brow furrowing. She waved slightly.

      “Hey, Reed.” Garrett leaned back next to Ari.

      Reed regained his composure, gave a forced smile, and headed off, continuing his conversation with someone in his ear.

      “Careful,” Ari said as Garrett accidentally knocked over the remains of her coffee. She wiped at it with a napkin. “What is this master plan of yours that doesn’t involve drugs?”

      “We’ll go to the lab tonight to practice.”

      “You have access to the lab at night?”

      His eyes sparkled with mischief. “Yes, one of the perks of working there.”

      “Is anyone else there?”

      “Depends who I let in.” Back came Garrett’s mischievous smile. “Being a third-year manager has its advantages. Meet me out front at midnight.”

      “What about my HUB? Wouldn’t the school realize I’m not sleeping or even in bed?” The electronic device strapped to her wrist kept constant tabs on Ari. She found the health alerts quite annoying and had to disable them, like she didn’t already know her heart rate and stress levels were through the roof.

      “You have to break into your HUB and put it into a loop.” He reached for her wrist and pointed to a small crease in the edge of the screen. “You can pry the screen open from there and I’ll send you the schematics for the rest. You switch one wire. Use tweezers or pliers and change it back when you’re back in your room. It’s pretty simple. Everyone does it. Don’t worry.”

      Don’t worry. Really? Anyone who knew Ari, knew that those two words were impossible for her, but she had to try. First week at school, and she was moving on from tabbing to sneaking out. The school security guards might get the chance to kick her out before Coleman did.

      After saying goodbye, she headed back to her dorm, hoping to get through some homework. In the dorm room, Tessa wore her head phones, engrossed in her game, like the example of a perfect VR student. She probably had a waiting list for her game’s release.

      Ari dropped her bag and fell on her bed. Tessa logged out of her computer and grabbed a soda from their fridge.

      “Hey, roomy.” Tessa leaned back in her chair and kicked up her black boots that probably held more tech than Ari’s HUB. “I didn’t see you in the virtuals today when I awoke. Did you freak out again and I missed it?”

      Ari gave a dry chuckle. Laughing was always better than crying. “No.”

      Tessa didn’t bother holding back her belch. “Oh, well that’s good. Right?”

      “Yeah, I guess. What are you working on?” Ari motioned to Tessa’s computer.

      “A new planet in the Pultzer Galaxy was causing a few glitches.”

      “A few glitches ... that sounds like me.”

      Tessa laughed. “Don’t worry about it. This program is full of geeks hoping to be at the forefront of virtual programming. You’re an alien to them. The only decent girls they come into contact with are in virtuals, and most of those are just overly sexualized versions the guys dreamed up. There are only five girls in this program. Remember?”

      Tessa took a drink. “And it’s all about pecking order here. The first week is spent finding out who has sold what and to whom, and you are a virgin.”

      “Virgin?” Ari knew they weren’t talking about her sexual experience, though if they were, Tessa would be right. She didn’t even date a lot at her last school.

      “A virgin to programming and going inside your first creation. Granted, the pervs here use that term in other ways.”

      “Ewwww.” Ari shook her head in disgust.

      Tessa laughed at her again, lifting her head back and putting a hand on her belly. Most people, especially rich people, would have taken care of that little extra fat with a few simple procedures. But Tessa was definitely not status quo. Ari liked that about her.

      Tessa pushed back a few strands of hair escaping the knot on top of her head. “Sorry, I know the mental image is a little much. I hate using the open lab for that reason.”

      “They don’t do that there, do they?”

      “The techs monitor all the virtuals, but kids always try.”

      “Nice,” she replied sarcastically. Ari grabbed her leather bag and pulled out her tablet to read.

      Tessa stared at the electronic notebook. “Is that the Azio 7.1? Where did you get that?”

      “From the tech store.”

      “I didn’t think they had anything past a 6.5 here for students. I might have to grab one. I don’t like teachers accessing my custom one, especially with my gaming contacts on it. How did you get one?”

      “A friend,” Ari replied not sure how to quantify her relationship with Garrett. Friend felt safe.

      Ari didn’t know why she asked her next question. Maybe it was the easy grin on Tessa’s face, or maybe pure desperation. “Tessa, would you ever be willing to tutor me?”

      Tessa narrowed her eyes, lined with heavy black eyeliner and mascara. “Do I look like a tutor?” She shook out her colored hair, edgy techy clothes, and a dark green shirt that read: “My other body has wings and claws.”

      Ari motioned to her own dark hair, that unlike most people, she constantly wore down to hide her port, her homemade clothes, and shoes that had glued back together more than once, making her stand out amid her classmates. “Do I look like a virtual programmer?”
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      Ari set an alarm for her meeting with Garrett and then pulled up some reading on her tablet. She stayed awake until Tessa dropped off and then got to work on her HUB. After reading the instructions, it took her about thirty minutes to get it set. Granted, wiping her nervous sweaty hands every couple of minutes didn’t help.

      By the time she finished rewiring her HUB, her alarm went off. Her stomach churned with nervous energy. She pulled on a dark hooded jacket. Once she stepped outside her dorm, the crisp night sky set Ari on edge. The idea of sneaking into school property sent fear, and a bit of excitement, coursing through her veins like caffeine. The last time she’d snuck out her brother had urged her to do it.

      When she’d began her eighth year of training, the other kids at school had often harassed her for her fear of VR. Ari had already missed out on birthday parties and games, but some bullies never let up. Marco fought them for a while, but he thought Ari needed to get her own revenge.

      Trying to help, Marco had hacked social parties and retrieved pictures of kids in compromising situations. Having printed the pictures in poster size, Ari and Marco posted them all over the school campus. The administrators probably knew who had done it, but Ari never heard about it. Apparently, they thought some people needed to be held responsible for their actions. Hopefully, tonight would be as successful.

      Ari continued out into the night. The dim security lights gave an eerie feeling to the silent campus. She walked in the shadows alongside the path to the student lab, the silver buildings turning into menacing mountains, looming over her like robotic monsters with so much power silently sleeping.

      A slight tune traveled down the darkened path. She wrapped her arms around herself, fighting against the chill. Garrett’s dark figure leaned against a tree, whistling his melody.

      “Hi,” she said, grateful to see him.

      Dressed in dark colors, he casually pushed himself off the tree. Even his hair was black as night.

      “You changed your hair.” No wonder Ari hadn’t seen him near the tree.

      “Yeah, I thought it fit in with the whole sneaking around thing. This will be fun.”

      “If you think hanging around a phobic girl who may burst into hysterics any minute sounds like fun.” As much as Ari wanted to agree with him and to enjoy the night, in the back of her mind remained a nagging reminder of what lay ahead.

      He gently picked up a piece of her hair and twirled it around his fingers. Her stomach fluttered at his closeness. She wondered if he was trying to distract her on purpose.

      The simple gray tech building stood behind the student union, where Ari first met Garrett. He used an electronic card to unlock the door, and the gray glass door slid open in a silent rush of air.

      “Won’t someone realize we came? You know cameras, data records or something?” Ari searched the empty room while crossing the threshold.

      “Cameras are never looked at unless there is an unlawful entrance.” Garrett waved the key. He spoke at a normal tone, but the empty building amplified his voice, reverberating in the dark metal cavern. “I will hack into the virtual records to alter the time of use. It’s easier than deleting and that way your teacher can see that you have been practicing.”

      “Can they see everything we do inside?”

      “No, it would take way too much data to record every student’s usage. When it’s open, they have monitors, sort of like Dr. Coleman sets up in class. Tonight, it’s just us.” Garrett inserted his card and entered an electronic code.

      With a swoosh, the door opened. Bright light flooded the room. Blinking repeatedly, Ari glimpsed rows and rows of padded reclined chairs with computer terminals, hooked up next to them. The VRs held an infinite world of possibilities and places to go, if only she could let herself relax.

      “You ready?” He startled her out of her thoughts, standing close enough for her to smell the coffee on his breath. He teasingly traced a path down her arm, which brought her back to the present.

      Pull yourself together. Standing here, alone with a cute boy, a third-year at that, who was trying to help her, overwhelmed her a bit. She stepped back and tried to force a smile.

      “Come sit down.” Garrett took her hand and led her to a nearby chair. His casual touch surprised Ari. She assumed it probably didn’t mean as much to him as it did to her.

      He booted up the system. Staring at her from above, he connected the data port in the back of her neck. She shuddered at the feel of cold steel connecting to her brain.

      “You’re okay.” His free hand swept her hair off her shoulders. “Think of this as a first date. I want to take you out.”

      She should have been flattered. Her gut twisted in so many knots that she didn’t know what to think. He quietly took a seat next to her, plugged himself in, and reached for her hand.

      “I am in control of this virtual. I am the main user and you are set up as a participating spectator. You can always get out on your own, but I can force you out at any time. You’ll be safe.”

      Ari swallowed once and nodded.

      He put pressure on her hand. “The real question is: do you trust me?”

      She hadn’t known Garrett long, but at that moment she was drowning in school and he was the only life preserver. She gripped his hand in return.
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        * * *

      

      Squeezing her eyes shut amid the darkness, she focused on Garrett’s hand to keep her grounded.

      “Open up, Ari. Come on,” Garret’s playful voice drifted around her, carried on a cool breeze.

      A warm light greeted her. Blinking several times, it took a minute for her vision to adjust. The smell of salt water carried past her on a cool breeze. She glanced down. Garrett’s grip remained tight, tethering her to reality.

      “Look, Ari.” He tugged her forward like a little kid anxious for a surprise.

      Lifting her gaze, an endless expanse of water filled her view. The ocean, but nothing like the ocean she saw before with its cold gray waves. Instead, an exquisite aquamarine sea rose and fell, lapping towards flawless white sand. Palms trees stood to her side, with a netted hammock hanging in between them. Down the beach, a small white house stood with open windows. She turned to find more palm trees and green plants dotting the landscape.

      Its perfect beauty pricked against her neck, where her port should be. “Where are we?”

      He pulled her into the ocean. Garrett had on gray trunks that fell low on his hips, and his chest was bare with lean muscles built into his thin frame. “A small island. I can’t remember the name anymore.”

      The warm water lapped at her ankles, her feet melting into the cool sand. “Wait, I’m not dressed for the—” Before she could finish, she glanced down, and realized she wore a short white sundress with a teal bikini underneath.

      She shivered at the idea of the VR accessing her subconscious to dress her appropriately. Most VRs had a program that allowed the player to choose or change their attire. Pushing down the frantic voice in the back of her mind, she continued to let Garrett guide her out to sea.

      “Did you make this virtual?”

      “No, just an upperclassman I know. I’m only the techie who gets to play with all the fun toys.”

      The warm waves crept up her legs. Despite the beauty, her nerves unsettled her. She pulled her hand free and crossed her arms.

      He stepped closer. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing, everything, this place ... it’s so real, so perfect. Don’t you ever worry that one day you won’t be able to tell reality from fiction? That one day you’ll wake up but not be really sure if you’re awake?”

      “This virtual isn’t that good.” He glanced at Ari. “You must have covered it in your classes, the errors in programming? You have to see them?”

      Ari remembered visiting the carnival with her brother, and how the clown glitched, static covering its face. “I haven’t stayed in one long enough to get a good look.”

      “Well, look.” He pointed to the fish. “See the fish and how they swim, so symmetrical and perfectly timed. Step into their path.”

      As she stepped forward, the fish blinked out of existence for a brief moment, with a short burst of static, then appeared again and continued along their path past her leg.

      He stepped closer to her, blocking the path to several others. “See?”

      She watched for several moments the fish blinking in and out of existence. It was so bizarre when considering they looked so genuine. Reaching down, she stirred the water, watching the fish scatter and the program restart in the same spot.

      “With the obvious errors in this cheap VR, I don’t think you could ever get lost in it.” He rubbed a hand through his hair which stood on end. “Granted, it’s a bit of a buzzkill when I focus on those things. Most of us want to get lost here and be oblivious.”

      A nervous chuckle escaped her lips as she turned in a slow circle, searching deeper into the program. The trees swayed, but the corresponding shadows in the sand didn’t move. The clouds had a similar precision, timed with a warm breeze. Even the sand where they once stood on the beach was smoothed over as if with an air brush. A student must have written this, and not as a sightseeing program.

      With every error, a bit of the stress and anxiety peeled off. She still itched to get out of her virtual skin and take a real breath, but it helped to look at things differently. She had never lasted more than a few minutes in the VR and nobody really cared to help her work through it. One of the disadvantages of attending a poor school had been that her problem was brushed under the rug. With every error, she realized she couldn’t get lost in this fabricated reality. And wasn’t this what her teacher wanted her to do, find the errors?

      She turned to asked Garrett another question. But before she could say anything, he splashed her, soaking the front of her dress. She sucked in a breath, and then lowered her brows, giving him a narrow glare. “You started a war, buddy.” She slapped the water and nailed him right in the face.

      It was on. For a few moments, Ari forgot about the fear and panic and just enjoyed being with Garrett. They ran and played in the low waves. At one point, Garrett picked her up, threatening to dump her all the way under.

      “No, no, no,” she begged as he headed into deeper waters. Of course, laughing while telling him to stop didn’t help her case. Finally, he threw himself in the water with her in his arms.

      Thoroughly exhausted and soaking wet, they returned to the shore. Ari took off the wet dress to ring it out, but then realized how exposed she was in her bikini.

      Relaxing into the sand, she wrapped her arms around her knees. Unease gathered in her stomach, but she was unsure if it was due to the VR or being alone with Garrett while wearing so little. Garrett plopped down next to her, shaking out his hair. They faced forward, watching the low waves, but close enough for their shoulders to touch.

      “You haven’t left yet?” He nudged her with his shoulder, a sly grin on his face. He hadn’t shaved in a couple days, and despite her generally liking boys clean-shaven, she had to admit it looked good on him.

      “Nope.” She rubbed a hand over her arm. Her emotions revved up a notch, playing pinball inside her head. “It’s amazing. Too bad it’s not real.”

      “It’s real in our minds. When we come out won’t we remember this conversation or our water fight?”

      “I suppose ...” She straightened, his words not settling quite right.

      “A VR is a set built for whatever our imagination wants.” His hand reached over to brush sand off her arm.

      A shiver crawled up her skin, despite the sun. “I wish I could dry off my dress.”

      “Now why would you want to do that when you look so great?”

      Ari shoved his shoulder making him tip over in the sand. Her face suddenly grew hot, like the warm sand beneath her feet.

      “Hey, I was only asking why you would want to. Only a warper could do that, anyway.” He dusted off the sand.

      “A warper? I didn’t think those were real.” Ari had heard the old wives’ tales about people who could manipulate or create VRs with a wave of their hands, but no one really believed in them. If one believed the conspiracy theories online, warpers were responsible for everything from government hacks to alien landings.

      “I knew a buddy online that claimed to be a warper. He supposedly made millions but disappeared. I haven’t heard from him since.”

      “Then how do you know he was telling the truth?”

      “I guess I don’t. He just didn’t seem like the type to brag or lie about stuff. He was something else.” He shrugged. “I’m glad you’re sticking around.”

      Ari took another breath. “I’m surprised I’m actually able to stick around in here.”

      “Most phobias just take constant exposure to overcome.”

      She looked at him sideways, narrowing her eyes. “When did you become an expert?”

      He smiled. “The school has a fabulous computerized counselor.”

      She cringed in embarrassment. She was the crazy girl. But part of it made sense. She tried a virtual at the beginning of every school year, and when she freaked out, the teacher let her opt out for the year. She learned to loathe the first day of school.

      He reached for her hand. “I think I’ve been a nice distraction too.”

      Taking his hand sent her heart racing. Her other hand restlessly adjusted her swimsuit. While she definitely was improving, she was far from comfortable here. The fabricated world could hold anything or nothing. After being held at bay for so long, her panic pushed to the forefront of her mind.

      Sensing her panic, Garrett turned her head with a gentle hand. “Hey, Ari, look at me. I’m real. You’re real. That’s all that matters.” He cupped her face with his hands. “Look at me.” His dark eyes were calm and his breathing even.

      She tried to mimic it.

      “I’m real. You’re real,” he slowly leaned forward. “This is real.”

      His salty lips pressed against hers, and she lost all focus. This wasn’t real. None of it. In a second, her world blackened.

      Ari stared at the ceiling, struggling to catch her breath. Garrett’s hand hung open and empty by his side as his eyes fluttered open.

      Her hands reached behind and slowly unplugged herself. Now awake, Garrett unplugged himself, and then came over to help her. She knew how to do it, but without years of experience like everyone else, it took her longer.

      Even the dim lights couldn’t hide the disappointment in Garrett’s heavy eyes.

      “Thanks Garett,” she said. “I’m sorry, I just ...”

      “Don’t worry about it.” He spoke in a brisk manner. “It’ll take a while. I get it.”

      She stood, and they both headed outside. The cool wind brushed against her skin, and for the briefest moment, she wished she was back on that beach. Instead, she tugged her cardigan around her body to block the chill. They walked back, an awkward silence settling between them. He stopped at the door to her building. She kept the distance between them, not ready to relive that moment in the VR. Not that he wasn’t cute or nice for helping her. It just messed with her mind, having reality and the virtuals mix so closely. Her feeling swirled in her mind, unsure of how she felt about him. He was a great friend, but as a boyfriend?  Maybe that was her answer right there.
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      Tessa shoved Ari’s shoulder repeatedly. “Hey, are you going to class? You slept through both of our alarms.”

      “What?” Ari bolted upright, though her mind took a bit longer to catch up.

      “You slept through breakfast and have about ten minutes until class.”

      “Damn.” Ari stumbled to her desk, shoved her tablet in her bag, and slung it over her shoulder.

      “Your clothes?” Tessa watched her in disbelief.

      Looking down, Ari realized she still wore her pajamas, gray sweatpants and a purple tee. “Ugh!” Ari headed to her dresser.

      “Don’t mention it. Here’s a coffee, you’re going to need it more than me.” Tessa placed the drink on her desk and headed out the door.

      Ari made a mental note that she owed Tessa big time and rushed to finish getting ready.

      Ari slipped into class a few minutes late. Wake and his friends snickered in the back as Professor Speltman reprimanded her. Warmth flooded her face as she mumbled her apologies and took her seat.

      The caffeine had not hit Ari’s system effectively enough for her to comprehend Professor Speltman’s lecture on the common templates for coding. Although she’d better figure it out by that afternoon, since she had to create a template herself. By the time she found her seat in programming, she had wiped the sleep from her eyes and the caffeine had kicked in. With thoughts of the previous night, a nervous energy kept her sitting up straight in her chair as Professor Tollingston lectured on the seven basic plots in storytelling. He claimed that there were only seven stories ever told in history, and those were retold with different variations.

      Despite her interest in the topic, Ari’s mind wandered back to her night with Garrett. Part of her found hope in remaining in the VR for as long as she did. Yet leaving mid-kiss had made things a bit awkward in the lab with Garrett. Though, as they texted through the day, he had guaranteed her that he didn’t take offense at her fast departure.

      While trying to keep up with her notes, thoughts of Garrett and his almost-kiss twirled around her mind. He was cute, nice, and ready to help when no one else seemed to care, but something was off. Maybe it was his objectionable methods of helping by slipping a tab in her drink or sneaking into school property in the middle of the night? That kiss wasn’t anything like she imagined her first kiss. Did that even count as a kiss if it was electronic?

      She shoved the memories of the night away and focused on the lecture. Professor Tollingston was giving examples of stories told throughout history.

      The red-headed kid, Rand, raised his hand. “Why does it matter if history falls into the regular stock stories?”

      Gutsy to ask, Ari thought, or just stupid.

      “There is a high demand for periodic pieces amongst educational institutions, and the study of military strategy and wars is extremely important to our country. Yet people want to be constantly entertained, so you must follow the plots given to you. You students are storytellers, every single one of you, and virtuals are a story taken to the ultimate platform.”

      As her professor assigned homework, Ari realized why she might have been chosen for the scholarship. She loved stories, relishing the characters and intricate plots. The only problem was she preferred them on her tablet where she had more control over the experience.

      The bell rang, and Ari headed to lunch. Her shoes hit the warm pavement, and she welcomed the sun as she continued on her way to grab a bite to eat.

      She was surprised to find Reed approaching and wondered what he was doing near the Virtuals building. It was on the other side of the campus for him.

      “Hey, Ari.” He looked good with his perfectly mussed hair and hazel eyes. She nervously touched her hair, currently wrapped in a messy bun, and wished she’d fixed it after class.

      “Whatcha doing on this side of the world?”

      “Not much. I had to run a couple of errands.” He looked around for a moment.

      She wondered if he was meeting someone, maybe the blonde she remembered from his dorm.

      “Can I talk to you for a second?” He moved to the grassy area next to the Virtual building, and Ari followed, a bit curious as why he would need to talk to her.

      “Is this about Marco? I haven’t seen him for a week, and I thought he might be avoiding hanging out with his first-year sister.”

      “No, it’s not about Marco.”

      “Then why hasn’t he called or returned my texts?”

      “He’s busy lately, studying, and he’s been in the virtual lab a lot this semester.” A chill ran up Ari’s spine at the mention of virtuals. She still needed to get used to the fact that they were a part of her daily life.

      “You better tell him to text me soon.” Ari’s stomach grumbled, signaling time to go. “I’m heading to lunch.”

      “No, wait.” He stopped her.

      She glanced at his hand on her arm. She’s known Reed for a long time, and his touch shouldn’t affect her so much. Looking back up, she noticed color flooding his face. She’d never seen him flustered before.

      “What is it?”

      “It’s Garrett.”

      She pulled back slightly. How could he know?

      He must have seen the surprise on her face. “I saw the both of you the other day and I was a little worried.”

      “What about Garrett?”

      “I know Garrett. We work together.”

      “Where?”

      “We do a side business together to make some extra money.” Reed dropped his hand and his eyes. “It’s just that I know what kind of guy he is, and I don’t think you should be hanging out, especially with you being a first-year and all. He has a reputation with girls.”

      “Really?” She bit back her frustration at being left in the dark. Why didn’t anyone tell her? She waited until Reed met her eyes before she continued. “Garrett has been the only one in this whole school to help me out and even care what’s happening to me. I can’t even get my own brother to text me back, never mind give a damn about how I’m doing.”

      “I give a damn.”

      “Until the next pretty blonde comes along.” Ari didn’t mean to say it. The words slipped out. She had no reason to be jealous, and she didn’t think she really was. It just felt like ammunition.

      A momentary flash of surprise crossed his eyes. “What are you talking about?”

      “The girl in your room.”

      “That was work,” Reed protested.

      “The work you do with Garrett?”

      “Yes.” He ran a hand through his hair. “I never knew you needed help.”

      “Don’t worry about it, Reed. You don’t have to tell me anything.” Tired and hungry, she wasn’t in the mood to fight anymore. “I’m going. Thanks for your concern. Tell my brother I say ‘Hi’.” Ari walked off, leaving Reed behind.

      She made it only a couple steps into the cafeteria before Garrett found her. She smiled, relieved. He lightly brushed her arm as he approached, and, just like that, the anger dissipated. Reed worried like an older brother, or like an older brother who actually was around, nothing to be taken seriously. She wouldn’t have been able to make as far as she had without Garrett, and she still had a way to go.

      “Ready for tonight?” he whispered in her ear.

      “Depends.” Ari’s phobia of VR hadn’t died after one night.

      “Depends? A date with me isn’t something to look forward to?” Garrett smiled with mock sincerity.

      “You do make virtuals bearable.”

      “I have to run a couple errands, but I’ll try to be more than bearable tonight.” He squeezed her hand and headed off.

      Ari’s face warmed, and she hoped her tanned skin hid any blush.

      She grabbed food and headed back to her room. Over lunch she scanned a message from her mom, checking up on her. Ari took it as a reminder that as bad as school was, things could be worse, like working in a warehouse for the rest of her life.

      Ari kept her return message brief, not wanting to say much when the threat of coming home still hung in the air.

      A message flashed from her advisor, Dr. Williams.

      Your VR teacher, Dr. Coleman, has reported your recent behavior, and I decided it would be best to place you on academic probation. We have high standards and expect all students to follow the school’s code of conduct. I will be periodically sitting in on your classes to see if any further action is needed.

      Ari let her breath escape in one big rush, and she leaned back in her chair. Probation. What did that entail? She had until Friday. She felt sick.

      Tessa entered in a bustle of energy, tossing an empty coffee cup in the trash.

      “Thanks again for this morning.” Ari closed her screen and spun in her chair.

      “No worries. You going to Coleman’s class today?”

      “Not sure.” Ari bit her lip, not sure if going today would help or hurt. Freaking out might make her situation worse. Maybe she should get her fear under control before returning, and she had until Friday to do it. Would Coleman buy the excuse that she was sick? “I’m not feeling great. I’ll probably skip Coleman’s class today.”

      Tessa kicked off her shoes. “Not to pry, but I don’t get your problem with virtuals. You do great in all of your other classes.”

      Ari shrugged. “Not sure. I just prefer to read pages than live them.” She didn’t feel like going into the problem with her dad. That would take a therapist to truly understand.

      “Then why did you come here?”

      “Beats the alternative.” The memory of her advisor’s message tightened her gut as she considered that alternative.
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        * * *

      

      Thick clouds promised rain and blocked out any chance of moonlight. The campus’s emergency lights lit the path a pale orange as she left her dorm to meet Garrett. The perfected landscape took on an eerie frozen appearance in the shadows.

      Despite the quiet, she couldn’t shake the feeling that they weren’t alone. With all the technology and cameras on campus, how could they be getting away with this? Yet, they were.

      “Ari.” Garrett’s shadowed figure stepped onto the path and continued walking by her side.

      “Where to tonight?”

      “If I told you, then you wouldn’t be surprised.”

      “I’ll fake it. I swear.” Ari smiled. Her mind traveled the globe of possibilities. If she was going to risk her mind and body to these contraptions, it might as well be worth it.

      “Sorry, still not telling you.” Garrett opened the door and led her through the empty building.

      The quiet darkness curdled the fear lurking in her stomach, and she focused on her breath. In and out, nice and even. She took the same seat as the previous night and gripped the arm rest.

      Leaning back, Garrett helped her plug into the device, and then leaned over. “You ready?”

      “No, but since when does that matter?” She smiled and nodded for him to continue.

      She tried to remember the glint in his eyes when she turned to face the ceiling and shut her eyes tightly. This time he didn’t have to pry her eyes open. Water roared in the distance as the air turned hot and heavy with humidity. Her eyes flew open to find a waterfall. It fell over a rocky cliff face into a small pool of water. In this tropical forest, greenery grew everywhere while flowers of every color dotted the landscape, so wild and beautiful in its own unique way. Turning in a circle, she found green jungle surrounding them.

      Her breath picked up, nerves fighting their way out. This place seemed so real, so visceral. “Where are we?”

      “Another island.” He pointed to the mountain in the distance. “This one even has a volcano.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah, but we’ll save that for another time. Come on.” Garrett took her hand and pulled her towards the waterfall.

      “One minute.” She held up a finger. Like in the previous VR, she searched for the errors, digging past the surface. She bit the inside of her cheek. There had to be something. A new pair of hiking shoes hugged her feet. She scratched a shoe along the rocky path she was on, but nothing moved. Not the rocks, not even the dirt moved. This isn’t real. Above, the sun shone bright in a clear sky, but as she looked at it, it didn’t burn her eyes, it just stayed a fuzzy yellow color with no true warmth. There was more still off about the world, she could feel it. Before she could investigate the deep vegetation, Garrett pulled on her hand.

      “Are we gonna stand here all day, or are you ready for an adventure?”

      At the word, ‘adventure’, she cringed internally. I can do this, she reminded herself. “Okay. What is this adventure?”

      Garrett’s mouth lifted into a mischievous smile. “Race you.” He disappeared on the narrow trail through the trees. Was he purposely being flippant or maybe he was trying to distract her? If so it was working. Almost.

      She swallowed her fear and took off up the hill after him. By the time she made it to the top, she was out of breath and her legs burned. “I know this isn’t real, but my legs hurt.”

      “Just because this is happening in your mind doesn’t make the experience any less real.” Garrett reached out and took her hand.

      While his action appeared extremely casual, Ari couldn’t help but wonder what it meant. He tugged her to the edge, to a breathtaking view of water below. Vegetation surrounded the pool with a variety of colored flowers. Their tropical smells drifted up to greet her. He stepped closer to the edge, pulling her with him.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Jumping, of course. You’ll love it.”

      “I don’t think so. What if I died here? I know I won’t really die, but it still has to hurt. Right?” Unable to control her nervous ramblings, Ari pulled against his hold.

      Garrett must have seen the panic in her eyes, because he pulled her into a hug. “Don’t worry so much, Ari. Remember I said it’s all about trust?”

      They were at the edge of the cliff. She didn’t know if she trusted Garrett. Granted, she was there with him, and sneaking out in the middle of the night required some trust. While the mental war waged on, Garrett held her tighter, and before she could say a word, he stepped off the cliff with Ari screaming all the way down.
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        * * *

      

      Ari tried to hit Garrett several times after she recovered from the jump, but he ducked under the water out of range. Struggling to fight while staying afloat, she swam to the side and sat on the rocky deck in her wet clothes.

      “Don’t be mad. I really thought you’d like it.” Garrett floated in the water in front of her.

      Ari could almost admit that it had been pretty fun, but she didn’t like him making choices for her in the virtuals. She needed to learn how to do things for herself.

      “I promise no more cliff jumping without your permission.”

      “Oh, so cliff jumping is a regular thing for you.”

      “Bungie jumping also. You should try the Eiffel Tower.”

      “No thanks. I’d love to see Paris, but not in a blur as my life passes in front of my eyes.” Ari’s anger receded as her heartbeat finally slowed. The panic hadn’t left her, but it took up less residence hiding in the recesses of her mind. She didn’t know if it was Garrett’s surprises or his casual flirty behavior and she didn’t care. If she could play in here, she could work. She had to.

      “Ready?” Garrett swam towards her and climbed out.

      “No, but I don’t have a choice, my test is tomorrow.” Ari grabbed a small rock on the ground and threw it in the water. “I need to try this on my own.”

      “Go during lunch then. It’s pretty empty.” Garrett’s wet hair dripped into his mischievous eyes.

      “Garrett,” Ari swallowed unsure of what their relationship was growing into. “Thanks for everything. I couldn’t have done this without you. I owe you.”

      “I can think of one way you can repay me.” Garrett eyed her in a manner that made it obvious what kind of payment he was hoping for.

      She stood, nervous about what had happened the last time he tried to take things too far. “I can think of one too.” Ari shoved him back and watched as he tumbled into the water.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      Living on a constant caffeine drip, Ari slept for only a couple hours and woke up early the next day. She read the school policy and learned that every student was allowed two absences a quarter, and she was cashing in that day. Coleman’s deadline was up. Messaging Tessa, Ari asked her still sleeping roommate to take notes for her morning classes and headed off to the VR lab.

      Despite her lack of sleep, anxiety and fear kept her awake and followed her every step. She had to do this, before she talked herself out of it. The open lab in her dorm was next to her VR class with Dr. Coleman. The glass door slid open with a whoosh as she approached. Ari’s normal teaching assistant, Mica, wasn’t in the room, but another tall lanky guy sat behind the counter, his head in his hands.

      “Wanting to check in?” His brows lowered as if wanting to ask, instead, why she was here so early.

      “Yes.” She gave her full name so that it would match her HUB and waved her wrist over the black pad on the desk. Her name and picture popped up onto the screen.

      The guy looked over her info and then typed something. “I’m Toby. You must be getting some last-minute cramming in for Dr. Coleman’s test. Number eight is open. What do you want to run?”

      As determined as Ari was to come to the lab, she’d never thought about what VR to choose. She wanted to conquer the last one she’d run from. “Can I do the one from the first day of his class?”

      “Sure. Give me a second to find it.” He focused on his screen. “Most teachers use the one from the Never-Ending War to scare all the newbies away.”

      Well, it worked, but not this time.

      “Okay, you’re all set.”

      Ari made her way through the small cubicles filled with leather reclined chairs and VR stations. A few of them were filled with unconscious students. The smell of cleaning solution filled the air, and it reminded her of a hospital, and her father. She was determined not to lose her nerve so easily, so she continued down to number eight. She set down her bag and pulled her hair up into a high ponytail. It took a moment to get settled.

      “You can do this,” she reminded herself and dove into the program.

      The familiar dust and noise bombarded her instantly. Voices screamed, calling for help. Bombs exploded in the distance. Her first reaction was to flee. She scurried back to the shelter of a nearby building and struggled to draw in a clean breath.

      This isn’t real. The dust and smoke suffocating you isn’t real.

      Squeezing her eyes shut, she drew in a breath through her nose. When she reopened her eyes, the noise and chaos continued to attack and disorient her. She clasped her hands over her ears to block out the craziness. With the world in front of her muted, it helped her pounding heart to slow. This VR put a lot focus on the sounds of war, but as she scanned the horizon, there was something missing.

      While bullets and bombs sounded overhead, there wasn’t any evidence of any of their destruction. No explosions of dirt or debris in the landscape or people being struck down. Several injured people littered the dirt path along the building, but their wounds were bandaged already.

      Down the block, one injured woman cried out. “Help me. Dear God, help me.”

      Watching the woman, Ari lowered her hands and approached.

      The woman’s image scattered ever so briefly, and then reformed. “Help me. Dear God, help me.”

      This woman’s script must run in a loop, repeating for whoever walked past. Several other errors stuck out so obviously that Ari wondered why she’d never seen them before. Granted, she’d never stayed in a VR long enough to find them. Out in a nearby field, the same soldier kept running a similar path every minute or so. The explosions, still loud and annoying, sounded like a pattern that could be predicted.

      This was a flawed program. Dr. Coleman wanted them to see these flaws, so they can do better. Be better. With a world so complex, every little detail mattered. For the first time since coming to this school, a kernel of hope burned in her chest. She just might have a chance here.

      After scanning the horizon one more time, she pulled out of the VR, not out of fear, but because she had another class soon. The sickening noise of unplugging herself from the machine, still churned her stomach.

      Grabbing a drink from her bag, she realized that her class had already started. Despite the nausea building in her stomach, she had to go back in. She completed a couple of easier VRs, not lasting over fifteen minutes. But it was enough. Exhausted, even though she didn’t move a muscle for most of it, Ari picked up her bag and headed out of the cubicle.

      Walking down the hall, she read the screen in the wall flashing student reminders. Then the screen glitched. Numbers and letters sprawled all over the screen. Ari blinked again, and it was gone. She rubbed her temple, not sure what she saw in the first place. Maybe I need to get my eyes checked again. She’d had corrective surgery once already for her vision.

      Turning the corner towards the exit, she paused. Reed stood in front of her talking with the lanky TA that had checked her in. Reed finished his sentence and glanced her way. “Ari.”

      “Hi. What are you doing here?” She worried that he would give her another warning or lecture to avoid Garrett. He had never given her a tough time about boys she dated at their old school. Granted there weren’t many when most dates took place in the virtual realm.

      “Just helping Toby with a last-minute assignment.”

      Toby took the small drive on the counter and inserted it into his personal device. “I owe you one.”

      “I think it’s more than one.” Reed turned to Ari. “Walk you to your next class?”

      Taken back, it took Ari a moment to answer as she tried to figure his true reason for being there. He could have transferred data electronically to Toby. Couldn’t he?

      “Are you going to class?” He tilted his head slightly in question.

      Pull it together. Ari shook off the awkward surprise and exhaustion enough to answer. “Actually, I’m headed to my room.” She figured she should sleep for an hour or so before Coleman’s class if she was going to make any sense.

      “We can ride together.”

      They walked down the hall. The inches between them felt heavy, like miles filled with uncomfortable silence. In the elevator, they were alone, which was rare. He pushed her floor and then turned to her.

      “I wanted to say sorry about yesterday.” He glanced down. “It’s not my business who you date.”

      She had been thinking about it a lot since their run in. “If Garrett is so bad, why do you work with him?”

      “He’s not bad. He’s just more ...” He appeared to struggle to find the right word. “Let’s just say he has a reputation.”

      The elevator opened, and Ari wasn’t sure how to take his comment. Was Garrett a male slut or did Reed think she was naïve? She didn’t have time to worry about it and stepped out of the elevator.

      With a hand, he stopped the doors from closing behind her. “So, are we okay?”

      She turned back to Reed, his hazel eyes the same eyes she often lost herself in since she was twelve. He was trying to watch out for her. Even if he thought of her as a little sister, he cared. She couldn’t blame him for his behavior before. “We’re good, Reed.”

      A smile lit up his face as he stepped back into the elevator. “Have a good class.”

      As she headed to her room, an elated feeling grew in her chest. It felt good to settle things with Reed. Walking one staggered step at a time, her bed called to her like never before. Inside her room, she dumped her gear and kicked off her shoes, ready to sleep in her clothes. Before she could collapse on the bed, a message vibrated on her HUB.

      It was from her bank. They confirmed her withdrawal of $200. She hadn’t taken any money out of her account. On a tight budget, she planned her money from her part-time jobs to last her all year. But there it was on the bank record, removed this morning at 9:52am. It was clearly an error, but she’d have to deal with it later. She fell onto to her bed and closed her eyes.
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        * * *

      

      A few hours later, Ari’s hands gripped the arm rest, and she couldn’t stop chewing her bottom lip. She thought she was ready but wondered if she’d ever feel ready. Dr. Coleman didn’t speak to her but gave her a look of expectation that told Ari he was serious about her performance. She ignored the looks from the other students, especially Wake glaring at her.

      Mica approached with a sympathetic smile and a new ring in her left ear. “You okay?”

      “I got it.” Ari was really getting tired of that question.

      Ari inserted the cold metal cable into the back of her head. No matter how many times she had to be in virtuals, she would never like that feeling. Closing her eyes, she headed towards the void.

      Before she could gather herself in the VR, a cacophony of sound assaulted Ari. She spun sideways as a gush of air and neon lights raced by her.

      “Watch it,” someone shouted as they pushed past her.

      Standing on a busy sidewalk, buildings surrounded her and rose higher than she could see. Lights blotted out the night sky. Horns blared as cars sped by, ignoring the mass of people flooding the walkways. Distant music carried through the night, but Ari couldn’t say from where. Foreign words flashed on the side of the building. The Chinese symbols told her she was far away from home.

      The chaos fed her fear. She clenched her hands against her thighs and focused on what needed to be done. She hadn’t traveled enough to be sure, but this appeared to be a major city in Asia. Never having been there before might make it harder. She ignored her doubt and searched for the problems.

      Dr. Coleman’s voice cut through the noise, reminding them of their assignment. “Your test will be to find the limitations and errors in the program. You may have to push, but there are over twenty. You will have thirty minutes.”

      Thirty minutes. That would be the longest Ari had ever been in the VR. Hopefully, she wouldn’t need it. A man on a bike raced by, forcing her back. She pressed up against the wall of a building. Closing her eyes, she focused on her breath. I can do this. It’s only code, little numbers floating through my brain.

      When she opened her eyes, the scene in front of her flashed in gray and black as if a 2D movie had been scratched. Blinking, the scene returned to the busy street in some city in Asia. Time to work.

      Ignoring the twist of nerves in her gut, Ari completed the task in front of her. She pushed in stores, talked to people, searching for any error. It wasn’t as easy as it looked. Searching down the crowded street, she noticed the same Asian man on a bicycle forcing people out of his way. That in itself was an error, but Dr. Coleman would want more than a repeating bicycle. She realized if she really wanted out of this VR, she needed to think outside the box. This was fake, right?

      When the bicycle approached, she grabbed a nearby woman with a bag full of groceries and shoved her into the man’s path. Ari braced for the worst, spilled fruit and a bleeding woman. Instead, the scene in front of her flashed black for a moment and then returned to normal as if the bicycle had never hit the woman.

      The woman still held her bag of groceries and turned and shouted at Ari. Thankfully, Ari didn’t understand the streams of what was probably Chinese swear words, and she turned to continue down the sidewalk. As she navigated the noisy street, she easily spotted many of the characters in the time loops. The freeze or glitch when each one started over appeared almost too easy to find. It took her more time to memorize them. Mentally she ticked them off: man on bicycle, woman selling flowers, man calling for the same cab, another young man selling tickets, and the list continued.

      Coleman would want more thorough specifics on the coding problems. Anyone could pick out repeater loops. She pushed into a nearby store and found herself in a tech shop. A young salesman greeted her at the door in a language Ari didn’t understand. She ignored the man. He was only numbers, she reminded herself. She touched a couple of computers, tech, and other personal links as she headed to the back. Once Ari passed the sales desk, the associates began shouting at her. She knew the problem before she even went into the back. They put the supposed back rooms around a corner. Dark and downplayed, they didn’t want anyone going there. Another associate hollered something and grabbed for her.

      Ari made it around the corner and found the door. She reached for the knob and pulled it open. Then in a flash, her world was turned upside down. Colors morphed into a drunken swirl. She closed her eyes, her stomach rolling with unease. When she opened them, she found herself standing back on the sidewalk. The program had spit her back outside. I guess, that’s one way to get rid of unruly customers.

      Dizziness still plagued Ari, and she wished for a bit of peace and quiet. She thought she had enough to pass the test and for a moment was tempted to leave. A group of girls headed down the sidewalk towards her. With fluffy crowns and open drinks, it appeared they were part of a bachelorette party or something.

      Ari decided to get one more error for the test before leaving. Determined to stay still, she hoped to watch the girl’s glitch at running into her. Maybe they would go around her and then Ari would be out of luck. The girls didn’t even notice her as they laughed and carried on. When they reached Ari, one stumbled into her, actually stumbled into her, shoving her out of the way. Surprised, Ari fell awkwardly off the sidewalk. Someone shouted, and she reflexively turned to face an oncoming car.

      She didn’t have time to move, and the car slammed into her. Ari flew through the air, pain bursting in her body.

      Ari woke in the classroom with a gasp. Her hands trembled as she reached for her stomach. Just a second ago, there had been so much pain and darkness. Her breath came out in harsh gasps as her adrenaline raced. “I’m back.”

      “You okay?” Mica appeared at her side.

      “Yeah.” Ari tried to rein in her emotions. It wasn’t real, but her racing heart wouldn’t listen.

      Ari removed the plug and rubbed around her port. Dr. Coleman sat at his desk in the corner of the room, not even bothering to glance her way. The majority of the class remained unconscious, plugged into the VR. Without speaking Ari logged onto her tablet and completed the test by writing down her observations and errors in the system. She prayed it was enough and headed to grab a drink before her last class.

      Her last class blurred by as she waited numbly for her future to be decided. With no appetite, she headed to her room, checking her HUB every couple minute to see if Dr. Coleman had posted grades. Her whole life had been spent in fear of VRs, and now she wanted to stay in a program for them. Funny how life worked sometimes. She had finally began seeing a future here, not only for herself but for her family. She could make enough money for her mother to quit both of her jobs.

      The afternoon passed in its usual fashion. Tessa kept busy on her game, bickering about the rate of currency exchange. Ari plugged her earphones in her tablet, turned up her music, and opened a book.

      About a hundred pages later, the sun started its descent, casting shadows through the small windows in their room. Tessa stood up to stretch and grab a soda.

      “Want one?” Tessa asked when she noticed Ari’s gaze.

      “No thanks.”

      “How did the test go today? I didn’t hear anything about a first-year screaming through the halls.” Tessa smiled easily, but Ari wasn’t quite ready to laugh at herself yet.

      “I think it went well, but we’ll see.”

      Her HUB went off with a new message. She opened it. It was from Garrett.

      Congratulations on your test. Ready to celebrate? Party tomorrow night in virtuals at midnight.

      This took Ari back a bit. Tessa must have noticed her surprise.

      “What is it?”

      “I guess I passed.” Ari flipped through the school site on her tablet. There it was, a high B. That was better than even she expected. How did Garrett know this? Grades weren’t public. She’d figure that out later.

      “I passed,” she told herself as well as Tessa. “I got a B+ on the test.”

      “Good. I would have hated to have a new roommate. You never know who you’ll end up with.”

      Ari rolled her eyes at her roommate’s flippant remark, but it didn’t bother her. “Tessa, get ready. We’re going to party this weekend.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      After hacking their school issued HUBs, the two girls walked through the campus guided by the orange glow of the school’s emergency lights. Ari tugged on her fitted blue sweater as they approached the building. Uncomfortable, she wished she wore something else, probably just nerves from her first party.

      “If this is supposed to be a date with your boy toy, why did I have to come along again?”

      “First, he’s not my boy toy. Garrett is ... I’m not sure what he is, but I know what he’s not. And second, this is a party, not a date. I thought you’d have fun.” Truth was, Ari didn’t want to go alone. Ari didn’t know why she felt uneasy, but having Tessa there, somebody besides Garrett, helped. “I’ll owe you okay? I’ll get morning coffee for a month.”

      “Don’t skimp on the Danish.” The corner of Tessa’s mouth lifted at the idea. “And stop pulling on that sweater or I’ll dump a drink on it.”

      Ari stuck her hands in her pockets and tried to stay calm. This would be the first time she entered a VR for no other purpose than to have fun. She spent all of her pre-teen years wishing she could do this.

      They approached the lab. A couple of students turned in front of them and entered through the dark metal doors. Just inside, a scruffy guy collected Tessa’s money.

      “I was supposed to meet Garrett here,” Ari told the guy.

      “Oh, you must be his current girl.”

      Ari grimaced at the word current, as if Garrett had girls on a rotating roaster, replacing them for whatever fit his pleasure.

      “I got it from here, Paul,” Garrett interjected as he appeared behind Paul. Garrett grabbed Ari’s hand and pulled her into the dark corridor.

      “Congratulations, Ari.”

      “Thank you. By the way, how did you know I passed?”

      A mischievous smile crossed his lips. “Mica is a friend, remember?”

      Ari inwardly cringed thinking about what Mica had probably told him. It also made sense how Garrett always knew when she needed help. It didn’t sit well that he knew so much more about her than she did about him. “Oh, so you have spies.”

      “Spies, friends, contacts, however you would like to put it.” Garrett led her through the usual doors, but this time only dim light cast shadows around the room. Green lights pulsed from numerous VR stations. Someone familiar passed down a row. Her brother maybe? With the darkness she couldn’t tell.

      “And how can you pull this off with so many students?” Ari whispered as the room quieted with each student plugging in.

      Garrett guided her through rows of unconscious students whose eyes flickered unnaturally in their semi-conscious state.

      “There are only about twenty or so people. Any bigger would attract attention. But don’t worry. We have a couple people we pay to look the other way. Do people really expect students to not party or have fun? At least this way no one gets hurt.”

      “Sure,” she half-heartedly replied as Garrett repeated the same government line she had heard since a child. “Why the dim light?” When it was just two of them the lab was well lit.

      “That’s for the ambiance.” He waved his hand like a true showman. “Here you go, Ari. I hope you like it.” Garrett led her in a chair and then leaned close. “I’ll be joining you shortly.”

      Ari plugged herself in, closed her eyes and then opened them to a dark city street. Cars and cabs rushed by, sending a polluted breeze her way. Tall, old buildings surrounded her. The one in front of her had an old gray brick face with fire escapes that led up to the roof. She turned in a full circle taking in the looming aged monstrosity of the big city.

      A flashy young couple walked down the street and entered the building before her. The guy wore dark pants and a striped shirt, while the girl matched in a small black dress and four-inch heels. This has to be it. Looking down, she noticed her dress—a frumpy old black Sunday school type dress with black flats.

      “Really,” Ari cried to the starry night. She wasn’t going to a party looking like a poor nun. Ari closed her eyes, trying to force herself to change. Her thoughts traveled to dresses that flashed across the celebrity blitzes on the screens.

      When she looked down again, she wore a small gold dress that fit perfectly and strappy heels to match. A smile crossed her lips in satisfaction. It might not be perfect, but it was definitely an improvement and much easier than she thought. When she reached the end of the block, she noticed Tessa leaning against the building smoking.

      “You clean up nice, girlie.” Tessa pushed off the building. She wore ... well, it took a minute before Ari could figure out exactly what Tessa wore. Black leather wrapped around Tessa’s body covering the bare necessities. A long black skirt trailed behind her.

      “You look amazing. How did you do that?”

      “Plan out your outfit when you close your eyes. It’s easier to get dressed on your way in.” Tessa blew a cloud of smoke in her face. “Come on. You have a boy toy to see.”

      They crossed the street and approached the aged building. At the door, a large man checked their names off a list. “The full bar is on the first floor. Second floor is for dancing. The next two floors are virtuals, and the heated rooftop is also opened tonight.” He opened the door for them.

      “Virtuals?” Ari had heard of a virtual in a virtual but why here? She turned to Tessa who ignored her question and headed inside.

      “This club has several top destinations. Have a good night.” He ushered her in without further comment.

      Ari walked inside to find a large, gold trimmed bar that went decades past the crumbling exterior of the building. Velvet couches littered the room as people lounged around with drinks in their hands. Candles on the tables flickered, producing a seductive atmosphere that unsettled Ari.

      There had to be more than the twenty or so people Garrett invited. The others had to be from the program, but being unfamiliar with the upperclassman, how did Ari know who was real and who was part of the program? She followed Tessa as she struggled to keep the panic at bay. Maybe a drink or a tab would help? But that wasn’t even real.

      At the base of a large staircase, Tessa turned to Ari. “I’m going to check out what games they have on the VRs. You want to come or are you waiting for him?”

      Not in a hurry to go hop in another VR, Ari replied, “I’ll wait for him here.”

      “Catch you later.” Tessa headed upstairs, her skirt billowing behind her like a dark bird.

      A shiver ran over Ari at the thought of what Tessa was about to do. But Tessa was a big girl. Ari headed towards the bar and found a seat.

      As she climbed on the stool, a familiar voice spoke nearby. “Yes, two beers and an ounce.”

      “Marco,” Ari called down the bar.

      “Hey, little sis.” Marco headed towards her. “What are you doing here?”

      “I was going to ask you the same thing.”

      “I’m an upperclassman, and this is a party.” A familiar smile lit his face as he strolled towards her.

      While she was so happy to see him, she had to wonder where he had been and what he really was doing here. “How can you afford the party charge?” Ari whispered. The cost of the party was a lot of money for them. Her mother brought that home in a day, with double shifts. Ari only got in free due to Garrett. Granted, the drinks and drugs were free here, since they weren’t technically real. It still didn’t feel right.

      “I work on the side.” Marco brushed off the question. “But look at you, dressed up and everything. How did you score an invite?”

      “Garrett.”

      “Garrett?” It took Marco a minute to register this. “You’re the freshman he’s dating?”

      “We’re friends.” She shrugged.

      “Sure.” He lowered his brow and stared at her. “I’m not sure I approve of that.”

      “A little hypocritical, isn’t it?” Ari motioned to the two drinks and the small mirror with powder and a straw that was placed in front of him.

      “Virtuals don’t count.”

      “I could say the same.” She bristled against his desire to control her. He’d never been the type, and she didn’t want him to be. She decided to turn the tables. “You’re not in the virtuals a lot, are you?”

      Marco rustled her hair. “Don’t worry, little sis.” He picked up his two drinks. “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.” And then he was off.

      Those instructions left things pretty wide open. She sighed and watched him head across the room.

      Before Ari could worry too long about her brother, a hand slid around her shoulders.

      Garrett sat at the chair next to her in a dark suit. “What are you drinking?”

      “Not sure yet. What’s the point of drinking in the virtuals?”

      “It’s as real as you believe it is. Why do you think we come here?” Garrett asked but didn’t wait for an answer.

      “Most of these rich kids have actually been to this club. The more closely tied to reality it is, the more believable it is. Then, if you want something more exotic you can go hit up a virtual.”

      “I thought a virtual in a virtual wasn’t safe.” Ari had read reports that the more levels you go down in a VR, the harder it was to find yourself back to reality. After her father, she’d read a lot about it.

      “Amazing isn’t it?” Garrett eyes flashed with excitement. The bartender came by and Garrett ordered a couple of drinks for them.

      “So, what’s it going to be tonight? Drinking, dancing, or head to another beach?”

      Ari wasn’t ready to think about another VR. “How about the roof?”

      Before Garrett could answer, the bartender pushed the two drinks in front of them.

      “The roof it is.” Garrett lifted his glass in agreement. “I’ve got to take care of a little business, but I’ll meet you up there.”

      Ari nodded and watched as Garrett headed off into the crowded bar. He greeted several people as he passed. He headed to a dark table with a few girls too perfect to be real, and, of course, her brother sitting in the middle. Ari wanted to know what was really going on with Marco and what he knew about Garrett. Annoyed by this possible friendship, she grabbed her drink, and headed to the elevators.

      Ari squeezed into the crowded elevator. The mix of alcohol and a variety of cologne and perfume colliding in the small space overwhelmed her senses. As the doors started to close, a familiar face slid in. Reed. He wore a dark blue vest with a fun tie and shirt rolled up to the elbows.

      “Hey, Ari.” He smiled that adorable smile of his as he squeezed in next to her.

      “Hi,” Ari replied.

      The elevator stopped on the second floor to let people in and out. In the shuffle, someone pushed Ari next to Reed. Her drink almost spilled, and he held onto her arm to steady her.

      His gaze trailed up and rested on her face. “You look nice.”

      “Thanks.” Ari stepped back, heat rushing to her face.

      A guy, visibly drunk, entered the elevator and slapped Reed in the arm. “Great party.”

      Did Reed throw this party? Ari couldn’t worry about that right now. She focused on breathing in this confined coffin and watched the numbers rising on the display.

      While Reed replied with niceties, Ari considered how getting drunk in a virtual worked. If you didn’t really believe the alcohol was real, then would you get drunk? Ari took a drink of her cranberry vodka, telling herself it wasn’t real. Once she focused on the illusion though, it continued to other things. Was she really rising with the elevator? What happened if she only believed in parts of a VR? Would she fall through the elevator?

      By the time the elevator reached the top, Ari couldn’t breathe. Her fears snowballed, imagining her mind running in a program that might never end.

      Reed was at her side. “What is it?”

      Ari tried to push him off, searching for ... something. She struggled to stay in the present. Flashes of glitches, black and white static lines, spotted her vision.

      “Breathe,” he said, close by. Close enough that she could smell him, an odd scent, a cologne that she didn’t recognize.

      “Ari, look at me.” Reed’s voice was commanding.

      Her eyes flicked up to meet his worried gaze.

      “You’re okay. You’re with me in a virtual. One that I have control of ending whenever I need to. You’re safe with me.”

      “You’re holding my hands.” Ari’s breath came in short gasps. She couldn’t think of anything else to say but couldn’t find the energy to care. He must have taken her drink at some point.

      “What?” Reed gave a nervous chuckle and dropped her hands.

      “It’s these damn virtuals. They mess with my head sometimes.”

      “That is what they’re supposed to do.” He led her to a chair and sat down next to her.

      His eyes became intense, as if he was asking for everything she never wanted to tell him.

      She turned to look at their surroundings. It didn’t look like a roof at all but an extension of the club. Plants and vines hung as a backdrop with comfortable couches, reclined chairs, antique-looking coffee tables, and even a small bar.

      Beyond the roof, large buildings and a twinkling of lights scattered the night sky almost like stars—a modernized galaxy in its own accord.

      Reed leaned forward. “You sure you’re okay?”

      “I will be.” She pulled on the hem of her dress. “Still getting the hang of these things.”

      “Ari, I’m sorry about before, but you’re amazing.”

      “What?”

      “Do you know how many kids from our neighborhood have been placed in the VR program? None for over ten years. I checked. You’ve overcome your fears, and one day you will be creating worlds that will make this VR pale in comparison.” He reached forward and brushed the top of her hand and then lifted his gaze. “That’s why I warned you about Garrett. A lot of people will want to know you as you’re headed towards something amazing. He doesn’t have the best reputation with girls, and I worry about you.”

      A warm stillness spread throughout Ari’s body. “You worry about me?

      “When I was ten, your mom told Marco and me to watch over you on a school trip. She told us the same thing before we came back here.” He glanced down. “She didn’t have to though. I would have anyway. It’s a hard habit to break.”

      Ari let a breath go, not sure whether to be annoyed or grateful to have an extra big brother around. “Anyway, if Garrett’s such bad news then why do you work with him?”

      “We need each other to pull this off.” Reed spotted someone behind Ari.

      “How do you pull this off?” Ari asked.

      Before Ari could turn around, Garrett placed his hands on her shoulders. “Reed can’t give away all of our secrets or there goes our mystery.”

      “Why the mystery?”

      “Everyone needs a little mystery.” Garrett squeezed Ari’s shoulder hard, and she gave a little jump.

      Reed couldn’t cover the look of disgust that crossed his face. She wasn’t going to feel guilty though. She had seen him with countless girls himself; he was in no position to judge.

      “Right. I’ll head off. Ari, you sure you’re okay?” Reed asked one more time.

      “Promise.” Something inside of her sunk as she watched Reed walk off. She realized she missed him, but he wasn’t hers to miss.

      Garrett pulled her up from her seat. “Do you need anything else to drink?”

      “Do I?” Ari returned the question. “It’s all fake anyway. Can’t I tell my brain to release the chemicals that make me act like the rest of the stupid drunk girls?”

      “Some people might call you a buzzkill, ya know?” Garrett pulled her into a hug, his mouth brushing against her neck. His lips sent a tingle throughout her body.

      Ari scanned the balcony to see who else was up there. There were a few couples lying down on the couches making out, while others were drinking and talking. Garrett would probably expect something like that, being up there. Her stomach tightened, wishing she would have stayed at the bar.

      Stepping back, he led her to a plush reclined chair. “Have a seat, and I’ll grab a couple drinks.” Ari watched him cross the rooftop to the other side of the bar. She took a seat and wondered how many other girls had he brought here? She was letting Reed and Marco get in her head, and they had occupied too many of her thoughts already. It was time for her to live her own life.

      Garrett returned and handed Ari a green concoction. She took a small sip and the taste of apples flooded her mouth.

      “Sweet apples.”

      He lifted his drink, a dark amber color. “Here’s to you and your educational success.”

      Ari took another drink and inhaled afterward as the sweet liquor warmed its way down her throat. She set down the glass, remembering her last incident drinking—virtual or not.

      “Anything wrong?” Garrett asked.

      “No, my mind’s all over the place, taking in the fact that this is my new life.”

      “It is only beginning,” Garrett said as he leaned forward, kissing her softly on the lips. It was so gentle and warm, she melted against him. His mouth tasted of alcohol, warm and rich. Soon his drink was put down, and they reclined against the couch with Garrett on top of Ari, pushing her into the back of the couch. It wasn’t long before Garrett’s hands were all over her body.

      Ari tried to close her eyes and enjoy being with Garrett. But soon Reed’s annoying voice crept into her head. She couldn’t help but wonder how many girls, in how many places, he had done this with before. And despite what everyone said, this felt all too real.

      Garrett’s hands were warm as he touched the bare skin on her leg. As his fingers traced it higher, Ari froze.

      “I’m not that drunk,” Ari said, trying to keep the panic out of her voice.

      “No, you’re not. Just like that wasn’t real liquor, this isn’t real either.” He went to kiss her neck, pushing the limits of her dress.

      “Garrett there are people up here.” Ari eyed the other couples who didn’t seem to notice anything beyond their partner.

      “They aren’t real.” He waved them off with a free hand. “Just part of the simulation. Most people headed to the virtuals.”

      He kissed Ari again with more determination. Her thoughts flew a mile a minute. Was this wrong? She never had gone beyond kissing before. She hadn’t known Garrett for long, but he had saved her butt. She owed him.

      She wasn’t going to do this because of obligation though. She tried to push her way free of Garrett, but he wasn’t giving up easily. Since he could do this with any computer animation here, she failed to see the appeal. He kept murmuring things about her body that made her feel like she needed to shower. His grip tightened on her body, his tongue a dead slug trying to invade her mouth.

      She couldn’t take it anymore and wasn’t sure if she could fight her way out of his hold. Her heart raced with a panic which had nothing to do with the VR and everything to do with Garrett. Without a second thought, she left.
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      Ari sat at her computer, retyping the same code into her programming interface for the sixth time. She was supposed to be working on the physical world for her first virtual. At least she’d decided on her setting. That had taken an hour in itself.

      It didn’t help that her interface ring, which was securely stowed in her bag, was flashing with unread messages. Garrett.

      It had been a week since she’d talked to him. A week since she’d left the virtual in the middle of making out with him. She had woken in a panic and pulled the plug. The guy who had manned the door, had watched in a dazed stupor as she’d sprinted out of the building, not looking back.

      It had been a long week.

      With her grades barely above passing, she had been working hard at her assignments. She typed in the code in for a sky for the seventh time. She finally closed her tablet, which was plugged into her hard drive, in exasperation and reached for her ring. She checked her HUB and scanned the messages.

      Twenty-five were from Garrett. The first few started with apologies. By the end she could see the anger dripping into them. His last one read: If you won’t call me, I can’t fix it.

      Ari knew he deserved an answer, so she decided she wouldn’t finish her homework that night without talking to him. She didn’t think “I’m a scared prude” or “It didn’t feel right” was really an answer he’d understand. After everything he’d done for her, she didn’t want it to end like this.

      She wrote: I need some time to focus on my grades. Thank you for all your help and hopefully we can talk soon. Her thumb lingered over the send button. The “we can talk soon” didn’t even feel right. She hit the save button instead and thought another hour wouldn’t hurt.

      Another message flashed. This one from her bank. The bank received her complaint about the missing cryptos and claimed she had legally withdrawn the money. Frustration boiled under her skin. Her academic assignment covered all of her food and board, but she would need some funds for Christmas. She should have several hundred cryptos in there from her part-time jobs.

      Tessa came in, arms full of bags and coffee. That girl should get a straight IV of that stuff.

      “Hey, roomy.” Tessa dropped her bags on her bed. “How’s the homework coming?”

      “It’s coming,” Ari admitted. She closed her messages; she would deal with them later. “I think I need a break, actually. These damn walls seem to be closing in on me.”

      “You could head up to the virtual lab upstairs and send your mind to get some fresh air.” Tessa gave a sarcastic smile, knowing Ari’s love for virtuals.

      “I think I’ll go for some vitamin D from the real source.” It was a Saturday, and she had been working all morning. A walk by the lake sounded great.

      “Whatever. I don’t have to worry about skin cancer though.”

      “If that was my only concern,” Ari mumbled as she headed out the door.

      She walked the path near the lake behind the dorms. A cool breeze brushed off the lake, and she tightened her jacket. Up ahead, a bit off the path, two guys argued.

      As she neared, she realized it was her brother and Garrett. Her stomach tightened, and she hurried towards them. Marco’s face tightened in anger.

      “You can’t cut me out of something that was my idea to begin with.” Marco shoved Garrett back.

      “I can and I am.” Garrett had a coldness in his expression that was foreign to Ari. His hair, still dark, matched his icy exterior.

      Ari placed a hand on her brother’s shoulder. “Marco.”

      He shook her off. “Here’s my sister you screwed over too.”

      Garrett narrowed his gaze. “Leave Ari out of this. She has nothing to do with this.”

      “You’re the one that brought her into this,” Marco said.

      Ari’s mind spun trying to figure what this was about. Was Garrett working with Marco too? “Marco, stop.” Ari approached him and laid a hand on his arm. He was thinner. When did he lose weight? When he roughly waved her off, Ari turned to Garrett for some answers.

      “Garrett?” she asked.

      He finally turned his gaze to her, softening it a bit, but his cheeks remained flushed.

      “Your brother is a loser, Ari. He is hooked up all—” Garrett didn’t get to finish the sentence because Marco tackled him to the ground.

      Straddling Garrett, Marco punched him, repeatedly. Ari yelled at Marco and tried to pull him off. Amid the chaos, a fist flew in her direction, slamming into the side of her head. Darkness encompassed her.
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        * * *

      

      Sitting on the grass with an ice pack nursing her jaw, Ari shot a passerby a dirty look. By the time she woke, Garrett had already taken off. Marco at least went to get her ice.

      “Don’t you have a life to live or something? Oh wait, you probably don’t.” Marco hollered at an embarrassing level to one of the spectators.

      The small group didn’t bother to look embarrassed.

      “That’s all I need, more people talking about me.” Ari winced as she talked, her jaw aching.

      “Don’t worry about those losers.” Marco brushed at his pants.

      “Like I’m one to talk,” Ari said. Most of them, except Tessa, avoided her, online and in person. “Yesterday, Dr. Coleman’s version of a compliment was to tell the class that I was pretty good for someone who has logged fewer hours than his dog.”

      “Don’t worry about it. His dog is pretty damn good from what I hear.”

      Ari chuckled, and pain shot up the side of her face. “Who hit me? It hurts like hell.”

      “Sorry, that was me. I didn’t see you,” Marco said. But he didn’t look sorry enough for Ari.

      “Figures.” The running joke in their old school was “How do you know what block kids come from? How hard they could hit.” Rich kids who only fought in the VR, fought like crap in the real world.

      “Marco?” Ari asked, waiting for him to look her in the eye, “Are you going to tell me what’s going on? I haven’t been able to really talk to you since school started.”

      He didn’t reply, and she turned her gaze to the lake, waiting for an answer. The wind brushed the top of the water, sending slight ripples across the pristine surface.

      “Reed, Garrett, and I started the underground VRs at school last year,” Marco gazed out over the lake. “Garrett has access to the lab from his job, Reed watches out for us while we’re in the virtuals, and I hack the system to cover our tracks.” Marco played with a piece of grass, avoiding her gaze. “I’ve been busy lately, and we’ve had a couple of close calls.”

      “So, the fight wasn’t about me?” Ari couldn’t help but feel a little relieved.

      “Garrett’s pissed about business, but it’s partly about you. Garrett deserved having me beat him down either way. Everyone heard you jumped ship on him at the last party—which I was glad to hear.” Marco leaned into Ari, bumping her shoulder playfully. “But this argument has been going on for some time, so don’t stress about it, sis.”

      “Easy for you to say. What if the school finds out about this? I thought virtual-in-virtual programs were banned here since they’re so dangerous.”

      “We don’t do much V-in-V, but we still make good money. The advanced students sell the programs at half the cost.” Marco looked proud of his business venture.

      “Oh.” Ari didn’t know what to say. She’d spent most of her life quietly chastising her brother, like her mother had, but he did what he wanted anyway. She couldn’t muster enough energy to reprimand him anymore. He’d told her enough times that she wasn’t his mother, and he was right.

      “Do you do them?” Ari already knew the answer but had to ask.

      “Sometimes.” He kept his eyes on the grass in front of her.

      Ari bit her lip for a moment. “Aren’t you afraid that you’ll get stuck and end up like Dad?” For the past five years Ari had been angry at her father, whereas Marco had never said much about it. Yet sometimes, especially after visiting their dad, Ari could see the pain in Marco’s eyes.

      Marco spared her the briefest of glances before turning back to the lake.

      “Ari, virtuals aren’t so bad. Life ends up being a boring movie.” His usual sarcasm laced his words, but his eyes remained cold and serious.

      She was about to question him when his HUB pinged.

      He looked at it briefly, reading the message. “It’s Reed.” Marco huffed as he stood up. “I’m going to have to clear this mess up.”

      Ari stood, grabbing her bag. “Please, be careful.” Marco was pressing his luck by fighting on campus and running virtual parties. Maybe going to the same school as her brother wasn’t such a good idea.

      “I’m not the one with a shiner.” He smiled.

      “You owe me, ya know.” Ari would have to get this taken care of before people asked questions. Hopefully, the first-aid kit in the dorm was well stocked.

      “Yeah, I do.” Marco said, the smile completely leaving his face.

      Ari hated watching him leave. He might not be the best brother, but he was family. She wiped at a tear, flinched at the pain in her face, and went upstairs to try to contact her mother.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      For the next few weeks, Ari threw herself into her studies. Now that she could somewhat handle a VR, she had to work to pull up her grade. Watching herself improve and thrive in the program, felt nice. The only downside was the nagging feeling in the back of her mind that she’d handled things poorly with Garrett. She’d never claimed to be experienced with guys—at sixteen she’d never had a boyfriend—and walking that fine line between friend and boyfriend was harder than she thought.

      On the plus side, she’d actually had dinner with Marco last week. Tessa and Ari hung out more often, too. Once Ari had learned to ignore Tessa’s brisk manner and brutal honesty, she’d warmed up to her roommate. Both figured that in an industry filled with men, girls had to stick together. Tessa even let Ari play her game once—for free. Granted Ari didn’t last long until an angry dwarf killed her, but the game was impressive. Slowly, she was finding her niche.

      After dinner one night, Tessa and Ari rode the elevator back to their room. “Have you heard from your IT boy?”

      Ari shook her head. “Not lately.” Not after he’d fought with her brother.

      “Is that a good thing or a bad thing?”

      “Probably a good thing,” Ari answered honestly. “I was never sure how I felt about him anyway.”

      “He did give you some great gear though.”

      “Yeah. He had his moments.” Tired of talking about Garrett, Ari tried to change the subject as they entered their dorm. “I have to finish this code before I go to sleep tonight.”

      “Do you need help?” Tessa asked.

      “Thanks for the offer, but I think I can manage.”

      Tessa kicked off her shoes. “I only have an upgrade on my game to work on, but I’d rather work on my procrastinating skills instead.”

      “Good luck with that.” Ari headed to her desk. She started her computer up and tried to open her coding interface IDE, or Integrated Development Environment. It took longer than usual. She tapped on the file, and the response time seemed delayed. While she waited, she realized there was a program open in the background that she hadn’t recognized. Suddenly, the program closed by itself.

      An uneasy confusion grew in the pit of her stomach as she rebooted her computer and tried to access the IDE again. Her breathing quickened as she calculated how many hours she had already spent on her homework. She kept tapping the screen, swearing under her breath.

      “What’s wrong?” Tessa pushed back from her desk and looked over Ari’s shoulder.

      “Not sure,” Ari replied. “Something is wrong with my system. Seriously delayed response times. One program opened that I’ve never even seen before.”

      “Calm down. I’ll look at it.”

      Ari stepped out of her chair as Tessa sat at her desk. She paced watching Tessa work on her computer.

      “You have a ghost.”

      “What?”

      “Someone is screwing with your system.”

      “Who?” Ari asked.

      Tessa furiously typed on Ari’s computer. “Dunno. A lot of people here could hack into your system.”

      “Could it be Wake?” That jerk had been shooting her dirty looks and making snide comments every chance he could.

      “Maybe, but it doesn’t feel like him. I’d be surprised if Wake is this good.”

      “Great. I just finished Tollingston’s paper that’s due tomorrow.” Ari couldn’t help that her mind went to Garrett next. She didn’t think he’d stoop that low, but how well did she ever know him?

      Tessa spun around in the seat. “I’d see if your brother or his roommate can fix it. If I pry too hard, whoever it is could trash your system.”

      Ari couldn’t afford a missed assignment, not since her performance at the beginning of the year. She briefly closed her eyes, willing herself not to go into panic mode yet. “Could an IT person do this?”

      “You thinking of Garrett? Sure. He probably even set up the system passwords.”

      Anger boiled inside of Ari. Sure, she hadn’t ended things well with Garrett, but did she deserve this?

      “Maybe your brother can help? Set up a new firewall to protect you?”

      “Yeah or beat the crap out of Garrett until he fixes it,” Ari said through her clenched jaw.

      “That works too.”

      Ari disconnected her tablet from her screen, threw her bag over her shoulder, and stormed out of the room.

      “Good luck,” Tessa shouted as the door hissed shut.

      She headed towards Garret’s room at first, formulating every diatribe she wanted to spew at him, but as she approached the turn off to her brother’s dorm, she changed her mind. As much as she wanted to rip Garrett apart, she didn’t have time to deal with their past. Her assignment came first.

      So, instead she found herself in front of her brother’s door. Pinching the bridge of her nose for a moment, she tried to push back the killer headache looming behind her eyes. Lights flashed onto the back of her closed eyelids. She had been staring at her computer for too long.

      When she finally knocked, Reed answered barefoot in a pair of pajama pants. His thin yet muscular physique stole her words for a moment. She hadn’t seen him shirtless since they were kids swimming in the community pool. He had certainly grown up.

      Avoiding his gaze, she looked past him for her brother. “Is Marco here?”

      “No, he’s doing homework in the lab.” Reed opened the door for her to enter. “What’s wrong?”

      Ari stepped inside and pulled out her tablet. “I hate to bother you, but I have a ghost on my computer.”

      “What? A key logger?” Reed took her tablet drive from her hands and hooked it into his system. “Do you know who placed it?”

      “Not sure. Maybe Garrett.”

      Reed’s shoulders tightened, and lines creased his face. “If so, I’ll talk with Garrett.”

      Ari wondered just how much Reed had heard about what happened at the party. Gratefully, she’d taken care of the bruising already with the first-aid kit. Yet, her face warmed with embarrassment. “If you can’t fix it, I may just kill him.”

      “It might take an hour or so to fix, but feel free to kill him.” He glanced up and his face softened. “Pull up a chair, and we’ll see what we can find.”

      Ari grabbed an extra chair and sat next to Reed at the desk. “Thanks so much. I can’t afford another bad grade. I was hoping Marco would be here. I hate to bother you.” Ari couldn’t seem to stop her nervous rambling.

      “It’s not a problem.” Reed placed a hand on top of hers.

      Ari froze and stared at his hand. The touch sent a warmth through her body, settling in her stomach. It went beyond comfort to something else entirely. She fought the romantic notions that threatened to carry her away.

      Their gazes met, speaking more than either could have said, and he took his hand away. “Ari, really, it’s not a problem. I’m glad you came. I can have it fixed in the hour.”

      “Me too,” she said softly.

      Reed sat up stiff in his chair and his fingers flew over the keyboard. “What is this?”

      “What?”

      “This can’t be.”

      Frustrated at his lack of communication, Ari leaned forward to look at the screen. “What can’t be?”

      “Your key logger. The person recording your every stroke you make ...”

      “What?”

      “Nothing.” He quickly closed the computer and stood up.

      “That wasn’t nothing.”

      He grabbed her hand and pulled her out into the hall.

      “What is going on, Reed? Is this all Garrett?”

      He shut the door behind them. They stood inches apart as she searched his face for an answer.

      “It’s not Garrett?” She waited for the answer.

      He glanced down the hall. “It’s the school.”

      “The school?”

      “Yes. I knew they watched our online access, but they normally don’t watch individual students.”

      “Why would the school be watching me? Maybe because of my grades?” Her thoughts traveled to Advisor Williams who had been coming to her classes and keeping a close eye on her, and all of a sudden it didn’t sound so farfetched. What worried her was Reed coming out in the hall to talk, and how he whispered only inches away from her.

      Worry creased his brow. “Not sure. I can’t remove it without alerting them though. You need to be careful of what you do online or even say. I’m not sure how far they went.”

      A cold chill traveled up her spine, and she tried to rub her arms for warmth. “This can’t be real. Why would they bother?”

      He shrugged. “I’ll ask around, but until we have more answers, please be careful.”

      She nodded and glanced down the hall, realizing she’d never feel comfortable at school again.
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      Ari spent the next two weeks focused on her school work, memorizing code, learning about art design and so much more. On her weekly chats with her mother, she almost admitted that she enjoyed the program, except she couldn’t. Not with the school watching her every step. She tried to ignore it, but the idea of someone spying on her set her on edge. It forced her to be more determined to finish the program. Two more years felt like forever.

      As midterms approached, Tessa and Ari spent hours studying, surfacing only to eat and shower. With two days left until her tests, Ari thought her brain might explode.

      “Do you want anything to drink?” Ari stood, trying to stretch out the massive kink in her back.

      Tessa let out a sound that was half moan, half yes, then clicked off her computer. “I need a break. I think I’m going to break out the chocolate stash in my closet. We deserve it.”

      “I won’t argue.” Ari stood and grabbed a couple of drinks from their fridge. She handed one to Tessa and plopped down on her own bed.

      Tessa tossed a package to her, brownies. Ari’s mouth watered as she set the timer. Less than a minute for steamy fresh brownies. Her mouth watered in the wait.

      Tessa took a long drink. “Are you going to The Grid this weekend?”

      “No.” Most of the campus had been planning parties after midterm tests. The city was a popular tourist spot, often catering to the students. Ari didn’t have the money to go and was still trying to figure out what happened to the cryptos she lost. The bank said they were looking into it.

      “Want to come with me?”

      “Sorry, no money.”

      “My parents own a condo there. It wouldn’t cost a thing,” Tessa offered.

      Ari stalled, knowing that there would be other expenditures besides housing on the trip. Before she could reply, someone knocked on the door. Ari and Tessa looked at each other.

      “I provided the chocolate.” Tessa pointed out.

      Ari stood and pressed the code to open the door.

      Marco leaned against the door frame with wet hair and his goofy grin pasted on. “Miss me?”

      Ari rolled her eyes but couldn’t help her smile. “Come on in.”

      “What are you gals up to?”

      “Not much.”

      Marco turned his attention to Tessa. “This must be the famous roommate, Tessa. Nice to finally meet you. How’s it been living with my sister?” He pasted on a huge grin as he sat on the edge of her desk.

      Ari knew Tessa wasn’t his type, but that fact was irrelevant to Marco, who acted like it was his duty to flirt with all of Ari’s friends.

      “I’m trying to convince Ari to go to The Grid with me for the weekend,” Tessa said.

      “The Grid, huh? Not bad. You might have fun there.” He paused for a moment then turned to Ari, “Is that the problem, fun?”

      Ari glared back at him. “I have fun.”

      “Yeah, but do you like it?”

      Ari grabbed a nearby throw pillow and threw it at him. He caught it easily.

      “You could come.” Tessa offered. “My parents own a condo there.”

      Ari turned to look at her roommate in surprise. This wasn’t like Tessa. It had taken more than a week for her to offer to eat with Ari.

      “Anyone else coming? Or can I invite a few friends?”

      “No, Marco. You’re not throwing a huge party at someone else’s condo.” Ari wasn’t going to let him take advantage of her roommate.

      “Not a huge party. Just a few friends. Reed, and a couple guys from our dorm. We’ll be out most of the time anyway. Just need a place to crash.”

      Ari began to protest again, but Tessa spoke over her. “Sure. Why not? I haven’t pissed off my dad yet this semester.” Tessa’s eyes glimmered with the excitement.

      This wasn’t going to end well.

      “Great.” Marco clapped his hands together and pushed up off Ari’s bed. “I have to go. Ari, walk me out.”

      “You just got here.”

      “I have loads of studying. Exams, you know. See you this weekend, Tessa.” Marco nodded in her direction and headed out the door.

      Ari followed. Before they reached the elevator, Marco turned to her. “Ari, I need to borrow some money.”

      I shouldn’t be surprised. She let out a long breath. This wasn’t the first time he’d borrowed money. “No.”

      “Only eighty cryptos.”

      “Why?”

      “I owe someone, okay? Please, I know you have it.”

      “How can you be so horrible with money?” Ari had already lost two hundred cryptos and wasn’t going to part with more.

      They both had worked part-time jobs on and off since they were twelve. And while Ari was usually fine through the year, Marco couldn’t even make it to Christmas. He said it made for better homemade Christmas presents, but Ari had a dark feeling about where the money went.

      “Please, Ari. I really need it.”

      Ari paused, realizing his jovial face had fallen into something serious, almost anxious.

      The elevator dinged, and two boys exited.

      Marco held the elevator open with one hand. “Please?”

      Her resolve crumbled. “Here’s twenty bucks and get a job.”

      Marco leaned in for a quick kiss on her cheek. “I have one, remember”

      She doubted after Marco’s fight with Garrett that things were going well with their underground VR ventures. “Try a legal one.”

      Marco smiled, the desperation gone from his countenance. “Now where’s the fun in that?” he asked as the doors closed on him. Ari couldn’t help but worry about him, and she found it frustrating. He was the older brother, and she wished he would start acting like it.
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        * * *

      

      Building up to midterms, her nerves were harder to deal with than her tests. She fell asleep in front of her computer too many times to count, and flashes of code mixed with her dreams. Fortunately, her studying paid off. She turned in her assignments on time and flew through most of tests with no problems. When Ari walked into Dr. Coleman’s VR class, Advisor Williams sat near the back of the classroom, next to Dr. Coleman’s desk. She swallowed and nodded at his steely gaze. Suddenly, Wake’s annoying glares seemed trivial. She wondered if Williams was the one behind the hack on her computer. Pressure built inside her, her chest tightening. She couldn’t afford any mistakes, especially not here.

      She spent over thirty minutes in the VR, double checking every step, carefully and methodically. When she finally left the classroom, the weight on her chest lifted. She’d aced the test, or pretty close. Coleman and Williams would have nothing to complain about. She finished her last class and then spent the night with Tessa gorging on pizza and packing for their trip.

      The next morning, while driving into the city, Ari began to see why everyone from school went there. It was only a couple hours from campus, and this place had everything. Unique restaurants, hotels, and clubs were squeezed into every extra inch of the city. Ari could step into a different world with every door and VR port. Pools, fountains, and even a hot air balloon promised a fun-filled weekend for whoever could afford it. Even without money, Ari was determined to enjoy it.

      She tried to push Dr. Coleman, her tests, and school out of her head as Tessa pulled into a small cream colored five-story building. They left their car to park itself. An attendant came to help with the bags. With a scan of her hand and a simple code, they rode the elevator to the top floor.

      “Welcome, Tessa,” a mechanical voice boomed as Tessa pushed through the front door.

      “Wow.” Ari couldn’t help her open mouth as she scanned the place where she’d be for the next couple days. Her feet sank into the thick carpet and the light scent of vanilla greeted her as she took her first steps into a side of humanity she’d rarely glimpsed. Rich colors painted the walls, browns and deep reds, with chartreuse accents adorning the doorknobs and drawer pulls. The doorway opened to a room where dark leather couches surrounded a flat wall, completely made out of some sort of screen. It currently displayed a picture of a field of flowers, with a villa of some sort in the distance. Yet, it was fully loaded with sleek keypads discreetly stationed on every wall.

      “First order of business, disable our trusty AI, Max.” Tessa threw her bags on the floor and headed down the hall to a control panel. “We don’t need a record of the weekend.”

      “You weren’t kidding. Your dad is loaded. Is this whole wall computerized?”

      “My current stepmom redid this after their honeymoon,” Tessa shrugged. She threw her large brown bag on the couch. “Tacky in my opinion.”

      Ari slid into the soft couch and enjoyed the scenic view. “The couch in our dorm room will never be the same.” She didn’t want to add her thoughts about her own home which could easily fit into the entry room.

      Tessa twisted her mouth in disgust, her cheeks squishing up into balls. “That’s the one I caught my dad on with his last wife.”

      Ari immediately jumped up. “Really? Thanks for ruining that for me.”

      “Yeah, trust me. It’s a memory I wish I could get rid of. I’m hoping we find a smoker who can burn a hole in it.”

      Ari brushed her pants, though she was sure the couch would have been cleaned. She hoped.

      “Hey, can your brother help me with the security system?” Tessa asked.

      “Why? Are we not allowed here?”

      Tessa played with the interface in the wall. “Relax. I have the code and everything. But my dad is jealous and a bit neurotic, so I’m sure they have some digital record of us coming in and out that I can’t even find. He’s on his fourth wife and never seems to be able to trust one of them.”

      “I’m sure Marco can do it when he shows up tonight, or if Reed comes, he could do it too.”

      “Oh, right, Reed,” Tessa smiled. “You may want to sleep in the room with the Jacuzzi in it.”

      “What? I don’t need a bed. Well, in fact I do, but not in the way you are thinking.”

      Tessa laughed at her. “Whatever. Let’s get dressed. You can raid my stepmom’s closet. You’re about her size.”

      “I’m fine in what I have.” The idea of wearing other people’s clothes didn’t sit well, especially after the mental image with the couch.

      “Come on. You’ll see.” Tessa lips curled into a smug smile.

      Ari knew rich people lived in a different world but knowing and seeing were two different things. Tessa’s stepmother had over sixty pairs of shoes in a vacation rental. Ari counted them. The wardrobe was about the same. Shirts, dresses, and pants hung tightly together in every color, shape, and style that she could imagine.

      Ari walked through the closet, touching the different textures. Even though it was an excess, part of her loved all the different colors and fabrics. All of her life, she had worn hand-me-downs or homemade clothing. There was no need for her colored dyes or pens in this closet. A large grin grew on her face at all the choices before her. “How can she even wear all of these?”

      “She doesn’t. You should see her home closet, but she comes from old money.” Tessa grabbed a black jacket off the hanger. “One of the reasons she is wife number four.”

      A small black dress called to Ari. When she moved the dress, a rainbow of colors appeared. It was unlike anything she had seen before. Computerized lights were somehow constructed into the soft material. Amazing, didn’t begin to describe it. “Won’t she know if we borrow her clothes?”

      “Probably not. She’d be happy if she thought I could fit into one of those dresses. She’s been pushing me to go to a cosmetic doctor before school.”

      “Ouch.” Most wealthy people paid doctors to change their size, color, or pretty much anything, but Ari was surprised a stepmother would be so bold as to offer it. It was one of the things Ari liked about Tessa: she was who she was with no apologies.

      Tessa shrugged on the jacket. “But I can’t ever go to a doc, for spite, you know.”

      “You don’t need to anyway. Who wants to be a plastic?”

      “Hurry up. We want to get first dibs on team members.” Tessa grabbed a pair of tall purple boots and headed out.

      “What team members?” Ari asked a now-empty closet and realized this weekend was going to be like nothing she imagined.
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        * * *

      

      The girls exited the condo, and instead of getting in Tessa’s car, Tessa lifted an arm to flag down a cab. “Parking is a nightmare, so I thought it would be better to catch a ride.” She wore a bright neon green tank top under the black jacket, which held a variety of micro drives sewn into it.

      Ari decided on electronic dress that changed color with every step. She pared it with a bright blue jacket and black dress shoes that crawled up her ankles in a myriad of straps. The three-inch heels had her towering over Tessa, who was already a couple inches shorter.

      As they waited outside the building, someone crept out of the shadows next to them. She was younger than Tessa and Ari. Her small frame hunched over. Before the stranger could speak, an attendant appeared.

      The young man wore a stiff uniform of blue jacket and pants. “You can’t beg here.” He waved the young girl off and then turned to Tessa. “A car will be arriving shortly.”

      Ari watched the girl wander off into the darkness and wondered why she wasn’t in school. Suddenly the extravagance of their outfits sickened her and made her feel guilty. Their outfits could help that girl. Soon the quiet black car pulled up in front of them, and Tessa opened the door.

      “Come on, Ari,” her friend motioned her into the car.

      Safely tucked in the confines of the car, Ari questioned Tessa about the girl.

      “People like that used to infest the city, usually druggies or prostitutes. VR eliminated most of that. She’s probably a runaway and just needs to go home.”

      Ari wondered if Tessa ever saw a rundown VR center full of desperate people looking to escape and willing to do anything to do so. Granted, druggies and prostitutes were less frequent since the upstart of VRs—the government helped with that—but Ari wasn’t sure VR centers were much better.

      Once they arrived at the club, Tessa paid with a swipe of her electronic bracelet.

      Guilt gnawed on the corners of Ari’s mind. She hated feeling like a freeloader. “Can I help?” she asked even though this weekend would wipe out the rest of her savings.

      “I put it on my family account. Don’t worry. Good old Dad is paying for this weekend.” Tessa climbed out of the cab.

      For a moment, the assaulting smells and noise of the busy street gave Ari déjà vu of her time in the VR. It took a minute for her to orient herself amongst the chaos. Large buildings crammed together on the street. Hotels, clubs, and restaurants all vied for attention, with each sign bigger and brighter than the last.

      They approached a dark club tucked into the corner. Instead of flashing pictures and neon lights, the black four-story building only had patterned green lights running along its name: Hooked. On closer inspection, there were numbers—binary code actually—running through the words. Old school for sure, but cool.

      With a wave of Tessa’s electronic bracelet, they entered. A sheet of binary code hung in the air, and the girls walked through a cascade of code and dense fog. There was no dance floor or tables for conversation. This was for gamers. Colors of code raced in lines along the ceiling, casting eerie lights on the throngs of people inside. On one wall, an enormous bar ran the entire length and a 3D screen floated behind it. It displayed statistics of the ongoing games and upcoming tournaments. Electronic music blared overhead, not giving her a chance to talk to Tessa, so Ari followed her to the bar.

      Tessa approached a couple of guys and talked to them with a familiarity that told Ari she was probably a regular here.

      Looking around, Ari controlled the fear in the pit of her stomach. This was how she’d always imagined it would be like getting trapped in a virtual, like getting caught in a huge computer, yet the rational side of her brain knew she was wrong. That very moment her father was probably enjoying a cruise in his mind for the hundredth time.

      “She is our fourth,” Tessa told the guys by way of introduction.

      Ari pulled her attention to the others and gave a weak smile.

      “Is this girl any good? We don’t need eye candy.” The boy with dark blue hair and tats on both arms looked her over. His nose was sharpened to an unnatural point.

      She leaned forward slightly. “I’m Ari.”

      “You better be as good as Tessa says. I’m planning on winning this thing.”

      “Hey, I already told you I’m good enough for two, so don’t worry about it,” Tessa turned to Ari. “The stress case here is Aron.”

      “And I’m Logan.” The guy with curly brown hair gave a friendly smile. “Don’t worry about Aron. Tessa will tear it up in there. I’ve never seen someone take on so many wizards at a time. Epic.” He raised his hand to high five Tessa.

      While the two guys continued to discuss strategy, Ari leaned to her friend. “What in the world did you sign me up for?”

      “It’s the latest version of Shadow Lands. Don’t worry. We’ll be fine. This was my summer vacation last year.”

      “I think I’m going to pass on this one. I don’t have extra money right now.” The excuse was true even if it wasn’t the main one.

      “Don’t worry about the money. Trust me, you won’t regret it,” Tessa said.

      Ari wasn’t sure how she felt about being Tessa’s charity case. At least by the sounds of the game, Ari wouldn’t confuse the VR with reality. But VR gaming was low on the list of things she wanted to do.

      A shoulder brushed against hers. She turned to find Garrett, his hair a blue-black. On his side was some girl. Ari recognized her as a second year in the IT program.

      “Don’t waste your time on this one,” Garrett told Tessa.

      Tessa looked as if she found something disgusting on the bottom of her shoe.

      Ari ignored the insult. “Hi, Garrett.”

      “Oh, is that the problem we had?” He tapped his finger on his temple in a mock sense of enlightenment. “Maybe you swing the other way?”

      Ari grabbed a drink on the bar and threw it at him, not at all confused about her feelings now. “You really are a jerk. You know that?”

      Garrett’s girl sent some choice words in Ari’s direction before they stormed off.

      “Am I supposed to take offense to you saying you wouldn’t want to be with me?” Tessa’s sarcasm lightened the mood.

      “I’d pick you over Garrett any day,” Ari said.

      “Let’s go to the Shadow Lands, and maybe you can really kick someone’s ass.”

      Anger burned through Ari’s veins, and it pushed her to be more daring than normal. “Let’s do this.”

      When they signed in for the game, Tessa had Ari use her stepmother’s ID. “Don’t worry my dad will pay for it. Plus, it will drive him crazy to see she’s doing virtuals here. You could make out with a few guys, then if he pays to have the history checked, he’ll really go nuts.”

      “I’m not going to make out with a ‘few’ guys. Hit them, maybe.”

      Tessa laughed. “I hope so. I set up your user profile as Oya the Undergoddess. Try not to die ‘cause it’ll take twenty minutes to get you back in.”

      “I’ll try.” A thin dark-haired woman assisted Ari into the leather recliner and hooked her into the VR port. Ari closed her eyes and let herself fall into the other world.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      When Ari first awoke inside the game, blue filled her vision. Make that a blue man standing right in front of her. The guy with blue hair from before, Aron, now was completely colored a rich blue from head to toe. Dark tribal tattoos covered his bare chest which bulged with defined muscles. The tattoos moved with the man, swirling and drifting as if animated. The only hair on his body that she could see was a short beard. He wore black leather pants that fit a lot better than they would on the human version of her teammate. He held a scimitar in one hand and a ball of swirling purple light in his other. He glanced at Ari and then continued walking around, scanning the surroundings.

      A huge knight, Logan, stood off to the side. He had to be at least seven feet tall and clad in a gold and red armor that hid most of his features. A massive sword hung at his side.

      Turning from the guys, she took in the landscape. A thin layer of green grass blanketed the world in front of them. Gray boulders created rock formations dotted with patches of grass, and an arch loomed in the distance. Foreign white trees were scattered amid the rocks, creating a lone path leading into the unknown.

      A hand grabbed Ari from behind and she whirled around, knocking the person several feet back. Whoa. Ari’s strength astounded her.

      Tessa stood, no floated, several feet in the air with the help of slowly flapping dark wings. She wore a blood-colored outfit with leggings and a tight shirt that could be a second skin. Her hair stood out like fire rising from the ash, wild and free. She had transformed into some kind of beautiful dark creature. Her dark eyes and plump lips were the same, but her cheek bones were sharper, stronger.

      As Tessa approached again with a definite scowl on her face, Ari noticed the other differences. She now had red eyes, swirling in a mesmerizing pattern. Her features were also darker, her teeth, sharpened to points, and a growl came from her. “I’m glad you know how to use your powers, but please don’t use them on your teammates.”

      “Yeah, sorry about that.” Ari looked down at her own personal changes. Her skin kept its tanned color, but her hair, which fell around her shoulders in curls, was now silver. Her body appeared taller as well, and her fingers were longer, ending with long sharp nails polished in silver. She touched her clothes, a smooth light blue color. The top was clingy but flexible. She wore a skirt on the bottom with slits up to her waist and tights underneath.

      A shiver of fear coursed through her body. Ari had played her share of fantasy games but never in VR. The errors of the program were harder to find here, but they were here, she told herself. This is a game, and only a game.

      Tessa had sped through some pre-game instructions that Ari pretty much had all forgotten. “Who am I again?” Ari asked.

      Tessa gave a blow of exasperation. “You’re Oya the Goddess of the sky. You can control wind, tornados, lighting, and whatnot.”

      “Not bad.” She played with her fingers, and the power between them sparked as if alive. The electricity that pricked her palms didn’t hurt but was like nothing she had ever experienced. Not reality at all. But definitely interesting.

      “Get your head in the game, Oya. The others are already probably up and ready to fight.”

      “Who is everyone else?” Ari asked as she took in her surroundings. The blue man had scaled a tall rock formation and was surveying their position.

      “The blue man is Torq,” Tessa said, then motioned to tall knight. “He is Ra-soon.”

      “It is time,” Ra-soon said.

      The others walked ahead while Tessa leaned in close to explain the rest of the game. The teams had to find the Jewels of Achman. There were only enough jewels for one of the three teams to win and participate in the revelry back at the castle with the winning teams from other rounds.

      Leaning in closer, Tessa added, “And I told these guys you were good, so don’t let me down.”

      “Why would you say that?” Ari had never even seen this game before, let alone played it.

      With a shrug of her shoulders, Tessa picked up her pace. “Just try not to get yourself killed too much.” Then she lifted off into the sky, her dark wings carrying her high.

      The next few hours flew by in a rush. She had never been so scared or so exhilarated as she fought, ran, and tore through imaginary monsters. Her body had strength and endurance beyond a human, and the smile remained on her face even when a gremlin that reeked like rotten eggs punched her. The hits didn’t hurt as much as in the real world. Ari assumed that was part of the appeal. She only died once and hated waiting impatiently back in the club to be allowed back into the game.

      It didn’t take Ari long to realize that she was the weakest link in the team. Tessa made up for it though, and they quickly collected five out of the six required stones. As they approached the den of Auni, they ran into trouble. A different team had already arrived and was battling a fifteen-foot troll and the gremlin creatures they had run into before. Gremlins weren’t too painful, but they drained your life and were difficult to kill.

      Tessa and the team discussed their strategy before they attacked. They’d need to not only avoid the warlock and the gremlins, but also outfight the other team. The blue man, Torq, spoke first. “Okay, I will kill the troll. He looks large and stupid. Then I’ll distract the gremlins. You two,” he said pointing to Tessa and Ra-soon, the knight, “Take out the other team. And Oya, can you manage to secure the jewel?” He said this with such attitude that Ari was tempted to hit him. Something that she would normally never consider, but as Oya it was more appealing.

      “I can do it,” Ari replied pushing her hair out of the eyes and wishing for a ponytail for the hundredth time.

      “You’re her back up,” Torq said to Tessa.

      “I said I’ll do it,” Ari snapped.

      “Yeah, and Tessa said you knew how to play. Pardon if I don’t take your word for it.” His eyes flashed in disbelief.

      Before Ari could reply, Tessa pinned Torq to the ground. “Take care of the damn troll and we’ll get it. Remember who is a level four champion here, huh?”

      Torq rolled his eyes as Tessa released him, and he did a back roll to get up. Ari couldn’t take too much offense. They probably had no idea she’d never played before. And as annoying as he was, Ari loved to watch Torq. When fighting, his intricate tribal tattoos spun wildly around his body.

      “Let’s do this,” Ra-soon said, and they all went charging over the rocky cliff face into the battle.

      While Tessa carried down the guys, Ari crawled down the side of the cliff so as to not to draw attention to herself. At the base, four gremlins charged her. Despite the fact they were slow, they were also strong. She took care of three with a gust of wind, but the last one held on to a nearby rock. Ari took her small blade out and finished him off with a swift jab in the general direction of where his heart should be. He dissolved into a black miasma that clung to the ground.

      Ari approached the battle from the side. Tessa repeatedly dove towards another winged fighter, attacking and pulling back before the counter-strike. She had a finesse and grace to her that the other purple-winged fighter could not match. Tessa toyed with them, while they struggled to stay afloat.

      Torq had almost defeated the huge troll, while Ra-soon fought off gremlins and the other team on the ground. The needed jewel laid in a cave directly behind the battle. As Ari neared the fighting, she cast a spell. The wind obediently picked up dust to cloud her from the warriors’ vision. With the needed cover, she sprinted for the cave.

      Once inside the interior appeared dark, almost blood red, with a small light shining deep within. The jewel. She was almost there. As she crossed the entrance, someone slammed into her side, taking her to the ground. He grabbed her hands, restraining her powers. They struggled, but he obviously had the upper hand.

      “Why, hello there.” A guy, dressed in slim green armor, sat on Ari’s chest. A metal mask surrounded his head, with large insect like eyes poking out. “You really think we’re going to let a newbie get the last Jewel of Achman? Sorry, sweetie.”

      His voice sounded familiar, even with the computerized lilt to it. Changing your voice was another option in the game, one Ari never bothered with. She didn’t have time to figure out who he was as he gripped her hands together over her head and used his other hand to slowly squeeze her neck.

      There were a number of ways to kill someone. Most went for the quick kill, hoping to make them start their quest over with a time delay. Or if a person was injured, with their life levels near zero, they remained in the game, helpless until their life levels regenerated.

      But this guy seemed to enjoy restraining her, slowly draining her life and in no hurry to finish her off. She fought his grasp, sending electrical currents through her hands. He didn’t move. She struggled to turn her head and out of the corner of her eyes she could see the fighting outside. It was evenly matched with both sides sustaining losses.

      “I guess I don’t have all day to win.” He cut off any reply by increasing the pressure in her throat.

      A small gasp escaped her mouth. Black dots danced in front of her eyes and something else, too. Code. A variety of multi-colored letters, numbers, and symbols danced through her vision. Was this the same type of code she learned in school? It looked similar. Enough so that upon further inspection, she could read it and see what exactly this character was. She found his strengths, saw the code that gave him his armor and other protections.

      The characters mesmerized Ari for a moment, like reading or speaking a foreign language for the first time and realizing she was fluent. The black spots floating in her vision brought her back to reality. Without a thought, she shifted the code.

      She easily picked out the code for the green man in front of her. She shifted the color of the armor out of the code and watched it float up into the air. Letters and digits spun around, and the guy in front of her glitched for a moment only to return colorless. This new aspect of the game was like a whole different game within a game. Piece by piece, she stripped away the green armor. Any perceived strength and power fled with another mental flick. Stripping off all the code that made the character, she found Garrett, in his usual jeans and shirt, sitting on top of her.

      His hair stood on end, yet with his normal eyes and pale skin he looked alien in this environment. With his powers stripped, it only took a second for Ari to change the positions, ending with her on top, straddling his chest. Garrett’s eyes widened in disbelief.

      “What happened to the game?”

      “You mean why am I on top and you’re on bottom?” Ari had a sick pleasure in pinning him to the floor. Briefly, she wondered if his powers were stripped what would happen to his pain response.

      “What happened? Who screwed my game?” Stripped naked of his power, he lost his usual bravado.

      “What the hell is your problem?” Ari yelled, tired of his attitude.

      “Why did you stop answering my texts?” he replied with as much force, his face flushed and angry.

      Her response froze in her throat. What was she going to say? He was going faster than she was comfortable with? Might as well tell him she was the biggest prude on campus. He tried to sit up, but she pinned him down again. The pained expression on his face warned her that he had a normal response to pain in his stripped condition.

      “I ...” She struggled to find the words. “What does it matter? I was just another first-year anyway, Garrett.”

      “Yeah, just another first-year I spent hours with. You must think I have all the time in the world.” He spit out the words, muscles tightened and strained under her grasp.

      Before Ari could question him further, Torq entered the cave.

      “Oh, I see. While I’m getting thrashed by a troll, you’re getting freaky with him.” Torq’s blue patterns on his skin spun, his adrenaline racing. “Nice costume, bud,” he added dismissively.

      Torq picked up the jewel. The golden color shimmered against his blue skin. It signaled the end of the game. Before Ari could say another word, the world rapidly dissolved in front of her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      At a heavy wooden table, Ari nursed a draft of ale. Next to her, Tessa flirted with a tall dark elf. Still reeling from her encounter with Garrett, Ari silently watched this exotic and almost alien world called the Winners’ Circle. Small purple nymphs danced on the open floor, colored ribbons highlighting their magical acrobatics. King and Queen type figures sat on their gold thrones at the front of the room. They appeared more magical than human as they applauded the nymphs’ entertainment. Torq perched on a bar stool, whispering something to a tall fairy of some sort. Her pristine hand landed on his arm, and his tattoos spun wildly.

      Tessa’s elf left, and her eyes followed him briefly before turning her attention back to Ari. Tessa’s obvious infatuation surprised Ari. Like a friend getting tipsy for a first time, it opened up a whole new facet to their persona. Who knew, maybe Tessa was drunk? “Do you want to dance or drink the night away, Oya?”

      Ari sipped the cold drink in her hand, its earthy flavor flooding her mouth. “Not sure.”

      “What is it?”

      “What’s what?”

      Tessa adjusted her wings tight into her back as she turned to Ari. “What are you thinking about instead of drinking and enjoying this crazy world? There are a lot of people who wish they could be here. It’s my fifth time. Hence, why I pick my second despite Torq’s constant complaining.”

      “Is it possible to change code mid-game?” Ari couldn’t shake off the encounter with Garrett. What were the chances that the game made a mistake at the same time she noticed the code in the game?

      Tessa took another drink and winked at a large troll across the room. “It depends if you believe in warpers, aliens and all that other stuff. It’s great to dream of super powers though.”

      “Sure.” If that was true, then Ari really didn’t know what to think of the game.

      She ignored Ari and locked eyes with the elf from before, who was now returning. She leaned towards Ari. “Remember who may be watching before you hook up with an elf or warlock in the most unspeakable manner, as I am about to do.”

      Ari shivered. Corporations often watched or sold information from virtuals, but she hated being reminded of it.

      The elf stood next to Tessa and reached for her hand. “My lady.” He bent over and kissed her hand. “Our chariot is waiting.”

      “Where to?”

      “To the ends of the world. Where else?”

      Tessa turned back, her features strangely beautiful. “Try to have some fun, will you? Enjoy the fairy folk. Watch out for the green ones though.”

      Then Tessa walked out, her black wings shimmering in the candlelight that filled the hall.

      Have fun, Ari thought. Not easy with a whirlwind of thoughts bombarding her.

      A gorgeous faerie with tall icy features approached her. Before he could open his mouth, she held up her hand and shook her head. Closing her eyes, she willed herself out of the virtual.

      Ari awoke in the dark room, the smell of bodies and an odd mixture of perfumes overwhelming her. Hurrying out of the VR room, she continued through the lobby. Glancing at the old code littered around the room in decoration, she wondered if maybe the code in the game was a glitch or product of her imagination. She’d glimpsed those errors before, but she’d figured everyone saw them.

      But to change the code? She needed to ask Tessa more about it. Maybe this was in Ari’s head, or maybe this was why she was selected for this school. Either way, Tessa would be in the game for a couple more hours. She scanned the crowd briefly looking for her brother, but with no luck, she headed out into the dark night.

      Ari wasn’t about to spend cash on a cab though, so she walked the five blocks or so back to the condo. The sun had fallen long ago, and the neon lights of the businesses colored the night sky. Masses of people blurred past, laughing and talking as they forged in and out of the clubs and hotels. The buzz of their excitement carried her for a couple blocks.

      The crowd thinned, and her feet ached. The black heels were as uncomfortable as they were impractical. She assumed Tessa’s stepmother never had to walk more than a block in these. When she stopped to pull off the shoes, she noticed a man behind her. He caught her watching, he quickly turned his attention to an advertisement in a nearby store. He wore a blue baseball cap that hid his face, except for a goatee on his chin. She shook off the uncomfortable feeling creeping along her spine and continued down the street barefoot.

      After another block, someone called her name. Turning around, Reed shouted from the back of a cab. He waved her towards him. Since, the cab was already crammed full, Ari shook her head, declining his offer. She didn’t feel like hanging out with a group of people she barely knew.

      “Hey, Ari, wait up.”

      Ari turned to find Reed jogging down the sidewalk after her. He looked handsome in dark jeans and a button-down shirt. He chased away any other thoughts and worries. The butterflies in her stomach were solely because of him. Why did he always have to look so good?

      Reed slowed and walked next to Ari. “Thanks for waiting. I thought I would have to sprint all the way down the street.”

      Ari smiled and focused on the spot ahead of her.

      “What are you doing here? Walking alone at night around here isn’t safe.”

      “I was sick of gaming.” Remembering the events with Garrett soured her mood, and worry replaced the butterflies.

      He nudged her with his shoulder. “I wanted to see how you’ve been doing with your computer. Has it been giving you any more problems?”

      Her stomach tightened as they crossed the street, heading towards the condo. “Having it report my every move isn’t enough?”

      Once on the other side, he grabbed her hand and pulled her to a stop, facing him. She regretted her snippy tone. Reed didn’t deserve it.

      His gaze bore straight through her defenses to the fear she’d been struggling to keep at bay. Averting her eyes, she realized they were in the more residential area with more condos and hotels than clubs.

      “Ari.” He waited for her to meet his eyes.

      Once her emotions were firmly in check, she lifted her gaze. It made her want to crumble all over again. Not because of her fears this time, but because of the way he not only looked at her, but saw through her.

      His brow furrowed in concern. “What’s going on? Did something happen?”

      She shook her head, not ready to voice what happened yet. “It’s just stress. Don’t worry. I’ll be fine.”

      One eyebrow lifted. “Really?”

      She hated to lie to him. “Don’t worry.” Lies of omission don’t count, she told herself.

      “If you say so.” His gaze traveled down the street to the tall hotel built with a light smooth sandstone-type material that glimmered in the night sky. He then glanced down to her bare feet. “I can’t help a bad game, but if you can stand wearing shoes for a bit longer, I may be able to come up with something to improve your night.”

      She was game, especially if it took her mind off things for a bit. She slipped on the torturous shoes. They made her a couple inches taller and closer to Reed’s face. Reed smiled, the lopsided one that she had always loved. Heat spread through her face as they closed the distance between them. She wondered for a moment how he saw her. As a little sister he had to take care of, or something else?

      “Come on, let’s go.” Reed broke the silence and led her to a sleek high-end hotel. The door man, dressed in a crimson suit, gave the pair a questioning look, but Reed strode in with confidence. A large fountain stood in the middle of the lobby with a statue of some man, barely dressed. They passed a noisy bar, and Reed turned to the elevators instead. Inside, one wall scrolled through pictures of the hotel and the different amenities it offered. An older couple boarded the elevator with them, but soon got off on the third floor which appeared to be lined with 3D games and virtuals. The doors finally shut, and they continued upward.

      “Do you have a key to where you’re staying?” he asked.

      “Yeah, right here.” Ari pulled out the electronic guest key card that Tessa had given her earlier.

      Reed pulled out his interface from his back pocket and went to work.

      “What are you doing?” Ari asked, her curiosity getting the better of her.

      “Getting us a master key. Thought we could check this place out.”

      Ari gave a short laugh until she realized he was serious. “Really? You can do that?”

      “One of the perks of going to school for security is I know how to build it and break it.”

      “Yeah, but are you supposed to? Won’t they notice you in the system?”

      “Nah. I’m not doing anything that would set off an alarm. They might notice a room key, but hopefully not this.” He swiped the card with an attachment on his HUB.

      “How did you get a card reader?” Ari asked, a bit astonished.

      Reed looked up and smiled, his lips remaining sealed.

      They continued until they reached the top, fifty floors up. They exited the elevator and passed many rooms until they arrived at a door marked ‘Roof Access’. Reed used the card to open the door, and they emerged into the dark night once again.

      This wasn’t like the virtual she was in with Garrett where the roof was decorated like another floor. This roof was empty except for large mechanical units. It didn’t have drinks and a pool but, looking up, Ari found a whole other world. Fifty floors provided a better view. Stars littered the sky with a beauty only nature could give.

      “Wow.” Ari turned taking in the night sky.

      “Come on.” Reed pulled her to the edge of the roof facing the busy street. He sat on the edge, his legs carelessly swinging down.

      She paused for a moment, peering over the side. They were up really high. She had enough phobias and was glad a fear of heights wasn’t one of them. She climbed onto the wide edge, next to Reed. From up there, the buildings flashed in a variety of colors, like glow sticks on end. People the size of ants swarmed below them.

      “A miniature world with neon lights,” Ari said.

      “There’s supposed to be fireworks soon.”

      She scanned the horizon, amazed by the never-ending trail of lights. “Cool.” She hadn’t seen fireworks since her days at the summer carnival with her family, back when she had a father. She shoved those thoughts aside, not letting herself miss him.

      Reed suddenly shook her shoulders. A scream erupted from her mouth as she clung to the edge, and Reed laughed as if it was the funniest thing he’d ever seen.

      Once she’d regained her balance, she realized his arm had stayed on her shoulder. She hit him lightly. “You are almost as bad as Marco.” When she turned her head, she realized how close he really was.

      His playful smile softened as he glanced at her mouth. She thought about closing the distance, but that was the difference between the virtuals and real life. In actual reality, kisses meant more, so did failing off the edge, even though they sort of felt like the same thing.

      It took a moment for her to realize he wasn’t moving away either. She had changed a lot since she left for school, doing things she never thought she would. Why not this? Before her brain could tell her all the reasons why not, she leaned in to lightly kiss his lips. He held still for a moment, and she worried that she’d made a mistake. But before she could pull back, he reached a hand up to cup her face. At first, his touch was hesitant, soft. Soon the space between them diminished and his soft lips held a hunger that she matched kiss for kiss. Bliss, true utter bliss blossomed in her chest as she lost herself in his touch.

      When Ari moved her hand up to touch his face, an unsteady moment caused her to tighten her grip on the edge. Out of breath, she pulled back, a little flushed as she met his eyes.

      One side of his lips lifted, his eyes never leaving her face. “Maybe kissing this high up isn’t the wisest choice.”

      “And I thought you were worried about kissing your best friend’s sister,” Ari replied, not able to keep the smile off her face.

      “I am.”

      “We don’t have to tell him,” Ari suggested. She had always wanted to kiss Reed, but never thought through any sort of relationship afterward. It was always a little girl crush. But now that they started, she couldn’t picture it any other way.

      “I think it might be worse to keep it from him. He’s already told me you’re off limits.”

      “Really?” Ari fumed at the idea of Marco telling her who she can date.

      “It was after he told me my mom looked hot one day, and I told him he wasn’t allowed to think of my mom that way. He was offended and told me if my mom was off limits so were you. Guess I’d better warn my mom,” Reed joked.

      Ari avoided his gaze as she asked him the question that she didn’t want answered. “You don’t have to tell him if it doesn’t happen again.”

      He pulled back slightly. “But what if I want it to happen again?”

      Heat rushed to her face. “Then Marco can have your mom.”

      Reed laughed, his gaze turning to the night sky. “You probably don’t realize just how long I’ve wanted to kiss you.”

      “Me too.” Ari studied their intertwined fingers, his familiar, artistic hands that she admired, that held hers. She didn’t trust herself to say more, to put what she felt in words. He was a childhood dream, a friend, and now ... she couldn’t even qualify it, but it was definitely good. Fireworks exploded in the distance, and they both ignored them, leaning in for another kiss.
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      The Tuesday after their long weekend break was bleak, gray and wet. Even those that hadn’t left campus spent the majority of their weekend gaming. Unlike the gloomy expressions on the other students’ faces, Ari was still riding the high of her time with Reed.

      The lack of sleep did catch up with her though. A zombie herself, Ari struggled to keep up with Professor Speltman’s lecture on logical and conditional loops. She recorded the lecture in case she needed it again. His monotone voice could be a cure for insomnia, but Ari tried to follow along.

      Speltman paced slowly across the room. “Poorly constructed loops are an easy out in virtuals and will not be tolerated in my classes. I don’t want to see the same cloud sequence floating by unless you want to fail. I expect at least a minimum of five different conditional loops streaming, whether it be clouds, birds, or a neighbor out for a walk.” He stopped to face the classroom. “Minute variety is what brings depth to your worlds.”

      Ari raised her hand.

      He nodded at her. “Yes?”

      “How do you avoid an error when the loops transition or start over?” She often saw a slight glitch when a loop started over, like the fish in the ocean with Garrett.

      The teacher’s brow lowered. “There shouldn’t be an error. Reread your coding manual. As elementary as it is, I’d be surprised if a child could screw that up.”

      A voice traveled softly from the back. “Sounds about right for that girl.”

      Ari nodded and lowered her eyes. Her face burned, and she wanted to kick who ever said there were no stupid questions. But if it was such a remedial error, why did she see it so often? She wasn’t about to bring up what happened to her and Garrett in the VR.

      Ari spent her lunch hour drinking coffee in her room while searching through online rumors on warpers. She sifted through a myriad of claims and rumors. One guy claimed to be a warper and was experimented on by the government. Another site claimed they were warpers and could recreate anyone’s sexual fantasy to perfection. Gross. They boasted about their ability but never explained how they manipulated the code or what exactly they did. Could they create programs quicker if they wrote them while in the VR?

      She was mulling over the implications of warpers as she headed to Dr. Coleman’s class. While finding her seat, her stomach churned. She no longer had full blown panic attacks in his class, but that didn’t mean she didn’t feel ill every time she went in.

      Dr. Coleman walked in between the chairs, in black slacks and a dark, crisp shirt. “Today we’re going to see if you’re worth your salt in programming. Dr. Speltman had you submit the skeleton you completed for your midterm assignment. You will walk through it, criticizing the flaws and assessing potential for the next level of design, the user interface. Please run your program for twenty minutes and then after a brief discussion, we will move on with our normal agenda.”

      Ari exhaled a bit loudly, which drew Dr. Coleman’s attention. “Is there a problem, Ariana?”

      She shook her head.

      “I should hope not. After the weekend you should have no problem with the VR, should you?”

      How would he know about the weekend?

      His look was piercing though, and there was no doubt that he knew. “We’re going to see if you really have what it takes to do this.”

      “Yes, sir,” Ari answered and, under his heavy gaze, reached for the cable to plug in. She ignored an uneasiness in her stomach that had nothing to do with the VR.
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        * * *

      

      The world Ari had created was sparse, but she’d done that on purpose. Lush green countryside traveled for miles in every direction. A small hill rose to the east, next to a wooden house surrounded by several well placed over-sized trees. She’d even created a stream to run behind it. Ari wanted to create a piece from history, when things weren’t as crowded, but with the benefits of indoor plumbing. Her VR world wasn’t amazing, but it wasn’t bad.

      She strolled near a small plant, a bush really. And without thinking about it she concentrated on the bush, trying to see the code, like she’d done with Garrett. But all she saw was a bush, boring and plain. At least at first.

      Continuing to focus, the characters in the code appeared, showing what she used to create such a small simple bush. She laughed out loud in spite of herself. She wondered if that was why she was here. Could that aptitude test she had taken at home somehow predict this?

      Ari wondered how easy it would be to change the bush. Not that she would do it, but she itched to try.

      “You must be really pleased with your bush there.” Ari turned around to find Dr. Coleman. He always oversaw the VR trips and interacted with students, but today Ari wasn’t prepared for him.

      “No, sir. I was thinking about how fake it looked.”

      “Good, because you are right. It’s abysmal. What else?” he asked.

      Before Ari could continue though, Dr. Coleman put his hand on his temple in a concentrated expression.

      A mechanical voice broke into the VR. “Please exit the virtual immediately.”

      Dr. Coleman turned to Ari and talked over the voice. “We’re going into lockdown. Leave immediately.”

      Panic rushed through Ari’s body. Lockdown. They’d gone over this in the beginning of the semester, and they’d even had lockdown drills at her school, but for some reason this didn’t seem like a drill today. What was happening out there?

      Dr. Coleman must have noticed her hesitation. He put a hand on her shoulder, grabbing her attention. “You need to leave. Can you do that? Or does Mica need to pull you out?”

      Ari shook her head. “No, I got it.”

      Then Ari forced herself to leave, leaving her imperfect world for a scarier, more real one.

      Mica appeared, took out Ari’s port without even asking and moved on to the next student. Ari glanced around the classroom, unsure of what to do. The other students were slowly waking up from the VR, asking questions.

      “Everyone can be seated.” Dr. Coleman stood at the front. “The room is secure, at the moment.”

      Ari clutched her bag onto her lap in case they needed to leave.

      “What happened?” Tessa asked from the back of the room.

      “There was a gunman apprehended at the entrance of our facility. They are worried he may have an accomplice, so they are searching the rest of the campus. Our systems may also have been breached so only internal network communication is allowed.” Dr. Coleman pulled out a stool to sit on. “All the VR facilities are shut down in case we need to be evacuated, but they should have the place cleared in a couple of hours.”

      A moan went through the students.

      “Don’t complain to me. This is your fault,” Dr. Coleman said to the class.

      “What?” a dark hair boy asked in the back.

      “Every time after break, the school has to double security. People watch the students partying on break and are reminded of what we are creating here. It makes the wackos come out of the woodwork. Crackpots from religious groups think virtuals are evil. They think VRs teach kids to have sex, do drugs, and kill others.”

      Ari swallowed, thinking that they might be partly right.

      Dr. Coleman stood up and resumed his pacing, his argument turning into a lecture. “Ironically though, they seem to have no problem slaughtering us despite their moral objections.” He stared off in the distance for a bit, and then a cough from the back of the class revived his attention. “Nevertheless, here we are. Please start your essay on your virtual and continue with reading the next chapter.”

      He began to walk off as the students pulled out their small computers. Then, as a second thought he added, “There will be a quiz tomorrow on the reading in case you decide to skip it.” With a smug smile, he disappeared to his desk in the corner.

      The campus was on lockdown: the VR College, IT, IT security, and network management. It seemed the whole world, or Ari’s world, was frozen for the time being. She spent the first hour of lockdown completing her homework. Reed texted her once to make sure she was okay. She’d sent a message to her brother but hadn’t heard back. Reed had told her not to worry about Marco, but something didn’t sit right. Why wouldn’t Marco text back? Maybe he was making out with some girl and locked in her room.

      As time ticked by students became restless, stretching out their legs, or having quiet conversations. She ignored Wake and his buddies’ comments and snickers from the back of the room. Tessa sent her a video of a comedian who specialized in jokes involving AIs. When Ari let a laugh escape. Dr. Coleman cleared his throat and glared at her.

      She didn’t have time to apologize before gunfire sounded outside the class. A girl shrieked in the next room. Ari jumped at the noise hoping, praying, it wasn’t as close at it sounded. Several students cowered in their seats.

      “Please!” Coleman said in a firm voice. “A gun cannot make it through these doors. And being hysterical will not help this situation.”

      The air in the room hung heavy and thick. Ari struggled to breathe as she unconsciously scratched her fingernails along the inside of her palms.

      “You guys have gone through enough simulations to know how to control your emotions. If I passed out weapons, I would expect you to be the soldiers you have been trained to be.”

      Ari had never gone through those simulations that trained students in emergencies and even on the battlefield. It was one way the government could pick the perfect soldiers. Ari had always been exempt from all VRs with a note from the school psychologist. But by the look of the other students, Ari wondered if Coleman himself understood the difference between simulation and reality. These students were computer geeks, not soldiers, no matter what VR they did.

      Dr. Coleman paced restlessly in front of the classroom, angry with his class for their less than exemplary behavior. He finally returned to his desk in the back. The class resumed its mumbled conversation, and Ari turned back to her screen.

      She flinched as a hand fell onto her shoulder. It was the moron, Wake. “You’re not scared, are you? Maybe they want to destroy your brain from creating anything. Don’t worry, I’ll tell them it’s not worth wasting a bullet on you, on the other hand—”

      Ari slapped his hand away. “Get lost,” She’d said it louder than she’d meant to and earned yet another glare from Dr. Coleman.

      A brief noise sounded overhead, and a voice came on the speaker. “The threat was terminated. Please continue regularly scheduled classes and, as always, report any suspicious behavior.”

      Terminated.

      Ari wondered what that meant exactly as she left the classroom. In the hall, students pushed against the glass windows. She moved further down the hall and looked out a different window. Authorities had gathered on the grounds. A stretcher was pushed out of the front of their building with a black body bag on top, and she realized the gunshots they heard weren’t aimed at the students but at the intruder.
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      Once dismissed, Ari headed to her next class, art design. There was only ten minutes left in class after the lockdown, but she didn’t want to miss any assignments. The teacher had the door closed and locked with no note. Ms. Weber might have been just as rattled by the lockdown as everyone else and didn’t bother catching her next class.

      On the main floor, several students stood at the glass doors, watching the darkening sky, and complaining about the intruder. Ari stood slightly apart from them and watched large drops of rain pelt the path. She loved the rain, but today it felt dark, melancholy almost. The dead body being wheeled out of school might have something to do with it. Tessa came running down the path, her arms full of white bags, distracting Ari from her thoughts.

      Once inside, Tessa brushed water off her jacket. “Man, it’s cold outside. I wish it would snow already.” She passed a bag to Ari and ran her fingers through her newly colored dark purple hair. She even had purple eye liner on to match.

      “Wanna eat?” Tessa asked, looking up, drops falling from her hair.

      “I’m starving.”

      “I got a lot of food just in case of another lockdown. Our fridge might overflow, but at least we’ll have food.”

      “Bless you,” Ari’s stomach growled in agreement. They rushed up to their room and sat in the middle of their floor with their array of food in self-warming packages, steaming with a variety of flavors. They even kept their door ajar, sharing with some of the neighbors.

      Stuffed to capacity, Ari leaned against her bed and watched the rain hit the window. The dark sky made it feel later than it really was. Coming from a desert climate, she excitedly awaited first snow, even if she didn’t have clothes for it. She’d have hit the student center soon to stock up.

      Tessa sat on her bed with her tablet. “Have you started Tollingston’s paper yet?”

      “No, I can’t believe he gave us a paper on our first night back.” Ari turned from the window and grabbed her bag.

      “Probably was jealous that we actually enjoyed our break.”

      “Enjoying your break was an understatement I believe.” Without notice, a richly dressed man had appeared in their doorway.

      Ari jumped. The man, dressed in an expensive navy suit, had smooth tight features that had a too-perfect feel about them. What he spent on his appearance could probably sustain a family of four for a lifetime. A school security guard stood several feet behind him.

      Tessa didn’t act alarmed, but her lip curled in annoyance. “Number Four is always telling me that I need to be more social.”

      “Not so social that we have to face complaints from the condo board. Sheri’s pass is under investigation.”

      “Are you sure Number Four wasn’t having some of her own fun?” Tessa asked in an innocent voice.

      The barb hit its mark. The man, presumably Tessa’s father, stiffened and his jaw flexed.

      “Her name is not Number Four, but Sheri. You will show respect to your stepmother.” His voice raised in volume.

      “My roommate has a name too. This is Ari.”

      “Hi,” Ari said, trying to turn invisible in the confrontation. Neither Tessa nor her father seemed to be worried about having an audience though.

      “Ari, the girl from the block?”

      Ari kept her chin up, refusing to react or be embarrassed by where she came from.

      “Nice, Dad,” Tessa said.

      “What? I think Ari should be proud. Not many scholarships are assigned such high-paying occupations. I wish my own daughter could rise to something besides online gaming. It really shows when people make something of themselves out of nothing. Not like Tessa here who has had every opportunity in the world. Did Tessa ever tell you how I started my first business?”

      “Dad, really? I think that was a new record. Three minutes before we’re talking about you again.”

      “I just remembered,” Ari interjected. “I was supposed to meet my brother for something.” She grabbed her bag and took off. Ari would brave any storm to avoid that conversation.

      Outside, the rain poured down as she ran towards Reed’s dorm. She should’ve called first but didn’t think he’d hear her over the rain, and she didn’t want to stop running to text him. She also could have stopped in the cafeteria or student center, but if she stopped she would’ve lost her nerve. They’d messaged each other but hadn’t talked in person since coming back to campus on Sunday.

      Part of Ari worried if it was a weekend fling, or maybe a dream that she wished would come true. She wanted to know if what they had was real.

      By the time she arrived at the door, she was drenched. She had only one more hour until visiting hours were over and then a key was required to enter. On the way up the elevator, a couple of guys eyed her questioningly. She ignored their stares and tried not to think about what she must look like. By the time she knocked on the door, she was shivering.

      Reed answered the door, his lips pulling up in a grin.

      Words stumbled out of Ari’s mouth. “I had to get out of my room, and I wasn’t sure if you were around or if you wanted—”

      He ignored her words and quieted her rambling by pressing his lips against hers, warm and welcoming. He pulled her close, holding her tight despite her sopping clothes. It was the whistles and cheering from two guys down the hall that made them finally separate.

      Reed glared at the two guys. “Come in.” He closed the door. “You must be freezing. Do you want something to wear?”

      “I’m fine,” Ari lied, distracted by Reed’s side of the room. He always had pictures up, some from home, many of them of the desert trees with their broad twisted branches. She loved to look at them. An unfinished drawing on his desk caught her eye. It was a portrait of a girl, with a long wave of hair covering half her face. It was her.

      “I haven’t finished this one yet, but it’s of you.” Color flooded his cheeks as he reached for the black and white drawing. “It still needs a lot of work.”

      “It’s amazing.” The detail in her eyes held more emotion than any photo she’d ever seen of herself. Looking up at all the pictures, the familiarity brought a bit of homesickness. She pointed to one bush with thorns twisted into the air. “This should be in a program. You would have been amazing in design. They are so surreal. Like a world, beautiful, twisted, scary.”

      Reed was a scholarship kid, like most kids from the block, and art was one of those things that might be a great hobby but didn’t pay the rent. As an only child with a single mother, he had to be more than an artist. But at that moment that nothing else seemed as important.

      Something else caught her eyes—a miniature green sculpture of a dragon, with gray eyes that blinked and moved around when it sensed movement. Ari had made it for him years before, after she’d read a book about dragons. The robot was easy enough to make. Reed had started a series of dragon cartoons after that gift. She couldn’t believe he’d kept it.

      “Here, let’s get you changed,” Reed said, taking her attention away from the dragon.

      “I don’t think you’d fit in my pants, but maybe Marco’s.” Reed handed her a long t-shirt.

      “I’ll grab some of Marco’s sweats,” Ari said. Marco was built more like Ari, thin and tall.

      Reed offered to step out while she changed. Ari put on the dry shirt which reached down to her thighs. She laid her wet clothes over the back of Marco’s chair and turned to dig through his dresser for sweats. Digging through the drawers, something black caught her eye.

      Lifting a shirt, she found a gun. It couldn’t be a real gun, those were illegal. Why would Marco need a gun at school? For a joke? She picked up the weapon, the cold metal heavy under her hand. It didn’t feel like a joke.

      “Are you done yet?” Reed stepped back in. “Man, my shirt is like a dress on you. Cute.”

      She ignored the comment, and instead turned around with the gun in her hand.

      Reed’s eyes widened. He stepped back into the dorm, shutting the door behind him. “What’s the weapon for?”

      “It’s Marco’s.” A heavy weight pulled at her shoulders. Whatever her brother was mixed up in was big.

      “Oh,” Reed said, but not as surprised as Ari wanted him to be.

      “Why does he have a gun? Did you know about this? He’s going to be expelled if anyone finds out.”

      Reed walked towards Ari with his hands up. “Hold on. Let’s put it away while we talk about it.”

      More than happy to get rid of the gun, she placed it back in his drawer. Maybe if it was out of sight, then it wouldn’t seem as real. Her hands, now empty, shook uncontrollably. Reed had her sit on Marco’s bed. She tugged the hem of his shirt down to cover the top of her thighs.

      Reed pulled a chair and sat across from her. “Marco’s been getting mixed up with some sketchy guys lately.”

      Anger rose up, hot and fast. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      He let a long breath out. “I’ve talked to him about it and was hoping things had gotten better. But today he asked for money again. I’ve lent him some, but he wanted more.”

      “You should have told me.” Anger burned the back of her eyes, frustrated by being left in the dark.

      “I know.”

      She tried to push aside the fury building inside and focus on how to help her brother. “You don’t think he’s stealing.”

      “No, Marco wouldn’t do that.”

      “Wouldn’t do what?” Marco asked in a jovial voice as he walked through the door but froze when he saw Ari.

      The color drained from Marco’s face, and she raised her defenses. This was Marco. She had fought with him enough as a kid. Unfortunately, now, the stakes were much higher now.

      “Reed, I’ll only ask this once.” Marco slowly shut the door. “Why are you on my bed with my sister, and where are her pants?”

      Ari stood, determined not to let him turn this situation around. “Marco, why do you have a gun? Do you think it makes you a man?”

      Ari took after her mother and grandmother and could yield a hot Spanish tongue. They both stood for a moment starring at each other. Finally, Marco caved. He headed to his drawer to make sure it was there.

      “You don’t know, okay. I need it for protection.”

      “Who do you need protection from?”

      “None of your business!” Marco spit back at her.

      “It is my business and Mom’s if you wind up dead.”

      “Is it Mom’s business that you’re sleeping around like some slutty freshman?” He glared at her with more contempt than Ari had ever seen. They had fought over the years, like most siblings, but there was a line of how far they would go and he’d just crossed it.

      Ari’s words stuck in her throat. In her frustration and rage she lunged for him. She punched him in the shoulder and tried next for his face. Marco grabbed her hands. Reed had both hands around her waist hoisting her away from her brother. She fought against his hold. How dare he stop her? Did Reed not hear what Marco had just said?

      “You don’t want to do this,” Reed said.

      Blood rushed in her ears. “Yes, I do.”

      “Give me a minute, and then you can kill him.” Reed turned back to Marco, keeping Ari behind him.

      “Look, Marco. I didn’t sleep with your sister. We’ve kissed a bit and that’s it. She came over soaking wet. She was looking for a pair of sweatpants when she found the gun.”

      Marco lowered his gaze, a red mark blossoming on his cheek. He nodded and bit his lower lip. “Okay.” Then he reached inside his drawer to grab the gun and put it in the back of his jeans.

      “We’re worried about you, Marco,” Reed said. “I don’t want to see you hurt, or your future destroyed.”

      Ari’s temper continued to boil. She didn’t want to care about her brother. How could he talk to her like that? He knew her better than anyone, or so she thought.

      “It’s my future.” Marco looked at his face in the mirror above his dresser and ran a hand through his hair. “I gotta go. Don’t wait up.”

      “Can’t we talk about this?” Reed asked again.

      “Don’t worry. You have my blessing, Reed.” Marco motioned to Ari with weary disgust. “You can have her.”

      Ari growled and reached for the closest thing she could find, a cup of water, and threw it at Marco. It missed his head and crashed against the wall as he shut the door.

      As he left, he’d sucked out all the energy and fight from the room. A bot beeped and emerged from under the bed to begin cleaning up the mess. Ari stumbled back and sank onto Reed’s bed.

      Reed approached, hesitantly. “You okay?”

      Ari stared at the tears that fell into her hands. Suddenly aware that she was partially naked and sitting in Reed’s room with tears pouring down her face, embarrassment burned her face.

      “I better go. It’s getting late.” Ari hurried to put on her wet jeans while avoiding Reed’s glance. “Turn around so I can change my shirt.”

      Reed reached for her arm. “Hey.” He steadied her and waited for Ari to meet his eyes.

      “Keep the shirt. I like it on you.” Reed pushed a wet strand of hair out of her face. “Let me walk you back, and we can grab a drink from the student center.”

      “I don’t think I can.” Ari’s voice wavered.

      Reed pulled her in close. She fought back the tears as she relaxed in his hold.

      “You’re not alone in this, okay?”

      Ari nodded.

      “You sure you don’t want a hot chocolate or something?”

      Ari shook her head. She didn’t feel like hot chocolate but tightened her hold on Reed. Her world was unraveling around her and the only thing she had to grab onto was him.
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      After a couple days, Ari’s anger at her brother gradually turned to fear. She had tried messaging him several times, but he didn’t answer. She wanted to tell their mother but decided to give him a few more days to respond, a week max. Besides, what could her mother do?

      Throwing herself into her schoolwork, she hoped to ignore the mess that was her brother, and the unanswered questions about her abilities in the VR. The routine helped, but the worry and ache remained. After hours of work in Programming, her grade climbed to a B+. She found art a nice distraction, and even Dr. Coleman’s VR class was easier, although her cuticles might have disagreed with that last part as they received the brunt force of her anxiety from the VRs.

      Thursday night, Ari and Tessa were knee deep in homework when a knock sounded. Not surprisingly, Tessa ignored it. Ari jumped up to answer it. They didn’t have many visitors, other than other students wanting to borrow notes or something lame.

      When she opened the door, Reed stood there. His dirty blond hair was styled up in front and his shirt looked crisp and clean.

      “What’s up?” She tried not to be too obvious as she checked out his cute jeans that hung just right on his slender hips.

      “I wanted to ask you something.” He glanced down at his shoes and nervously kicked at the carpet.

      “Okay ...” She wondered why he didn’t just message her.

      “Do you want to go out this weekend, like on a date?” He glanced up, his cheeks flushed.

      Her lips curled up in a smile. She had never seen Reed nervous before. Her stomach did happy flips. “Sure. You could have just messaged me.”

      He shook his head. “My mom gave me some rules about girls. I never bothered following them before, but they sounded like a good idea.”

      “I’m interested in hearing about these rules.”

      He glanced into her room where her computer was up and running. “Another time when you’re not busy.” He stepped towards her and planted a light kiss on her cheek. “I’ll see you soon.”

      She stayed in the doorway watching him walk away. Her cheek tingled where his lips touched her skin, and her heart pooled in a puddle at her feet.
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        * * *

      

      By the time the weekend came, even the mountains of homework couldn’t ruin her mood. Reed had asked Ari on a date, an official date. Their school sat on the edge of a small town with only a few restaurants and stores, but Ari didn’t care if he took her to a swamp. To spend time alone with Reed, outside of school, sounded amazing.

      Ari changed into a pair of black pants and a green top. She was straightening her long black hair when Tessa walked in.

      “Getting ready for your date, I see. Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.” Tessa grinned.

      “We’re going into town to eat or something.”

      “Cool.” Tessa settled into her chair, drink in hand.

      “What are you doing tonight?”

      “You’re looking at it. I’ll maybe order some pizza and crush some guys online whose egos have been getting too big.” Tessa pushed back a stray of long hair and turned to her computer.

      “Okay. I’m heading out then. Smash some egos for me.” Ari grabbed her bag. She was supposed to meet Reed downstairs.

      Tessa put on her headset and the look of determination that often accompanied it. “Will do.”

      By the time Ari made it down to the lobby, Reed was already there by the front door, watching the sky. With one hand in his pocket, he stared outside. The falling sun cast a gold glow to his hair and outlined his features. He looked ... beautiful. And not just in the “I want to kiss your face off” kind of way, but truly beautiful. She hated to disturb him.

      As she approached, he turned to greet her. His face lit up in a smile. “Ready?”

      Unable to help herself, she just stared.

      “You okay?”

      “Yeah.” Ari took his hand, shaking herself out of her stupor. This was Reed who she had known forever. Get a hold of yourself, Ari. “This is a bit surreal. You and me, going on a date together.”

      “I know what you mean.” He reached for her hand, and they left her dorm. “I feel like I should be asking your mother’s permission or something.”

      “Don’t worry. I actually talked to her about it.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes, last night. She says she couldn’t think of a better boy she could trust me with. I’m glad that I never told her about Garrett.”

      “Don’t remind me,” he growled. “When I saw you two together—”

      Thankfully, security interrupted him. Several guards stood by the gate. Ari and Reed approached the officer at the gate and scanned their identity bracelets. Several others walked back and forth along the fence. The electric fence wasn’t enough? Extra guards have been stationed since the intruders.

      “Curfew is at ten tonight. No exceptions,” said a tall, pale officer that Ari didn’t recognize.

      “Really?” At the beginning of the year it was midnight on the weekends.

      “The gates are closing early due to Monday’s incident. If you want to stay out later, you have to sign out an extended pass.” The officer’s pressed lips didn’t offer any room to debate.

      “We’ll be back.” Reed pulled Ari along.

      Ari was used to guards at her old school, but they were friendly and more relaxed. These men weren’t security guards but soldiers. “How often do things like Monday happen?”

      “Not that often, but there are enough attempts that security is kept pretty tight. Some fanatics think the VR and the computer age are detrimental to evolution or something.”

      “Some days I wonder that myself,” Ari replied. She had witnessed the ill effects of VR first hand.

      “Come on.” Reed grasped her hand tighter. “We’re supposed to be having fun. Forget about the guards.”

      Alone with Reed, it was easy for Ari to forget about everything else. He took her to a small restaurant with fresh food that tasted of home. She got lost in his eyes more than once, and he had to remind her to keep eating. Over hot salsa and spicy meat, they talked of home and even of the future. Reed was in his last year of school. After finals he would be assigned as an intern, anywhere in the country. He’d requested to stay in the Southwest, close to his mother and Ari.

      “Want dessert?” He scanned the small screen that displayed the menu.

      “I’m actually stuffed.” Ari hadn’t eaten that much in a while, but it was so worth it.

      He paid on the screen and then turned back to Ari. “Okay, well I have another surprise for you.”

      “Surprise?” She raised a brow as her lips pulled up in a smile.

      “It’s nothing too exciting, but I thought you’d like it.” He reached for her hand as they left the restaurant.

      As they walked by various outdoor restaurants, stores, and VR bars, she relished having Reed at her side. They held hands or lightly touched, both of them like magnets, constantly drawn back to each other. Ari wondered if this feeling of wanting to touch him or be next to him would ever fade.

      At the next block, an older store sat squished in the corner. Large green letters flashed overhead that spelled “GAMING” and then underneath it read “BUY, SELL, TRADE.” Reed headed towards the store.

      “This is it?” Ari worried for a moment that he was taking her to a VR, a popular date for most people. And while she could stomach a VR date, she would much rather have Reed in reality next to her.

      “Trust me.” Reed continued through the automatic door.

      From a screen on their right a mechanical voice welcomed them to the store and offered to locate specific products for them. Reed ignored the prompt and continued inside. “Hey, Pete.”

      “Good to see ya.” Pete was a slim man with brown hair pulled back into a short ponytail.

      They didn’t stop to chat, but instead headed to the back. The store held a random array of multi-dimensional games, sensory games, and even some VRs. Ari noticed a sign for screening rooms in the back. The store wasn’t packed but had several people browsing the merchandise.

      Tucked away in one little corner, there were some books, real physical books. She hadn’t held a book since her part-time job cataloging and scanning old novels. It had been the only time she had touched books. Books you knew didn’t change with a slight tap of your finger.

      She picked up a yellowed book with a cowboy on the front. Though paperback, the cover was coated with some sort of plastic. As she opened the book, the smell of mothballs and old paper wafted up. The fragile paper had browned on the edges. It was the epitome of the older generation, when stories were only one-dimensional.

      “You like them?” Reed leaned over, resting his chin on her shoulder, and wrapping his arms around her waist. “How much is it?”

      “Probably worth more than I am.” Ari looked for a price on the back.

      “Doubt it. Pete is trying to sell off all his books. These antiques don’t sell as well as they used to.”

      She turned the book over but didn’t see anything.

      “Here.” He reached for the book. “I’ll go ask him. Stay and check out the others.”

      She picked up another book, this one a cheesy romance of some kind. Another customer approached to peruse the books. The man was older, but with strong, broad shoulders. His friendly smile and goatee softened his muscular features. “Do you happen to know much about these antiques?”

      “Some, but not much.” Ari shrugged, not able to shake the feeling that she had seen him before somewhere.

      His caramel eyes blended well with his tanned skin. “Do you study ancient text in school?”

      “No, I’m in the VR program here.”

      “Very cool. I work in VRs. I’m Dave, by the way.” He reached out a hand to shake.

      Ari hesitated for a moment, assuming he must work at the VR bar they passed. This was a busy store, though, and he appeared friendly enough. She returned the handshake. “Ari.”

      The man glanced briefly at the front desk to where Reed was, and Ari followed his gaze. Reed was talking to his friend, engrossed in conversation.

      “Ari, have you ever thought about going into the corporate VR market?”

      “No, not really. I’m just trying to make it through school. I have another year or so before I begin thinking about careers.”

      Dave’s face fell a bit, his eyes looking older and more serious. “I’m sorry to say, you don’t have that long.”

      “That long for what?” Instinctively, Ari took a step back.

      “I work for VisionTech. We know about your trip in the game over break. We know what you can do.”

      Ari shook her head and started to walk away.

      He set the book down but didn’t try to follow her. “Changing a character in the middle of a busy game is not the way to stay discreet.”

      She froze, not out of fear but curiosity. How did he know about Garrett and the game? She was still trying to figure out what happened herself, and she wanted to know more despite this man being a stranger.

      “Don’t be afraid, Ari. We have no reason to let others know. They are our competition.”

      “Competition?” The word escaped Ari’s lips, as her mind spun with what was happening.

      “Recruiters. There are only so many warpers, and everyone wants one.”

      “I’m not a warper.” Ari thought back to her lessons and the game with Garrett.

      “You’re telling me you don’t see code inside the VR? And what about all those unexplainable incidences with Garrett or the glitches you see? There is a reason they happen, and the reason is you.”

      Ari swallowed and found her voice. “I’m not sure what’s going on. I’m not whatever you think I am.”

      “We won’t tell anyone, but it won’t be long before the government finds out through your school. I’m amazed you’ve lasted this long. You’re definitely the oldest untrained warper there is.” He let the last statement sit for a moment before continuing. “And let me tell you, of all the companies, VisionTech, is one of the best. Many places won’t have any perks or spending accounts. If the government snatches you up first, you’ll be working for the military torturing people, and training soldiers. Something a little girl should know nothing about.”

      “I’m not a little girl.” She sounded absurd, like a three-year-old stomping their foot. Ari didn’t care.

      “True. But you’re not a soldier either. Are you?”

      She didn’t answer him. The Never-Ending War had stretched into another decade. With so many countries involved, Ari couldn’t even tell you who her country was fighting anymore. She wasn’t a soldier and didn’t want to become one.

      The man slid a card into her hand and leaned in, his breath uncomfortably close. “Contact me if you have any questions or change your mind. Trust me. The pay alone can take your mother off the assembly line and into a private estate.”

      How does he know about my mother? Ari tensed at the idea that this man, this stranger, had researched her mother. What about the rest of her family?

      “Hey,” Reed said, walking up behind them.

      Dave gave her one final look and walked away.

      “Are you alright? I saw that old guy hitting on you, and I thought I better come to the rescue.” Reed slid his arm around her. “Man, you’re cold. Did he spook you?”

      “No, no, I’m fine. Just creeped out a bit.”

      “I understand. There was this girl who graduated last year. She was on the strip with a guy that could have been my grandpa if he was still alive. Seriously. Sick.”

      “Yeah.” Ari needed to leave, to find some fresh air and think. She didn’t want to tell Reed anything until she knew for herself what was going on.

      “Pete will give me a good deal on the book, if you still want it.” Reed watched her, his brow tightening in concern.

      Ari pasted on a smile. She never really did have a poker face. “Thanks, but I’m okay. I enjoyed looking at them though.”

      “You sure?”

      “Yeah. I’m good.”

      “Okay. Up for dessert?”

      “Sure.” She slipped her hand into his.

      “Great.” Reed turned and led her towards the door. With her free hand, Ari tucked the card in her back pocket.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      Another long week passed. A week full of sleepless nights. A week full of Ari telling herself lies, trying to convince herself that contacting Dave was a mistake. That if she kept everything to herself, nothing would change.

      Saturday, Ari woke early to a dark and cloudy sky. Tessa snored softly, her rumpled purple hair strewn all over her pillow made her look like she’d had a wild night—even though Ari knew it was spent in front of her computer screen.

      Ari headed out the door, hoping for an early start on studying. She grabbed a coffee from the vending machine and headed to the student VR lab on the sixth floor. She swiped her bracelet and the large metallic door slid open for her.

      She checked in with the groggy aide who assigned a room for her to work in. “Call me if you need anything.” He took another drink of his coffee.

      “I got it.” Sometimes Ari struggled hooking herself in, but she managed to do it by herself. It felt too intimate, too close for a stranger.

      Ari walked down the maroon and silver corridor, with large screens mounted on the walls flashing various announcements. “Tutoring help offered Saturday afternoons 12-5” one screen displayed. The screen flipped images then, “Career day January 18th.” Ari paused at the monitor. She tapped on it and swiped her bracelet to send herself a reminder.

      Her thoughts drifted back to the recruiter from VisionTech, Dave. Could she trust him? She didn’t know. Ari wasn’t sure if she was really a warper, but she could see the code. She wasn’t sure what happened in the game with Garrett, but she needed to figure it out. Dave’s promises about her mother lingered with her all morning.

      For the first time in her life she wanted to go back in the VR. She wanted to see if she really was what Dave had said, a warper. She remembered his warning though and had second thoughts as she waited outside her assigned door. Her student card hung precariously over the scanner. Should she chance it? She didn’t quite believe Dave. If he really was a recruiter, his only goal would be for her to sign a contract. There had to be other companies to work with. Maybe even working with the government wouldn’t be that bad. The card shook in her hand, and her gut turned with unease.

      Unsure of who to trust or what to do, she turned and left the lab. The student aide at the desk had nodded off next to a cup of coffee. Ari left her dorm and zipped up her jacket as the freezing wind cut against her face. She headed towards Reed’s dorm thinking he might be able to sneak her into a virtual that wasn’t being watched, but then remembered Reed handled security. He didn’t have the keys for an offline VR. But Garrett did.

      The pit of her stomach sank, and her pace slowed as she realized she had to ask Garrett for a favor, to face a conversation she had been avoiding for weeks. She walked into the tech center. The same place she had visited on the first day of school with the same trepidation rising but for different reasons.

      Ari spun the ring on her finger, the one that Garrett had given her. Tessa had told her the real cost of the ring that turned into an earpiece along with other cool tricks. Ari couldn’t afford another one of her own. Practicality won out. Besides, she didn’t blame Garrett for what happened between them, not really. He was who he was. It was Ari who wasn’t ready for that type of physical relationship with someone she’d just met.

      With wide eyes, Garrett couldn’t hide his surprise when Ari entered the room. Self-consciously Ari tugged at her messy ponytail. But she found solace in his wrinkly shirt and messy hair. His hair jet black looked a little shorter.

      A condescending smile curled on his lips. “To what do I owe this great pleasure? Your HUB broke or something?”

      “You got a haircut.” Ari regretted the remark as soon as it left her lips.

      “Huh? So that’s how we’re going to do this?” He played with a pen in his fingers. “Yes, I did get a haircut. How nice of you to notice.” His tone was much sharper than his words.

      “Can we talk? In private?”

      He arched an eyebrow and turned back into that mischievous, cute little boy again. “Sure, let’s go for a walk.” He typed something into the computer and then hollered to the back. “Keyton, I’m going on break. Listen for the door.”

      He shoved something in his pocket and walked around the tall silver counter. After you, he motioned, and Ari led the way through the door. Ari headed towards the lake, hoping the shore would be empty this early. Garrett maintained a forced distance but kept up with Ari. She bit the inside of her lip trying to figure out a way to begin.

      Once the lake was in sight, Garrett stopped walking. “So is this all about my grooming habits?”

      “I’m sorry,” Ari blurted out.

      Garrett’s face froze with no emotion, and then he continued on the path around the lake without a word.

      Ari kept up next to him. “I had my reasons to leave, but I shouldn’t have ignored you. You deserved more.”

      “And those reasons?”

      Ari didn’t reply at first. She watched the ripples on the lake as they curved alongside the rocky shore. She swallowed and continued, “I wasn’t sure if I was ready for a relationship, and I heard about your reputation with the first-years. I didn’t want to be another first-year. Not that way.” She couldn’t look at him. Her face burned.

      He nodded and continued on the path. “You were right. If you weren’t mature enough to talk to me, it was probably better that you left.”

      “Well,” Ari stumbled over her words as he surprised and offended her in the same breath.

      Garrett stopped and turned to her. “What do you need?”

      “I was hoping you could get me into an unsupervised virtual.”

      He watched her, as if dissecting more than she said. “Is this about what happened in the game?”

      Ari nodded.

      “You freaked me out, Ari. After the game I went to complain about the glitch. Of course, they ignored my protest and gave me a discount for the next game, but they were worried about it for sure. I’m surprised they haven’t contacted you yet.”

      “I signed into the game as Tessa’s stepmother.”

      “Nice. I wonder if they contacted her?”

      Ari remembered how angry Tessa’s father was when he came over. “I think so.”

      “I’m surprised you’ve flown under the radar for so long, but most people don’t have a fear of virtuals.”

      “Lucky me,” Ari said sarcastically. “So, can you help me?”

      He looked her up and down, making her skin crawl. This was the part of him that Ari couldn’t trust, the part of him she didn’t like.

      “We’ll need Reed. Instead of changing the time, he’ll have to find a way to get you off grid.”

      “I’ll talk to him.” Ari shifted slightly.

      Garrett noticed her hesitation. “You mean you haven’t told your boyfriend yet?” He guffawed at the idea. “Okay, I think watching this might be worth it.”

      “Whatever.” Ari started to leave.

      He caught Ari’s hand. He seemed to be trying to make her uncomfortable and squirm under his grip. Instead, annoyance and anger grew in the pit of her stomach. She was done playing the scared little first-year. She tugged hard and he let go. “When can we do this?”

      “My part is pretty easy, letting you in. You need to make sure you cover your trail if you don’t want everyone to know. You won’t be able to keep this quiet for too long, not in your program.”

      She ignored that last part. “I’ll let you know after I talk to Reed.” Ari walked away from the lake. A chill ran up her arms, and she wanted to leave.

      “I’ll miss having you around,” Garrett said.

      Ari paused for a moment, her back to him. In an alternate universe they could have been friends, but not in this one. Garrett pushed too many of her boundaries. She left, not bothering to answer.
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        * * *

      

      Ari wrapped her hands around a peppermint hot chocolate as she sat across from Reed in his room. Marco had never come home the previous night. Reed convinced her that it wasn’t unusual for her brother to sleep in another room for the night. Ari shouldn’t be sidetracked with her brother. Instead she focused on telling Reed how she saw the code and about the recruiter on their date last week.

      Reed’s countenance fell at the news. “Why didn’t you tell me this last Friday?”

      “I didn’t tell anyone. I don’t think I was ready to believe it myself.”

      He set down his drink and leaned back. “Wow ... you’re a warper. You’re sure?”

      “Well, no, that’s why I want to go in one more time.”

      “And you can’t use the VR lab because ...?”

      “Because then the school will know I’m a warper, and who knows what will happen next.” Ari sighed in exasperation. They’d already gone over that before.

      “I’m stupid, I guess. When you first asked about scheduling a VR on-site, I thought you wanted an unsupervised VR to be with me.”

      The thought had never crossed her mind—even though it was common for most couples.

      The next second Reed acted as if the words had never left his mouth. “I thought warpers were a myth. If they worked for the government we would have heard about it, just another specification in our schooling. Maybe that Dave guy was making it up.”

      “Maybe, but something is going on with me, and I need to figure it out.” An uneasy feeling turned her stomach as she thought of her unusual abilities.

      “I understand. Maybe we could ask someone?”

      “Garrett once said he knew a warper that went missing. He’s ready to let me in. I need you to make sure the VR trip isn’t being watched.”

      Reed sat up, and Ari realized it was the wrong thing to say.

      “You already talked to Garrett?”

      “He was there in the game with me when it happened at the Strip. I knew I needed him to get me in.”

      “Still ...”

      Guilt settled in. In retrospect, she should have talked to Reed first. Things were going so well between them. She wanted to figure this out before it messed things up between them. Guess it had anyway.

      Reed turned to face the screen on his desk. “It will take a little bit of work to run an off-grid VR. They have built-in program alerts when we go off grid. It’s easier to change the time or date, but I might be able to work something out.”

      “Thanks.” Awkwardness settled in between them. “Do you want to do anything tonight?”

      “I’m working with Garrett. Marco hasn’t been around much, so I get the late shift tonight.”

      Ari bit her tongue as she almost asked if he wanted her there. If he did, he would have asked her. Reed focused on his computer.

      It hurt to leave things between them like this, but it didn’t seem like there was anything she could say. “I’ll see you around.”

      “See ya.” Reed faced his screen. Ari walked down the hall in stunned silence. She hadn’t realized Reed would be that mad. Garrett had been right. That idea frightened Ari in more ways than one.
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      The days went by uneventfully with homework, virtuals, and the usually derisive comments from Wake. Studying proved difficult as her mind kept traveling back to Reed and her supposed abilities. By the way Garrett acted, she felt like she might already know the answer about her being a warper. But what could she do about it? As much as she had initially hated the VR, she was slowly growing used to the idea of designing virtuals as a career. Dave’s warnings rang in her ears though. She wanted a life on her terms, not anyone else’s.

      On Wednesday, Reed finally messaged her. He wanted to meet at the cafeteria for dinner. Ari agreed and went down early, thinking she could use the time to catch up on some reading.

      She had her tablet out reading through an article with a drink in her hand when Reed slid into the chair beside her. His shoulder brushed against her, sending a chill down her spine. She had missed him.

      “Hey.” She smiled up at him.

      “I think I found a way, but it will be tricky.”

      Ari swallowed. “I can work with tricky.”

      “We can try this Friday night. I’ll work out some of the details with Garrett.”

      He pushed his chair back as if to leave, but Ari caught his arm. She wasn’t about to let the uneasiness between them grow.

      “I’m sorry that I didn’t tell you sooner. I was scared. I don’t want things to—”

      “It’s Garrett,” Reed spat out. “He’s driven me crazy this year. I couldn’t stand you being with him whether we were together or not. And you went to him before me.” He turned his fiery stare at Ari. “I don’t know what drives me crazier, that I’m actually jealous of him or that you are with him.”

      “Were,” Ari corrected him. “It’s been past tense for some time, and it’ll stay that way. I needed his help. I know he was a jerk before—”

      “Still is,” Reed added. “Remember I work with him.”

      “Yes, but I need him, okay? This is sort of a big thing.”

      “I know.” Reed reached across and grabbed Ari’s hand.

      His warm fingers tightened around hers. Her chest ached at the pain she caused him, and for the first time, she let herself acknowledge the fear that their relationship might end. Reed had been the one thing since coming to school that felt right, and she couldn’t imagine a future without him.

      “So, this Friday, you and me?” she asked hoping they could do this together.

      “Yeah, this Friday. But I don’t think I can wait for Friday for this.” Reed leaned in to kiss Ari in a way that was probably inappropriate for public display, but neither of them cared.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Friday night there was another party starting later than usual, at one in the morning. They needed the party to be later for Reed, who was planning on deleting the footage in the system’s weekly clean up. He also wanted several other students plugged in, just in case it didn’t work. They were planning on switching the feeds, so it wouldn’t track back to Ari even if they were caught.

      Garrett told Ari he didn’t like that part. He didn’t like the chance that his whole business could be at stake. It had taken him two years to set up and some things he wasn’t willing to sacrifice. Ari couldn’t blame him.

      Ari brought Tessa, because she could use the extra support, even if Tessa believed she was sneaking into another VR party. They walked off the trail, crunching over frozen grass. The bright moon helped to light their path.

      “Sometimes I think these parties are all a big ruse,” Tessa said as they approached the student center.

      “Really?

      “Yeah, think about it. You really don’t think the faculty notices twenty kids sneaking off to the virtuals every week or so?”

      “We block our tracers though, and the bribe—”

      “I know, I know. Truthfully, I think the faculty doesn’t care. They want us to push the limits in the virtuals. Either way, I’m not complaining. But I don’t think they are as naive as we think they are.”

      Ari hoped it wasn’t true. She was counting on them being blind to what they were doing. She glanced at Tessa and wondered if she should tell her about being a warper. It’s not like Tessa would say anything, heck she would probably give her advice. They arrived at the lab before Ari had a chance to talk to her. They went inside to find Garrett and Reed waiting at the door.

      “Make it okay?” Reed placed an arm around her.

      “Yeah.”

      A couple slid in behind them and went to pay Garrett. “Go ahead and pick your machines. The virtual is loaded if you want to start. Others will join you soon.”

      Tessa handed him a fifty.

      “You don’t have to—,” Reed said, but Garrett interrupted him.

      “Sorry, chap. I’m not really a good friend of your dear Ari anymore, and I’ve got bills to pay.”

      Ari rolled her eyes and before Reed could argue, Tessa cut them off.

      “No worries. I got it,” she said with a shrug and headed to a machine.

      “You can plug in, Ari, but don’t start getting freaky without me,” Garrett said with a slight wink.

      Ari knew he only made the comment to get a rise out of Reed.

      “You aren’t going in with her,” Reed objected.

      “You have to stay out here to wipe the files, and someone should be in there with Ari to make sure no one else notices.”

      “Tessa is in there,” Reed pointed out.

      “Does she know about Ari yet?”

      They both looked at Ari, who shook her head.

      “Sorry, dude. Don’t worry. I’ll take care of her.”

      “That’s what makes me worried.”

      “I think I can take care of myself,” Ari interrupted. “Don’t you remember who ended up on top of our last fight?”

      “Oh, yes, I remember.” Garrett’s smile grew as Ari realized what she had said might not have come across right.

      “Whatever,” she mumbled, trying to blow off his innuendo. She turned to Reed who didn’t look happy. “I’ll be fine, okay?”

      He nodded slightly, unease obvious on his face. Ari leaned in and kissed him, ignoring Garrett’s offhanded comment. Reed responded to her kiss with enthusiasm.

      Ari reluctantly pulled back. “I’ll be back soon.”

      Reed kissed her lightly on the lips. “Get in there and work your magic.”

      Her insides melted, and she didn’t want to leave reality. Knowing Reed was here for her meant the world. The fact that they were in a relationship made it even better.

      Ari hadn’t had the chance to talk to Marco or her mother about her problems yet. Marco was off busy doing whatever it was he did—which Ari worried would give her an ulcer. They texted back and forth several times, but their school schedules didn’t offer a lot of free time, and messaging over the school’s service made Ari nervous. But her mom? Well, Ari didn’t want to have that conversation until she had a plan.

      She hooked herself up. As the cold wire slipped into her port, the world around melted away.

      She opened her eyes to a familiar ocean. It was the first VR that she took with Garrett. Although the moon was bright in the sky, unlike the last time she’d been here. She gritted her teeth, annoyed at him for picking this place.

      Ari appeared in the same bikini and white sun dress as before. As she looked around, she noticed something new: a cabana and dance floor lit with tiki-torches. Other students were already ordering drinks and starting to fill the dance floor. She closed her eyes again and dressed herself in shorts and a shirt but kept her feet bare.

      “I like the other outfit better,” Garrett spoke close behind her, too close. “Let’s go for a walk.” Garrett headed towards the island away from the loud dance floor.

      “Why this way?” Ari asked.

      “So, no one catches you. They’ll think we’re looking for privacy for other reasons.” He winked at Ari.

      She gave him a dirty look. “I don’t want them to think we’re together.”

      “Don’t worry. After that little exhibition kissing Reed, I’m sure they won’t know what to think.”

      Ari kicked sand in his direction with her bare feet. “Very funny.”

      The vegetation thickened as the darkness settled in around them. The temperature dropped drastically, the cold seeping through her light shirt. Even the sand under their feet morphed into something new. Heavy palm branches littered the ground, cutting into her feet.

      “Isn’t this far enough? I can barely walk, let alone see where I’m going.” Ari stopped, placing a hand on a nearby tree.

      “Then why don’t you do something about it?” he asked, his voice full of an arrogance that grated on Ari.

      She had to remind herself he was doing her a favor. As she searched for code in the VR, the darkness covered anything she might see. “Why is this virtual so dark?”

      “It was designed to keep you near the shore with the party. If we don’t head back, we’ll keep wandering and end up at the same spot.” That made sense to Ari. These were called comeback loops in class. Every program had to have its limits.

      She focused her attention on searching for the characters and numbers that lay beneath the surface of the VR. There they were, dark characters running all around her. As she focused on the code, it became clearer. The numbers and letters created the cold breeze blowing by, the shadows falling on the sand, and she could even read the branches under her feet.

      The next task proved more difficult, since she wasn’t sure how she’d done it before. A branch snapped nearby and broke her concentration. It was Garrett drawing near.

      He lightly touched her arm. “Do you need help?”

      Ari brushed his hand away. “Back off, Garrett.”

      “I remember last time we were in a slightly heated position when it happened.”

      Ari didn’t need his help. “I remember you trying to kill me.”

      The warmth from his body radiated off him. His breath was a light breeze on her neck. “Only in a game, Ari. Not in real life. I think that’s what you forget. Things you do here—they aren’t real. They aren’t the same. It’s like a dream. There’s no trouble with things that happen in a dream.”

      She closed her eyes, trying to ignore Garrett. The code still floated there in her mind, the sequence running faster than she ever thought possible to read. As her mind searched the code for the branches underfoot, it seemed to zoom in on what she needed. There it was. She mentally tore at the code, and it scattered. She found the code for the beach sand, and she copied and replaced it as if she had a computer screen in front of her.

      Looking down, she wiggled her feet in the soft sand.

      Garrett’s feet appeared in front of her. “Nice.”

      “Stay put for a moment. I want to see what else I can do.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” he said in mock salute.

      Ari closed her eyes again, Garrett’s presence still warm in front of her. The code for his warmth skittered across her vision, and then she remembered Garrett was plugged into a machine and really not that close to her. She started tearing down more code. It was as easy as deleting numbers on a screen. The hard part was putting something in its place. She brushed away some clouds, dismissed bush, and even took off Garrett’s shoes.

      “Hey, if that’s how it’s going to be, it’s only fair if you undress yourself too,” he said.

      Ari ignored Garrett and kept searching the code. She had to know it well enough in her brain to add it into the sequence. The most she could do was put grass under their feet. She had completed that task countless times in school, so it was easy enough to recall.

      When she opened her eyes, she found Garrett reclining shirtless.

      “I didn’t take off your shirt,” Ari said.

      He shrugged his shoulders and gave her a guilty smile.

      “Whatever. We can leave. I think I have my answers.”

      Garrett stood up, shirt in hand, and they headed towards the party. “So how does it feel to be a super freak?”

      “I don’t know ... scary.” Ari decided she needed to talk to her mother and figure out what was next. Maybe even Tessa would have some ideas. Ari had barely gotten used to school, and now this. The only silver lining would be the cash, and it sounded like a big lining.

      As they reached the group, Ari noticed Tessa dancing with a guy. When the song ended, Tessa headed over.

      Her eyes fell on Ari then Garrett, his shirt in his hands.

      “Have fun?” Tessa’s sarcasm spooned on extra heavy.

      “Nothing happened. I promise,” Ari snapped.

      Garrett nudged her with his shoulder. “You can’t say it was nothing.”

      “Shut up,” Ari replied.

      “Whatever. You’re not the only fish in the sea.” He started to leave but made it only two steps before he dissolved right before their eyes—something Ari had never seen before.

      Ari turned to Tessa, whose eyes widened in surprise.

      “Run, get out!” Tessa shouted as she closed her eyes and disappeared.

      Ari opened her eyes to the darkness of the lab. People were unhooking and rushing out of the room. Before she could reach her cable, swift hands unplugged her.

      “Hurry.” Reed pulled her out of the chair. By the time she stood, bright lights filled the room.

      A stern voice carried throughout the room. “Please stop or you will be restrained.”

      Ari froze, her grip tightening on Reed’s hand, while several armed security guards filled the lab. Tessa stood next to the door with a guard at her side. Several other students were scattered throughout the room. Ari felt like she was falling, though her feet remained glued to the floor, and all she could think was: What did they see?
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      Ari stood in front of the large wooden door that she remembered from her first day. Even then, she knew she never wanted to come here again. She stared at the brass knocker in the middle, knowing he was watching her. All the students captured had to speak to their advisors to receive their punishment, even if it was two in the morning.

      “Come in,” Advisor Williams’s voice boomed from a speaker in the door.

      Ari entered and eased into the old leather chair farthest from him, the same chair as last time. Even though it was the middle of the night, Advisor Williams was wide awake and impeccably dressed. He continued to work on his computer for a minute while Ari waited in silence, studying his painting. Golden wheat swayed in the wind as an old house made of wood stood in the corner. Back when they made houses of wood. The falling sun cast shadows of golds and purples on the landscape. When the advisor finally spoke, it made her jump.

      “Do you know why I have an antique door?” His lips pressed in a grim line.

      The question startled Ari, who held back what she really thought that he was vain and old. Given her silence, he continued.

      “It’s to remember, Ms. Mendez. To remember. Before this age of automation, wireless living, and virtual reality, we had to open doors, usually with keys. They didn’t slide open with a scan of your finger.

      “This age has made many lazy. Why open doors when they fly open? Why read a book when you can watch one? Why work hard when you can go into a VR to reap all the benefits you never have earned? Why work hard at school when you don’t have to pay for it?” He leaned forward, palms pressed together. “But you will have to pay for it, Ms. Mendez. Trust me, you will pay for it.”

      Pushing back the anger at his insults, the fear of her skills, and tired emotions, she responded. “I do work hard, very hard.”

      “Really?”

      He turned back to his computer. With a click of a button, video filled one wall. Screens bigger than Ari flashed up with a video of the VR lab. There she was with Reed, kissing him goodbye before plugging in. Garrett seethed in the corner, watching them. Ari’s stomach tightened, angry at Williams for watching this, watching them. If there was a camera in the lab without the students’ knowledge, where else had cameras been placed? She couldn’t help but wonder if he’d seen everything that had happened in the virtual.

      “Sneaking out at one in the morning for this,” he motioned to the screen, where Reed gave her one last kiss, “Isn’t what I’d call working hard, Ms. Mendez. I will put a demerit in your file, and I will increase security in your dorm as well to prevent future occurrences. Remember, more than one demerit and I can submit your name to the review board for expulsion. You are dismissed.”

      Ari stood to leave, part of her grateful he didn’t see her inside the VR and part of her angry at how he had treated her. Yes, she deserved to be punished. She’d snuck out, and broken the rules. She understood that she had to pay for that decision, but he didn’t have to treat her like a third-rate citizen, watching her and Reed like a peeping Tom. Her fatigue loosened her tongue as she turned back.

      “By the way, I work hard, harder than you know.” She left his office not waiting for a response and hoped she didn’t regret that later.
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        * * *

      

      By the time Tessa and Ari were released the sun was on the rise. Ari couldn’t remember the last time she watched a sun rise and wasn’t too excited to see that one. Before reaching the dorm, Tessa motioned with her head and turned onto the path towards the lake. Ari let out a sigh. Her body was not in the mood for a walk at that time of the morning, but the guilt from the previous night hung over her. She shouldn’t have invited Tessa, especially with what was at stake.

      Tessa’s dark wrinkled clothes looked out of place in the morning light as she sat down in the grass near the lake. Tessa crossed her legs in front of her, putting one large multi-colored boot on top of the other. The freezing morning wind pushed at Ari and she zipped up her jacket. Sitting next to her friend, Ari pulled at a stray bit of fake grass, playing with the plastic perfection.

      “We need to talk in private.” Tessa glanced around as if checking for others. “Who knows where they put recording devices.”

      Ari shivered, thinking back to the video she watched in Advisor Williams’s office, and the key logger on her computer. She knew her roommate was right to be paranoid.

      “What happened last night?” Tessa shoved an angry hand through her purple hair. “I thought something was wrong when you walked off with Garrett while Reed stayed out of the program. But I never thought it was bad enough to get us all caught.”

      Tessa had a right to be mad. Ari shouldn’t have invited her. “I’m sorry you’re in trouble. I didn’t know that would happen.”

      “I don’t care about the demerit. What happened with you?”

      Ari swallowed realizing she needed to tell Tessa the truth. “I’m a warper.”

      Tessa froze for a moment and then narrowed her eyes. “What are you talking about?”

      Ari struggled to find the words to explain. “I see code. Everywhere in the VR, running behind the optical illusions they present. Even the smell, though those are harder to nail down as they float everywhere.”

      “You see code?” Tessa spoke slowly.

      “Yes. I first noticed it at the Grid. I met Garrett in the game and stripped his powers from him. That’s probably why your dad was mad at you. Sorry.” Ari glimpsed at Tessa’s expression of disbelief, and then turned back to the lake. “I went in last night to confirm what I thought. Not only do I see code, but I can manipulate it as well. I’m able to change it at will, though I’m still working on that.”

      “You can change code from inside the program? It’s true? Warpers are real?”

      “I guess so. I’m not sure what I am.” Ari threw the fake piece of grass into the lake. “I had someone approach me after our game on the strip. Someone must have seen what happened in the game.”

      Tessa gave a hearty laugh from deep within her belly. “No wonder my dad was so pissed. Random people have been questioning my stepmom. That’s a good one.”

      “Glad to help you out. Problem is, now what do I do? The school is watching my every key stroke. Do I wait until they find out? What happens next?”

      Tessa’s face fell, all laughter gone. “I’m not sure. I’d lie low. I think there is a reason we don’t know about warpers.”

      “I agree.” Ari planned on talking to her mom over Christmas break since she didn’t trust her computer. She prayed the recruiter was wrong, and she could lie low for long enough.
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      Ari welcomed Monday’s classes along with the homework that kept her busy all week. It gave her mind a break from worrying about the future. Unfortunately, after tests were completed on Friday, the thoughts that had been lurking in the back of her mind returned with full force.

      She couldn’t get out of school, and she was required to work for the government after her three years of schooling in whatever position she was assigned. It could be at the North Pole. And there was no declining a government position. If she quit her schooling, her wages would be garnished at any other position she took. If she defaulted on payment, her mother’s wages would be garnished, which her mother couldn’t afford.

      On the other hand, if she informed Advisor Williams of her gift or used her abilities in class, then she would be immediately transferred, leaving her friends and family. There was a reason no one really knew any warpers. Her other choice was to ignore her abilities in the VR. Not just for her schooling, but possibly for the rest of her life. And while it might not be the smartest choice, denial was the easiest choice.

      If she didn’t change, nothing else did either. She could stay at school with Reed and ignore the recruiter.

      By Friday she was exhausted. The teachers gave them extra assignments to prepare for their end of term final before winter break. She was laying on her bed, reading her tablet, and trying to keep her eyes open, when she heard someone at the door. With headphones on and absorbed in her game, Tessa didn’t hear their AI announce the visitor.

      Ari answered, surprised to find Reed holding a flower. They had texted a lot throughout the week but hadn’t talked since the night they got busted. Before he could speak, Ari wrapped her arms around him, breathing him in. She thought he had to study tonight, but she welcomed the surprise.

      “I’ll take that to mean you’re happy to see me,” Reed said.

      “Definitely.” She pulled him inside. Next to him, the stress and uneasiness of the past week melted away. All that mattered right now was the present.

      Reed laid the flower on Ari’s desk and then turned to her roommate. “Hi, Tessa.”

      Tessa pulled her headphones off one ear. “Hey, Reed. What are you up to?”

      “Nothing, sick of studying. We all don’t get to play games for class.”

      “I wish,” Ari said. Marco and Reed often teased her for getting a placement that allowed her to be in VRs most of the time. Ari had never realized that playing was so much work.

      Tessa stood up and stretched her legs, covered in silver jeans today. “I’m going to grab more caffeine. Want me to get you anything?”

      “No thanks,” Ari said shaking her head. Tessa was being polite, giving her space with Reed, and she appreciated it.

      As soon as the door closed, Reed playfully tackled Ari right onto her bed. After a few minutes of doing her new favorite thing in the world—kissing Reed—he pulled back to lie next to her. Reed’s lips pressed together as if he had something to say.

      “What is it?” She placed a hand on his face, loving the touch of his skin.

      He leaned in and nuzzled her neck. “Have you decided what you’re going to do?” he whispered, knowing that there was probably an audio bug on Ari’s computer as well.

      She kept him close, wishing they didn’t have to have this conversation. “You mean besides pretending that it’s not real and hoping it will all go away?”

      “I was talking to some people about what the recruiter told you.”

      “Who?”

      “Some friends that I’ve met online, gamers that I’ve known for years. It was untraceable.”

      “And?” She had a feeling he would be a lot happier if the news was better.

      “They only had rumors, nothing too concrete. But they agreed that warpers are never acknowledged because they are too valuable. Companies and governments will kill to have a warper. They said if you have an outside offer, you should take it.”

      “But I can’t.” Her body tightened in frustration and she struggled to keep her voice down. “I have to pay back my loan, and I can’t leave it for my family. I don’t really have a choice, do I?”

      When Reed didn’t answer right away, Ari pushed him to tell her what he’d discovered.

      “Most warpers drop off the grid in various ways, but it appears that those that go into government work are erased off the grid—permanently.”

      Ari stared blankly for a moment trying to understand what he meant. The government wouldn’t kill warpers. They were worth too much. “Maybe they don’t stay in touch with old nerdy gamers anymore,” she reasoned.

      “Maybe. It’s the not knowing that is driving me crazy.”

      “Me too.”

      He tightened his hold on her, his body pressing against hers. His firm grasp grounded her.

      She leaned into his chest. “I’ll be careful in the VRs. We have time.”

      “Maybe we could talk to that guy again? You never know what he could work out.”

      “Maybe.” Ari didn’t want to think about it. Reed was acting more like a big brother than her actual brother who she hadn’t heard from all week.

      He tried to object, but Ari silenced him with her lips. At first, he resisted her attempt at distraction, but then surrendered and kissed her back with gusto. Her belly burned with desire. Every touch, every kiss ignited her senses, making her want more. It must be what a junkie felt like, never getting enough.

      In between kisses, Reed mumbled, “We have time.” Ari prayed they were right.
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        * * *

      

      Over the next couple of weeks, she realized how difficult it was going to be to hide her gift for the rest of the year, much less for the years to come. In the VRs, she didn’t have to search for the code anymore, it stood out plain as day, and the actual virtual easily faded in the background. When she spotted errors, she had to resist the urge to fix them right away and then remember to fix them in the program.

      Her favorite class turned out to be art design with Ms. Mienka. Ari didn’t have to create the drawing, but just manipulate the images. She thought of all of the drawings and sketches Reed had hanging in his room, and how amazing it would be to see those drawings brought to life. Her thoughts of Reed were interrupted by a message on her HUB asking her to go to the wellness clinic after class.

      Wellness clinic? Ari had never needed to go there before and wasn’t sure what they wanted with her.

      Professor Mienka continued to lecture while Ari’s thoughts raced. Ari checked her HUB again and messaged Reed.

      Wellness clinic asked me to come by after class. Any ideas?

      Her foot tapped nervously against the floor. It was probably an annual checkup, she told herself. Her HUB flashed Reed’s reply.

      Girl stuff???

      Ari rolled her eyes, even though he might be right. Maybe it was to check her implant for mandatory birth control—required for all underage girls and boys. Embarrassed, she wished she hadn’t brought it up to Reed.

      After class, she made her way to the student center amid the noisy and hungry students fighting their way to the cafeteria. Soft flakes fluttered around her. The first snow of the season seemed to add to the excitement. Ari smiled as she turned heavenward to the white chaotic sky. At home, snow was rare. It was more ice and sludge, lining the sidewalks early in the winter and hung around like a muddy border outlining everything during the cold bleak months. But here, the grounds were always kept immaculate. It might turn into a beautiful winter.

      The snow distracted her from her curiosity about the appointment. As she walked through the entrance to the wellness center, she was caught off guard when greeted by Advisor Williams.

      “Enjoying yourself?” His lips curled up into a cruel smile, while his eyes remained fierce.

      “It’s snowing,” Ari answered, a bit thrown off. What was he doing here?

      “I’m glad you noticed. Have you spoken to your brother recently?”

      “No.” Ari shook her head, trying to think back to their last conversation. They’d messaged several times back and forth since the weekend they were busted in the virtual. He’d given her a hard time about turning into a rebel. They’d even talked about going home over break. She tried to tie him down for dinner to tell him about being a warper, but he was always too busy. Ari assumed it was another girl, or just hoped it was.

      “Follow me.” Williams turned briskly and headed down a hall.

      Her stomach tightened in fear as she plodded after him. Where was Marco? Was he hurt? He was always the one to be reckless.

      Williams wasn’t giving anything else away as he stepped inside the room and waited for Ari. When she walked in, there was Marco, lying peacefully on a bed as if he was asleep.

      Ari bit her lip and blinked back a burning feeling in her eyes. She stood there not wanting to move closer. If she touched him, reality would slap her in the face.

      “He’s in a virtual dependent coma.”

      Ari knew, deep down she already knew, that this would happen one day, but as Advisor Williams said those words, her heart broke. Her family was shattering into pieces, and she stood helpless. Darkness crept in, and it wasn’t until strong hands touched her that she remembered her surroundings.

      “Advisor Williams, grab that chair.” A stout nurse helped Ari sit down. “You really could have been a bit more tactful when telling her.” The nurse spoke over her head to Advisor Williams.

      “We have treated these children with white gloves for long enough. They are expected to be adults and need to start acting like it.”

      “Even an adult wouldn’t handle this well.”

      “Her father has been hooked for years. This is familiar territory for her.”

      The nurse’s voice was softer than before. “It may be familiar, but it doesn’t make it easy.” The nurse turned to Ari. “Ms. Mendez?”

      It took a few moments, but she blinked and turned her head towards the nurse. She had an older face, a kinder face, with bright pink lips.

      “Your brother was at a VR bar in the city. They called us when they couldn’t wake him. He’s resting but still hasn’t woken up.”

      “Are you going to feed him?” Fear coursed through Ari. Her brother could starve to death and neither Ari nor her mother had the money to feed him. They would have to find money somewhere.

      The nurse placed a heavy hand on her shoulder. “Of course, we will.”

      Ari searched for the tubes, the plastic lines that Marco would need to survive. When she was unable to find them, the nurse showed her the tubes tucked neatly under his blanket.

      “Ms. Mendez,” Advisor William’s harsh voice spoke behind them. “I have been unable to contact your mother, and we have some information to go over now that his placement is in question.”

      The nurse stood straight with her hand on her hip. “Really, Advisor Williams? She is in no state to go over any of that. And there is a chance he could wake up in the morning.”

      Of course, Ari knew this. Seventy percent of people that didn’t wake up after being unplugged would wake up after their body went through its normal sleep rhythm. It had happened often with Ari’s father, until one day it didn’t. Like her father, some people subconsciously created their own VR, not willing to come back to reality.

      “Fine,” Advisor William said with an indignant huff. “But with this sort, things never work out in the long run.” And with those uplifting words, he left.

      Ari moved closer, sitting on Marco’s bed. She grasped his hand through the light blankets, as if she could pull him back to reality. But she knew all too well that it didn’t work that way.
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      Ari woke to someone shaking her shoulder. She’d fallen asleep sitting in a chair with her head on Marco’s bed. She blinked several times, clearing her vision of the scratchy code that filled her dream. With all the studying and stress, she wouldn’t be surprised if she bled in code.

      “Ariana, dear, it’s your mother,” said Nurse Carey.

      Ari wiped the sleep from her eyes. For a few blissful moments of unconsciousness, she had forgotten about Marco being stuck in a virtual. Reality lay heavily on her shoulders as she stood and headed towards the nurse’s station.

      Nurse Carey led her to her desk. Ari’s mother was on the screen, eyes red and puffy.

      “I told your mother the situation,” Nurse Carey said softly. “I’ll leave you two alone for a moment.” Her shoes squeaked against the floor and with the whoosh of the door, a silence entered the room, threatening Ari’s sanity.

      Ari swallowed. There was so much she wanted to say—wanted to scream really—but she held it in. If she opened the flood gates, they might never close.

      Her mother broke the silence first. “They are going to send Marco home if he isn’t awake by the end of the week.”

      “How?” Ari said. “You can’t afford to pay for both Marco and Dad.”

      “Nurse Carey told me I can take a loan out against your education. You’ll have to pay it back once you graduate.”

      Ari bit her lip and nodded. “Okay.” She would do whatever it took to save Marco, which sparked her next decision. “I’m going in.” Often when people were in VR comas, loved ones would go in to help convince them to return to reality. It didn’t work with their father, but it might with Marco.

      Ari’s mother shoulders sagged. “I hoped you would. It might even be free compared to doing it in the clinic. But be prepared, Ari, that he might not want out.”

      “I don’t care. I’ll drag his lazy—”

      “That won’t help. Remember you play by Marco’s rules in there not yours. I’ve tried enough times with your father, God knows, to no avail.”

      Ari knew that was true, and it cost more than a normal VR since they had to pay the medical staff to hook her father up to a VR. After missing Christmas for a couple years, her mother finally decided to spend the money on the living.

      The hatred she had for her father resurfaced like a wave of heat through her body. She wanted to punch something, or someone. Something to make this fair. But that was the wish of a child. Life was never fair.

      “I’ll see if they can let me do it today.” Ari glanced at the time and realized it was six in the morning.

      “Call me after, okay? You can wake me. I don’t think I’ll be sleeping much anyway.”

      “I’ll call or message you soon.”

      “Thanks, Ari. For being there and taking care of this. I can’t leave work.”

      “I know.” Ari clicked off the screen before the sob stuck in her throat escaped.

      Her HUB soon vibrated with another message. There were several from Reed and one from Tessa. She started to message them back, but her fingers hovered over the keyboard, unsure of what to say. My brother is hooked just like my loser dad? Reed might not care, but it wasn’t any less embarrassing. She finally settled on messaging Reed: Marco’s sick. I’ll be with him for a while.

      A heaviness settled into her bones as Nurse Carey changed out his feeding bag. Ari wondered if the nurse had slept at all. Her short brown hair was perfectly curled, and her lips colored pink. Her hands were quick and experienced as she hooked up the new feeding tube before she turned to Ari. “Now that he is fed, how about getting something for you?”

      “I want to be hooked up with my brother.”

      If Nurse Carey was surprised she didn’t show it. “That may be a possibility, but it won’t happen until after breakfast. You already missed dinner. What kind of medical personnel would I be if I let you starve?”

      “Can I go in if I eat?”

      Before Nurse Carey could answer, Advisor Williams walked in the door.

      “Go in where?”

      “I want to go in the VR with my brother.”

      “Why would the school do that? It’s a waste of precious time and resources.”

      “To wake him up, of course.” Ari’s hands clenched at her side. She couldn’t believe this man’s indifference. She was grateful Nurse Carey interrupted before she really told him how she felt.

      “It would save on costs in the long run, Advisor. I’m willing to set it up in here.”

      “Has his mother signed the paperwork?”

      “I sent it over. She will sign it before she leaves for work in a few hours.”

      Irritation was written all over his face as he knew Nurse Carey had the upper hand. “Fine, but only after we receive the paperwork. And after Ari’s classes.”

      “What? I’m not going to class.”

      “We pay for them, so yes you are. Only medically excused absences will not be marked as demerits in your record. Or are you more like your brother than we thought? He didn’t care much for attendance either.”

      Nurse Carey put a hand on Ari’s shoulder, her touch steady and warm. “She will be fed first, and then she’ll go to her class. It will take me a bit to get a VR unit in here, anyway.”

      Advisor Williams gave a curt nod then left the room.

      Ari wasn’t sure if she wanted to hit him or scream. Instead she sunk down on the foot of Marco’s bed in exhaustion.

      “Ignore that old crow, dear, and let me get you some coffee.”

      “I wish I could,” Ari said. Williams held the key to her future in more ways than one. He would find her placement after her schooling was done. And so far, it wasn’t looking good. He also had the power to kick her out and make her life a mountain of student debt with no way of getting out of it. Schooling was free as long as you finished with a passing grade and worked at a government assigned position afterwards.

      She could only focus on Marco. He had to be okay. She needed him. And somehow, she would find a way to let him know.

      The nurse pushed a warm cup of coffee into her hands. “Drink up. You have a long day ahead of you.”

      Ari nodded, numbly. She savored the bitter taste of the coffee warming her. “Do you think he will wake up?”

      “Probably. He’s young with a lot to live for. Though you may have to remind him of that.”

      “That’s what I worry about.” Ari stared into Marco’s innocent face with his hair sticking up all over. She hoped she could offer enough of the real world to lure him out of his virtual one. As much as Ari detested it, maybe living in a virtual was easier, a carefree escape she almost wished she could enjoy.

      “Take the coffee with you so you can make it to breakfast. You have to have something besides caffeine.”

      Ari didn’t want to eat, but she needed out of there, especially if she had to go to class. She picked up her bag with her tablet that had been periodically beeping inside since she had silenced the HUB on her wrist hours ago. Not ready to talk to anyone, she silenced the noise, swung the bag over her shoulder, and headed to the door.

      As the door swooshed open, Nurse Carey said, “Answer your interface, Ariana. Your friends are worried about you.”

      Ari just kept walking.
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      She grabbed a breakfast shake and headed to her dorm room in hopes of a shower before her first class at eight.

      “Are you going to ignore me all day?” Reed’s biting words came from behind. She wasn’t exactly sure why she’d ignored his other messages. Embarrassment, maybe. Denial and the hope her brother would wake up this morning was more likely.

      “So, you know?” Ari turned around, and once she glimpsed his hurt face, guilt punched her in the gut. “I’m sorry.”

      “Nurse Carey told me.” His eyes, dark and heavy, spoke of his own restless night. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “I ...” She dropped her gaze. She was tired, and not ready to answer. Anger, guilt, and hurt overflowed, and she couldn’t keep it in any longer. “What was I supposed to say? My loser brother got hooked like my deadbeat dad. Who knows, maybe I’ll be next?” Ari yelled, not caring who heard.

      Reed paused for a moment, shock perhaps. His face softened, and he stepped forward closing the distance between them. His presence warmed away her frustration—a relief that she didn’t deserve.

      “Do you honestly believe I would think that? Because my dad took off and yours is in a VR coma, does that make any difference? I have lived for the past two years with Marco. He’s like a brother to me.”

      Tears pooled in her eyes. She dabbed at her eyes, knowing he was right. He understood in a way no one else would. She kicked herself for doubting him, again. She lifted her chin. “So, what does that make us?”

      A grin slowly crept on Reed’s face. “A very twisted family?” He encompassed her with his arms, and she melted into them.

      She didn’t realize how tired and alone she had felt until he held her.

      “Don’t worry, though, I never thought of you as a sister,” Reed whispered into her neck.

      She reluctantly stepped back. “I better shower and get ready for class.”

      “Are you going?”

      “Williams didn’t give me much of a choice.”

      “That guy’s a moron.” Reed grabbed her hand, and they walked to her dorm.

      “It’s okay. Hopefully it will keep my mind off things. I can’t go in until this afternoon.”

      Reed stopped, abruptly pulling Ari back to face him. “You’re going in?”

      “Of course. They’ll let me do it here for free before they send him to a center where my mom will have to pay.”

      “Why doesn’t your mom come and do it?”

      “She can’t get off work.” Ari lowered her eyes only briefly. She wasn’t sure why her family situation bothered her. Reed had been to her house enough to know, and it’s wasn’t like his family was a whole lot better off. But his mom only had to work one job, and it was enough so that they didn’t ever go hungry.

      “Then I’ll do it,” Reed offered.

      “Williams barely approved of me going in. Why does it matter?” Being tired, it took Ari a minute to connect the dots.

      “I’m worried with your new abilities, that you’ll be tempted.”

      “If you’re telling me to hide my abilities and leave my brother in there, I can’t do it.” Ari had to admit she was thankful Reed had suggested it. She hated to tell him that she hadn’t thought of it before. Maybe there was some way to change Marco’s virtual to help him come out.

      Reed must have sensed her thoughts. “Can you help him when he gets out if you get shipped out of here?”

      “We’re not even sure if changing the VR will help him.”

      “I mean it, Ari. I don’t think Marco or I want to finish the year without you. Please don’t.”

      “It’ll be fine,” Ari said and placed another quick peck on his lips.

      “You don’t know that,” he said. “I have a lab today during your lunch, but I’ll meet you in the wellness clinic after classes.”

      “You don’t have to—”

      “I’ll meet you there.” Reed cut her off before she could finish and then headed to class.

      She watched his tall, slim frame walk away through the crowd. A cold breeze made Ari shiver, sending her inside.

      Ari made it to her dorm to find Tessa pulling her purple hair into a high pony tail. She threw her bag on a chair and headed to the closet. She probably should at least change before she headed to class.

      “Where have you been?” Tessa turned to face Ari. “I thought if you had a wild night you’d be in a better mood.”

      “No wild night.”

      Tessa grabbed her hand and made Ari sit down on her bed. “What happened? You’re still in the same clothes, and you look like a walking zombie.”

      “Thanks,” Ari said, sarcastically.

      Tessa shrugged.

      “It’s Marco,” Ari said. She swallowed, not sure the words wanted to come out of her mouth. But after the episode with Reed, she realized she didn’t need to do this alone. “He’s in a virtual coma.”

      Tessa pulled back for a moment, surprise painted her face. “Really? I’m sorry.”

      “Thanks.” Ari rubbed a hand over her face, wishing she could wake up from the nightmare. “I’m going in this afternoon, to try to get him out.”

      Tessa’s brows rose, acknowledging what exactly that meant without saying it. They both knew their room wasn’t secure. “You sure?”

      Ari nodded.

      Tessa paused for a moment before continuing. “I can ask around and see if anyone knows anything, even do some research for the project we talked about.”

      Ari read between the lines and realized Tessa referred to Ari using her newfound abilities in the VR. “Aren’t you worried about people listening in?”

      “We’ve had our own code for communicating in games,” Tessa said with a wink. “I gotta head out, but I’ll let you know what I find.”

      “Thanks.”

      With no time for a shower, she grabbed a new shirt and noticed something sticking out, Dave’s business card. Someone who knew more about her abilities than she did. Calling him might not be a great idea, but she’d passed great ideas hours ago.
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        * * *

      

      She called Garrett on the way to class to ask him about a safe way to call Dave. She would have asked Reed, but he hadn’t wanted her to use her abilities in the VR. Garrett didn’t answer, so she clicked off her ear piece and wrapped it around her finger.

      Ari made it to class as the last bell rang. Her teacher, who Ari and Tessa secretly referred to as Dr. Toadstool, was at his podium, already lecturing with the notes projecting behind him.

      She opened her tablet and started recording her professor’s lecture. Her concentration was shot, and she knew she needed a backup. Still thinking about her brother, she messaged Garrett.

      I need to talk to you on break.

      She struggled to follow the lecture on plotting with multiple story lines. She was surprised that she received a return message so soon.

      Last time we talked I ended up getting a demerit on my transcript.

      Reed and Garrett had gotten into a lot of trouble when the school busted their VR party. It would probably affect their placement at graduation the following year. Reed said they both knew what they were getting into, but that was Reed. She didn’t think Garrett had taken it as well, and she hadn’t talked to him since. Determined to save her brother, she refused to feel guilty, and messaged Garrett.

      I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t important. Marco is in a VR coma.

      And I should care why?

      Ari bit her lip in frustration. I’ll owe you.

      You already owe me.

      He was right. She did owe him already and didn’t have any way to pay him back. She pulled her hair into a pony tail, trying to figure out her next move. She would call Dave at lunch. Maybe Tessa would let her use her phone. The school couldn’t be watching every student’s phone, could they?

      Before she could close her messaging interface, another message flew across her screen.

      Meet me for lunch. I’ll figure out some way you can pay me.

      Ari wasn’t sure if she should worry but figured anything Garrett could come up with couldn’t be as bad as things were already. She hoped at least.
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        * * *

      

      Before class was done, Tessa texted that she’d hit a dead end with her research on warpers and VR comas. As Ari exited her class for their lunch break, she realized that moment would be her only chance to talk to Dave. Wrapped in her jacket, she made her way to the student center to meet Garrett. Waiting near a bench, she pulled out the card. Maybe if she called Dave they could talk without giving too much away. She turned the ring around her finger, considering it.

      With her distracted thoughts, she didn’t see Garrett approach, soda in hand. “You wanted to talk?” Annoyance and disdain colored every word. “This better be good. I’m dreaming up complex and morally reprehensible ways you can pay me for this favor.”

      This so wasn’t worth it. Ari would just borrow someone else’s phone. “I can’t play your games anymore.”

      “My game? Really?” He stepped closer. “You dump me, then hook up with a friend and continue calling me for help. Remind me, whose game is this?”

      “That’s not how I meant for this to happen.” Ari had to admit, it looked bad.

      “But here we are.” He gave her a condescending smile. Ari wondered how she’d ever found that cute.

      “I don’t need your help anymore. It’s not worth it.” Ari turned to leave, but Garrett grabbed her arm.

      “It is. Trust me.” His voice was softer, and the sneer left his lips. This was the Garrett Ari remembered on the first day of school—too bad he was so often covered in layers of supercilious slime.

      With a sigh, she sat on the bench. “I need to make a call, an untraceable call.”

      He nodded and sat next to her. “There’s an Internet number you can dial into that will distort your signal. The site changes its IP address frequently to avoid detection. But if you know how to find it, you’re gold.”

      “Really?” Ari wasn’t sure whether to believe him.

      “Yeah. If they trace you, they will be going all around the world.” He grabbed her HUB and dialed in the digits. Ari slipped in her ear piece and waited for Garrett to push send. “Payment first.”

      Ari huffed in exasperation, “Okay. What is it?”

      “Sleep with me.”

      “What?” Ari’s jaw dropped, and it must have looked ridiculous, judging by the laughter erupting from Garrett. “Get lost.” She pushed him lightly, and he laughed harder.

      “Sorry, I couldn’t resist.” He ran a hand through his messy hair.

      “Glad I could give you a good laugh.”

      Once his laughter died, he straightened up, his face serious. “I want a favor once you’re out of here.”

      “What kind?” Ari asked with hesitation, not wanting to leave it open to anything.

      “Remember, you’re going to be worth a lot. I want to be able to contact you, maybe ask for an in with a job or something.”

      “I’ll do whatever I can.” That sounded easy compared to the other things she had facing her. Thinking of Garrett though, she wanted to make sure she covered herself. “But I’m not doing any weird sexual VR stuff, okay?”

      “Don’t worry, you wouldn’t be any good at it anyway.” Ari wasn’t sure if she should be insulted or not.

      Garrett hit call and stood to leave. “Good luck,” he said as he strolled off towards the student center.

      Ari’s hands shook from cold, or maybe nerves, as the phone buzzed in her ear. She nervously scanned for people who might eavesdrop on her conversation. One couple huddled nearby at a table, but, otherwise, the courtyard was empty. The weather must have chased everyone indoors.

      “Hello?” a man’s voice answered.

      “Is this Dave?”

      “And this is?”

      “Ari. We met before over antique books.”

      “Where are you calling from, Ari? Is this line secure?”

      “My friend dialed through a line that is supposed to be untraceable.”

      His voice noticeably relaxed. “Good girl. Are you ready to go to work?”

      Ari bristled against being treated like a canine, but she needed help. “Can a warper manipulate a VR to help people in VR induced comas?”

      There was a pause in the line. Fear struck Ari for a moment. She had assumed Dave would help. It had never crossed her mind that he would refuse, especially given that he hoped for her employment.

      He spoke deliberately, like a father whose child has been caught in over her head. “You better start from the beginning.”

      “I don’t have time to explain,” Ari said, which was partially true as lunch ended in twenty minutes. She really didn’t want to go into the details of her family’s horrid past with a stranger.

      “Then the answer is maybe.”

      Ari straightened up. She could work with maybe.

      “See the thing is, people that are hooked are in a sensitive condition and there isn’t any research in the area.”

      “But you said maybe—”

      “I know. As a warper, you have a special ability to change their surroundings, especially if you know them. This helps you motivate them to realize they are still in the program. The problem is if you push them too hard they might retreat to their own world. Sometimes even if they are hooked in a program with you, they don’t see it. They see what they want to see, and live in the world they want to live in. They don’t want out, Ari.”

      It wasn’t a lot, but it was enough. “Thanks for your help, Dave. I really appreciate it.” Ari reached up to end the call.

      “Wait, Ari,” Dave’s voice sounded urgent.

      Ari’s hand paused over her ear piece.

      “Is the medical VR you’re going into secure?”

      The pause in Ari’s voice told him the answer.

      “Then don’t do it. If you’re caught, this will probably be the last conversation we ever have. If you join our company, you will be in a better position to help your friend.”

      “It’s not a friend. It’s my brother, and I can’t wait. The longer he’s in there the more likely he won’t come out. It’s been over twenty-four hours as it is. I’m sorry but I have to go.”

      “Please call me again—”

      Ari clicked off the phone in the middle of Dave’s reply. For the first time she wished she could run away. Find a job and forget the responsibilities of her family, money, and everything else. That daydream didn’t last more than a second because she had to get to class. Advisor Williams would be keeping a close eye on her.
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        * * *

      

      Ari made it through the rest of her classes, though she thought she would go mad. During class she searched through the electronic library archives about gifted programmers without typing in the name warper. She only found a few excerpts about warpers, even though they weren’t called that. One old text referred to a gifted student using cerebral programming. It didn’t tell her anything she didn’t already know. She was surprised to find they even called the practice ‘unsupported’ and ‘lacking enough empirical data to prove it productive’.

      After class, Ari hurried to the wellness center. The wind cut straight to her core, and she wished she’d brought a heated coat. The clouds overhead made promises of snow and Ari felt homesick. On chilly days, she would eat popcorn and cuddle under a heated blanket with a book. Even Marco used to join in, acting out the characters in absurd dialects.

      She missed Marco and hated herself for letting this happen. While she was off making out with Reed, Marco was hooked up to a machine wishing it was his real life. She found Reed outside the wellness center, holding a bag.

      “Hi, I thought you might need something.” He offered her the small bag and a cup.

      Ari knew she should eat, but she wanted to see her brother. “I don’t think I could stomach anything,”

      “At least try the tea. Nurse Carey said she is finishing up some paperwork and will get us when she’s done.”

      Ari took the cup. “Thanks. Is Advisor Williams here yet?”

      “No. Should he be?”

      “I hope not. I got enough of his pleasantries this morning.”

      “I would think so.”

      They sat in orange metal chairs outside the doorway of the wellness center. She drank the warm tea while Reed nervously picked at his jeans.

      She could tell he wanted to talk. “What is it?”

      “I don’t want you to go in there. I can do it for you. I spoke to Nurse Carey already.”

      Ari didn’t want to fight. She was too exhausted. “You know I have to do it right?”

      “You think you do.” His stubborn gaze bore into hers.

      Yes, she would rather not do this, and before starting school, she would have taken Reed up on his offer. But she could do things Reed couldn’t, and despite the unknown consequences, she had to try.

      Ari leaned into Reed and wrapped her arms around him, his familiar musky scent enveloping her. She leaned her head into his neck as she whispered, “You know I do.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Once inside the VR, the smell of alcohol and the soft drone of conversation greeted Ari. A mass of people littered the shiny VR bar. It was Reed’s idea, actually. When you plug in a comatose person, the virtual needed to be something that seemed plausible for the patient’s brain to accept. Otherwise, they rejected the scenario and continued in their own made-up world, unable to let others in.

      Reed knew that Marco had been to this VR before. The dark bar glittered with tiny white lights hanging from the ceiling. When Ari looked closely, the binary code ran down each light. Eerie shadows scattered on the faces of the people in the bar. It took only a moment to realize the first fallacy, as Dr. Coleman called it. Every one of the programmed people was extremely attractive. All could pass for models, even those that dressed down a bit.

      No offense to her brother’s looks, but he easily stood out in the crowd. He sat perched on a stool at the end of a long bar, looking a touch befuddled. Ari took a deep breath then headed towards him.

      “A couple more of those,” Ari told the bartender motioning to the colored drinks that a couple of nearby girls were holding. “Even though you don’t look like you need it,” Ari said to Marco.

      “I guess.” He shook his head slightly. “Hey, Ari. When did you get here?”

      “A few minutes ago. I was held up at school.”

      “School?”

      “Of course. You go on vacation and already forget about it?” It surprised Ari at how easily the lies came pouring out of her mouth.

      “I guess I’m more drunk than I thought.” Despite his statement, when his drink arrived he gulped most of it down.

      “Yeah, do you want to head back to campus?” Ari asked kindly as she stifled her desire to hug him and drag him out by his ear.

      “Hell, no. I should at least hit another VR before they shut down.” He scanned the crowd. His gaze lingered on a pair of girls.

      “Hey, why don’t we do one together?”

      Marco cocked an eyebrow.

      “I thought it would be nice to hang out. We never spend time together anymore.” With the way Marco looked, Ari was sure going in a VR to talk was not what Marco had in mind.

      “You gonna pay? Because I usually find some needy girl to pay for me.”

      Ari couldn’t restrain herself and smacked him on the arm. “Don’t be a pig.”

      “What? They want company. I’m low on cash. Nobody complains.”

      Ari remembered the missing money from her account. “You’re the one who took my money.”

      He rubbed an invisible spot on the table. “I planned on paying you back. I swear.” Lifting his eyes, they held guilt and regret.

      Unable to muster the energy to be mad, Ari welcomed the drink from the bartender and took a sip. “Yes, yes you will.”

      Ari pushed back the urge to hit him and focused at the job on hand. “If you walk me home, I’ll invite you to Tessa’s condo next weekend.”

      “Really?” Marco’s brow creased as if doubtful at first, but then after a moment shrugged and stood up straightening his jeans. Dark, heavy circles hung under his eyes. Despite wearing sharp clothes and hair, he appeared drawn and tired. Ari was surprised that would show in a virtual when in the real world his body was healthy.

      “Thanks.” Ari fell in step with him as they headed towards the exit. They cleared the bar and started back towards the school, the empty sidewalks lined with animated advertisements.

      “You look like hell, Marco,” Ari stated as she watched him closely.

      He shrugged. “Thanks for the love.”

      “What’s going on?” Ari bit back her real question of why he wanted to run away from life to some artificial version of it.

      He stopped and stared at her. “I don’t feel like a lecture from my little sister. Okay? So, if that’s what this is, then walk yourself home.”

      “Sorry. I’ll stop.” As Marco stared at her, Ari searched for something, anything she could say that wouldn’t push her brother away. “It’s Reed.”

      “What about Reed?”

      “I wanted to make sure you were okay with us going out together.”

      Finally, Marco started walking again, and Ari let out a heavy breath.

      “I was a little shocked at first,” Marco said. “But he’s Reed. He’s a great guy from our old neighborhood. Better than shacking up with one of these geeks.”

      “Thanks, Marco.” Ari had never asked for his blessing or permission, but it was nice to know he approved.

      “Don’t end up making out in our room, okay? I don’t think I can handle walking in on that.”

      “Don’t worry, my bed is fine,” Ari joked, prompting an appalled look from Marco.

      “Better watch it. I’m not past calling Mom.”

      “Yeah, that’ll be the day. You actually ratting me out.” Growing up it was always Marco getting into trouble and getting called into the principal’s office. Marco was always the wild one and Ari the scared one, according to the neighbors.

      They finally crossed through campus security and headed onto the pristine campus as the lights flickered on.

      Ari slowed as they approached her dorm. “You know you have to go back to school, right?”

      “We’re already at school.”

      “I mean really be at school.”

      His gaze lowered with a heaviness that made Ari realize that reality was slowly setting in for him.

      “I know,” he said with a pained expression that soon turned angry. “I have to graduate and get a job that I hate for the rest of my life to support my poor mom and crazy dad.”

      “Would you rather stay hooked and let your sister and mom take care of your withered body?” It hurt Ari to imagine Marco becoming like her father.

      “At least I’d be happy—blissfully happy—not in a career, doing a job I never wanted to do in the first place.” His eyes filled with tears. Tears Ari hadn’t seen since him cry since he’d broken his arm when he was ten.

      “Are you happy?” she asked. “You know you’re still in here, right? Hooked to a program and still feeling the guilt from it all.”

      Marco remained silent, unable to answer. His lips formed a strong crease as if he could hold everything in.

      “You have to leave here. Mom needs you. I need you.” The fear grew in her. She would change this whole virtual into a living inferno that even the devil would be impressed with, if she had to. Anything to get Marco back.

      He wouldn’t speak to her. He turned his back, and for a moment Ari thought she was going to lose him. She watched as his shoulders heaved with a burden Ari couldn’t see. Then he slowly disappeared before her eyes.

      Ari thought she would be happy that she’d been able to pull him out without using any of her warper abilities. Instead, a hollow ache grew in her stomach after seeing her brother so depressed and discontented with his own life. He was supposed to be fun and crazy Marco. She willed herself out of the VR and wondered what kind of Marco would be there when she returned.
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        * * *

      

      He didn’t have much to say when Ari went to his bedside. Reed tried to joke with him, but Marco ignored his attempts. Nurse Carey kept the atmosphere in the room positive as she buzzed around taking his vitals and ordering his meal.

      “Hey, why don’t I go grab some dinner, and we can eat here with you?” Ari offered.

      Reed stood. “I can get it.”

      “No,” Marco said firmly, avoiding their gazes.

      “It wouldn’t be much trouble. We can be back in a bit,” Ari said, a bit confused at Marco’s new attitude.

      Nurse Carey interrupted, “Why don’t we let our patient rest for a while? You two can come back in the morning.”

      Ari looked to Marco again to see if that was really what he wanted. He lowered his eyes, starting at his hand, the one with a needle attached.

      “We’ll check in with you later, bro,” said Reed. “You have your HUB in case you need us. Call, okay?”

      “Sure.” Marco kept his eyes lowered. Reed had to pull Ari’s arm to exit the room. She wanted to stay, to fix him somehow. She thought getting him out would be the hardest part, but now she wondered if that was true.

      “I’ll get your dinner and be back in a minute, sweetie.” Nurse Carey followed Reed and Ari out of the room.

      Ari stopped her once they were out of the wellness center. “What’s wrong with him?”

      The woman took a deep breath and adjusted a curl in her hair. “Hon, why do you think people get hooked in the first place?”

      Ari tried not to resent being spoken to as a child. “Because they don’t want to live in the real world.”

      “Yes. And even if they come back, it doesn’t mean they want to be here anymore. It’s usually because of guilt that they return.”

      Ari flashed back to her conversation with Marco, knowing what the nurse said was true.

      Nurse Carey continued, “He’s depressed, which is a common symptom of what he has been through. He will need counseling and will probably be suspended for a period of time.”

      “Suspended? But he did nothing wrong.”

      “He abused the VR systems. And being here with an open VR facility for students like him isn’t good. Advisor Williams will inform your mother of the specifics and advise her if there is a chance of his re-admittance.”

      Ari took a step backwards, not wanting to believe what the nurse was saying. Marco was getting kicked out of school?

      Nurse Carey put a hand on her arm. “It’s like a lot of other addictions. They are not cured in a day.”

      Ari knew Nurse Carey was right. She’d watched her father for years as a little girl, but she couldn’t believe it was happening with Marco. She couldn’t watch another family member slowly deteriorate into a life that wasn’t even living.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      The next morning, Marco was quiet over breakfast, finding his eggs more interesting than talking to either Ari or Reed. His friend started to give him a hard time, but Ari silenced him with a hand. Marco didn’t know what Ari almost risked, and he didn’t need to. Not then.

      Ari leaned down to hug him goodbye, a gesture he weakly returned. “Give a hug to Mom for me.”

      “Sure,” Marco mumbled. It killed Ari to watch her brother like this. The life he always had in him, the joking, the love, was gone. Was it even real?

      He barely looked Reed in the eyes as he patted his arm. “See you soon at Christmas break.”

      “Okay.”

      They left with Nurse Carey’s reassurances that this post-VR depression was normal, and he should be feeling better by Christmas.

      “Want to meet up for dinner?” Reed asked, once they exited the wellness center. “I have my study group at lunch again. Everyone’s stressed about end of term exams.” He was finishing his third year, and Ari knew how important his scores were. The tests determined where he would be placed for his internship, and eventually how much money he could make.

      “Sure, okay,” Ari said, distracted by worries of Marco.

      “I’ve got to go to class.” He grabbed Ari’s hand. “He’s going to be okay.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      Reed was silent for a moment before agreeing. “You’re right, but even if he’s not, we’ll deal with it.”

      Ari nodded. “I can’t be late to class.” Reed let go of her hand, and Ari hurried towards her dorm that held so much of what she hated: virtuals.

      No wonder we have lock-downs, she thought. This place might be worth blowing up.
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        * * *

      

      By the next week, Marco headed home, and Mom said he was doing well, whatever that meant. Ari focused on school, spending time with Reed whenever possible. Saturday night, Reed came over to watch a movie on Tessa’s over-sized screen. They cuddled up on Ari’s bed, while Tessa sprawled out on hers. They passed around cartons of ice cream, trying to convince each other which one was the best.

      “Everyone knows chocolate is practically a food group by itself,” Ari argued.

      “If you’re like every other girl in world. Peanut butter and cherries? Now that’s a tasty variety,” Tessa replied.

      Tessa had been kinder since Ari told her that her brother had been sent home. Tessa had never brought it up again, even though Ari often heard the gossip around campus. She appreciated her roommate. Sometimes friends didn’t have to talk, they could just be.

      Reed set his spoon down and silently traced Ari’s arm, leaving it with a tingling sensation Ari loved. As they watched a fantasy movie with vampires tearing each other to shreds, Ari’s thoughts kept returning to Reed, his body wrapped around hers. Ari would love nothing more than to have his arms around her all night.

      Soon the movie faded, and Ari squinted against the bright lights that Tessa flipped on. “Ari, you are the only person I know that can fall asleep during a horror movie.”

      “I haven’t been sleeping great.”

      “Wait till finals come,” Tessa retorted.

      Ari moaned, and Reed pulled her tighter against him.

      “Let me get on my game before you two start.” Tessa grabbed a drink out of the mini-fridge and sat down in front of her large screen. Within seconds, she had her headset on and the screen full of different shots of her game in action.

      “I should probably let you go to sleep. I know we both have projects to work on for school,” Reed said reluctantly.

      “Not yet. That was a nap.” Ari held onto his arm, not ready to let him go. She’d dreamed of being with him for too long. It felt surreal some days, and she didn’t want it to end.

      His body relaxed underneath her.

      She won. “Just a little longer.” If she was a cat, she would be purring.

      He tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, then his hand traced down her neck, resting on her collarbone. “Are we going to catch the same tram home? I was hoping we could spend more time together over break.”

      “Sounds great. About break ...” Ari said and then hesitated. She didn’t know if she wanted to bring it up, but it wouldn’t get easier with time.

      “What? Have you not told your mom about us?”

      “That’s not it. My mom was actually excited about us.” Her mom had even said she couldn’t do much better, but there was no reason to give Reed a big head.

      He kissed the top of her head. “Good. My mom said it was about time.”

      “Really?” Ari turned back to face him, wondering how long Reed had thought of her romantically.

      Reed smiled at her, bigger than usual, which made Ari close the distance and meet his lips. She melted into his soft lips, lost in the taste of Reed with a touch of chocolate. Finally, she pushed back. Tessa was still in the room, despite being absorbed in her game.

      “You wanted to talk about break?” Reed held onto to her waist as Ari faced him. His hand touched her bare skin, sending a warm current throughout her body.

      “You’re very distracting.” Ari pushed his hands away.

      “Alright, alright.” Reed raised his hands in surrender as he leaned back against the metallic head board.

      “I want to go see my dad.”

      Reed’s brow creased, then the lines deepened. What a way to kill the mood. Not that she expected Reed to be pleased, but she’d hoped he would be understanding and willing to help.

      “You mean ...” He couldn’t say it.

      “Yes, I want to go into the VR with him. Maybe try to help him leave like I did for Marco.” What Ari didn’t say, what she was too scared to articulate, was that she was willing to use her skills as a warper to help convince her father to leave.

      Reed pushed himself up to a seated position and stared at Ari with disbelief.

      “Please try to understand.” Ari sat up as well and placed a hand on top of his, but Reed was cold and angry.

      “I think I understand all right. You’re going to give away your life for a man that has already thrown his away more than once.” Reed’s voice grew, no longer the hushed whispers.

      Ari turned to see if Tessa was still playing. Her hands were a little slower than usual on her keyboard, as if she was trying to ignore them.

      “He is my father, Reed. You, more than anybody, should realize that.”

      “Don’t talk to me about fathers.” Reed climbed off her bed. “Sometimes it’s better if they’re gone rather than having them around to screw up our lives.”

      “I was hoping you could help me.” Ari needed him to cover her tracks, but she didn’t even know if that was possible in a hospital.

      He ran a hand over his short hair. “Of course, I’ll help you, but I’m not sure if that will be enough or if I can keep you safe.”

      She wanted him to be okay with it, but she had to do it with or without him. “I have to.”

      “No, you don’t. Does your mom know? Because I’m pretty sure she would say no. It’s too dangerous.”

      “I need to do it while I can. You’re leaving at the end of the school year as it is.” Every day was more of a struggle for Ari to conceal her abilities. She planned to finish the school year with Reed. At the end of the year, he would move on to his career assignment, and she could take Dave’s position or something. It hurt to watch Reed’s pain.

      “Why do I have the feeling you’re checking out of this relationship early? You could wait until I graduate.” Reed picked up his bag and swung it over his shoulder.

      “I can’t.”

      He nodded, his jaw tightening. Then without another word, he turned and walked out.

      Ari stared at the door as it shut, shocked at how fast things had turned sour. Maybe she hadn’t made the right choice, but she wasn’t sure what she could have said to make it any easier.

      Tessa continued playing her game, commenting between keystrokes. “Boys suck.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The following week was quiet for Ari. She found herself constantly checking for a message and even stalked Reed’s social network for any updates he cared to post—which were none. She started to message him several times, wanting to explain but there was nothing left to explain. He knew her better than anyone else. He knew she had to do it. He just didn’t want to accept it.

      So, she threw herself into her midterm project virtual which all her teachers would be grading. It would be the first virtual the students were required to create, and each teacher had different criteria they expected, from the storyboard, to art design, to complex code and procedure. Tessa helped a lot as she was at the top of the class, though she didn’t always agree.

      “I could name a couple guys that are a lot better than me,” Tessa said before taking another bite of their pizza covered in ham and pineapple—another one of Ari’s new favorites.

      “Maybe in complex coding, but you have moxie no one else has.”

      Tessa pulled back slightly, acting surprised. “Moxie?”

      “Something my grandfather used to say about someone with gumption, spark.” Ari bit into another piece of pizza.

      “Huh, moxie,” Tessa said the word again, her latest lip ring giving her a slight lisp. She turned back to Ari. “So, where’s your moxie?”

      Ari stared at her for a second, confused.

      “Reed.” Tessa’s eyes narrowed at her. “Come on. You’ve been moping around all week after that fight. What’s the deal?”

      Ari picked off a pineapple. She struggled to talk about her home life or anything personal. Tessa had no problem sharing, including her dad’s sex life, which often turned Ari a couple of shades redder.

      “It’s my dad.” Ari proceeded to tell Tessa the whole story. “Reed doesn’t want me to see him on Christmas Break. He thinks it’s too dangerous.” She left out using her abilities to help her father.

      Tessa set down her slice of pizza and stood. “Let’s go to the bathroom.”

      “What?” Ari knew Tessa was not the type of girl to go to the bathroom in groups.

      “Come on.”

      Ari followed her into their small private bathroom. White tile and silver fixtures gleamed. Tessa waved a hand in front of a sensor and turned on the shower.

      Once the water was pounding against the tiles, she turned to face Ari. “I get why you have to go see your dad. I do. But I don’t see why you feel like going into the government program is your only choice.”

      “Because once they know, there will be no other options.”

      Tessa gave a short laugh. “You have to stop acting like some poor little girl. You have skills people would kill for, literally. And you’re bright and smart enough to figure another way out of this.”

      Ari bristled at the remark. How could Tessa so smoothly compliment and insult her at the same time?

      “I say we start with that agent that contacted you. Dave, right?” Tessa grinned and the ring on her lip curled her lip, making her look bit mischievous and frightening at the same time.
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        * * *

      

      The next day Tessa scheduled an appointment with Dave for the following Friday after school. She wasn’t as worried about what was on her call log as she often spoke to agents or people in the industry. Thankfully, Tessa was going with Ari. Between Tessa’s father’s business and her own gaming experience, she had expertise Ari desperately needed.

      Ari focused on her project while she waited for the meeting. She’d been inspired by a picture she’d once glimpsed online and decided to recreate a fantasy world based on it. She was in way over her head but loved the challenge.

      Ari worked in the VR library on Wednesday night. They had systems where she could visualize a 3D version of her program while working on the code on a nearby screen. It made work easier, even if she had to do it in the lab instead of her dorm room in her pajamas. The lab was empty, except for the lab techs and Wake, the jerk from class, who sat at the next station. Ari had no problem ignoring him. She focused on her program, needing to pull at least an A from Dr. Coleman on the project.

      Thinking about a troublesome spot, she stared off in the distance for a moment. Out of the corner of her eyes, she noticed Wake’s gaze, but turned her attention back to the images in front of her. Ari tried to block him out. He might be great at programming, but his features reminded Ari of a chubby rodent.

      Her HUB vibrated with a new message from Reed. Unfortunately, it seemed as short and cold as he had been for the last week.

      Can we talk this weekend?

      Ari typed back. Sure. Saturday night?

      Tessa and Ari were meeting with Dave on Friday night.

      Sounds good. I’ll pick you up at 5pm.

      She tapped her fingers on the table, excited for her date with Reed. He was worried about her, but she also knew he would come around. He sucked at holding a grudge. Otherwise he’d never have been friends with Marco.

      She hurried to throw her stuff in her bag before rushing out the door. She’d made it to the elevator before she realized she’d left her drive for her VR hooked in the system. Swearing silently, she walked back to the library. Thankfully, it was right where she left it.
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        * * *

      

      On the way to her VR class, Ari nervously picked at a nail. Dr. Coleman planned to give each student feedback about their project, so they could finish up any changes by the end of the week, which was the last day of classes as well as finals. Walking into the classroom, the snowy landscape outside stole Ari’s attention. Gray skies hung heavy, dropping snowflakes in perfected chaos. She didn’t believe anyone would ever be able to recreate that in the virtual world.

      As students filed into the room, someone ran into her from behind, knocking her bag off her shoulder and spilling its contents to the floor. When she reached down to collect her stuff, she looked back up to find Wake chuckling with his buddies. Ari thought of a plethora of names to call him, but caught sight of Advisor Williams, watching everything and not making a single move. Stifling her anger, she finished gathering her bag and took her seat.

      Dr. Coleman stood at the front of the class ready to begin. “Please come in and take a seat. We have a lot to do today so we need everyone to please go quickly into their programs.”

      Ari pulled her long hair into a messy bun on top of her head and thought briefly about Tessa’s hair, shaved underneath for easier access to her port. It was tempting. Like her mother, though, Ari had long wavy hair that she wasn’t eager to part with.

      She slid down in the seat, plugged in the drive that held her program, then inserted the cable in the back on her head.

      Walking around the classroom, Mica stopped by Ari, “Good luck.”

      Ari hoped she wouldn’t need it.
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        * * *

      

      Before she could even open her eyes in the program, Ari knew something was wrong. Darkness surrounded her, a void that had no end. A blinding pain went through her mind as she struggled to see her program. The lush landscape highlighted with purples and blues that she’d spent hours creating was all gone. She couldn’t even see the code. Where had it all gone? Despite the intense pain, she tried to concentrate on the background and bring into focus the picture she had worked on for so many hours. She couldn’t lose everything, not when she had worked so hard all semester. Her efforts resulted in a stabbing sensation in the back of her eyes.

      Ignoring the nails pounding into her temple, she focused on codes she’d spent hours typing and re-typing. She pulled some of it from memory and pushed it into the program. She hoped to have something there, light even, before Coleman showed up. Green grass and a basic light flickered on and off for a couple seconds before it all went black. Pain exploded in her mind, and she screamed out in agony.

      Then it ended.

      As Ari struggled to open her eyes against the blinding light, she found a worried Mica hovering over her. “You okay?”

      “Not really.” She had a piercing headache. Her hand blocked out the florescent lights in the room as they seemed to only amplify the pain. It was only a few seconds before Ari recognized Dr. Coleman standing next to her. Ari struggled to sit up and Mica grabbed her arm to help. Advisor Williams stood several feet behind Coleman but kept his gaze locked on her.

      “What happened in there, Ms. Mendez?” Dr. Coleman asked.

      “My program ... it’s destroyed,” she said between pained gasps.

      Mica turned to the computer. “It looks like the one you downloaded to our server is empty. Maybe a virus wiped it.”

      “Really?” Coleman’s impatience at this delay was obvious. “Just what I needed. Shut down her computer.”

      “Do you have your backup?” Mica asked.

      Ari nodded. “In my bag.”

      Dr. Coleman motioned for Mica to retrieve it, and she obliged. When she had it in hand, he told her to check it out on his protected computer and upload it to the network.

      He then turned his attention back to Ari, pulling up a nearby chair. For a moment he actually appeared concerned, but maybe Ari was reading him wrong.

      “What happened in there?”

      She froze, unsure of where he was going but knowing he was asking more than his words said.

      “It was dark. I was searching for my program and this pain took over.”

      “Was there anything else? Any changes to the program?”

      Ari remembered the code she tried to push into the program to no avail. He didn’t need to know that. “No, sir.”

      “It could have been a virus or something else. I will run a diagnostic to see what I can find.”

      Mica approached them, shaking her head slightly. “It’s empty. Totally wiped. I checked our school backup network and can’t seem to find anything stored there either.”

      Ari’s mouth hung open as unintelligent gasps came from it. All of her projects, homework, and notes were on that drive. Her mind flew through the possibilities of what could have happened. She had been in the library last night, less than twenty-four hours ago.

      Then Wake popped into her mind—annoying, evil, beady-eyed Wake.

      “It was Wake.” The words came out as a whisper.

      “What?” Dr. Coleman leaned forward.

      She straightened in the chair and looked her professor in the eye. “It was Wake. He was in the library last night when I forgot my drive.”

      “That is a serious accusation, Ms. Mendez.” His face tightened, questioning her.

      It was the only explanation. Wake had been out for her since day one. “It’s the truth.”

      “Okay then.” Dr. Coleman stood, smoothing out the wrinkles in his pants. “I’ll send a report to your advisor and the ethics board and see what happens. In the meantime, I would start on your project.”

      “What? That took hours to complete. There’s no way it will be good enough in time.”

      “It will be quicker the second time. Better get started.” He strode off, obviously not willing to discuss it further.
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        * * *

      

      Ari bit the inside of her lip. Her emotions coiled tight inside of her—any leak and she wouldn’t be able to stop the flow. Ditching her last class and praying she wouldn’t get another demerit for it, she spent the afternoon in the library re-creating her program with triple backups. She didn’t finish as much as she wanted before she received a message, or more like a command, telling her she had a meeting with Advisor Williams at 3:30pm.

      Not willing to waste any time, she hurried to his office. As much as she hated meeting with that man, she had a tiny hope that he’d found her original program. She wanted to squeeze it out of Wake’s little throat.

      “Ms. Mendez,” Advisor Williams greeted her, seated behind his large antiqued desk. “Take a seat.”

      She lowered herself into the leather chair and placed her bag on her lap. The familiarity of this office officially bothered her.

      “I’ve been reviewing your complaint and the incident in your class today.”

      “Did you find my program?”

      Williams shook his head. “There was no evidence of the accusations you made against your fellow student.”

      Ari’s mouth opened, but she had nothing to say. She closed it and lowered her head, struggling to keep her gut-wrenching disappointment tucked away until she was alone and could afford a meltdown.

      Advisor Williams ignored her silent pain. “We searched Wake’s system, and nothing was to be found. The accusation will stay on his record in case this happens again. But reviewing your hacked drive, I discovered something else.”

      Her eyes flashed up, as her self-pitying turned into fear.

      He glanced to the screen on his computer. “You never finished your VR evaluation before coming to our program. How is that?”

      “I have, I mean, I’ve a great fear of VRs ever since I was ten.”

      “Due to the business with your father, no doubt. No wonder about your brother. With your exceptional scores on all of your written tests, your phobia may have done you a favor. Yet, this unfinished virtual needs to be completed as soon as possible. I’ll schedule it for tomorrow.” He turned to his computer.

      “No,” Ari blurted out before she could stop herself. She couldn’t think of a reason why she couldn’t take the test, but there was a problem. She was a warper. Maybe could just not use her power? But the government tests went way beyond normal, and no one was exactly sure how they worked.

      Advisor Williams peered over his sharp nose. “Excuse me?”

      “Sorry, I just meant that I have to finish my project first. All my work for finals is wiped, and I have to finish, or I will fail. If I’m kicked out, I won’t need the eval anyway.”

      He paused a moment. “You can complete the evaluation on Monday.”

      She released a shaky breath. “Okay.”

      “It is procedure mostly. But looking over the recording of your time in Dr. Coleman’s class, I think it would benefit everyone to make sure you are in the right assignment.”

      “The right assignment? You mean they can change my assignment.”

      “Not usually, but it is a possibility. We all have to serve our government where needed.” For the first time, Advisor Williams smiled. And the freak smile unnerved Ari more than his usually grim expression. “Please schedule the exam with my assistant. Good day.”

      Without another look, Ari was excused. After scheduling the test, she left the building. The sidewalks were already cleared from the previous snowfall, piled up on the lawns with icy perfection. Light snowflakes continued to drift down. She felt like one of those swirling flakes; despite her best intentions she had no clue where she would land.

      Ari could almost relate to Marco and his desire to escape from the reality of others wanting to make choices for you. Maybe the control of a virtual world could give something that the real world couldn’t. Choice.

      Continuing towards the student center in a bit of a daze, it took her a moment before she realized someone was calling to her. Garrett was wrapped up in a green down jacket and a blue striped beanie.

      “Oh, hi.” She turned to face him, huddling down deeper into her own jacket.

      “So, you’ll still acknowledge me on campus? How very gracious of you.” He gave a mock bow. His movements were theatrical, but his face remained sober.

      “Sorry, I’ve had a lot on my mind.” Ari’s blue scarf escaped the confines of her jacket, one side flying in the wind and heading to freedom. She reached up to tuck it back in and her bag slid down her arm. She dropped the bag on the sidewalk and ripped off the stupid scarf, balling it into a wad. Her frustration from class, the jerk Wake, Advisor Williams, and everything else boiled inside of her. She wanted to scream into the wind but, instead, threw her scarf on the ground.

      Garrett hesitantly bent down to pick it up. “Want me to carry that?”

      Ari’s breath came out in gasps, forming into clouds of mist in front of her. She needed to pull it together. If she lost it ... well, she couldn’t think like that. She tucked a stray piece of hair behind her ear, embarrassed about her mini-meltdown. She picked up her bag and reached out to take the scarf. “Thanks, but I got it.”

      “Things can’t be that bad for an up-and-coming star like yourself.” He gave her a kind smile.

      “Thanks.” Her hair continued flying about her face, and she was forced to pull it back into a tight bun.

      “You look like you could use a break,” Garrett tucked a strand of hair she’d missed behind her ear. “I’d suggest a trip to the beach or something, but you have a boyfriend for that?”

      His hand lingered a bit too long near her face as his eyes darted to someone behind her. Suddenly his expression turned haughty and patronizing, making Ari’s stomach sink. She brushed his arm away roughly and turned around to find Reed.

      Reed’s eyes narrowed. “Keep your hands to yourself, Garrett.”

      Garrett stepped back. “Just helping.”

      “Help somewhere else.”

      “Don’t worry, she’s all yours. Have fun,” Garrett scoffed and turned to leave.

      Reed shoved his hands in his pockets, his body tight and angry.

      Ari stepped towards him. “Nothing happened. He grabbed my scarf for me and was screwing around to make you mad.”

      “You didn’t seem to object too much.”

      His comment put her on the defensive. “He caught me off guard. It was nothing.”

      “I know. Still doesn’t mean I have to like him.”

      Ari leaned into him, hoping to lighten the mood. “I’ve seen some of the girls you’ve dated. They weren’t all winners.”

      His body softened, and he wrapped an arm around her. “That is why I am no longer with them.”

      “Good.”

      He leaned down and kissed her lightly on the lips. Even with the cold whipping around her, a little kiss from Reed could warm her heart. She stood on her tiptoes to prolong the kiss for one more moment.

      “I hate to stop.” Reed pulled back, rubbing her arms. “But it’s really cold, and you may need all ten fingers to finish the term.”

      A rock pummeled to the bottom of her stomach as he reminded her of all the work she needed to make up.

      He must have noticed. “What’s wrong?”

      It was a long story, one she didn’t really have time to go into. If she was going to survive the next few days, she would need some sustenance. “Let’s grab something to drink and I’ll catch you up.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      The night went by in a blur of homework. Despite constant temptation, Ari coded her program the painstakingly slow method. The next morning her HUB flashed a reminder of the meeting scheduled with Dave after classes. She should cancel. She didn’t have the time to meet with him but talking it over with Reed the previous night had reminded her how important it was. Reed had agreed to come along for moral support.

      “What is it?” Tessa asked from across their room.

      Ari must have been staring off into space for a while.

      “Just thinking about the meeting with Dave.” She didn’t think it hurt to say his name aloud.

      Tessa ruffled her purple hair and put on her bracelet and rings. “I’ll meet you at security after classes.”

      Ari started to tell Tessa she didn’t have to, but her friend quieted her with a look. “I’ve worked on contracts since I could code. I’ll be there.”

      Classes went by slowly, and she worked in the library through lunch. When Ari arrived at security, she was happy to see Reed and Tessa waiting for her. Tessa wore a bright blue shirt and tall buckled boots. Reed looked good as always in his dark jeans and a gray shirt.

      “Hey.” He reached for Ari’s hand. A soothing touch that tethered her in place and helped her fight the chaotic emotions warring inside.

      They passed through security and then continued on the path to a restaurant in town. The falling sun peeked out through the heavy clouds, giving a fabulous display in the sky, much better than the slushy mush on the streets that the snow left behind.

      Outside the café, Tessa warned Ari, “Don’t forget what you’re worth. Ask for the world.”

      “I’m not quite sure what to ask for. Or if they can even help me.” She had so many questions, she wasn’t sure where to start.

      “Nothing is too high, remember that,” Tessa replied.

      The sleek and modern café contained a variety of beautiful paintings projected on their computerized walls. The pieces looked expensive. Ari suddenly felt self-conscious in her faded jeans and self-designed shoes. Guess I’m ordering water. Reed squeezed her hand as if he sensed her discomfort.

      A tall, sleek girl with platinum hair showed them to their seats. Their table was one big screen with menus and more. Not hungry, Ari folded her arms to keep her hands still.

      “Relax, Ari. It’s really not that big of a deal. If this company doesn’t work out, there will be others.” Tessa flipped through the menu.

      Ari started to disagree, when a man approached. Ari recognized Dave from the gaming store. He had tanned skin, probably Hispanic like she was. She wondered if whoever sent him did that on purpose.

      “Hello, Ari.” He reached out to shake her hand and then reached out to Reed. “You must be Reed.”

      Hesitantly, Reed returned the hand shake.

      “How did you know?” She shouldn’t have been surprised in this digital age, but she still found that he knew her boyfriend’s name disturbing.

      “We research our candidates thoroughly. I know a lot, just like I know this must be your roommate—”

      “Tessa.” She cut him off. “Her roommate, best friend, and representation.”

      “Yes, I’m familiar with your father.”

      If Dave really had known Tessa, he wouldn’t have brought up her father. She ran a hand through her purple bangs but didn’t reply.

      “Okay then. We better order something.” Dave pulled up the menu on the table. “Please, it’s on me.”

      Tessa entered her order.

      “No, thanks,” Reed said.

      Ari wasn’t interested in food either. She wanted information.

      “Oh, please,” Tessa huffed. “I’ll order for the both of you.”

      “Thanks,” Dave commented. “If nothing else, we need to keep up appearances.”

      Once orders were entered, he turned to Ari. “You’re probably wondering what VisionTech can do for you?”

      “For starters.”

      A wide smile spread on Dave’s face. “We would love to offer you a job, with immediate on-site training.”

      “Terms,” Tessa said before Ari could even respond.

      “Okay then.” He pulled out a small screen and uploaded a document. “This is our standard employee contract. Who wants it first?”

      Tessa grabbed it. “Ari is not your standard employee so this better not be insulting.”

      She dove right into reading over the agreement.

      Dave raised an eyebrow to Ari. She nodded. Dave appeared to be a regular guy, more like an uncle or neighbor, not someone who was trying to steal kids to work for his employer. Maybe “steal” was too harsh of a word, for if things were as bad as he’d told Ari, then he might use the word “rescue.”

      Ari coughed briefly to clear her throat. “There are some ... umm ... complications also?”

      Dave remained silent and waited for her to continue.

      “I have a mom and brother that I will need to take care of.”

      “Many of our employees financially assist their families. We can assist in sending money without it being traced.”

      “So how often can I visit them or have them visit me?” Ari couldn’t even consider never seeing them again.

      “Our offices are a twelve-hour flight from here, and the location is not open knowledge to the public. Once you join our company, you cannot leave for vacations or trips. There are families there, but they all work if they are capable. We have the highest level of security available and go to great lengths to protect our employees.”

      Ari leaned back into her chair. Marco would never come live with her, and her mother would never leave Marco or her father. Her heart weighed heavily in her chest. It took effort to breathe. Was she exchanging one prison for another?

      Despite her shocked reaction, he added, “I also can’t guarantee contact with the outside world.”

      “I can’t leave my family, my life.” Ari couldn’t help but feel the presence of Reed next to her. She wasn’t sure she could walk away.

      “You won’t have a choice, Ari. Once the government knows what you can do, you will be moved to a secure facility. Foreign governments and dark companies will kidnap warpers if necessary. VisionTech believes that incentives work better than coercion. We like people to choose to work for us, and we pay then handsomely for it.”

      Ari reached for Reed’s hand under the table. A large lump was stuck in her throat and she struggled to swallow. With her free hand, she reached for the water on the table. A waitress arrived with an assortment of exquisitely plated food and drinks. Ari didn’t have an appetite. She stood on the top of a mountain, and any step might send her careening down.

      Tessa set the electronic contract down and took a drink of the swirling peach and blue beverage in front of her.

      “Of course, you won’t want to sign until you read it all thoroughly, but it looks pretty standard.” Tessa turned to Dave. “Ari will need triple the signing bonus to start as she is pretty broke and double the yearly salary. She wants it reviewed yearly as the market fluctuates and her skills increase.”

      Before Ari could get a word in, Tessa continued, “Also, she must have contact with the outside world. You reached us without getting caught, so figure something out. Her family, boyfriend, and of course myself, must remain in contact so we know she is safe and happy.”

      “Done,” Dave didn’t hesitate.

      Tessa smiled and grabbed some sushi to eat. With some type of fish still in her hand, she turned to Ari, “Did I miss something?”

      Miss? I’m still trying to figure out what you just said. Overwhelmed, Ari shook her head. Dave’s serious, yet kind face, let her relax a bit.

      “One question,” Dave said. “How have you been able to hide what you do this long?”

      “I never finished my school VR eval. I was terrified of VRs and couldn’t last longer than a few minutes until the last couple months.”

      A look of doubt crossed over his face. “And they never finished your testing?”

      “They never needed to,” Reed said.

      Ari coughed lightly, interrupting him. “Advisor Williams wants me to take the eval on Monday, before I leave on break.”

      Tessa spat chewed rice across the table before sputtering, “When did this happen?”

      “Yesterday, after Wake stole my program, which I’m supposed to have completed by the end of this week.” Ari wondered if she would even make it to Christmas break. The project felt small in comparison to the rest of her problems.

      “You can’t take that test.” Dave said. “We’ll rush the contract and you can sign it on the plane. I can get transportation here within the hour.”

      Still in her chair, Ari pushed back from the table. “What are you talking about? I’m not getting on a plane in an hour going to who-knows-where with a man I just met. I’m sixteen, and you’re asking me to make major life decisions in a couple minutes. I need more than dinner to digest this all.”

      “If you were my daughter, we would leave now.” Gone was the carefree Dave, instead, a serious, almost anxious Dave sat in his place. “If you’re worried about me or the company, contact Tessa’s father. He’s done work with our company, and they can verify I work for them. This isn’t a joke. This is my job.”

      Tessa stuck her hand out. “Let me use your phone—I assume it’s untraceable—and I’ll confirm things with my father.”

      Dave handed over the phone, and Tessa stepped away from the table to make the call.

      Ari glanced at Reed, knowing he wouldn’t like the next part. “My dad is also in a VR coma. I have to try to get him out before I go.”

      Reed’s grip tightened, but to his credit he remained silent.

      “Remind me how long he’s been in?” Dave asked as if he already knew the answer.

      “Seven years.”

      “I’m sorry to tell you this, but he’s gone. I’ve never known anyone past six months to make it out.”

      “I have to try.”

      “Would your parents want you to risk it? Because it would be a risk. You won’t be able to continue with school once you take the evaluation or refuse it. And if you leave unexcused, they will send officers to come and retrieve you. You didn’t think they had all of those armed guards only to keep the bad guys out, did you?”

      Tessa sat back down at the table. “My dad knows the CEO of VisionTech. He says the company is reputable with off shore outreach teams. He’ll look into Dave and message me if he pans out.”

      “Thanks,” Ari said, though it didn’t make her decision any easier. Everyone’s gaze rested on Ari, waiting for her decision. Heat rose in her cheeks.

      Reed spoke first. “Sounds like you need to go, Ari. You can’t help him, and you can’t risk staying.” The resignation in his eyes hurt her. Reed had wanted her to hide her gift, so she could stay as long as possible, but even he recognized the reality of the situation.

      “Okay.” She would sign the contract, but she still had to try to help her dad. Not only for his sake, but for the sake of their family. She couldn’t abandon her family without trying.

      “Tomorrow night.” Her words were hard and final. “I’m going home first, but then let me know where I need to meet you.”
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        * * *

      

      On the way back to school, Tessa’s dad sent a message that Dave checked out. It reassured Ari to know she wouldn’t be walking off to accidentally join a cult. It didn’t make saying goodbye to her life any easier though. While Ari wanted to walk in silence, holding Reed’s hand and preparing for the next couple days, Tessa had other ideas.

      “Are you planning to ignore all of our advice and still try to save your dad? Some people don’t want saving.” Tessa didn’t mince words. It was one of Ari’s most and least favorite things about her.

      Ari continued walking. “I know you guys don’t agree with me, but I’m not asking you too.” She kept her eyes forward, not ready for Reed’s reaction. “I appreciate your help with Dave, but I think we all know I have to do the rest by myself.”

      Tessa pulled her to a stop. “Whoa, chica. While we don’t think it’s the smartest thing to go in after your dad, it doesn’t mean we’re abandoning you.”

      Ari wrapped Tessa into a tight hug. She couldn’t have asked for a better roommate.

      “Calm down.” Tessa awkwardly patted her on the back. “I’ve had my share of stupid. We’ll just remind you of that when we’re all arrested.”

      Ari turned back and forth between her two best friends. “I don’t want you to be arrested. I can do this alone.”

      Reed grabbed her hand again. “You don’t have a choice. I’m staying with you Ari, as long as I can.”

      “Thanks.” It came out in a whisper.

      “It sounds like it’s road trip time.” Tessa began walking again, with Reed and Ari beside her. “Let’s grab our stuff and head out tonight. We’ll check out with campus security and stay at my condo for the rest of the weekend.”

      “Sounds good,” Reed replied.

      They didn’t have time to make any more plans as they approached the security checkpoint.

      Tessa spoke to guard as she went through. “Hey, we’re going to head up to my condo tonight. I need clearance for one night.”

      The young guard was about as tall as Reed with thick arms that appeared out of place on his smooth childlike face. “Give me a minute, and I’ll enter it in the system.”

      Reed walked through the scanner, his ID bracelet lighting up.

      Tessa continue talking to the guard, standing closer than usual. “Yeah, we wanted some space to study for finals and my parents got their own VR link up.”

      “Impressive.” The guard smiled at Tessa and then turned to work on the computer.

      Ari walked through the scanner and a beep sounded. She paused, unsure of what that meant. “I don’t have any weapons.”

      “Not weapons, miss.” The guard read something on his computer.

      “Well, you two are welcome to leave tonight,” the guard point at Tessa and Reed. “But your friend Ari is flagged to remain on campus for the time being.”

      “What does that mean?” Ari asked.

      “It means you have to report to your student advisor for permission to leave campus.”

      Ari’s mouth went dry as she stared at the guard’s weapon on his hip, a stun gun on the lowest setting or, at its highest, a deadly killing machine. Reflexively, Ari stepped back, wondering how quick he was. Would he really shoot her? Even if she avoided him, there were others guarding the perimeter, and those guys had weapons as well. Was it too late for her?

      “Ari, you must have forgotten another assignment,” Reed teased, completely out of character for him. He reached for her arm, pulling her towards the entrance and away from any chance of escape.

      Tessa jumped into the conversation, ignoring Ari who was frozen with fear. “Yeah, if I didn’t live with her, I’d swear she was blonde. Let’s hurry so we can be on our way.” Tessa waved goodbye to the guard “Thanks.”

      Ari continued walking, one foot in front of the other. She wasn’t going back to see Advisor Williams. She couldn’t.

      “Relax.” Reed pulled her in closer. “There is more than one way to leave the school.”

      Ari’s gaze flashed up to meet his. “Really?”

      “Yeah. Tessa and I will have to leave through the front. The school won’t realize you’re missing by the time curfew gets into effect.”

      “Okay, then. We better leave right away.” Tessa glanced at her bracelet. “That will give us a six-hour head start.”

      “So how do I do it?” Ari asked. “How do I get out of here?”

      “As much as I hate the idea of it, we’ll need some help.” Just as Ari got a sinking feeling of who he was talking about, Reed came out with it. “Garrett.”
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      Ari and Tessa hurried back to their dorm to pack. Tessa packed Ari’s stuff in her large designer bags since it would be easier for Tessa to walk them out. Reed left them to go talk to Garrett. Ari hoped things went smoothly between them.

      Reed messaged them.

      Lucky break. Need to move fast. Meet me on the West side of the student union ASAP.

      Ari hacked her bracelet, so it would keep playing the same loop of her reading on her bed. She prayed it still worked. Since they’d been caught at the VR party, the school had been tightening down, but it was worth trying. She slipped pliers into her bag, so she could take it off once she made it far enough away. Ari slung her father’s old leather bag across her chest and left behind anything she didn’t need. Tessa promised she’d send it to her mother.

      They skirted the front entrance of the student union, avoiding people and sticking close to the trees and picnic benches. Garrett and Reed were waiting for them near a table, neither one smiling. Garrett was in the usual silver work uniform with an orange coat.

      “You’re running?” Garrett asked as they approached.

      She set the large bag on the ground. “Sort of my only option.”

      “Why do your problems always seem to fall into my lap, like I have nothing better to do?” He raked a hand through his now short silver hair.

      “You don’t,” Reed said bitterly. “And you owe me.”

      Ari briefly wondered what Reed was referring to, but since neither guy seemed forthcoming, she let it drop.

      Reed approached, pulling her into his arms for a quick hug. “We have to leave now, if we’re to meet up with you. We’ll follow you and be ready at the scheduled stop. Okay?”

      “Okay,” Ari replied. It would take them some time to pick up Tessa’s car and check out with security for the night. She squeezed Reed tighter, not wanting to let go.

      Garrett cleared his throat. “We’d better get moving.”

      Reed leaned in and kissed Ari. It was rough and urgent and left Ari’s lips tingling. He took her bag as he pulled away.

      “Catch up with you soon,” Tessa said.

      Ari watched her closest friends walk off together. Garrett had better be true to his word and help her leave. She turned to look at him bundled in a thin orange coat as he stamped on the snow around him.

      “Ready?” Ari asked.

      “Waiting on you, princess.” He turned and walked off through a narrow passage between the older buildings, leaving only snowy footprints to follow.

      Ari hurried after him, not surprised by his coldness. She finally caught up in the passage way.

      “What is this?” Ari asked, her breath coming out in short bursts.

      “Walkway used before they remodeled.” He kept it short and kept moving fast.

      “So how is this going to work?”

      He turned briefly, glaring over his shoulder. “Since I got kicked out of the Tech Lab, I’ve been assigned to receivables. I take inventory for the technical supplies that come in and out of our school. You’re going to catch a ride with a supply truck in a few minutes.”

      “And they are okay with it?”

      He approached the door and, after he punched in a quick code, it opened. “Not planning on asking.”

      “I’m surprised they gave you this job after everything ...” Ari instantly regretted her words.

      “Yeah, you mean after being put on suspension? Reed would never tell you, but we both got in more trouble than you know. I don’t even think I got a ‘thank you’ out of it.” Ari followed him through the door, trying not to let her guilt distract her. They entered a storage facility with lofty ceilings and filled with boxes and crates.

      “I am grateful. I’m sorry—” Ari said.

      “For what?” Garrett cut her off. “For getting me suspended, for taking off and never giving me a chance, or for using your boyfriend to get me to do your bidding? There is a lot to choose from.”

      His accusation struck her cold. He was right. He wasn’t a saint, but she should have handled things better. Her face burned in response as she tried to sort out what to say next. He stood facing her, waiting expectantly.

      “I’m sorry for everything that happened between us. I hoped we could just be friends, but I didn’t know how to do that.” Ari forced her gaze up, to look in his eyes. “I’ll stay in contact and repay you one day.”

      Garrett approached, stepping into her space, which made her nerves jump as if hot-wired. He had a way of making her uncomfortable. She had to tell herself to hold still as he tucked a hair behind her ear.

      “I hope you’re right, but I won’t hold my breath.”

      Ari would try, but she didn’t know where she was going or what her situation would be. She owed him enough to try. And for that reason, she didn’t slap his hand away as it lingered on her shoulder.

      “We could have had fun.” He kept her gaze as he stepped away from her. “You were more to me than just another freshman girl. But we’ll never know. I wish you the best when karma finally comes your way. It always does.”

      His dark expression soon vanished, and he patted her shoulder with a smile before backing away. The haunting feeling was fleeting, and she brushed it off to focus on the task at hand.

      “Now, let’s pack you away.” Garrett wandered between the stack of crates leaving Ari to trail behind.
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      Fingers numb, Ari gripped the nearby crates as the storage truck jostled her down the road. She had only ridden on electric trams or cars. The massive truck with wheels up to her shoulder, bounced along the road with constant vibrations and no heat. The truck ran quietly enough, amplifying the noise of boxes shifting slightly against their restraints in the storage section of the trailer. She clutched a plastic crate nearby to avoid sliding down the aisle.

      She had to be ready when the driver, a friend of Garrett’s named Arman, made his stop. Garrett said Arman always stopped at a truck stop which had a good price on his brand of cigarettes. Putting this much faith in Garrett made her nervous. He had more than one reason not to help her.

      Ari groped blindly in the dark for the large sliding door at the back of the trailer. It took her a few minutes, especially when her bag, slung over her chest and resting by her hip, kept snagging on boxes. Finally finding the door of the truck, she searched for release switch Garrett had pointed out earlier. No luck. It must be on the opposite side.

      Stacks of boxes, like the old building blocks she and her brother played with as children, stood in her way. Finding a toehold on a lower box, she hoisted herself up and through a small space between boxes. Flashes of the traffic that surrounded her turned her thoughts to this huge box she was in becoming a dark coffin. A brief spout of claustrophobia motivated her to hurry. She crawled out the opposite end and found a small area to stand. The panel to open the truck was about the size of her hand and easy to find, even in the dark.

      The panel manually opened the door. Arman reportedly had thrown more than one party in the trailer where they’d accidentally locked themselves in. Ari didn’t want to think about what had happened in the trailer.

      Now, I wait. His stop was only a couple miles away from school, so she should only have to wait a couple more minutes.

      A blue light flickered on her finger, and she unwound her ring and placed it in her ear.

      “You okay?” Reed’s voice sounded a bit stressed on the other end.

      “Besides being stuck in a moving tuna can, I am,” Ari replied, already missing Reed, his voice, his touch. She mentally reminded herself to focus if she wanted out of said tuna can.

      “Good. Tessa and I are sitting at the shop, waiting for you.” Reed assured. “Well, it’s just me right now. Tessa ran in to grab stuff, something about a road trip and an escaped convict.”

      Ari chuckled at the idea of her, an escaped convict. She had lived her life for so long as the perfect student, the perfect citizen, the perfect daughter. But she’d never had reason to rebel before. The thrill was actually a little exhilarating provided she didn’t think about the consequences for too long.

      The truck slowed as if at a stop light, and Ari adjusted her footing, gripping a shelf for support. An alarm sounded outside the truck, a little way off, but close enough for Ari to freeze.

      “What’s that?” Ari asked, not really expecting an answer from Reed.

      “You hear that too? It’s an ambulance driving by. That means you must be close. Wait.” Movement sounded through the phone. “I see the silver truck ahead.”

      Ari sagged against the wall. “Good.”

      “Sort of ... but the truck’s not stopping. It’s continuing straight on the highway. He’s not turning. I’m going to kill Garrett, that—”

      “Kill him after I’m out of here.”

      “I’m coming. Damn.” A horn blared nearby.

      “Are you actually driving?” Most cars were self-driving, but in this case, Reed would have to manually drive. She doubted he had ever driven before. No one in their neighborhood even had a car.

      “Yeah, I’ve done it in a VR before.”

      “I guess that’s better than nothing.” Ari tried to remain silent to let him concentrate.

      A phone beeped. “It’s Tessa. I’m going to have her join in the call.”

      Tessa’s loud voice joined the call. “What the hell, Reed? You steal my car the second I leave you alone with it? If you really wanted to be left alone with Ari, you could have told me. Not that I would have lent you my car though.”

      “Tessa, quiet please.” Reed snapped at her. “I’m following Ari. The truck didn’t stop. It’s the same one Garrett described to us.”

      “Ohhh,” Tessa said.

      “I’ll come back to pick you up once I grab Ari.”

      “Grabbing Ari is going to be the tricky part,” Ari said, referring to herself in third person.

      “I’m actually only a few cars behind you.”

      “Really?” Ari lifted the cover off the panel, readying to flip the switch. “Want me to open the back?”

      “No!” Reed yelled, making Ari reach up to grab the device in her ear. Tessa swore, and Reed continued talking. “Ari, wait until you won’t get run over. Okay?”

      “Okay,” Ari said, letting time pass as she waited in darkness for his word. It took longer than she thought, with only faint static to fill the line.

      Tessa was the one who finally broke the silence. “Reed, what’s happening?”

      The truck slowed.

      “Okay. We’re close to the freeway and I’m not sure when he’s going to stop again. He’s getting ready to turn. Ari, open the door. I’m right behind you.”

      She lifted the panel and flipped the switch. It hissed slowly. Ari jumped as an alarm rang loudly in the truck.

      “Reed,” she yelled over the noise, but she couldn’t hear anything in response.

      The back door lifted, and the truck pulled to the side of the road. Ari knelt on the floor as light seeped into the truck. In Tessa’s car, Reed followed on the shoulder of the road a few car lengths behind her. The door continued to climb up, and Ari sat down on the edge with her legs dangling below in the open.

      Her heart raced as she watched the dark road beneath her. Other cars flew past, some honking in warning. The alarm still blasted overhead, and the wind whipped her hair wildly around her face. Before the truck could come to a complete stop or common sense could catch up with her, she jumped.

      She lost her footing in the jump and tumbled in a somersault along the rough gravel. She would have bruises to show for that tomorrow. By the time she got up, Reed was at her side, helping her up and rushing her to the car.

      After a couple steps, Ari managed to steady herself. “I got it.”

      With a worried look, Reed let go and went to his side of the car. Before she even shut the door, Reed spun out into traffic. Cars honked, blaring their annoyance as he cut across traffic headed in the opposite direction.

      “What in the world?” Ari gripped the edge of her seat.

      “Sorry. You didn’t see the size of the guy getting out of the truck.” Reed’s knuckles whitened as his eyes focused ahead. “Turn on the computer. I want to find the side streets in case that guy decides to follow us.”

      “Why would he do that? I don’t think he even knew I was in there.”

      “Maybe not. But that might be Garrett’s cruel idea of a joke to let that guy drive you to who-knows-where.”

      Ari didn’t have a response as she wasn’t quite ready to believe Garrett did that to her. “Let’s find Tessa.” Ari turned on the car’s navigational system.

      “And here I thought you’d forgotten about me.” Tessa’s voice amplified through the car.

      Ari and Reed glanced at each other. A slightly guilty look crossed his face, mirroring how Ari felt.

      She reached for his free hand and squeezed. “How could we ever forget about you, Tessa?”

      “You better not.” The sound of Tessa’s voice, even if annoyed, made Ari smile.

      With the help of the computer in Tessa’s car, which Ari drooled over, they found themselves back at the mini-mart. Tessa’s purple hair stood out amongst the older customers. Bags filled her hands, while she sported a large pair of obnoxious yellow sun glasses.

      Tessa crawled into the back of the car. “Have the car drive for a bit while I go through my bags.” Tessa’s bags were filled with a wide array of clothes and food spilling out of them.

      “I thought we were on the run,” Ari said, turning back to face Tessa. “Who knew it was a vacation.”

      “Poor, Ari. You’ve probably never had a real vacation,” Tessa said the words with a sarcastic edge Ari didn’t like, but somehow expected from her. “I would feel bad for you if I hadn’t seen your contract.” Tessa stuck her tongue out, sporting an electronic ball studded in the middle of it.

      “When did you get a that?”

      Tessa shrugged her shoulders. “I got bored waiting for you. I did buy some stuff for you guys.” She threw a bag of beef jerky to Reed.

      He mumbled his thanks as he dug into the jerky. Darkness had fallen, and they hadn’t eaten since their meeting with Dave which seemed like days ago.

      Tessa popped a bottle and passed it up to Ari. “Here’s some caffeine. We have a long drive.”

      “Thanks,” Ari said, realizing how much Tessa had done for her. It would be hard to say goodbye.

      “No problem.”

      “No, really,” Ari continued, playing with the lid on her drink. “I wouldn’t have been able to do any of this without you. You’ve helped with the agent, the car—”

      “I love you too, now shut up. You’re more exciting to hang out with than anyone else in school, even if you do suck at gaming.”

      “I don’t suck.” Ari protested, bringing up the ongoing debate.

      “Hey, the fact that I hang out with you regardless says a lot.”

      “Thanks ... I guess.”

      “Wake up Izzy so we can listen to some tunes.”

      “Izzy?”

      “My in-car computer,” Tessa replied. “Or you can lose to me again. I have my game loaded on Izzy too.”

      “Bring it.”

      The trip flew by with gaming and never-ending cans of caffeine while Izzy drove. They joked, laughed, and slayed fictional monsters. While Ari enjoyed her friends, part of her knew it was the last time they would be together. It was hard to imagine leaving those two.

      “Izzy,” Tessa spoke to her computer, “I need a pit stop.”

      “Searching for the closest restrooms,” Izzy replied in an English accent.

      “We only have thirty more minutes. Can you hold it?” Reed asked.

      “Yeah, but my bladder can’t.”

      Izzy pulled over at a public restroom stop. Neon orange lights lit the seedy parking lot in the middle of the night. Ari could tell home wasn’t far away. She had to give Tessa credit though—Tessa didn’t balk at the graffiti-lined block, or benches that looked like a bird’s toilet.

      Ari didn’t like to think of Tessa going alone, and she did need to go to the bathroom too. “I think I’ll go too.”

      Getting out of the car, the smell of rain hit her. They must have missed the storm, but the puddles still littered the road and sidewalk. She had a slight pang of homesickness, of popcorn on rainy days, and her mother who she hoped to see one more time.

      “Might as well.” Reed got out of the car and headed over to the men’s restroom.

      Tessa grabbed the old metal door and the stench hit Ari first.

      “This is a dump,” Tessa protested as they walked into the barely lit bathroom. “At least we only have to pee here.”

      The girls were careful to only touch what was necessary in the bathroom. Once back out, Ari wrapped her coat a little tighter around her. The dim orange lights guided them back to the car.

      Turning a corner, Ari and Tessa stopped short, almost running into a large man dressed in dark clothing

      “Hey, do you girls have a minute? I lost the charge on my car.” He approached with one hand in his pocket.

      “No, we don’t,” Tessa continued forward.

      Knowing something was off, Ari reached for her but was too slow. The man pulled some sort of device from his pocket and struck out at Tessa. She fell instantly, twitching on the floor. Ari tried to help her friend, but the large man seized her arm, dragging her towards him. Tessa looked so helpless, alone on the damp sidewalk.

      “Tessa!” Ari yelled for her friend.

      The man covered Ari’s mouth with a gloved hand and yanked her in close. His dank, smoky smell encompassed Ari as she struggled to free herself. He tightened his hold to the point of pain, and Ari cried into his thick hand.

      He leaned down next to her ear, his voice sharp and serious. “Sorry, honey, but you are the one we want. You can come calmly, or I can hit your friend again with a voltage that may be permanent.”

      Ari’s heart pounded as she stared at her friend on the ground. Ari wanted to fight, but she wouldn’t. She couldn’t let him hurt Tessa.

      “Don’t hurt her.” Ari pressed down the fury building inside of her. She might be forced to go along now, but she wouldn’t stop fighting once her friends were out of harm’s way.

      “Okay, then. Let’s go.” He pushed a device into her side, presumably the same one that knocked out Tessa. His free arm wrapped around her, keeping her close as he guided her back to the parking lot.

      She kept her steps heavy and slow as she searched the parking lot for Reed or any other people.

      “Don’t try it,” the man warned her in quiet tones.

      A gunshot exploded nearby. Ari flinched, the loud noise ringing in her ears. Thoughts of her friends unarmed and alone flashed in her mind. She strained to find them, but couldn’t see much in the dark, as her captor, apparently uninjured, tightened his grasp. He hurried his pace, pushing Ari along.

      She continued, as if numb, along towards a dark van. Tessa and Reed—they couldn’t be dead. If they were hurt, all bets were off. She had to know they were safe. Doing the only thing she could think of, she bit down on her captor’s hand. He swore, but through the glove it wasn’t enough to make him loosen his hold. She kicked and scratched and fought harder than she ever had before, adrenaline pounding through her body. It couldn’t end this way.

      Then a shock bit into her side, and Ari crumbled to the ground. Just like that, the fight was sucked out of her. It felt like an elephant had stepped on her chest as she struggled to suck in air. She stared at the tire of the van and wondered if she was going to die there.

      The man dragged her upright. Her legs felt rubbery, unsteady. His rough hands pulled her close. “Stupid girl, guess we have to do this the hard way. Just so you know, that was only the low setting.”

      “Stop.” Reed spoke from somewhere in the darkness. “I just shot your friend and I won’t hesitate to do the same to you.”

      Her captor turned them both around, keeping her in front of him as a shield. “You don’t want to play with me, kid.”

      One glimpse at Reed, and Ari could tell something was wrong. He was leaning to one side as he kept a gun firmly trained on them.

      Reed focused his cold anger at her captor. “Not playing.”

      “As I see it, you’re not such a good aim with a gun, and you won’t chance shooting me if it means killing her.”

      With obvious effort, Reed took two steps closer. In the low neon lights, blood trailed down Reed’s face from a cut on his brow. “You have no clue how many hours I’ve plugged.”

      The man behind her relaxed his stance a bit but kept his hold tight. “She’s worth too much to stay with you, bud. That is reality.”

      Out of the corner of her eye, Ari glimpsed Tessa quietly walking towards them. Her feet shaky. Ari bit her lip, praying her friend was okay.

      Ari pulled against her captor’s grasp, to no avail. Thoughts flashed through her mind, but she worried any action she might take had consequences. “Careful, Reed.”

      “Listen to your girlfriend.” The man pulled her back against the corner of the van, and someone swore behind them.

      Without warning, a jolt of electricity raced through her body, stronger, deadlier than before. Her jaw clenched, and her arms and legs involuntarily contracted. Her face pressed into a cold, wet puddle, and she closed her eyes, wanting for it to all be over. Without giving her a chance to collect her thoughts, hands lifted her off the ground. She attempted to swat at them, pushing them back and squirming against their tight hold.

      “Ari, it’s me,” Reed said in a hurried voice. “Come on. We’ve got to get out of here.”

      Confusion swarmed around Ari’s already muddled brain. But it was Reed. His touch was sure and familiar. And if nothing else made sense, he always did.

      Reed laid her down in the back seat of the car and sped out of the rest stop. He was talking, though most of the words flowed over Ari at first. She picked them out one at a time as if her brain was filled with alphabet soup.

      “Ari, come on talk to me.”

      She struggled to respond. She turned her head, but it was a slow process. Forming words appeared to be just as difficult.

      “Tessa, are you sure you didn’t hit her?” His voice was heavy with worry.

      “I hit him straight in the back. Hope that bastard wet himself,” Tessa said from the front seat.

      “Maybe it was the water on the ground. What did you hit him with?” Reed asked.

      “A little toy my dad got for me when I turned twelve, an amped up stun gun.”

      Ari finally put all the right consonants and vowels together “Reed.” The words came out in a whisper. She tried again, louder. “Reed, I’m fine.”

      He gave her a questioning look. “If you didn’t sound like a ninety-year-old stroke victim, I might believe you. But you’re talking, so that’s better.”

      Ari hummed an agreement. Glad to see the fear and anger leave Reed’s face, she laid her head against the seat and stared at him from the back. Going over her last few conscious moments, she realized just how lucky they all were to have survived. She thought about the dirt bag saying that once she left she would never see Reed again.

      She didn’t want to leave Reed. She didn’t want to leave his sweet smile, his soft lips, and his fingers that were rough and often ink-stained from his drawings. She loved every part of him. Maybe it was the near-death experience, but she didn’t want to lose him. Ever.

      “Come with me,” Ari told Reed. Her own words sounded stilted in her ears.

      He took his eyes from the road momentarily. “I am coming with you, Ari. Don’t worry, I think maybe we should go to my house instead of yours. In case whoever that was gets your address. Your mom should be okay. She’ll be at work. They’ll probably watch her, but if we don’t make contact, she should be fine.”

      Ari must have been tired, too tired to remember not to worry about all of that. She pushed herself up to a seated position. After a moment the spinning subsided. Glad to be reminded her mom was safe at work, she repeated her request. “I mean, come with me to work for VisionTech.”

      His brow crumpled slightly. “What? I still haven’t graduated.”

      “Forget graduation and a job you hate. I’ll make enough money to pay off our schooling. You can do whatever you want, do what you love. You could draw.” Ari had been thinking about it for some time but felt too selfish, or maybe too scared, to mention it before. But after that night she didn’t care anymore.

      “What?” The surprise on his face would have made Ari shrink normally, but she couldn’t seem to be bothered when she still couldn’t feel her toes.

      “You hate school. You want to do your art. So, do it.”

      “That isn’t a job.”

      “You don’t know that. Dave might hire you when he sees your work.”

      “There’s my mom to think about and school ...” He faced the dark road ahead of them. “I just don’t know.”

      A cold spread through her body as Ari turned to stare out the dark window, unsure if she’d said the right thing.
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      When Reed opened the car door, the cold air woke Ari to her surroundings. Dawn was still several hours out, and the only light came from the car’s interior lights. Ari slowly climbed out, and Reed pulled her into a hug. Her muscles ached as if she had been run over.

      He kissed her forehead. “I was worried about you back there.”

      She drank up his touch before he pulled away a few seconds later. Turning around, she realized they were back in their own neighborhood, more specifically at Reed’s apartment. The three-story brick building was painted brown with additions built on like an afterthought. It was chaotic, messy, and smelled like the cigarette butts littering the alleyway, but it was the closest to home she’d been in a while.

      He motioned to Tessa, who was passed out in the front seat. “I guess we need to wake her up.”

      “Yeah,” Ari agreed. “She saved our butts back there.”

      “Yes, she did.” Reed stared for a moment as if he were somewhere else, momentarily lost in thought.

      Ari leaned over and rapped at the window.

      Tessa lifted her arm, covering her face to glare at Ari.

      “Leave me here,” she shouted through the closed window.

      “Not in this neighborhood.” Ari opened the door. “I like you too much.”

      Ari reached inside and pulled Tessa out, while Reed grabbed the bags.

      Tessa was on her feet, rubbing the sleep from her eyes. “Are you sure my Izzy will be alright out here?”

      “Do you have a good security system?”

      “Yeah, she’ll be fine.” Tessa waved away her concern and headed to the building.

      “Is your mom home?” Ari asked Reed as she held Tessa in one arm and her small bag in the other. As they approached his door on the bottom floor, Ari wondered if Reed’s mother was about to be startled awake.

      “No, she’s been on the night shift for a while now. We can crash in my room.” Reed used his code to open the door.

      Ari wished Reed’s mom was home, so she could hug her one more time. His mom was a staple in their neighborhood, one more person Ari wouldn’t see for a long time.

      Reed lugged up their bags. “Take Tessa to my room. She looks like she’ll collapse any minute.”

      The two-bedroom apartment had a small kitchen, living space, and a single bathroom. It was similar to all the other buildings in the neighborhood. Ari lived in a building only two blocks away, except hers was a three-bedroom apartment, due to their family size.

      The girls shuffled down the hall, while Reed moved to the kitchen. Ari glimpsed pictures of Reed as a child in frames on the wall. She loved the one from elementary school, back when she first remembered Reed. He was all knees and elbows, playing in the street with Marco and Ari.

      Leaving the memories behind, she pushed open the first door and knew immediately it was his bedroom. It smelled like Reed, with a musky scent that could only be his. It smelled safe.

      Without a word, Tessa threw herself down on the only bed in the room. She didn’t bother pulling down the sheets or taking off her shoes, but face-planted into oblivion.

      Ari had always wondered what his bedroom looked like, and it was sort of how she imagined it. Drawings littered the walls and a small sculpture rested on a nightstand. Ari thought about going back to the sofa in the entertainment room but, for some reason, it felt safer staying together.

      She grabbed the blue pillow Tessa wasn’t using and crashed on the floor. She didn’t bother with her shoes either, just rolled over and, with a soft sigh, fell asleep.
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        * * *

      

      When the sun peeked through Reed’s window, Ari realized Reed’s arm was wrapped protectively over her waist. His arm gave her a sense of security, like a blanket she wanted to cling to more than anything. She didn’t want to move, but her mind started processing the previous night’s events and dwelling on what she had to do that day. She squeezed his hand gently, not ready to let go of him yet.

      Reed released a happy sigh at her touch and pulled her close to him. “Morning,” he mumbled into her hair.

      “Only if it has to be,” Ari replied.

      She glanced at the bed. Tessa slept heavily, her chest rising methodically and a slight wheezing sound escaping her lips. Ari’s eyes darted around Reed’s room, now that she could see better in the daylight. An over-organized, dusty feel permeated air. He hadn’t been there for months. The only mess was the bags they’d brought with them. His walls were painted in swirling teals, like he couldn’t decide whether to paint the sky or the ocean. It was beautiful, just like him.

      Reed kept his hand around her waist and turned her to face him. “I could get used to this.”

      “Me too.”

      He didn’t give her time to be self-conscious of morning breath or anything else as he leaned forward and kissed her. His firm lips rested against hers, sending a small spark down to her toes. That spark soon led to a burn within her, stronger than she’d imagined. While his hand kept a firm grip on her hips, her fingers rested on the soft spot on his neck, wishing she could pull him closer.

      He brushed her thick hair back, and his lips traveled to her neck and ear. “Remember Tessa,” he whispered into her neck.

      Ari froze, mentally flying back to reality where Tessa slept mere feet away. With a disappointed sigh, she stared at his face. His sharp cheek bones led to soft and slightly swollen lips. Scruffy, dark facial hair sprinkled his cheeks, and she itched to kiss him again.

      His smile pulled up to one side. “What’s the saying? ‘Think of the Queen’?”

      She laughed into his chest, inhaling his scent and letting it envelope her. “Well, if anyone could be Queen, it’s Tessa.”

      “True.” He turned on his back and kept one arm around Ari.

      “I can’t leave this,” she said as her hand rested on his chest. “I don’t want to leave this.”

      “Oh, come on. I’m sure there will be other boys to kiss.”

      Ari hit his arm, but not hard. “It’s not funny.”

      “You can make a program with me in it, and then you can visit me anytime.”

      Ari wished he could see her eyes rolling. “Please,” she replied sarcastically then with a serious tone added. “I want you instead. Flesh and blood.”

      “I know.” Reed’s voice tightened. “You’re off to do amazing things.”

      “It won’t be the same without you. I really do—” Ari stopped herself before she could say those three words that surprised her as much as they would have surprised Reed. The L word had never escaped Ari’s lips before, and she usually made fun of love struck teenagers who lusted all over the popular kids. Yet if she was going to be honest with herself, she did love him. She’d loved him before she knew what love was. He was the happy, sweet Reed, and no matter what happened in the future, part of her heart would always love him.

      But she worried he didn’t feel the same. She’d invited him to come with her, but she also knew how important his mom and his life was here—a life that she would no longer be a part of.

      “What was that?” He turned towards her, his breath tickling her ear.

      “Nothing. Just be glad we had one last night together.”

      “Don’t talk like that.”

      Before she could reply, a beep sounded in the kitchen. Startled, she sat up.

      “It’s the coffee.” He reached for her.

      The sound of the machine dripping echoed throughout the small apartment. The smell of coffee soon permeated the room, and like a magical alarm, Tessa began to stir.

      Ari left the unspoken words floating stagnant in the air.
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        * * *

      

      Tessa eyed the makeshift bed the two of them had made on the floor. “I’m glad I passed out last night.”

      With a sly grin on his face, Reed ran a hand through his tousled hair. “Oh, this was from this morning.”

      “Spare me.” Tessa flashed Ari a sarcastic grin.

      Ari headed to the bathroom to clean up a bit. After the run in at the rest stop and sleeping in her clothes, not much was going to help. She ran a brush she’d found through her hair and braided it.

      She returned to Reed’s room to find him digging through his dresser. Tessa had barely moved.

      “Ready to break into a hospital?” Ari faked a smile, hoping if she kept pretending that maybe it would be easier. She hadn’t seen her father, talking or moving, for over six years, and the idea of going back into a virtual with him overwhelmed her.

      Tessa pulled out a hair tie and shook her hair like a dog shaking off water. She sat up and tried to tame her hair down. “How about some coffee first?”

      “Sounds good,” Ari agreed.

      As they headed out of Reed’s bedroom, his mother came in the front door. She had on a gray uniform, dark hair wrapped up in a bun, and an inquisitive look on her face that quickly turned into a scowl. Tired eyes lined her face as she hung up her keys and waited for them to come into the kitchen.

      “Hey, Mom,” Reed appeared shortly behind them, in a new navy shirt and jeans.

      “I don’t know if I’m more tired than normal, or I’m getting old. Why are you not at school, but coming out of your bedroom with two girls and a flush on your face that tells me you’ve been up to no good?”

      “Hey, I’m the innocent one in this.” Tessa pulled up a chair to their small kitchen table. “I was just passed out the whole time.”

      “I don’t think that helps anything,” Ari said, trying to keep a guilty look off her face.

      “Come here.” Reed’s mom pulled him into a hug, breathing in his scent. “You’re going to give me gray hair.”

      She released him and ran a hand over his hair. “Have a seat, kiddos. I don’t have much for breakfast since it’s usually only me, but I’ll fix something while you tell me the whole story.” Her fiery gaze, focused on Reed, would have shot laser beams if possible.

      “Thanks,” Ari said.

      “It’s good to see you, Ari. Hope Reed has been treating you right.”

      “Of course.” If anything, she wished he was a little less gentleman-like, but she didn’t think anyone would like to hear that, especially not his mother.

      Reed made Ari sit down while he helped his mom pour coffee for everyone, and he told their story. Ari listened to the whole thing, adding pieces here and there, but pretty much let Reed tell the tale. Gratefully, he left out the part of being attacked at the rest stop. By the time he was done, Ari had finished her coffee. Tessa refilled her own cup and sat down again, holding her mug tightly.

      Reed’s mom took another drink. “So why are you guys here instead of at Ari’s?”

      She’d never missed much, and often had to keep Reed and Marco in line when they were younger. Reed had her same intelligent hazel eyes.

      “Ms. Ramses,” Ari started.

      “Ari, you are too old for that anymore. Call me Monique,” she told Ari.

      Ari swallowed briefly and adjusted the foot tucked under her on the chair. “Well, you see—”

      Reed broke in. “We think we’re being followed. There is this guy at school, a real jerk. We’re worried he might have said something to someone, so we came here instead. Since I have Dad’s last name and you have yours, we were hoping they wouldn’t be able to find us.”

      “While I don’t love the circumstances, it’s good to see you.” Monique wrapped her son in a hug, holding tight. When she released him, she turned her attention to Tessa. “And how do you fit into this mess?”

      “I’m the get-a-way car.” Tessa grinned.

      “Oh, that’s yours? I was wondering about that. And you go to their school?”

      “She’s my roommate,” Ari chipped in.

      “No, more like her idol,” Tessa added.

      “I can see why,” Monique added sarcastically, looking at Tessa’s piercings.

      “Tessa has helped me a lot,” Ari said.

      “Okay.” Monique nodded as if coming to some sort of agreement within herself. “I’m glad you’re a good friend.”

      Tessa never once moved her gaze from under Monique’s inspection. “I do try.” Of course, Tessa followed it with, “By the way, I’m not sure I’d call this coffee.” Before Monique could respond, Tessa held up a hand and interrupted her. “Don’t worry, I’ve had worse. Once in another country, I think.”

      Tessa smiled at Monique who pinched her mouth closed. Tessa was like that.

      “Let me fix some toast for you guys before you head down to the center,” Monique offered.

      The care center where Ari’s dad lay in his coma handled long-term medical and psychiatric care patients, a lame name for a place that changed a lot of tubes and bedding.

      “Here, let me help with the toast.” Ari stood as a ring sounded, signaling someone at the front door.

      Everyone froze. Ari knew no one should be coming around at that time of the morning, at least not any neighbors.

      Reed went to the door and looked at the small electronic screen. The way his hands clenched, Ari knew it wasn’t good. Williams, he mouthed the words. Ari cringed, wondering how her Advisor knew where they were. He must have been tracking them. Reed motioned for them to all follow him out the back. Monique grabbed Reed briefly on his way, placing a kiss on his cheek. The front bell rang again.

      “Ugh, let me get decent please,” she said in a loud voice. She locked eyes with her son for a moment, communicating as only a mother and child could. Monique nodded briefly and then waved him off.

      Ari grabbed her bags from his room. If they were running, she would have to dump them somewhere else so Monique wouldn’t get in trouble. She headed towards the fire escape, but Reed caught her arm, pulling her into her mother’s room.

      “What?” Ari whispered.

      Reed pointed up. Tessa’s black boots dangled from a hole in the ceiling. Ari wanted to ask all sorts of questions, but Reed only offered his knee for her to climb aboard. There might be a time for questions later. But that moment wasn’t it.

      Monique spoke loudly from her spot at the front door. “What? My son? He’s supposed to be at school. Are you saying you lost him?”

      Ari pulled herself up into a cramped space with several long jackets. Tessa pulled her up and out through the maze of winter wear. They were in the bedroom of a completely different apartment.

      “Hey,” Tessa whispered and lifted her eyebrows in amusement.

      Reed appeared next out of the closet. “We need to ditch our gear. They’re tracking us.”

      Ari pulled off her ring and dropped it in her bag.

      “I hope you know how painful this is.” Tessa reluctantly emptied her pockets.

      “I’ll pay you back,” Ari said.

      “It’s not the money, but the hours I spent setting it up to my specifications.”

      Once everything was stashed in the neighbor’s closet, Reed left the bedroom with the two girls right behind him. They followed him running through an apartment almost exactly like his, with brown shag carpeting and faded white walls. Only the pictures and furnishings were different.

      “Don’t mind us, Charlie. Just passing through.” Reed gave a quick wave to the man sitting at the kitchen table.

      The balding man sat nursing a drink and gave a curt nod with no more surprise on his face than if it were an everyday occurrence. “And here I thought you outgrew your old antics. Be safe and be fast.” The man shook his head and mumbled into his cup. “Kids.”
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      Ari’s lungs burned as she followed Reed through the rundown buildings. She briefly thought back to her days as a child where they would race around the neighborhood for hours, playing hide-and-seek or tag. The joy of those days was replaced with fear as the three of them sprinted down a shady corridor. Adrenaline pushed them further and faster than any child’s game ever would.

      As they finally maneuvered out of the maze of old buildings, they found themselves within view of the tram entrance. The three of them stood in the shadows of a small convenience store, catching their breath. Tessa bent over, and Ari clutched a cramp in her side. Reed’s face was flushed but showed no sign of fatigue. If anything, his face was more determined.

      “It was Williams,” Ari said once that her breath slowed, but the stitch in her side still ached. “He followed us here. Why?”

      “Why not sooner? It doesn’t take a genius, if they reviewed your VRs to figure out what you’re capable of.” Reed continued watching the street.

      “He probably didn’t think you’d escape school or maybe he wanted to see who you’d run to.” Tessa pulled back her wild strands of hair into a tight bun above her port.

      “Time to go, now.” Reed grabbed Ari’s hand.

      As the three of them walked down the street, she noticed Reed’s fierce expression. “Let’s try not to look like escaped convicts.”

      Tessa gave Ari a toothy smile. It was quite disturbing. Ari focused on the tram, hoping no one noticed them.

      Morning commuters filled the platform, and Ari hoped to hide amongst the tired, bleary-eyed workers. They squeezed inside the crowded tram. The stench of sweat and dirt assaulted them as they found seats in the back.

      “We might be a little early for Marco. He was supposed to meet us outside the center with your mom’s visitor pass,” Reed said quietly.

      “What? When did you talk to him?”

      “Last night when I was driving. You two were passed out. I caught him up on the situation. I thought it would raise too many flags if you went in as a student, not in school, asking for a visitor’s pass.”

      Ari’s gut tightened with worry, not for herself but for her friends and family. How much was she really risking for this? Her brother would be willing to bear the cost. “We’ll need to be careful. Advisor Williams may be looking for Marco, possibly tracking him.”

      “Marco wouldn’t keep his old school gear. He can get around on the streets better than anyone. He’ll be okay,” Reed said.

      Ari squeezed his hand, turning her gaze to the window. Buildings, old homes, and cluttered lots passed by in a blur. She had taken this route several times with her mother to visit her father. Ari had hated seeing his weak, pale frame, barely clinging to life through the tubes and machines. But she’d rarely visited him in the VR despite her mother’s requests. Marco went once but never spoke to her about it. Ari wanted to see her father, but part of her worried that if she went in, he might convince her to never leave either.

      The last time she had seen him conscious was her eighth birthday. Her parents had been fighting that morning over money and VRs, the usual things they’d argued about. Both of her parents stopped when Ari entered the room.

      “We’re talking about some important things right now, sweetie. Go and play with your brother.” Red rimmed her mother’s heavy eyes.

      “No.” Ari straightened up, angry at her dad for using all their money on VR vacations, especially when she hadn’t seen one birthday present anywhere in the house. “It’s not fair. You take all the money. You make Mom cry. It’s not fair. We don’t need you.” Tears streamed down her little face, but she stood strong, cutting her father with a few words. She’d never seen him conscious again.

      That same summer, Ari surgically received her own port through school.

      Eight years later, guilt and anger gnawed at Ari, but today she had a chance at redemption. She would convince him to leave or make that VR a living hell.

      “Hey, you still here?” Reed squeezed her hand, pulling her back to reality.

      “Yeah, just thinking,” Ari murmured.

      “Me too.” He leaned over and briefly brushed her lips with a kiss.

      Her stomach did that happy flip-flop dance that she associated with Reed.

      “Get a room,” Tessa added. “A room without me in it.”

      “Love you, too.” Ari smiled. She turned back to the window and spent the rest of the ride imagining life without Reed, without her family, in a foreign land by herself. And she’d thought going away to school was bad.

      They made it to their stop and found Marco drinking coffee outside at a table.

      “Good to see you.” She wrapped her brother into a hug. Stale smoke clung to him, like he now lived in a bar, but she didn’t care.

      “Glad to see you’re causing more trouble than I am,” he murmured into her hair.

      She pushed him back. “Difference is this isn’t my fault.”

      “If you say so.” His eyes had that mischievous sparkle that he’d had as a child. Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out an old HUB and handed it to her. “This is linked to Mom’s account, so you shouldn’t have any problems getting into the facility. Good thing you look like her.”

      The small device didn’t have a bracelet like most did, so she slipped the device into her pocket.

      Tessa headed to the counter to buy drinks, mumbling something about decent coffee while the others waited at a table in the corner.

      “I have something to give back to you too,” Reed told Marco. Her brother reached a hand out, but Reed shook his head. “Not here. But as pissed as I was to have to bring it to you, I’m glad I had it on the way here.”

      The gun. As lucky as they were to have it, Marco could face ten years in prison for having one.

      “Maybe you should toss it,” Ari said, but Marco instantly rejected that idea.

      “I can get good cash for that.”

      “It’s not the cash I worry about.” Ari watched her brother. She hoped he would be doing better at home, but somehow, he looked worse. His face had thinned, and his eyes had a haunted, dark look about them.

      “Don’t worry, sis. I always land on my feet,” he said with a familiar smile that Ari had a hard time buying.

      Tessa sat with a small drink in front of her. “So, what’s the plan?”

      “I’m going to go see my dad, then meet up with Dave. He should be here in a couple hours.”

      “When are we heading back?” Tessa turned to Reed.

      “After Ari leaves, I suppose. The sooner the better. I have a feeling Williams might be waiting for us.”

      Tessa nodded and took a sip of her coffee. “Probably, but I wonder if we took a detour by my father’s condo we could claim we’d been there all along? It may require some hacking, but you could manage.”

      “What about your car?” Ari said.

      “I let you borrow it,” Tessa told Ari. “We can order a service to take us back. I can figure it out after I have some decent caffeine in my system.”

      “I wish I could take you all with me.” Ari took time to look at each of them, trying to memorize their faces.

      Marco scoffed. “And leave this great life? I’ve got too much going on.”

      “It’s a single ticket, dear, but worth it. Even I’m jealous of your contract.” Tessa took another drink of her large coffee.

      “I’m with her, sis. I don’t know why you fell into the pot at the end of the rainbow with our gene pool. I’d kill for that ability.”

      “I’d give it to you both in a heartbeat.” And Ari meant it.
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        * * *

      

      The plan was simple—well, simple enough. Reed was going to use Marco’s visitor pass to get into the facility with Ari, while Tessa and Marco hacked the system from the outside. Marco was going to try to erase her trail, or the record of her being there. It wasn’t a guarantee though. Neither Marco nor Reed could guess all the security measures the facility might have in place. Either way, time was of the essence.

      Ari’s heart raced as she walked through the large glass doors of the hospital’s entrance. The middle-aged woman at the desk was focused on the screen in front of her. Ari and Reed scanned their cards, and the cards’ pictures appeared on her screen. Reed looked nothing like her brother, but Reed didn’t care. He was going with her. The women glanced at their pictures, gave them an annoyed look, and waved them through. Maybe security wasn’t too tight here. It was only a hospital.

      “I would like a private virtual visit,” Ari said, hating that her voice sounded so young and shaky.

      The woman had already turned back to the screen. “Fill out the request and pay on the screen.”

      Ari entered the required information, her fingers shaking so bad she had to re-enter her father’s name twice, and then she paid with a card Tessa had given her. Ari had only consented to let Tessa pay with the promise that she would pay her back, and that if Ari was caught she would say she had stolen the card from her roommate.

      The monitor beeped, and the virtual was scheduled. The woman, eyes still on her screen, pointed to the scanners in front of the double doors. Ari steadied her steps and remained calm though every fiber in her body wanted to run.

      Once through the scanners, Reed reached for her hand. “It’ll be okay.”

      As they walked through the doors, she wasn’t sure she believed him. The smell of bodies mixed with cleaner hit them first. She’d been in health care centers before, but this dying scent made her gag.

      Rows and rows of beds filled one side of the room. Unconscious people were laid out with white sheets covering them. Tubes trailed out from under the sheets into a metal device hanging off their beds. Fluorescent lights shined down on their gaunt empty faces. The only thing moving on these bodies were their eyes, flickering with random disturbing movements.

      The other side of the area contained private rooms scheduled for virtual meetings. The metal doors had a single control panel and a number etched inside. Farther down the aisle, she watched an attendant push a bed into one of the private rooms. She assumed it was her father.

      They walked down the hall and the tall male attendant greeted them at the door. “6G? For patient 26409?”

      She nodded. Her father no longer had a name, but a number. A number she hated and could never forget.

      “You ready?” Reed asked.

      They both waited as her feet stalled, heavy like cement. “Okay.” With a deep breath, she stepped into the room with Reed shutting the door behind them.

      Her father’s once bulky frame had shrunken, now frail and bony under the thin sheet. His gaze flicked back and forth behind his closed eyes. Silver littered his dark hair, especially filling out his beard. His hair fell down to his shoulders and was tucked behind his ears. He used to wear it in a ponytail tied at the nape of his neck. He never was one to worry about his hair. When she was little, he used to let her put it in ponytails with all the colorful clips she wanted.

      She stepped towards him and tears blurred her vision. How could she hate and love one person so much in the same moment? Her chest ached as she strengthened her resolve.

      “Are you ready?” Reed asked.

      She ignored his question. She would never be ready. Hesitantly, she took a seat next to her father.

      “It’s okay if you change your mind.”

      Ari reached for her cable. “Go to the original program in his history. It should be the cruise on the Rhine River.”

      “If I get word from Marco, I’m pulling you out. You understand?” Reed had received an old HUB from Marco, so they could stay in touch.

      “I’ll be quick. Promise.”

      Ari bit down on her lip and slid the cable into her port. She closed her eyes, sensing the program was ready for her, and floated into a whole different world.
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      Now familiar with the transition into the VRs, she wasn’t surprised when the cool breeze off the water brushed against her face. The world around her had turned green and blue. A lush countryside lined the water, dotted with villas and even a small castle in the distance. As the sun set, it gave everything a beautiful golden hue.

      Turning away from the water, she pushed off the railing in search for her father. With the size of the ship, it might be harder than she’d thought. Several stories tall and long, there was no end to the white railing winding around the length of the ship.

      “Excuse me, miss. Would you care for a drink?” An exotic waiter with a heavy accent offered Ari a glass of what looked like champagne. The waiter’s face with his crystal blue eyes and chiseled cheek bones was perfect, too perfect. The prison held enough beauty and luxury that was hard to leave, but it was still a prison.

      “No, thank you.” Ari replied. “But can you help me? I’m looking for Enrique Mendez.”

      “I’m not sure about him, but I know most people are upstairs dancing.” He motioned to a set of stairs to her left. “There is a live band tonight.”

      “Thanks.” Ari headed to the stairs. Looking down at her outfit of jeans and a t-shirt, she decided to go dancing. Her clothes morphed into a simple blue dress that her mother handed down to her years ago. What Ari used to struggle with in the program, now didn’t take more than a second to fix. The music and laughter rose as she walked up the two flights of stairs.

      Her hand trailed along the handrail made from dark wood lined with gold accents. The texture felt off, too smooth for the detailed engraving it showed. Dr. Coleman would be pleased with her observations, but there would be no more tests for her.

      Stepping onto the dance floor, she noticed the clouds mingling in the background. High above the water, only the fading night sky surrounded them. The railing turned to soft white fabric laced with lights. Elegantly dressed couples floated by on the dance floor, spinning, smiling, and laughing. Maybe her father really thought he’d died and gone to heaven. She finally spotted his tall frame in the middle of the floor with a woman whose red dress exposed more skin than it covered.

      Ari reached for the nearby railing. Despite her anger over the years, her heart leapt to see him so alive and happy. Granted after a minute of watching her father hold this woman tight against him, her joy fizzled. Vacation time was over.

      Ari fought against her initial desire to strip this ship down to mere wreckage. It would just push him further away. She strode onto the dance floor, brushing off an approaching gentleman asking for a dance. He wasn’t real. None of this was.

      “Excuse me.” She placed a hand on her father’s shoulder, stopping them cold. “Can I have this dance?”

      Her father kept his long black hair tied neatly in a ponytail at the nape of his neck. Without his beard, he looked younger. His hazel eyes peered out behind his heavy brow.

      “Enrique?” The woman turned to her father.

      Staring at Ari, he didn’t hide the confusion that flashed on his face. Ari wasn’t sure he would recognize her.

      “Isabelle?” he asked, calling Ari her mother’s name.

      “Not quite.” Ari remembered that he hadn’t seen her for eight years. She had changed a lot since she was eight.

      Her father dropped his hands, dismissing the woman he was with, or rather ignoring her. She strode away towards the bar. He then reached for Ari and drew her into his arms. The resentment of years past, constantly eroding Ari’s soul, quieted, and she was back in her father’s arms, like a little girl dancing on his feet in the kitchen. She had to fight the urge to get lost in this dream as well.

      He reached into his pocket and handed Ari a simple white cloth. She noticed the tears that had been silently falling onto her cheeks. She gave an embarrassed smile and brushed them away.

      “Are you going to tell me who you are? I thought you were Isabelle at first glance. But not quite. A relative, perhaps?” His lips pulled up into a big goofy smile, a favorite of Ari’s and one she never thought she would see again.

      She took a deep breath, needing the extra air to draw the words out. “I’m Ariana ... Ari, your daughter.”

      He stopped dancing. “No, you can’t be.” He pulled his hands away from her and stepped back. “That would mean ...”

      “I’m sixteen. You’ve been gone for eight years.”

      Rubbing his jaw, he shook his head but kept his gaze locked on her. The music played on while the couples danced around them in an artificial state. The perfection of it all was absurd, especially with the tumult of emotions happening in the small little bubble that contained Ari and her father.

      “It’s time to come home, Dad.”

      He shook his head slowly. “I can’t leave. Your mother and I must finish our vacation. It’s not every day one can celebrate their tenth wedding anniversary.”

      She stepped towards him. If only she could reach him, hold onto him. “It’s been more than ten years, Dad.”

      “How did you even arrive on the ship?” He spun in a circle now. “I know you say you’re my Ari, but something’s not right.”

      She concentrated for a moment, analyzing the code around her. People turned into streams of numbers and letters. The dancers vanished, music stopped, and a light shone overhead, like high noon in the summer. She kept the river and the basic frame of the boat. The bright light showed her father’s worn and tired features, something he couldn’t even hide in the VR.

      “What in the world?” He squinted against the bright lights, blankly searching for the others.

      For a moment Ari thought she’d gotten through to him. She held her breath, praying it had worked.

      Then something odd happened. The world resumed to normal. Like a rubber band, everything she’d torn down snapped back to perfection. What was happening?

      While she stood dumbfounded, he moved toward the staircase. “I think I drank too much tonight. I better head back to my room.”

      Ari rushed after him and grabbed his hand. “Please stop, it’s me.”

      He turned back, his breath choppy and labored. Confusion creased his eyebrows, and she wished she could be that eight-year-old little girl again with two long braids down her back. Then the thought crossed her mind that she could change herself, or at least his perception of herself.

      She closed her eyes and imagined a picture of herself at that age, specifically the one from her eighth birthday. She was blowing out the candles with her brother next to her, wearing her favorite purple shirt. It took longer than Ari liked, and when she opened her eyes again, she realized she might have made the wrong choice.

      His eyes bulged, and he stumbled back. “I need a drink.” He turned to the bar.

      In anger, she deleted the code again, wiping away the bar and the people.

      Even though nothing stood there, he continued going through the motions, ordering a drink and mumbling thanks to the non-existent barkeep. With nothing there, he appeared like a child playing make-believe.

      “Dad.” Her voice cracked as silent tears fell heavy on her cheeks. “Mom wanted me to bring you home. She’s worried about you.”

      He exhaled loudly, looking familiar with this argument. “Oh, I know. I’ll be up to join her in our room shortly. She was never one for staying out late. It’s okay, sweetie.”

      “She left her room. She’s at home waiting for you.” With emotion tightening her throat, the words came out small.

      “How could she possibly leave? Just give me a minute.” He tipped back a drink that only he could see.

      “There was an emergency. She’s hurt.” Ari struggled to make up anything to convince him to go. “She’s in bad shape, Dad. We have to go now.”

      She reached for his hand, trying to budge him, but he remained glued to the invisible bar. Even though he wasn’t in his right mind, his brush off tore at her. She couldn’t give up though.

      “They would have come and got me. I spoke to her a while ago. She’s fine.”

      Roughly wiping her tears away, she shoved those years of hurt into a box, the same box she had struggled to keep shut for years. Ari was no longer that little girl. An ocean breeze curled around her, and she focused on the code and what she could change.

      She obliterated the ship, the sea and the surrounding lush landscape. Letters and numbers flew like a tornado around her head, breaking apart and morphing into something new. When she finished, Ari and her father stood on a plain dirt road, like the one that ran behind their apartment.

      Turning in a circle, he stumbled over his words. “I gotta go back to our room. Maybe one more drink.”

      “There is no room, Dad. There is no cruise, no boat, no damn river. You are in a VR and your only way out is to leave with me, to go back home.” She clenched her fists ignoring the pain in her palms. “You need to come home to me and Marco and Mom. Please, Dad. Come home.”

      Ari’s words appeared to be lost in the air. He mumbled something about code and finding the loophole, but Ari couldn’t make it out. She reached out and shook him by the shoulders, pain turning to frustration. “Dad?”

      He didn’t bother to even glimpse her way. He ripped his arm out of her grasp, and she fell backwards in the dirt. He walked away from her, stumbling towards an empty oblivion. Her whole life he had been walking away from her, and the pieces of her heart that he held, fragile and broken as they were, shattered.

      The sick man, who was no longer her father, continued down the street to an old door, talking to people that were not there, and mumbling incoherently. A numbing sensation poured over her as she watched him in his own make-believe world, knowing she would never have her father back. Her father was dead. The only thing left was this VR recording, a shell of his former desires and wishes stuck on repeat.

      Closing her eyes, she pinched the bridge of her nose, not able to look at him anymore. She morphed back into the older version of herself with jeans and a black shirt. It hurt too much to look at her childlike hands. Ari knew this could happen, but some part of her, that little girl with pig tails, wanted more. She had wanted a purpose for the past few months of her life. What would she tell her mother the next time they spoke?

      Before she left the VR, a slow methodical clapping echoed in the program. It sounded nothing like her father, so she opened her eyes. In front of her stood Advisor Williams.
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      How long had Advisor Williams been watching her from inside the VR? Standing there in his perfectly pressed gray suit and blue tie, his old blue eyes gave nothing away.

      She stood, trying to keep her features calm as her blood raced. “Why are you here?”

      “Oh dear, please don’t waste our time with asinine questions. You children are all so predictable, skirting your responsibility to your country. The question you should ask is, what I’m going to do with you and your newfound abilities?” He stepped purposefully, careful not to dirty his shoes on the dusty road.

      “I’ll go back to school,” Ari lied. “I just wanted to see my dad.”

      Williams gave a small sound of disapproval. “I’ve been watching you and your brother for a long time. Your brother is a waste of space, and at first, I worried you’d be just like him. I have to admit, I misjudged you. That was why it took so long for me to see what you really are.”

      “Really are?” Her gut clenched as she realized he knew about her abilities. She could only play stupid for so long as he closed the distance between them. This was a VR, she reminded herself. He couldn’t hurt her in there. She was stronger than him.

      “Don’t get me wrong. The signs were all there for a warper, but it took me hours of combing through footage to see the truth.” He stood mere feet away, watching her closely. “And even though you are gifted far above what you deserve, you still can’t be trusted. You’ll be taken immediately to a new facility, one that can help guide you through your true responsibilities. You can be shaped into the tool we need.”

      Her head snapped up, her body poised and ready to flee. Dave was right. She had never thought Advisor Williams was a saint, but deep down she hadn’t believed the horror stories about warpers. How in the hell could she get out of this? Reed! If Williams was in here, they must have Reed already.

      “You children think you’re so special and deserve so much. You started from nothing and deserve nothing. Your only worth is what you can give your country.” His tone turned dark, and disgust painted his face ugly.

      “I’ve never asked for a handout.” She stepped back, a bit frightened, never having seen so much emotion on Williams face before.

      “Your life is a handout. Detain.” The last word he said out loud as if talking to someone else.

      Before she could respond, metal links tied her hands in front of her. “What the hell?” Her wrists hurt where the chains bit into her skin. It took her a second to remind herself it wasn’t real. She blinked to find the code, and it took her several more seconds to remove the links binding her hands.

      “You’re too slow and untrained. Do you really want to play this with me? I’ll give you nightmares you’ll never forget.” He pointed forward.

      Fast, like lightening, pain erupted across her thigh, and she cried out. Red blossomed on her jeans. She couldn’t figure out what Williams did, but it hurt like the devil. Why was this hurting so bad? VR programs were meant to dull pain receptors.

      Williams spoke again, something she couldn’t make out, and the pain in Ari’s chest brought her to her knees.

      Every breath she took was painful.

      He stepped forward. “Do you like this little program? An addition I created when needed to motivate individuals.”

      Her eyes widened. She’d never thought anything like this was possible. With his next step forward, blinding pain erupted along her spine. She closed her eyes and dropped her head to the ground. She tried to force her way out of the program, but nothing happened. She tried again and again, screaming in frustration. Why couldn’t she leave? A coppery taste of blood entered her mouth, and she thought she would die. No, she wanted to die.

      “After several months at school, you still don’t know your way around a VR. How disappointing.” He crouched close to her prone form, his voice creeping inside her mind. “This is my little invention. It’s modified to obey certain commands and protected by walls you’ve never seen.”

      The code. She searched deep into the program. Numbers and letters flew by and she recognized certain specifics, grass, sky, and more. But there was something she had never seen before. Totally unfamiliar, she tried to delete it, to wipe it out, but nothing happened.

      “You’re not the first warper I’ve had to drag in kicking and screaming.”

      He touched her temple and a blinding pain stabbed inside her mind. Past her screams, the pain reminded her of another time, the day in the VR, when someone had destroyed her drive. The blank file hurt like hell to try to navigate. There was nothing but pain. She still remembered the ringing in her ears and the migraine she’d had for hours. Before she could think too long about her decision, she erased everything she could see, all characters in the code. She hoped that by destroying all the data Williams’s program needed to run, she would be free. Rage fueled her power, and she deleted everything. When her mind began to spin, she pulled out.

      Unsure if she made it, she struggled for breath in the darkness. Snippets of light in the room she left flashed in front of her. She struggled to make things out as pools of black swam in her vision and code scattered across the darkness. Her wrists ached, restrained in front of her, and she realized she was back in reality. She glimpsed a guard as she tried to turn her head, the wires pinching her neck.

      He reached for her neck to pull out her cable. He spoke, but the words were mumbled as if she were underwater. She wrestled under her restraints. It took another minute of panic until her vision came fully back.

      Even though her wounds took place in the VR, her body ached, and her head throbbed. She ignored the pain and trying to search the room. “Reed!”

      A soldier pushed her back down. “Quiet.”

      She fought as another man’s rough hands pulled the cables out. “Reed,” she screamed again, panicking as she tried to find him.

      Reed called her name from somewhere afar but was cut off by the dry thud of a punch and responding moan.

      Arching back, she continued struggling against their hold. “Let me go.”

      They ignored her, lifting her to her feet and hauling her out the door. Back in the main room, unconscious patients remained unmoved by the chaos in front of them. A few feet down the main corridor, Reed stood between two guards, a gash on the right side of his temple, and blood in the corner of his mouth. His gaze was frantic as he called for her.

      “Reed!” Ari needed to know he was okay. He had to be okay.

      “No need for theatrics.” Williams appeared, his creased forehead the only sign that Ari might have gotten to him in the VR.

      She strained against her captor’s grasp, kicking behind her and twisting. She’d grown up wrestling with Marco, who never took it easy on her, and she knew how to fight. The guard hit her from behind, and her legs collapsed under her. Pain shot down her back, and she gritted her teeth.

      “Stop!” Reed pulled forward.

      “Don’t injure her,” Williams ordered, and her guard stilled. Williams’s gaze traveled briefly between Reed and Ari, finally resting on Reed. “The boy, on the other hand, is disposable.”

      “No!” Ari shouted.

      “Then behave.”

      She stopped struggling and the guard lugged her to her feet.

      Reed’s eyes were frantic and worried. “This isn’t goodbye, Ari.”

      If it kept him safe, she would do whatever they asked. Even if that meant going with Williams. As they walked past the private rooms, her heart ached to see defeat written on Reed’s face.

      As she moved past him towards the exit, the world exploded around her. The blast knocked Ari to the ground as pieces of rubble rained down on her. An alarm blared above, cutting through any conscious thought. Pain radiated up her leg and the side of her face burned. For a moment she worried she was back in the VR with Williams. She struggled to open her eyes as smoke flooded the room.

      “Get your ass moving,” someone yelled in her face, someone with purple hair. Tessa.

      Ari tried to speak, but started coughing instead, which sent her head spinning. Shouts sounded over the alarm. Sprinklers turned on overhead, water raining down over Ari.

      A burly guard approached. A blast of light shot from Tessa’s hand, and the man fell to the ground, convulsing as if being electrocuted. Tessa pulled on Ari’s good arm, and she focused on getting her legs to stand. Ari cried out when she put pressure on her leg. A large piece of plastic stuck out of her thigh.

      “Don’t look at it. Just move,” Tessa ordered.

      Ari obeyed. With Tessa’s help, she could walk. Unfortunately, standing didn’t help the world swimming around her. Ari searched for Reed but couldn’t see anything through the smoke and chaos.

      “Reed?” Ari yelled over the alarm.

      “Up ahead. Just keep moving.” Tessa pulled her through the maze of beds. The rain didn’t bother the unconscious patients as it splattered their faces and soaked their white sheets.

      Ari couldn’t help but worry some of them might have been hurt by the explosion, even though it had come from on the opposite wall. “What happened?”

      “Oh, your brother is now into black market toys. Sort of cool, if it doesn’t kill him.”

      Ari moaned. If they all survived this, she was going to kill him.

      Reed appeared on Ari’s other side and a flush of relief coursed through Ari’s body.

      He glanced down at her injured leg and swore. “Let’s get out of here.”

      They hurried to where Marco stood by an emergency exit. Marco’s lip pulled up into a large smile, far too large for the trouble they were all in. “Hey, sis.”

      “Save it.”

      “Of course.” He opened the emergency exit and they filed out into the alley.

      A shot fired behind them, and Ari instinctively ducked. Williams hollered over the alarm. Marco turned back. He pulled the gun from the back of his pants and took aim.

      “Marco,” she yelled in protest.

      Reed held her back. Ari knew most of the staff had already taken cover once the alarm had sounded. Armed guards stormed towards them. Marco got off several shots before the doors closed.

      Out in the alley, they all ran, or as close to running as Ari could manage. Reed supported Ari’s bad leg, helping her unsteady stride. A doorway appeared up ahead, and Marco motioned for them to take it. They were in the middle of an industrial park, filled with sky-rise buildings and offices. They continued down the alley, and it opened to a street. People cluttered the sidewalks, most dressed in business attire.

      “One sec.” Reed had Ari hold onto Tessa. He took off his button up flannel, leaving him in a black t-shirt.

      “What are you doing?” Marco must have finally noticed Ari’s wound. “Shit, sis. That’s bad.”

      She sucked in a harsh breath as Reed pulled the piece of plastic out of her leg. He tied his shirt around her leg, covering the wound. “It’s not close to a major artery, so hopefully that should hold for a little bit.”

      “That’s a hell of a lot of blood for fine.” Marco’s eyes widened.

      Ari tried not to look at her leg.

      “I’m sorry—” Marco started.

      “I’m just glad to be away from Williams, and I don’t want to go back.” She exhaled a big gust of air and focused on their next step. “We have to split up. They only want me.”

      “No,” Reed and Tessa said in unison.

      Reed continued, “You’re getting on that plane first.”

      “What plane? I’m supposed to meet Dave several blocks from here.” She briefly glimpsed the busy street. “We won’t last out here for long. Every cop in the area is probably looking for us.”

      “I called Dave. He’s meeting us on top.” Tessa pointed up.

      “There?” The sleek gray building next to them rose high in the air.

      “We aren’t totally useless,” Marco said. “Let’s move.”

      They turned the corner onto the sidewalk. Ari stood in between Reed and Tessa, with Marco in front trying to block the view of her bloody leg.

      “When we saw Williams enter the center, we improvised with the explosives,” Tessa explained.

      Reed tightened his hold around her waist. “Don’t look now, but there’s an officer across the street.”

      Ari turned her gaze down, knowing her face would be the first they would recognize. After a moment, she dared a glance. The officer, dressed in dark fatigues, was approaching them, talking to into his headset.

      “Run,” Reed yelled.

      They hurried into the building and headed to the elevator. Their ragged appearance drew curious glances, and they ignored the receptionist’s shouts.

      “Sorry this one is full.” Tessa pushed a man aside as they raced inside the empty elevator.

      The door closed as a security officer sprinted towards them. Marco jabbed at the buttons for top floor and roof access. He pulled out a small device and hooked it into the system. It took mere seconds for him to override the system and grant them access.

      Everyone was breathing hard inside the small elevator. Ari’s leg throbbed, and black dots danced in her vision. She focused on staying upright and ignored her desire to sag to the floor. If she went down, she wasn’t sure she could stand again. The bruises on Reed’s face blossomed into a deep purple. Marco put his equipment in his bag and slung it on his back, sweat gathering on his brow.

      Ari brushed back her hair. “Do we know if Dave is there yet?”

      Tessa’s face fell. “He said he’d hurry.”

      So that was a no. “And if there is nothing but officers up there?”

      Nobody answered. Reed reached out and squeezed her hand, saying everything they didn’t have time to say. The elevator passed the top floor and arrived at the roof.

      The doors binged opened, and the sun shone into the elevator. Reed held the door open with a hand and waited for a moment. The roof held random maintenance units, big silver boxes scattered along the roof. There was no sign of Advisor Williams or other security.

      In the corner of the roof, a sleek pale blue aircraft was parked with its engine running. It had a modern oval shape with angular wings protruding from the sides.

      “Look.” Ari pointed to the aircraft. Relief coursed through her limbs. It had to be Dave.

      “Run,” Marco hollered, and they raced onto the roof.

      With Reed at her side, she forced her heavy legs to run towards the plane. Even though every step was jarring and painful, she pushed on. Once in view, the rear side door opened in the aircraft. Dave sat in back with an armed guard and waved them in.

      Shouts erupted. Coming from across the roof, Williams, disheveled and injured from the blast, shouted to the guards surrounding him. Two of Williams’s armed men continued chasing them, while the guards dropped to a knee next to Williams.

      She focused straight ahead. They were going to make it. They had to. The plane lifted a few feet off the ground, readying for takeoff. Gunfire exploded across the roof. Ari ducked her head but kept moving.

      Tessa jumped inside first, and then Marco slid in right behind her.

      Mere feet away, Ari and Reed fell to the ground. Pain shot down her leg from the impact. Pushing up, blood painted the ground in front of her, but it wasn’t her blood. Reed. Blood pooled from his shoulder.

      Two men in full protective gear jumped out of the plane, one returning fire and the other pulling her into the plane. Rough hands picked her up. “Reed!” she screamed. “Get Reed.” Panic flared at the idea of what Williams would do to Reed bleeding out on the ground.

      Deposited in the plane, she turned to the open door. Rapid gunfire and screams rang out as the plane lifted a foot or two in the air. A guard carried Reed under one arm, and they climbed on the readied plane. The door slammed shut behind them. Shots continued bouncing off the plane as it lifted in the sky.

      Dave shouted orders to the pilot and grabbed a med kit. Reed moaned in pain and Ari placed a hand on his leg, wishing she could do more. One of the men pushed her out of the way as he worked on Reed’s shoulder. She turned to look out the window, not able to shake the feeling that they were still being chased. She pulled back slightly, and then moved closer to the thick window. Numbers and letters raced around Williams, replacing the roof and the men, and running like code in a VR. Her pulse quickened. This couldn’t be real, it couldn’t be happening. Her heart raced as she glanced to the others in the plane. No one else was paying attention.

      She blinked and turned back to the window. The code vanished as fast as it had appeared. Williams stood, surrounded by security, hollering at the nearby guards. Then in a brief moment, he turned to her. Not that he could see her as they lifted high above him, but somehow his hard gaze bore straight inside the plane with a threat of the future. He wouldn’t forget about her.
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      “Get that away from me.” Reed pushed away Dave’s hand, which held a very large needle. “Not unless you show me your degree.”

      “We already gave you a local, but it’s not enough. You don’t want to be awake for this.”

      “Trust me. I do.”

      Ari didn’t blame Reed. They weren’t quite safe yet. The plane was parked at Tessa’s father’s sky-rise. Tessa and Marco had headed inside to talk with her father, while Reed was treated on the plane. Ari’s wound had already been taken care of, her one pant leg torn to shreds. Reed’s shoulder looked worse, blood staining his arm and shirt. Dave had bandaged Reed’s shoulder, saying the bullet went straight through, but Reed would need to go to a doctor to make sure there was no other permanent damage.

      Sitting back against the chair, Dave ran a hand over his head. “I think you guys just aged me ten years. That was a close call.”

      “I know.” Ari kept a firm grip on Reed’s hand, not wanting to let him go for a moment. Looking at Reed though, guilt ate at her. None of this would have happened if not for her. Now she was expected to just drop him and leave. It didn’t sit well with her.

      Ari trusted Dave. They had out maneuvered the government drones and easily stayed off radar as they travelled to Tessa’s father’s corporate office. Dave had saved them, and Ari planned on letting Tessa’s dad and his attorneys deal with the authorities. But they weren’t in the clear yet. Marco and Tessa were meeting with her father and his attorneys, planning their next step.

      “Do you think Marco and Tessa will be okay?” she asked.

      Dave turned to Ari. “Tessa and Marco weren’t ever in custody, so with Tessa’s father’s connections they should be fine. We do keep tabs on family left behind.”

      But not Reed. Ari read into what Dave didn’t say. Williams knew Reed was with her. There was no going back for him.

      She glanced at Reed. She’d ruined his life and she worried he might not like the results. “Reed needs to come with us. It’s not safe for him here.” Ari was too chicken to watch Reed’s reaction, so she kept her gaze on Dave.

      “I know.” Dave’s eyes betrayed a touch of sympathy as he turned to Reed. “If you want to come with us, there is always a spot for data security support. You will be required to sign the same contract and be under the same restrictions.”

      Ari watched Reed’s face, pale and drawn, and his silence worried her.

      “Can you give us a minute?” she asked Dave.

      “We’re in private airspace, but it doesn’t mean we’re safe. You have two minutes, and then we’re taking off.” Dave stood and left the aircraft.

      A cut on Reed’s temple stood out, the clear bandage slowly sealing it. All because of her. And now his schooling and life there was over. How could he still care for her after everything she’d put him through?

      “You don’t have to come with me,” she offered. “Maybe they can hide you somewhere. Take your mom to safety. If you want to bargain for something else, I will. Just let me know how to make this right.” Her throat tightened with emotion. This goodbye had been coming for a while, but she’d never wanted to face it.

      The plane’s motor hummed as Reed reached for her. He traced down the side of her cheek. His touch sent a soft tingling sensation along her neck, and she blinked back tears.

      “I’m not going with you because my schooling and career are over or because I may end up in jail. It’s just not a good enough reason.” He lifted his gaze, blinking thick lashes. “I’m going with you because I’ve loved you for as long as I can remember. I didn’t know it was love at first. I thought I was just being a big brother, caring for you, and making sure you were happy and safe. At some point it turned into something more, something amazing that I don’t want to end.”

      She let go of the breath she’d been holding. “So, you’re coming with me?”

      He leaned forward, resting his forehead against hers. “Just try to get rid of me.”

      Their moment of peace together didn’t last long. Marco and Tessa appeared alongside Dave to say their final goodbyes.

      Tessa gave Ari a hug. “Life is going to be so boring at school now.”

      Ari laughed as she pulled away. “I’ll miss you, too. Thanks, Tessa.” Thanks, wasn’t enough for what Tessa had done for her, but it was all she had. Ari turned to her brother and hugged him.

      “This isn’t goodbye, little sis.” He held onto her just as tight. “I will see you again, even if I have to hunt you down.”

      “Promise?” Her eyes burned as she held back the tears.

      “Promise.”

      “Take care of yourself.” She stepped back, though her heart ached to do it.

      “You take care of my sister.” Marco slapped Reed on his good shoulder.

      Reed still winced in pain. “You know I will.”

      Dave approached. “We need to go now, before anyone knows we’re here.”

      Ari nodded. She couldn’t hold back the tears as she buckled into the aircraft. She watched Tessa and Marco until they shrunk into nothing. Wiping her eyes, she turned to the horizon.

      The sun set in a ball of gold as they headed to the ocean, the real ocean, a blue sheet of water traveling farther than she could see. Both Ari and Reed were on pain meds but refused to be put under. No, she needed to be awake. With Reed’s steady frame beside her, she didn’t want to miss a minute of the rest of her life.
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      As soon as the alarm sounded inside the virtual reality program, Marco knew it was his fault. He’d been sloppy rushing into this VR and didn’t trust this joint. Now, his sister, Ari, may be at risk. At least she had the resources at her disposal to get out in one piece. He wasn’t so sure about his situation.

      Despite the alarm, the program carried on. A breeze had picked up, eddies of sand swirling around their feet. Marco always felt at peace overlooking this canyon. Or he would have, if not for the klaxon. He ignored it and focused on his sister. Panic filled Ari’s eyes. Seconds ago, she had looked good, happy even. This transition to a new job, in a new country, looked good on her. And now, Marco being… well, Marco, had done it again. His chest tightened. He didn’t know when he’d get to see Ari again.

      “Get out now! And cover your tracks.” A woman’s voice rang throughout the program. “Now!”

      “I’ll be fine. Just go.” Ari waited for him to leave, her long brown hair flying about with the wind.

      Looking at her one last time, he pulled out of the program and woke up in the piss-stained joint he should have never walked into. Quickly pulling out the cable from the base of his neck, he jumped out of the chair and spun around. Only a couple other strung out junkies were still plugged into their program. The desk at the front of the room was empty, the attendant missing. Granted, the tweaked-out attendant could be out for a smoke. Even though it was against regulations to leave people in the VR unattended, it happened in places like these. But what if it was something else?

      Marco brushed back his hair and tucked it behind an ear, a constant habit since he was too busy for a haircut. Turning in a slow circle, he surveyed the dank basement with a dozen dirty chairs for VR plugins. No one else was here except the two unconscious men. Marco had hit a lot of VR stores, but this by far was the worst. It was hard to find programs that could reach out of country and remain off grid and unseen by government officials. He either had to pay a ton or pray the dirty places didn’t give him some disease, and for convenience’s sake he ended up here.

      Marco had learned to live in the shadows for several years now. Since the government regulations had increased, there was a huge market for off grid tech and programs. A market that kept Marco employed. But since his sister was wanted by the government for abandoning her contract, the pressure on him had been worse. His sister had fled the country, leaving Marco and his mom behind, at his request. After spending years creating connections for his business, he couldn’t give that up and beg for scraps from his sister in some foreign country.

      The hairs at the nape of his neck stood on end, signaling time to get moving. He headed towards the door and noticed a cig on the counter. Guess the attendant forgot his smoke for his break. With a touch, Marco could feel the light warmth on the electronic pipe from recent use. As he moved to the base of the stairs, his gut told him he was walking into a trap. With a quick glance around, he realized he didn’t have many options. Looking closer at the exit at the top of the stairs, he saw shadows dance behind the dirty glass in the door. It didn’t matter how bad his options were, he was not going through that door.

      He turned back into the room. They had to have another exit. Even a disreputable dive like this should have two exits in case of a fire. A fire… One way to block those at top of the stairs. His mind spun with ideas as he searched the room. There was a closet with cleaning supplies that were obviously never used, a large cabinet, and an old desk. Going to the cabinet, he noticed a sliver of light around the edge. He moved to one side of it and gave it a shove. It moved an inch. At nineteen, he considered himself fit for the most part. Running goods on the black market demanded that. But strong or not, he wasn’t going to move that cabinet by himself.

      Glancing at the two unconscious men still plugged in, Marco knew he wouldn’t get out of there without help. And help wasn’t always easy to get, especially from random addicts. Marco strode over to the remains of the attendant’s cig and picked it up. His plan was stupid, most of his were, but that’s why they worked. No one ever expected them.

      There was nothing flammable on the desk, so he hurried to the closet full of chemicals and rags. He broke open the electronic smoke. With a few minor adjustments it turned to a small lighter. Not enough to produce a flame, but a flicker. A nearby old rag had no problem catching fire. Marco tossed the rag deeper into the closet and shut the door, hoping his plan would not only help him escape but cover his tracks.

      He rushed back to the unconscious men and turned off their programs. They sluggishly woke, not happy about returning to reality. Marco really didn’t blame them.

      “Fire!” Marco shook one man by the shoulders. “The cops are outside trying to smoke us out.”

      “Then what’s the rush? Better to die by smoke while inside.” The older man slapped Marco’s hand aside.

      Stupid friggin’ addict, Marco thought.

      The other man stood up, apparently more motivated by death. His bloodshot eyes looked frantic as he pulled out his cable. “Where are they?”

      “Upstairs, but I found a way out. We just need to move this cabinet.” Marco motioned to the heavy piece of furniture.

      They pushed against the metal side with their shoulders, and the cabinet slowly scraped along the floor. It hid a broken window the owner never bothered replacing. Between the taped cardboard and shards of glass, the opening was just big enough for a person to squeeze in.

      Marco crawled through to a window well, a small concrete hole, maybe four by four feet, littered with leaves and other garbage. Above them, a metal grate blocked the way up to the alley. He hurried up the metal ladder as the other man followed behind. Marco reached the grate, but it wouldn’t open. There wasn’t a lock, but a metal slat that looked rusted over.

      With his head tilted at an awkward angle, Marco pounded the metal slat with his bare hand, grateful for his long sleeved hoodie that protected his arms from the rusty grate. “It’s stuck.”

      Smoke drifted into the window well, telling Marco they didn’t have long.

      “Here.” The man handed Marco a small metal pipe of some type.

      He slammed it into the metal slat, once, twice, swearing at the rusted piece of junk. Shouts rang out from the street. The smoke must have reached the main door. His pulse pounded with adrenaline.

      Finally, the slat gave way. Throwing the grate open, Marco pulled himself out. The alley was empty, but with the commotion from the street, it wouldn’t stay that way for long. He helped the other man out, and with a quick nod of acknowledgement, they took off in different directions.

      Marco sprinted down the alley. Spotting the emergency ladders that were only on the side of older buildings, he pulled himself up. He’d have better luck off the street. Sketchy Lou’s place wasn’t too far from here. If Marco could make it there, he could lose them. Climbing to the roof, he kept low and sprinted across.

      He wasn’t sure who was after him, and the list could be quite long. Dealing in the black market, Marco had made enemies over the years. Dealers and thugs who thought the deal didn’t lean in their favor. But hacking into a VR? That was something only top level companies or governments would do. A pissed off dealer may take a pipe to your knees but wouldn’t spend the money to hack an obscure VR.

      Maybe the hack was on his sister’s end? But she was in the middle of some ocean on a little island. If that was the case, who were the people outside the door? Were they that elite they could track his physical location so fast?

      He jumped the short distance to the other roof. In this part of town, they barely had four feet between each building, squeezing as much money as they could from the real estate. It was only another block or so until he reached his destination.

      He may not know who was after him, but that really didn’t matter. He’d have to relocate either way. Erase his tracks and get a new ID. Not only for him, but for his mother too.

      It was one thing for him to deal in the shadowy world of the black market, but his mother was another story. She didn’t really understand his job and what she did know she didn’t like. More than once she warned him about becoming like his father, a VR addict who gave everything he had to stay in the programs, even his sanity.

      Take that junkie in the basement, willing to die in VR. No doubt he wouldn’t be thanking the authorities for his rescue. That kind of mindless need made Marco sick, a brutal reminder of his father’s addiction, and they last thing Marcos intended to become was his father’s son.

      Finding the rooftop door to Sketchy Lou’s building unlocked, Marco slipped inside, putting his worries aside. He needed to stay alert and make sure no one was tailing him. Using the elevator, he went down several floors. A woman soon joined him but paid him no attention. When he got off on the second floor, she remained behind.

      He slipped back to the nearby staircase and went up two more floors. Sketchy Lou’s door was at the end of the hall. With nobody in sight, Marco knocked a rhythm on the door. The theme song to the game where they first met some five years ago. It wasn’t something he had to do, but it put Lou at ease. There was a reason Lou had Sketchy as a nickname.

      Marco waved at the discreet camera set into the numbers at the side of the door. Lou had to be home; he was always home. Movement sounded through the door. Several seconds later, it opened to a dark space. Slipping inside, Marco blinked several times for his eyes to adjust to the low light. The door clicked shut behind him.

      “Why didn’t you tell me you were coming? You got trouble chasing you?” Lou locked the door then retreated to the screens on a nearby desk.

      “Trouble?”

      “You’re breathing like a junkie who just got his crypto.”

      Marco realized he was panting and focused on slowing his breath. He was safe, at least for the moment. “Just thirsty.” Walking over to the kitchen, he grabbed a cup and the nearby machine filled it up with iced tea.

      “So, who are you running from?” Lou didn’t bother looking up from his screen. The soft glow from the screens that surrounded him was the only source of light in the small studio apartment. It gave Lou’s dark skin an eerie look, aged almost. Lou must be in his forties, maybe fifties. His chubby face made it hard to tell and Marco never had a reason to ask. He did know Lou had something happen to him, something bad enough that gave him a paranoia of others and made him worry the possible miniature people that hide in the wires and watch their every movement online. But that fear also fueled skills that made him the best in the business.

      “Is it that bad you can’t tell me, or you don’t know?” Lou turned in his chair to look at Marco.

      Marco took several gulps of the iced tea. “I’m not sure who’s chasing me.”

      “Are you sure they are tracking you?”

      “They hacked into a pretty damn secure VR.” Not that it was secure on his end, but it should have been monitored on his sister’s side. He had picked that shop at random, so how could they have found him there? It must have been someone looking for his sister then. That didn’t make it any safer for him though. His sister was worth a lot. It went beyond financial worth. Ari’s ability was quite a weapon to many governments and corporations.

      Lou scratched at the rugged start of a beard. “So, you need a new digital fingerprint?”

      Marco pulled up a nearby chair. “Probably. I think I need to head out of town for a while.”

      “Really?” The disbelief was evident in his voice. “You’ve been talking about taking your mom out of here for a while. I’ll believe it when I see it.”

      “I know, but I got connections here.”

      Lou’s smile cocked, looking eerie in the darkness. “Right, connections. Always need to run one more job to afford to leave, then somehow the cryptos are spent before you pack a bag.” He spun his chair back to the computer.

      Marco traced a finger along the edge of the empty glass. Maybe Lou was right. And after seeing that addict today, it scared him. One more program, one more job, always led to never having enough. Last year, he slipped into his first VR coma, not wanting to return to reality. Ari pulled him out, and it was harder than he imagined. His slip resulted in him getting kicked out of school and running gigs full time in the city.

      “This is different,” Marco told Lou. “Not only did they hack my program but there were people ready to storm the joint. My jobs shouldn’t attract that kind of notice.”

      “In this age, you never know who will notice you.” Lou typed away on the keyboard, then paused. “Are you really going?”

      “I don’t know, maybe.” He knew he should find a safe place for his mom. Living underground, with random people, and different names every time they went out, wasn’t what he wanted for his mother. But what other choice did he have? His friends, his livelihood, his connections were all he had. In another town or country how would he fair?

      “Is it Telli?”

      Marco shrugged. He’d dated Telli for a couple months now, but he couldn’t do serious. Problem was Telli was Lou’s friend, so he had to tread carefully around the subject. “Not really. She knows I may have to leave. It was never anything serious.”

      “I’m not sure she knows that.”

      “That’s not my problem.”

      “VR girls are easier for you, I guess.” Lou spun in his chair to face him with a smirk on his face. “She’s on her way.”

      “Damn, Lou. Why did you do that? I need to head out ASAP.” Ignoring the insult about his electronic love life, Marco bolted up and ran a hand through his hair.

      “Don’t stress. She told me before you came over that she had something to drop off. I thought it wasn’t your problem.” The disgust was evident in Lou’s voice and his dark narrow eyes.

      “It’s not.” Marco may not be that interested in Telli, but he never led her on. He didn’t have time for a relationship when he was barely keeping his head above water, and he didn’t have time to deal with Telli right now.

      Lou turned back around to face his computer, clearly upset.

      Marco didn’t have time to worry about Lou. “So, can you get me new IDs?”

      “Can you pay?”

      “Of course. Don’t I always?”

      Lou turned slightly to glare at him. “I want payment in actual cryptos.”

      “I’ll transfer the cryptos right now. It’ll be from an offshore account.” As soon as he gets Tessa or someone to transfer it for him.

      “Good.”

      Marco walked back to the kitchen and splashed water on his face. A nagging feeling in his gut couldn’t forget what just happened to him. If they hacked him from his sister’s end, then these were powerful people. People that wouldn’t stop just because he ran off.

      He’d need to get to his mom soon. Then maybe they could relocate to the north side. It’s a richer neighborhood but maybe that would be easier. Rich people often thought laws were only an obstacle for their wealth. If he got hold of his sister, he could afford it. At least for a couple weeks, which would give him time to think.

      A small beep came from the computer.

      “Telli is here.” Lou didn’t turn or make a move to answer the door.

      Marco rolled his eyes, not looking forward to telling her he was relocating again. “Thanks. I’ll get it.”

      He opened the door, and Telli’s blue eyes met his, widening in alarm as she tried to mouth something. Marco didn’t have time to even comprehend what she was saying before she fell into him, pushing him back into the room. “What the hell?”

      Her screams echoed through the apartment and chaos ensued. As light spilled in through the open door, armed men in dark garb filtered in behind her. Marco held onto Telli as one of the men shot something towards them. A small dart hit her in the neck. Her eyes rolled in the back of her head as she slumped in his arms. Something fired and soon gas seeped into the room.

      Without warning, Lou gave a war cry and barreled towards them. His large frame may not be all muscle, but it grabbed the men’s attention. While the mercenaries turned to Lou, Marco sprinted to the bathroom.

      He didn’t have time to think, just react. As he turned the corner, something buzzed past his temple and he ducked, skidding into the bathroom and slamming the door shut behind him. More muffled shots rang out as footsteps filled the room beyond the door.

      These people didn’t want them dead. If so, they would be shooting with live ammo. He had a twinge of guilt abandoning his friends, but they all knew the code. It was everyone for themselves. The fact Lou didn’t run here first surprised Marco. Maybe there was something more there between Telli and Lou than his friend wanted to admit.

      Marco turned to the large bathroom mirror. It stood next to the towel rack, at least four feet tall, bigger than anything except the shower. Marco reached behind the bottom of the mirror and hit the small notch that opened it. It opened to a small electrical panel and an escape route. Marco had helped find the tech to put it in here years ago. Stepping inside, he shut the mirror and flipped the switch.

      An electrical current flashed brightly and Marco could hear shouts coming from the apartment. He’d just fried everything electronic in Lou’s apartment. Not only did it keep all of Lou’s secrets safe, but all the electric guns or weapons, and possibly any tracking devices will be dead as well. Marco didn’t have time to see the destruction. Something large struck the bathroom door, which was stronger than it looked. He shimmied down the secret passage. Dust scattered as he made his way down the inside of a wall. Meeting the end of the wall, he turned the corner and continued down the wood beams.

      This apartment was built years ago, when old bulky wires and round pipes had to be run in a labyrinth behind walls. Now construction was more efficient, but this left ample space for Sketchy Lou’s crazy plans. They didn’t seem so crazy now though. And the EMP Marco let loose in the apartment would limit their tracking abilities.

      He held in a sneeze and continued down, the rough wood scratching his hands. Feeling like a trapped rat, his thoughts spun of who could be after him. The men were dressed in dark military garb, like government goons. Or if not, they had to be something bigger that could pay the government to look the other way.

      His sister could garner this kind of attention, but why him? He didn’t even know where she was. Ari’s abilities as a warper emerged over the last year. She could change programs and data inside virtual reality programs with the whim of a God. It was a talent he was jealous of more than he wanted to admit. Instead of unique and profitable powers inside the VR, he just had the knack for conning people in and out of them. That wasn’t a talent, but a skill he had honed for years. Honestly, he felt more comfortable inside than outside of VRs. They sure weren’t as dusty as this pathway.

      Marco may have helped Sketchy Lou buy tech for this escape route, but he never took it himself. When he hit the bottom, he found another small door. Opening it, he found the edge of Lou’s alley. The street only feet away. His heart raced at what could be waiting for him, a group of armed men ready to drag him off. He didn’t have much of a choice though, did he?

      The after work rush crowded the sidewalks. And as the sun began to fall, Marco slipped into a large group exiting a nearby tram. He ran a hand through his hair to brush off any dust he may have picked up along the way. As his feet carried him away from Lou’s, he waited for someone to stop him. People with these resources wouldn’t let him leave this easy.

      There was something he was missing but couldn’t see it. He stayed on the street for a couple blocks before taking a shortcut. He wanted to get back to his apartment but knew he couldn’t. They had to have the place watched.

      Marco lived with his mom in a small two-bedroom condo listed under a friend’s name. But if they knew about Sketchy Lou, Marco had to assume that they knew about everything. He stopped mid-step, almost tripping at the realization. His mom.

      He began sprinting down the alley, slowing only when he had to take the public streets. If they knew about Lou, they may know where his mom would be. She must be finishing work, a cleaning job he got through a connection. It paid well for her discretion. It took Marco days to convince her to take the job.

      They had a place to meet at if they were in trouble, but did she even know there was trouble? These people were too good to show their hand like that. He couldn’t chance calling her either. His Hub wasn’t hacked or traceable since he made it himself, but it didn’t mean they weren’t scanning the waves looking for them. If she got caught, he doubted he would ever find her again. Not after all this. How would he be able to tell his sister?

      If they didn’t already take her, his mom should be on the way home from work. It took another ten minutes to get there. He discreetly watched the street she regularly took, scanning for any sign of his mom. Every second that ticked by, his pulse sped up a little more.

      He couldn’t help the slight gasp of breath he took when she walked out of a market with a small bag on her arm. Her tan skin and dark hair blended with those around her, but he could always pick her out. She wrapped her hair up in a bun for work, and even from where he stood her brown eyes looked tired. Her petite frame made her look weak, but she was nothing close to it. She worked harder than most he knew, which would help them survive their uncertain future.

      Lifting his hoodie up over his head for coverage, he strode across the street to intercept her. He weaved through the crowd carefully. Once next to her, he itched to grab her hand and never stop running, but he had to play it cool to not draw attention.

      “Follow me,” he said, staring straight ahead.

      His mom’s breath hitched. “Marco? What’s going on?”

      “Just trust me, Mom.” He turned off the normal path onto a nearby street.

      His mom slowed her step. “I don’t want to run again, Marco. I’m tired of running.”

      “Keep moving.” He gritted his teeth, anger and guilt pulsing through his tight limbs. This argument between them was getting old. They couldn’t stop here to have it though.

      At the end of the street, he turned. Another block and he headed into a busy district and pulled his mom into one of the shops. The flood of people off work made it a great place to get lost in.

      With a deep breath, he tried to be patient.  “We don’t have a choice. Someone’s after me.”

      “They are always after you. I’m not running anymore.” She lifted her chin in defiance, a defiance she had been sporting more and more lately.

      He heard the harshness that trickled into his voice. “I met with Ari today. Someone hacked our meeting.” Seeing his mother’s worried look, he quickly added. “Ari will be fine. She has the resources to protect herself. But there were men waiting for me when I got out. I barely escaped. If they catch us, best-case scenario is they send you to a government labor camp. That’s if the government finds you first. If it’s someone after Ari, they will use you against her.”

      His mom bit her lip, something he’d never seen before, which made her look young. “Then let’s go to Ari?”

      It pulled him up short. Yes, that was an option months ago, when his sister first left for her new job. But they didn’t know where Ari was anymore. That information was dangerous. After today, he didn’t think he’d be able to safely contact Ari for some time.

      When he didn’t answer, his mom spoke again. “We need to be safe. She can make us safe.”

      “I know, but we don’t know where that’ll be.” Part of him didn’t want to go either. He enjoyed his freedom, his life, even his work at times. Leaving that to play second fiddle to his sister didn’t sound like much of a future.

      “It doesn’t matter,” his mom reiterated. “What’s your hesitation?”

      He didn’t want to tell her the truth. “It’s just a big step. I don’t even know if we still can go.”

      “We won’t know until we try.” Her features turned soft now, a kindness that pulled on his emotions.

      Then an idea came. Maybe she could go alone. He could make the arrangements and make sure she was safe. Staying behind offered him more freedom and possibilities.

      “Okay,” he conceded.

      The relief was evident in her large smile. “Okay.”

      He scanned the clothing store that surrounded them, taking in the nearby customers. Nobody set him off. Yet, that nagging worry remained. “Maybe we should just lie low for a while. I don’t know if trying to contact Ari right now would be the safest decision.”

      “We have no other choice, that’s what you said.”

      Exhaling, it took effort not to roll his eyes.

      “We need to be safe,” she reiterated her point.

      He shook off the uneasy feeling. Maybe she was right. Anyway, for them to contact Ari again so soon, they needed to talk to her old roommate and best friend, Tessa. Which would be a feat unto itself by tonight. Tessa lived hours away. If he could get a clean line to call her, she may be able to get them a car or something. A public tram may be tricky.

      “Okay. Let’s get moving.” He left the store, heading towards a busy walkway.

      “Where are we going?” His mom kept pace at his side.

      “To find a safe place to contact Tessa.”

      “Tessa… Ari’s roommate.” She paused for a moment.

      He shuddered momentarily, not sure if her statement was a question or not. His mom knew about Tessa. She often helped funnel money for them as well. She quit school recently to go to work for her dad, a wealthy entertainment producer. Her position made it possible to help them if needed. Mom knew all this and yet...

      “Let’s go.” Shaking off the odd feeling, he continued down the crowded path, keeping an eye out for anything unusual.

      The smell of coffee nearby reminded him of the long journey ahead, and he turned for a detour. “I’m going to grab a cup real quick.” Marco veered to the shop, reaching for his crypto card linked to an old girlfriend. Every payment card was linked to someone; he learned long ago never to link one to himself.

      “I’ll take the usual,” his mom said as she stepped in line beside him.

      “The usual?” he turned to ask, staring at her. His mom didn’t do coffee. Never. She drank tea, which she knew they didn’t serve here. Not like she liked it.

      “Por favor.” She flowed into her native tongue without hesitation, which was normal for her. Coffee wasn’t.

      “Okay.” He turned forward, while his heart picked up again. He flexed and unflexed his hand as a terrifying thought entered his mind: was this really his mom? It would take some high tech to impersonate her? Another thought that was even more frightening entered. Did he ever truly leave the VR back in that crummy shop? He couldn’t control that panic that clawed its way up his throat. It had happened once before, he reminded himself.

      Last time it had been after a long stressful weekend, where more than one person had threatened to kill him for a deal turned south. It had started with a short VR trip at school. Marco had thought he left the program but never did. Granted that version of life had gone a lot smoother for him. Deals had worked themselves out and he’d felt safe. It had taken his sister coming into the program for him to leave. But why would he choose a VR where his life was on the line? Surely his subconscious wouldn’t decide to make his life a living hell. Or maybe this paranoia was all in his head?

      He stepped up to the counter and typed his order into the screen, glancing down at his mom who was waiting for her usual order. He needed to know the truth. He ordered her a coffee: cream, no sugar. He swiped his payment, and the machine went to work, soon placing two hot coffees in front of him. He handed one to his mom.

      “Thanks,” she replied with a smile, then sipped the coffee. “Don’t you think we should contact Tessa soon? It’s getting late.”

      Heavy dread twisted his stomach and he looked away from her. He took a drink to hide his reaction. This wasn’t his mother. What he didn’t know was if this was a program or not and if he woke up, what he would be waking up to. A room full of guards? Maybe staying in here would be safer for everyone. “After coffee, I’ll call her,” he said to placate her.

      “Good.” She cupped her petite hands around the cup. They got her hands right, hands weathered and aged due to hard work.

      Then as he swallowed the bitter hot drink, he realized he was wrong about staying in the VR. This may not be his mother, but she was out there somewhere. If he didn’t help her, who would?

      That realization steadied his reserve as he closed his eyes. Pulling out of the VR was instinctive to most people. Just like closing your computer, he willed his consciousness back to reality. The problem was when your brain already thought this was reality. His father had that problem, and he currently resided in an institution somewhere plugged into feeding tubes to support his loss of function. Even though his mother and sister worried Marco would turn out like him, Marco never truly worried—until now.

      “What’s wrong?” his imposter mother placed a hand on his arm.

      He smoothed out his features. Looking back at their interactions, he realized her little idiosyncrasies, things that only he and Ari would know, were missing. The silver and dark brown strand that now hung down her cheek would have never remained there. She always tucked it back up after looking at it with a sigh, as if for the first time she realized she was going gray. And this woman drank the coffee like it was delicious. Mom hated coffee. Even refused to kiss their dad when he had been drinking it. “Nothing’s wrong. Well, actually, I have a headache. I need to find a bathroom. Will you be fine here alone?”

      “Of course.” She smiled and took another sip.

      So without any guilt, he left the woman posing as his mother and went to the bathroom. He went inside a public stall and wondered who was watching the other side of this program. Pinching the bridge of his nose, he feigned a headache and closed his eyes. He had to pull himself out of the program. But every time he tried, he felt like a heavy blanket was keeping him in place.

      After a few minutes of frustration, he went out to wash his hands. The cold water seeped through his fingers, and he splashed his face. Maybe he was wrong. No, that woman couldn’t be his mom. Could she? Anxiety crawled along his skin and for the first time he wondered if he was losing it.

      He gripped the edge of the sink as his breath came out in heavy gasps. This had to be a program, but why couldn’t he leave? Sheer panic clouded all reasonable thought as he threw himself forward, slamming his head into the mirror. Pain flooded his senses and, in a blink, his surroundings changed. He sat up in a VR chair, the cords in the back of his neck tethering him to the VR console.

      Hands pushed him down, but he struggled against them searching for a sign of where he was. Images blurred as he fought against those hands. Something sharp scrapped against his skin. A needle maybe?

      “He was supposed to remain under,” a woman said from behind. “I gave him the required dose.”

      Shouts rang out, calling to get him under control. He couldn’t focus on the words. He had to break free before they could steal him back to a world of their making.

      The room spun, exacerbating the panic and fear erupting out of him. His elbow connected with something, and he heard a sickening crunch. Reaching back, he ripped the cords from the base of his skull. He felt it bend and tear at his port, but he couldn’t register the pain. Like a caged animal, he was fighting for everything he had. And he didn’t care the cost.

      Grabbing onto small hands, he pulled a woman towards him. Using her weight to stand up, he spun around and placing an arm around her neck. The quick movement made black dots dance in front of him, and the woman helped steady him. After a few moments, his vision cleared, and he took the scene in.

      This wasn’t a military operation. Not here. This was a medical hack. They drugged him to remain inside the virtual with medical help and an IT crew. How did they first catch him? How long have they been planning this? How long was he under? Unanswered questions bombarded his thoughts and fueled his anger.

      A man in a medical uniform slowly stepped towards him, hands up. “There is nowhere to run. Let her go.”

      “Stop, or I’ll kill her.” Normally he’d never threaten something like that, but as the rage pounded in his ears, he didn’t care. These people kidnapped him. Marco squeezed the woman’s neck, and she let out a high-pitched shriek.

      The man stopped moving. “I’m sorry, but there is really nowhere to go. We called security.”

      Marco glanced at the glass wall behind him. “What do you call that?” Originally Marco had thought that the wall was a screen. Then as he itched towards it, realized the room had a balcony overlooking some type of courtyard.

      “Just a balcony. No way down.”

      Marco didn’t believe him. And given there were four people in front of him and more on the way, his chances were better out there. Dragging the woman along, he opened the door and went onto the porch. Ideas spun around, and he tried to grab onto one that might work.

      “Don’t hurt me,” she begged.

      Her pleas turned his stomach. He wasn’t going to hurt this woman, but he had to leave. “Is there a net off the balcony here?” It was a common feature in tall buildings for safety.

      “Yes.” It came out as a terrified whisper.

      Ignoring any guilt, he spared a glance down to the courtyard. They were roughly seven stories high, but he didn’t see any net, which didn’t mean much. A resort this nice and discrete wouldn’t want anyone’s view obscured. Down below small shops, pools, and other structures littered the ground.

      Back inside the room, armed men filed in and the medical personnel stepped aside. Their weapons were high tech. Probably not meant to kill him but put him back inside.

      No. Not again. “Are you sure it will catch us?” he asked.

      “Us?” The woman’s voice hitched up an octave.

      The men took aim and time was out. He gripped her tighter and stepped next to the short wall. Without thinking what could go wrong, he pulled the woman over the edge with him.

      Cool air rushed loudly in his ears, accompanied by the screams of the woman. For the first time she gripped his arm tighter. They landed on a net of some sort and bounced up a few times before settling on the fibers. He didn’t have time to catch his breath or apologize to the woman—but she was the one who had drugged him, so his sympathy had been tested a bit much today.

      He rolled away from her. There appeared to be nothing underneath them, the safety net completely invisible and unsteady. He remained on his hands and knees, crawling to the edge of the net away from the building. They still were at least fifteen feet in the air. He stumbled slightly as he reached the edge, grasping onto the invisible wire. Grateful they had two exits on this net.

      Shouts echoed behind him, and he swung his legs over the side and dropped down below, landing in a bush. He paused for a second to regain his footing, but nothing was broken. Looking above, he saw the men swarming up the net. Pedestrians nearby shouted out in alarm. Marco did the only thing left that he could do. Run.

      His head pounded, and body ached as he sprinted through the shops. People hollered, but most moved out of his path. The fact there were pedestrians gave him hope. They were in public, to an extent. And hopefully, the people chasing him wanted to keep a low profile.

      He raced towards the front door, but out of the corner of his vision noticed someone turn towards a door marked, “Employees Only.” With a sharp turn, Marco slowed his steps and entered the door. Employees bustled about in teal and white uniforms. A couple of people gave him sideways looks, but no one confronted him. Marco hid among the busy chaos—something he excelled at.

      A row of keys lined small hooks by the back door. He reached for the small black button labeled G4 and slipped it in his pocket. He winked at a cute girl crossing his path and exited the back door. This almost felt too easy.

      The door opened to a loaded dock, just as busy as inside. A man in uniform guided a stack of boxes on an electric cart. He looked confused or lost, maybe.

      “Excuse me,” Marco said politely as he stepped to the side.

      The man’s creased forehead, dampened with sweat, showed a tired overworked employee. So, noticing the key that hung halfway out of the man’s pocket, Marco couldn’t pass up this opportunity. As the man crossed the doorway, Marco stepped towards him.

      “Do you need any help?”

      “I’m looking for the manager. I’m new, and they sent me to straighten out a backlogged order that the last guy who screwed up.”

      “Of course. Head straight down the corridor, and it’ll be the second right.” And with a smile on his face, one hand directed the man to the incorrect location while Marco’s other hand stole the man’s key. “Best of luck.”

      The man shuffled off, and Marco turned around. The large delivery truck that matched the man’s uniform wouldn’t be ideal when it was reported stolen, but it should hopefully get Marco out of here. It also saved time he didn’t have to locate the other car.

      Traffic inched along at first, and every time he stopped, he risked a glance behind him. Where they after him? And if they did find him, would they drag him back to the program? They were after Ari and he was one of the few that could find her.

      After a few miles, his hands began to shake on the steering wheel. The nagging knot in the center of his gut, kept asking him if this was real. And he had no idea how to find out. The knot grew, tightening his chest. Even though VR in VR was popular, it was limited by the government. Once inside a program, hoping into another could lead to a rabbit hole that no one can survive. So even though he believed this was reality, that didn’t calm his worry.

      His breaths came out shallow, and he struggled for each gasp. He quickly recognized where he was and tried to focus on his next step: finding his mom. It didn’t take long to ditch the truck, and he walked a block to the nearest tram. At the next stop, he got off and switched again. After switching routes four times, he finally settled into his seat for the long haul downtown to their meeting spot.

      Marco and his mom set up this meeting place months ago. It was a repair shop, one that they never went to. They found it when a man hit on his mom. The romance didn’t go anywhere, but Marco checked him out anyway. They figured it would be a great place that wasn’t tied back to them.

      Her work would be finished, and she could be home. Or with them? Who was them? The government made the most sense, or another hacker company that somehow found the link between Ari and him. Either way, he hated not knowing who the enemy was.

      As his breath slowed, he starred at his hands. Slightly scratched and beat up, he wondered if they were really his. They began to shake, and he jammed them in his pockets.

      On the tram, a woman sat down next to him with a small child, a pretty woman with dark eyes and long black hair. Marco wondered why she sat so close to him. Was she part of this program as well? Her eyes bore down on him as she offered a small smile.

      The tightness in his chest returned, and he averted his gaze. He needed to get to the meeting place. If his mom was there, he would know the truth. They picked that house in reality—it was the one thing he was sure of. Only his mom knew about it. No program could simulate that.

      When his stop arrived, he bolted out of his seat and strode down the crowded corridor. Struggling not to run and make a scene, he walked to the shop. Slow down, he repeatedly told himself.

      With the shop in sight, he glanced around. Nothing appeared out of the ordinary. Yet he couldn’t calm his racing heart.

      That was the problem with VR, sometimes you can’t convince yourself you left. Marco never worried about it before, always jumping into a program every chance he got. But now, as the paranoia hijacked his body, he wanted to tear out the port in the back of his neck. Yet if he was in a program that wouldn’t make a difference.

      As a woman approached the door, he hurried ahead to open it for her. Blend in with the others. Mingle if need be. He knew how to do this, but it took effort.

      “Thank you,” the older woman replied.

      “My pleasure.” He followed her in, scanning the store.

      Secondhand appliances and hardware littered the small shop. He headed down an aisle of hard drives for various appliances. He picked up one for a fridge and feigned interest. No sign of his mom yet. Searching every face for a clue, but only finding frustration. Maybe his mom was at home, still working late, or maybe, just maybe, he was still inside. How could he find out?

      Before he could decide his next step, someone tapped him on the shoulder. Surprised, Marco spun around with a fist pulled back to strike. Instinct took over common sense.

      The older man stepped back in surprise, hands raised. “Hey, I was only seeing if I could help.”

      Marco shook out his hands. “Sorry. A bit jumpy.”

      “I guess so.” The man straightened his uniform, and that’s when Marco realized it was Juan, the owner of the store. He was an older Hispanic man, with short dark hair that gathered gray at the temples. They had never officially met, even though Marco had researched him thoroughly.

      “Juan?” Marco asked hesitantly, not sure if he should ask about his mom. If he was still inside a program, he would just lead them straight to his mom on the outside. But he felt shaky and unsure of everything. He didn’t know how much longer he could last in this limbo.

      “Do I know you?” Juan asked.

      “No. I’m Marco.” He glanced around for an exit. He noted the door at the back of the store if he needed it.

      “Marco? Cynthia’s Marco?”

      At the sound of his mother’s name, fear and hope struck Marco, and he watched Juan carefully.

      Juan briefly looked over his shop. “I believe I have what you need in back. Follow me.” He started moving through the aisle. He paused after a few steps and turned back to Marco. “Are you coming?”

      Should I? With no one to trust, his options were limited. His thoughts spun on whether this man’s actions were genuine, or the product of some computer program built to harvest information from him. Marco hadn’t said much, or at least hadn’t said enough to give away much information. What would following Juan hurt? Marco would either end back up in some type of program loop or not.

      Nodding, Marco followed Juan to the back. They maneuvered a maze of machines and other junk littered with a fine layer of dust that made Marco’s nose itch. He led Marco to a simple door labeled “Private.” With another quick glance around, Juan opened it barely enough for Marco. Stepping inside, a small apartment came into view. A kitchenette sat in one corner with a simple two-person table. At the stove stood his mother.

      “Marco.” She dropped the dishtowel in her hand and rushed to his side.

      He stood still for a moment, not sure if he could trust that this was real. Was this truly his mother? Her kind face glanced up at his, eyes filled with tears. “I worried I’d never see you again.”

      He stiffened. His real mom would know the last time they spoke. Stepping back, he peeled her off. “We spoke last night.”

      Confusion creased her brow. “No honey. You’ve been gone for a while.”

      “No. I just finished the job with Kev—” A numbness traveled down his body, and he found his way to a nearby chair. “How long?”

      “That was last week.” She brushed back his hair. “Are you okay?”

      “No. I’m not.” His head pounded as he struggled to straighten his thoughts. “I’m just…” He looked her in the eyes. “How do I know this is real? That you are real?”

      His mom flashed a worried look to Juan and sat in front of Marco. “This is VR sickness. Your dad had it often before he slipped.” She placed her hands on either side of Marco’s face.

      A memory flashed in his mind of him being small and heading to school. Back then she would touch his face in the same way, reminding him that she loved him and for him to be brave. Now, her eyes had more creases around them, but it was still her.

      “Yes, I’m real,” she reassured him. “I’m your mother that made you apologize to Ms. Jenkins when you hijacked her lesson with a pet snake.”

      He swallowed but didn’t know what to say or what to think.

      She continued. “I’m your mother that took you on your first date with Kimmy. I even saw you sneak a kiss at the end.”

      The knot lessened just a touch as he took a jagged breath.

      “Breathe,” she encouraged him and wiped away at a stray tear he didn’t know he had. “I’m your mother that held you all night, the first time your dad went into a VR coma.”

      This memory hurt, but it was real. The pain was real. It tied Marco to his life, to his reality.

      “I’m your mother that came here, a place that only we knew about.”

      “How long have I been gone again?” He struggled to go through the past week and figure out where it all when wrong. The scary part was, he still didn’t know when they took him as he went in and out of VRs so often.

      “About a week. When you didn’t come home, I knew something was wrong.  I waited for you here, and soon Juan noticed me around. Once I told him the story, he agreed to hide me until you showed up.” Tears now welled up in her eyes. “I wasn’t sure if you’d show up, but here you are.” She leaned forward and kissed his forehead just like when he was young.

      The last straw of reserve broke, and he pulled his mother in for a hug. Ignoring the fear and paranoia, he held on for dear life. Her smell enveloped him and soon nothing else mattered. For in his mother’s arms, he was home.
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      Ari ducked to avoid the oncoming strike and spun away from her opponent, only it wasn’t enough. The staff hit her in the stomach, her breath escaping with a grunt. Thankfully, her suit absorbed most of the hit, and she carried the momentum though into a backward roll, her own staff still in hand.

      “Faster.” Niomi drove Ari off the mat and into the sand.

      Spinning the staff, she drove it towards Niomi, but Ari was a second behind. Again. Niomi countered, striking out at Ari. This time she blocked the attack with a mirroring forward cut, but Niomi kept coming at her, stronger and faster than Ari ever hoped to be.

      Ari retreated.

      “Think offensively. Make a plan,” Niomi ordered, with a steely determination in her eyes.

      My plan is to avoid using my healing kit again. Ari couldn’t manage a response between her jagged breaths. Her arms burned with exhaustion, but she struck out. At the last second, she switched directions, hoping to catch Niomi off guard—like that was even possible.

      Ducking low, Niomi avoided the hit and countered. That’s all it took. Before Ari knew it, Niomi had her staff in the back of Ari’s neck and a foot on her lower back.

      Spitting out a mouthful of sand, Ari managed to speak. “Give.”

      Niomi let go of her immediately and stepped back on the mat. “You can’t give an opponent that big of an opening.”

      Ari pushed up on her hands and knees, struggling to catch her breath. Lifting her gaze, she squinted into the partly cloudy sky. “What opponent? You act like I’m going to be a gladiator in the VR programs. Remember, I was hired to program, not fight. I don’t need this.”

      Since she joined VisionTech six months ago, she found the training was nothing as she imagined. Hired as a warper, she thought she’d be focused on programing inside the virtual reality world. Warpers were about as rare as conjoined twins. Why waste time on this? Ari still hadn’t figured out why the need for the intense cardio and martial arts training.

      Niomi’s bright red lips sucked on her hydro pack. She said she was in her forties, but Ari didn’t see it with Niomi’s muscular body and fierce features. Niomi’s hair was shaved all around except for a strip of long blond hair on top of her head, currently wrapped in a bun.

      Done drinking, she focused on Ari. “You also need to step up your cardio. You shouldn’t get so winded this easily.”

      Sitting up in the sand, Ari laughed, not even trying to make it back to the mat. She took in the exercise area set up in the middle of this island paradise. Hell in the middle of heaven, she called it. “I think jogging five miles a day is plenty.”

      Niomi offered Ari a hand and pulled her up. “Being in top physical and mental health will aid you in your abilities inside the program.”

      “But I haven’t even spent that much time in the program.” Ari had been doing classes on logics, problem solving, world history and politics, in addition to her combat and physical training.

      Niomi narrowed her eyes, her dark tattooed eyeliner knife sharp, matching the intricate tattoo on her ear.

      “Okay, okay.” Ari raised a hand in defeat and reached for her own hydro pack.

      “Finish your strength exercises and meet me in my room by one. We have something new to go over.” Without another word, Niomi took off at a jog towards their section of the Wave.

      Mind turning with what Niomi meant by ‘new’, Ari was tempted to skip the exercises, but Niomi would know. Her required uniform, a sleek navy Fit Suit worth more than her old apartment, constantly read her vitals and reported everything back to Niomi. Heading towards the weight set, she re-braided her long brown hair. She may have the tanned skin of an islander, but her already wavy hair turned into a fizzy mess with the humidity on the island.

      Nothing she could do about it now, unless she wanted to shave it off like Niomi. She wiped off the sweat with a nearby towel and went to work. By the end of the next hour every muscle ached with fatigue. Instead of running, Ari slowly walked, wishing she would have brought a board for the ride back. Maybe with enough boards she could just float black in a sublime position. She’d have to work on that.

      Sweat continued to drip down her neck as she headed towards her secluded rooms in the Wave. Small monkeys chirped in the trees as they jumped from branch to branch with ease, as if almost mocking her. Niomi said working outdoors made training more realistic. Ari loved the view but hated the air. It made her feel like a human sponge, always damp. Watching the sky, it looked to her as if another storm was going to pass through tonight.

      The Wave appeared in front of her, the main building of VisionTech. Constructed out of a crystalline photoelectric material that curved and rose like a ribbon waving in the wind, it could project a variety of images to blend in with the surroundings, though from the inside it was clear. It melded a perfect balance of nature and technology.

      Her rooms were on the west end of the building, a small annex of sorts. An annex with high security clearance. The doors opened on command, a gush of air greeting her and cooling the sweat on her brow.

      “Welcome, Ariana Mendez,” her AI said as she entered the building.

      “Hey, Henry,” she answered her ever-present assistant. Having a computer track her every step didn’t sit right with her. She not only had her uniform, but the implant in the base of her neck, right below her VR port, tracking her physical location too. She understood the reason: she was expensive to obtain and worth a lot more. The threat of her being taken by another company or government was real, but it never felt natural.

      Ari headed down the silent hall, past the empty communal kitchen, coffee shop, and theater area. It took a while to get used to the isolation, especially when she knew there were hundreds, probably thousands of people working on this island. These rooms, actually the whole wing, were reserved for warpers, but she was the only one. Niomi also had rooms nearby but usually kept to herself.

      On entering her own suite, the lights flicked on, and her playlist blared through the halls. Mostly electro songs, they seemed to fit the sterile environment, but every now and then she’d listen to some old Latin tunes to remind her of home.

      Walking into her bathroom, she stripped down and jumped into the shower cubicle. Warm water massaged her muscles, and she had to fight the urge not to linger. Today, Niomi had something new for her and Ari still couldn’t guess what it was.

      With a command, Ari shut off the water and turned on the full body, floor-to-ceiling dryer. Like a silver doorway, it warmed her up and dried her off in no time. Once her hair was mostly dry, she dressed in a clean Fit Suit. Ari didn’t always wear these electronic suits, but Niomi preferred them for work, especially if she was going under, so they could monitor their vitals. Fingering the expensive material, she wondered how much these suits helped while in the VR.

      If her father had one, would he have still gone into a coma? Probably. His VR coma was of his own making. Not wanting to face reality, his subconscious chose to never wake up. But they could maybe help her brother, Marco, who had the same tendencies.

      Thinking of home, she wished she could call Reed, but he worked until five. Her boyfriend was the one thing she was able to bring with her. VisionTech gave Reed a job and opportunities that he couldn’t find back at home, opportunities that kept him just as busy as Ari. Pushing aside her distracting thoughts, she headed out to find Niomi.

      The hall shone with its pristine white floors and large floor-to-ceiling windows leading out to a view of lush jungle life making the beauty feel alive. A colorful bird soared down into the dense foliage. Surreal.

      Ari continued down the hall as a knock sounded from her suit. With her hands tangled in her hair she was unable to see who was calling. “Answer,” she said. “This is Ari. Who’s this?”

      “Only your most brilliant friend that you will adore and worship forever.” Ari recognized his voice of her technical liaison.

      “So, why are you so brilliant today?”

      “I finished your personalized modification for your VR suit. You’ll be flying through your program.”

      “Flying, huh? Pretty sure humans conquered that in the 1800s.”

      “Not like this. Trust me, you’ll love it.”

      A grin stretched wide on her face. Vinh’s job was to assist with her gear and anything else she needed. In the past months, he quickly grew into a friend. A quirky friend with no people skills, who loved to socialize.

      “Is that part of what Niomi wanted to do today? Try out my gear?”

      “Think so. Not sure. Aren’t you cutting it close to meet her? I don’t want to hear you complaining about Niomi busting your butt in training.”

      Ari checked the time on the HUB built into the forearm of the suit and realized she was late. “Flip. I better go.” She rushed down the hall.

      The annoying AI called out. “Remember your meeting with Niomi in room—”

      “Yeah, yeah. Hold your horses, Henry.” Her artificial personal assistant’s name changed weekly, sometimes daily, depending on Ari’s mood. Henry was the name of Ari’s first pet, a pissy old cat. And it fit, today.

      Ari hurried down the hall. If she was a minute late, Niomi would require her to run some serious mileage with her tomorrow. And Niomi could run for miles on end. As it was, Ari had never been so fit in her life and never wanted to be. It’s her luck to be stuck with a full-time trainer that thinks muscles outside a virtual are just as important as in.

      “You have thirty seconds to—”

      “Shut up, Henry.” She quieted her AI as she sprinted around the corner, her feet sliding on the floor.

      Metal doors appeared, and Ari hurried to her usual training room, sliding to a stop. While the door read her chip and scanned her cornea for clearance, she tried to slow her breath. Then, she walked into an empty training room.

      Once inside the room, her breath caught in her throat as she took in the bloody face before her.
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      Two men fought on the screen in some type of office. The fight was shown from the point of view of a of man wearing a black suit of some kind. He was attacking another man dressed in long cream robes. The man in black obviously had the advantage as he pressed forward, striking repeated blows with his fists. Ari cringed as she watched blood drip off the robed man’s chin. His dark skin couldn’t hide the crimson color staining his face and dripping onto his beige robes.

      She had seen violent movies and games, even played a few herself. But with this oversized screen, she didn’t hear a soundtrack in the background, only the dull thud of hit after hit punctuated with the moans of pain. It not only looked real, but felt real, like she was the attacker. The Suit spun around, using his elbow to strike at the man’s jaw. A sickening crack echoed through the room as the robed man fell back; Ari turned from the screen unable to stomach any more.

      She noticed Niomi standing further in the room with the director at her side. Ari had only met him one other time, when she first signed her contract. She remembered how generic and perfect his looks were, with dark hair, pristine pearl skin, and purposeful brown eyes. Now, with the dim light of the room, Ari thought her first impression was right—attractive yet nondescript.

      Niomi glanced over her shoulder. Narrowing her eyes, she motioned for Ari to watch the screen, her lips pursed together with a firm silence. Ari didn’t dare speak and turned back to the screen.

      The suit straddled the robed figure, whose fight appeared to finally die out. The robed figure spoke with the accent of an elite, “I don’t have the answers you seek. Killing me won’t help.”

      “Oh, I don’t plan on killing you.” The suit slowly bent forward and grabbed the man’s forehead.

      The screen blanked out, replaced by lines and lines of code in teal stripes. Code flew by faster than Ari could read it, and she had been practicing. After a moment, things slowed, and she caught bits and pieces. What was this, and where was this coming from? It looked like they were scanning a drive of some kind, but if so, that meant the suit was in a virtual world.

      She had hundreds of questions, though with a quick glance at Niomi, Ari knew better than to ask. Whoever was running this, it appeared they were looking for something. They followed certain trails of code, then abandoned the trail and began with another. The lines slowed down. When Ari could finally read what he was after, she thought she’d be sick. Small children… couriers for information… She couldn’t figure out all the details, but there was something about them going insane and there was a slaughter…

      “What the hell?” She reached for a nearby table, not trusting her legs to do their job at the moment.

      “Pause feed,” the director spoke to the screen and then turned to Niomi, his condescending tone evident in every syllable. “You sure she is ready for this?”

      Niomi watched Ari closely, as if accessing her reaction. The reaction beyond what the smart suit recorded. She turned back to the director. “No, but I’m sick of hearing her complaining. And we don’t have time for it.”

      Ari snapped her head towards Niomi. “I don’t complain.” Okay, that maybe wasn’t technically true, but she did all Niomi asked.

      “Let’s not get into that now.” Niomi’s dark red lips pulled up into a smile. “The director wants you pulled into your next level of training.”

      “I didn’t think beating up politicians or clergy would be part of training. With as much money as you guys have, I would have thought you could hire some thugs for that.”

      The director walked towards Ari, seemingly unbothered by her accusations, like they were too beneath him to address. His pressed white uniform held a small silver clip on the pocket. It didn’t say a name or anything as mundane as that, but Ari was sure it held something a lot more important. “Arianna, we don’t expect you’ll fight anyone. Your training for Niomi is merely for your health and protection in and out of the virtual. But we need to make sure you are ready for whatever gets thrown at you.”

      “If I didn’t watch that guy get beat to a pulp, I’d feel better about it.”

      “That agent was always a bloodthirsty type,” Niomi said.

      Niomi must have trained him.

      “We soon plan to introduce you to VLEX and want you prepared.”

      “VLEX?” Ari took a seat at the nearby silver table that she often worked at with Niomi. After her workout, her body couldn’t take any more hits.

      “I’m sure you’ve heard about it. Even whispers in your school?”

      Ari shook her head.

      “It’s the elite virtual world created for diplomatic meetings and international business cooperation,” the director explained like a lecturer on circuit.

      “I assumed those types of worlds existed, but never heard of the name.”

      “VisionTech has quite an investment and active participation in VLEX.”

      “I see.” Ari couldn’t get the bloody image out of her mind.

      “VLEX is nothing like what you just saw. That event didn’t transpire inside VLEX and that agent wasn’t ours. Someone released it to expose people. We just needed you to see what type of people are out there and what could happen if you’re not careful.”

      People that obviously need to be tried for their crimes.

      “If I had my way, it would have been a lot bloodier,” Niomi said.

      “I was hired to program, not fight or be some cyber spy.” Ari pressed on her temple, wondering why they ever thought to hire her. “Ask Niomi, I’m a horrible fighter.”

      “I don’t want a fighter,” the director said. “I want a smart mind that can gather information and protect itself against digital manipulations.”

      Ari almost laughed. “And here I thought I’d be stuck writing virtual-in-virtuals for pervy old guys.” She’d learned about programs where one could go so deep in the virtual world that they would forget they were in there. Rich people often wanted to retire like that.

      “The powers you have to manipulate the virtual environment are a lot more important than that.”

      “So, what’s next? Going into VLEX?” Ari asked.

      With a voice command, Niomi turned on a smaller monitor in front of Ari. “Soon, but time in the VLEX is very expensive. You’ll watch, learn, and train first.”

      The screen flicked on to a picture of a grandiose city, streets lined in stone, and buildings rising up to reach the sky. People moved around the city like ants scurrying around on an expensive table. The sky was a perfect shade of blue, the clouds scattered around on a sunny day. The perfection traveled to another level; even the weather knew better than to destroy the image.

      “Can anyone watch this?” She wondered why she’d never seen this before in her schooling. Granted, her schooling usually only dealt with their own history of wars and innovation.

      “It costs to have eyes on the city and even this view is limited, but we keep a constant eye on things. We are a global company that has important business throughout the world. We need you to help protect our interests inside VLEX.” The director stood, one eyebrow raised as if expecting an answer.

      Did she really have a choice? She signed her contract and if she didn’t have to hurt anyone, she’d do what she could. And being here, she could do more for her family financially than anywhere else.

      “I want to see my family again,” she said, changing the subject.

      “Of course.” The director said with a smile. He had an air about him, like he was God himself. Turning to Niomi, the almighty commanded, “See that it happens.” Without another word he left.

      Ari let her breath go and relaxed in the chair.

      “Do you know how much work and money it takes to contact your family?” Niomi asked. “It would better to focus on your training.”

      Ari shrugged. She knew but didn’t care. “So, bill me.”

      Niomi shook her head in disappointment and headed towards the screen, pulling up the command key in the corner. “While I get your request in order, I want you to start memorizing these skins.”

      “What are skins?” Ari turned in her chair to study the screen. A pale girl, with red hair and freckles appeared on the screen.

      “People you will be in the VLEX. You need to memorize their back stories, their co-workers, drink preference, what they wear and other appearances down to the freckle. You will be required to become these people when necessary.”

      “Where do they come from? Am I taking over their jobs? Won’t someone notice?”

      “Don’t worry about that part. You work on being a chameleon. You’ll never show your true self in the VLEX and may have to change appearances in a second’s notice. Changing code from within will alert the authorities but you’ll be long gone before they find you.”

      “Anytime people say ‘don’t worry’, somehow it makes me worry more.”

      Niomi left the girl on the screen and took a seat next to Ari. “Do you trust me?”

      Pulling back slightly, Ari considered the question. She had worked with Niomi for the past six months. Hell, they had sort of bonded over hours of martial arts videos—the old school ones from before computer manipulation ruined film. Niomi was hard, yet fair. But what did Ari really know about her?

      Niomi sensed her hesitation. “I’ve always been honest with you. Ask me and I’ll tell you.”

      “I can’t beat someone to a pulp like in that video. I can’t kill anyone.”

      “We aren’t asking you to. This isn’t real. And your training is more for the mental and physical benefits. But you’re telling me you’ve never played games, killing orcs or whatever the hell kids are playing nowadays?”

      Ari rubbed an invisible spot on the desk. “That just looked so real.”

      “Never forget where you are or who you are.” Niomi’s voice hit a stern intensity usually saved for training. “There are great differences between these two worlds, but the person is the same. There are several ways to handle a situation in the VR, as you know. Your other tools are a lot more powerful than your fists.”

      “What did the agent do to that man’s mind?” The image of blood and then the massive amount of code unsettled her. Invading someone secrets, their beliefs, felt wrong. Despite her natural aptitude, she loathed the idea of VRs to begin with.

      “That tactic is only used in serious circumstances, where information is vital. The information will be taken to the authorities. Think of it as interrogation without real or lasting pain. Society has spent years painfully torturing others to get information and a lot of the time that information would be forced or false. That age is passed, at least with warpers.” Niomi placed a hand on Ari’s shoulder. Even though they touched all the time as they fought, this felt important. Her steel eyes held a softness to them. “Warpers are a blessing.”

      The verdict was still out for Ari. When she was first called to study virtual reality programming, she thought it a curse. As she came to accept her position in society, she realized the power she had, and the price tag placed on her new ability. Yes, warpers had gifts others dreamed of, but did they really help society or just push it farther down the electronic rabbit hole?

      “You’ll see soon enough.” Niomi broke the tension between them and headed to the screen. After a couple clicks, she turned back. “I sent you the files. You can check them out this afternoon, then take a break tonight. Why don’t you watch an old movie while you eat? You could probably use a break.”

      “Are you sure I heard you right? Did you just say I could use a break?”

      Niomi rolled her eyes. “Don’t make me regret it, newbie,” she replied, pushing Ari out the door.

      “Guess that means I’ll order the sushi?” Ari said to the door. Since they lived on an island, Niomi pushed fish along with fresh fruit and veggies more than anything. Raw fish was hard to swallow at first, literally, but now sushi was one of Ari’s favorites. Now sea urchins were disgusting; Ari had to draw the line somewhere.

      Back in her room, Ari called Reed, and he appeared on her huge screen.

      “What are you smiling about?” He sat at his desk, working on an art table in front of him. Island life agreed with him. His skin tanned to a nice light brown while his hair had sandy blond highlights.

      “Every time I see your face two feet tall, I can’t help but smile.” She never tired of looking at him.

      “I’m pretty jealous of your screen too, but we can’t all be spoiled.” His soft lips pulled up into a grin.

      “Free tonight for a movie?”

      “Sorry. I have homework.” He motioned to the tablet in front of him. “Rain check?”

      “Of course.”

      “Call me when it’s over, so I can say goodnight.”

      “Deal.” She clicked off the screen and checked with her only other friend on the island, Vinh.

      Since he was busy as well, it was only Niomi and Ari for the movie that evening. It wasn’t as relaxing as a real movie should be with Niomi constantly critiquing every action section. They did have a large plate of sushi and fruit delivered to accompany the old Asian movie. The translation was a bit spotty as the actors’ lips didn’t quite coordinate with their words. But, since most of the movie was fighting, it didn’t matter.

      As the movie ended, Ari turned to Niomi on the other side of the couch. “How did you get into fighting so much?”

      Niomi startled a bit at the question, and it wasn’t easy to surprise Niomi.

      Ari continued, “Come on. How can one person want to constantly eat so healthy, fight with weapons, and run like someone is always chasing her?”

      Niomi turned towards the screen and turned it off with a command. Her blonde hair fell to one side of her head. With her profile to Ari, she could see the vulnerability in Niomi that was usually covered by a strength and fierceness. After six months, it surprised Ari as much as the next words.

      “Growing up, I was hurt… bad. I swore I’d never play the victim again, and I haven’t.” Niomi turned, her shoulders tightening, and eyes narrowing back to their normal position. “You want to know why I’m hard on you? It’s because I never want you to have to live through something like that. So maybe next time you can quit your whining and trust me.”

      Unsure of what to say to that personal confession, it took Ari a moment to reply. “I trust you, but it doesn’t mean I won’t complain when you torture me.”

      Niomi threw her napkin at her. “If you’re going to complain, you might as well get clean up duty. Don’t forget you have homework tonight. Get started on the skins.”

      “Thanks,” she said sarcastically. Ari grabbed the leftover plates, her thoughts on Niomi. That was the most she had shared with Ari in six months. It didn’t mean they were going to start to do each other’s hair, but it was something.

      Since Ari’s abilities were worth so much, they didn’t want her with the rest of the population. The more people that knew about her, the more chances the outside world would too. Granted, she had her boyfriend, Reed, but he was working like crazy to catch up with their tech program and started a design program at night. That left Vinh, and Ari’s maid, Jewels, who only came around if Ari called her.

      She messaged Reed to make sure they were still on for tomorrow morning and then headed to her rooms. Dressed in pajamas and tucked into her soft bed, Ari flipped on her large screen and starred at the red-headed woman. With a finger, Ari enlarged the picture of the woman to view the 3D image closer, not only to study, but to memorize it.

      This woman must be important enough to impersonate. Who knew, maybe she wasn’t even a real person? She pushed aside those thoughts, she couldn’t do anything about them now.

      Ari continued to flick through the pictures of men, woman, dark, light, tall and short. They kept coming and a sickening sensation grew in Ari’s chest. Not because of all the work this entailed; growing up poor, she wasn’t afraid of hard work. She worried as her life shrunk to these small rooms and her only life was wearing others’ skins, what would be left of her when she was done?
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      The next morning, Ari’s legs burned as she sprinted barefoot through the sand. Damp sand flung behind her as strands of sweaty hair clung to her neck. The ocean blue stretched as far as she could see. Beauty taunting her in her misery. Her legs felt like rubber and she thought she better stop before she ended up face down in the sand.

      She reached out to Reed next to her. “I give.”

      They slowed down, but Reed kept walking. “Come on. You’ll get a cramp if you stop.”

      “If I cramp, just throw me out to sea,” she said between pants of air. She pulled out her pony tail, letting her wavy dark hair fall past her shoulders.

      The HUB on her wrist, beeped. “You’ve completed 2.75 miles in twenty-five minutes. A quarter of a mile farther yesterday, but an overall lower speed by 2.4 percent.”

      She moaned and dropped into the sand. Her breath coming out in ragged gasps. Ari stared out at the aquamarine water. It didn’t matter how many times she looked out at this never-ending expanse in the last six months, she never got tired of it. As the ocean breeze cooled the sweat on her skin, she breathed in deep.

      Reed sat down next to her in the sand, running a hand over his short sandy brown hair.  “We went farther. Niomi can’t give you that hard of a time.” His silver Fit Suit clung tight to his body. He looked comfortable, whereas on Ari the suit felt constricting.

      “We’ll see. If I don’t keep improving, she may not let me run with you anymore.” As every VisionTech employee was supposed to get regular exercise, Ari recently convinced Niomi to let her run with Reed in the mornings, so they could spend time together.

      Ari sighed at the thought of her upcoming meeting today. She’d fallen asleep memorizing all she could of the first three skins Niomi gave her. And now, with a sleep deprived brain, she doubted she would remember any of it.

      Reed nudged her shoulder. “What’s distracting you?”

      “Work.” She leaned onto his shoulder, breathing his warm spicy smell mingled with sweat. “Niomi started a new project for me.”

      “That bad, huh?”

      She sat up. “Have you ever heard of VLEX?”

      He furrowed his brow. “Recently we’ve been reviewing their security measures and how VisionTech has mirrored and improved upon them. What does your project have to do with VLEX?”

      Ari lowered her eyes. “Don’t think I can say.” Per her contract, she wasn’t supposed to discuss details of her job with anyone, including Reed. She figured sharing info about VLEX wasn’t a big deal, since the whole elite population dealt with it.

      “I get it.” He wrapped an arm around her. “Your super cool top secret job is beyond lowly me,” he joked.

      “Trust me. I wish I didn’t have it.”

      His brow furrowed. “Is it that bad?” He leaned towards her, nuzzling into her neck for privacy.

      Since their suits had communication devices, they were always aware they didn’t have control of who could listen in. And after school last year, they weren’t taking any chances.

      Ari leaned in, enjoying the closeness. “I’m fine.”

      “If you say so. Granted, sitting on a private beach with their hot boyfriend, most people would be fine.”

      “Except that he has an ego larger than the ocean.” She gave Reed a friendly shove into the sand.

      “It’s hard not to. I’m surprised you haven’t ravished me yet.”

      It wasn’t for lack of trying. Finding true privacy was a struggle. Yet, with so much change lately, taking things slow was probably a good idea. Maybe it’s because he was her brother’s best friend and they grew up together. Deep down, Ari knew this was more than some teenage fling.

      Digging her feet in the sand, they resumed their spots next to each other, watching the waves crash.

      “You’re in security,” she said. “Do you ever worry that you’ll be asked to break into something you shouldn’t? Do something you shouldn’t?”

      His smart hazel eyes searched her face, probably for what she couldn’t say. “I don’t worry and don’t plan to until it happens. When it does, I’ll stand my ground and make my own choice. You make your own choices, Ari, and I’ll be there to back you no matter what.” He took her hand.

      A comfort settled deep in her belly. Gratitude and desire in having Reed by her side overwhelmed her, and she leaned forward to kiss him. In her enthusiasm, she pushed him over and ended up in the sand. He held on tight and rolled until he was on top. Kneeling above her, the sun highlighted gold strands in his hair. He looked like some sea prince.

      “Is that how we’re going to do this?” he asked with a mischievous grin on his face.

      “Oh, shut up and kiss me.”

      And he did just that. Reed lips were light as feathers at first, teasing her. Wrapping her hands around his neck she pulled him down to show him she meant business. She melted into his kiss, losing herself in the desire of his touch.

      She wrapped one leg around his thigh and in a move Niomi would be proud of, flipped him back over. Sand scattered between them, as Ari smiled down on him.

      He squirmed under her hold but didn’t really try to break it.

      “Now you have me? What are you going to do with me?”

      Ari savored this picture of him playing with her. His mouth turning up on the sides, struggling not to laugh. His kind eyes rose to the challenge.

      “Well…” she leaned down to devour him, but her HUB rang with a call.

      Before she could answer it, Niomi sounded. “Hey, lovebirds, stop making out and get back here.”

      “How does she know?” Ari mouthed, surprised.

      Niomi answered the question without even hearing it. “It’s your suit. Your heart rate is up, but your location isn’t really moving. Maybe if you studied more, you’d figure it out.”

      “Uh. We’re heading back.” Ari stood up and offered Reed a hand.

      “Making out is a legitimate form of exercise,” he said to Niomi.

      “Not the way you two do it. Move your butt.” A small click signaled the end of the conversation.

      “Should I be offended?” Reed asked.

      Ari laughed, shaking sand out of her hair. “Let’s take it more as a challenge for next time.”

      “Want to race back?”

      She rolled her eyes in response. When he looked resigned to walk, he checked the HUB on his suit. She used the distraction and took off. Cheating was necessary if she was going to win.

      They finally slowed as they approached VisionTech. Technically, the whole island was VisionTech, but they headed to her rooms in the the Wave. The wilds of the tropical forest surrounded them on their path. VisionTech did a great job at working around the environment.

      Reed grasped her hand when they arrived at her door. “Did you ever think we’d end up here? Working in a tropical paradise?”

      “It’s almost perfect.” Almost being the key word. There was a painful spot in her heart where her mother and brother resided, and she knew Reed felt the same way. Their quarterly visits never quite felt like enough. Yet, they did get to spend time together on an island paradise, hand in hand.

      “See you tonight for dinner?” she reminded him.

      “I actually have to work on my proposal for the Art Department.” He looked as disappointed as Ari felt. Reed had been working with the Security Department and staying in their dorms but was given an opportunity to work with the Art Department in his free time. With his love for drawing, he couldn’t pass this opportunity up.

      “You’ll do great. I know it.” She raised up on her tiptoes and planted a kiss on his cheek. “Ping me later.”
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      While Ari was in the shower, Niomi sent her a ping that they’d set up a meeting with her family. It took a team to arrange, so they would be untraceable. Ari dressed in a pair of dark jeans, comfortable old favorites that reminded her of home, and a blue t-shirt she couldn’t figure out how they got so soft.

      She didn’t want to wear her Fit Suit in this VR to let Niomi monitor every heartbeat and pulse. These VR’s were different from normal for her. The program connected to an illegal market, which cost plenty, but let them contact VRs around the world. And breaking through the barriers Ari’s government set up wasn’t easy either.

      “You ready?” Niomi greeted her as Ari entered the VR lab.

      “Have been for weeks.” This would be only the second time she had spoken to her family in months.

      “Get on it.” Niomi motioned to the seat. “I’m just finishing the connection. Any setting you want in particular? Better to not use your powers if you can help it.”

      “How about an island or beach? Like what we have here?” She’d love to show her mom what her view is every day. Even her brother, Marco, might be jealous.

      Her trainer shook her head. “I can’t do the exact location. Too dangerous, but I’ll find something exciting.”

      Ari rolled her eyes as she sat in the leather seat. Exciting to Niomi could be a volcano or something. Ari leaned back and reached for the cord.

      With her hair already in a high pony, Ari slipped the cord in the base of her skull, where her port resided. The metallic click still sent a cold shiver down her spine. She’d never get comfortable with a machine invading her mind, and she never wanted to.

      “You have thirty minutes,” Niomi said from the computer. “We’ll be monitoring for eavesdroppers.”

      “Thanks.” Ari tried to relax, closed her eyes and let herself go.

      When she opened her eyes, she stood at the edge of a great canyon. One step forward and there was at least a hundred-foot drop. Her muscles tensed as she stepped away from the edge. Exciting was one way to look at it. Stepping back, Ari took in the landscape. Browns and reds colored the canyon walls, with a clear blue lake carving a path down below. Tall bushes surrounded her and set in the middle was a wood bench.

      She sat down and didn’t have to wait long before her brother appeared—alone. He wore a black buttoned up shirt and jeans, his hair a bit long and starting to curl around his ears. Every day he looked more and more like their father. Her heart ached at their loss. Last time she saw her father, he was babbling to himself inside a VR program, one which he’d never left for the last seven years.

      She shoved those memories aside and rushed to give her brother a hug.

      “Good to see you too, Ari.” He returned the hug, his arms wrapping around her waist and lifting her in the air. “Putting on some poundage, sis.”

      Pushing back, she whacked Marco on the shoulder. “Shut up.”

      “Ouch. Muscles too.” He rubbed his arm, over-exaggerating.

      “I’ve been working out, so watch it.”

      He laughed. “It’s good to see you’re doing well and can fight off unwanted advances.”

      She ignored the dig at Reed. “Where’s Mom?” She turned, hoping to see her mother join the virtual.

      “Couldn’t make it.” His eyes lowered, a soberness falling on his usually jovial features.

      Ari grabbed his arm. “What happened?”

      “What didn’t? The government tried to put her into a labor camp, saying that she needed to pay back for your education. I was underground at the moment—”

      “She can’t be at a camp.” Ari had constantly worried about the backlash for running away from her schooling, but people reassured her they would be safe. “I’m coming home, now.”

      “Whoa, slow down and let me finish.” He led her over to the bench. “Don’t worry. She’s not at a camp. I broke her out and she’s hiding off-grid with me.”

      Ari slumped against the bench. “Good. But what does that mean exactly? Why isn’t she here?”

      “They only told me about this meeting an hour ago, for security reasons they say. I’m out on business and had to find a place to hook into an off-country network. Not the easiest thing to do with an hours’ notice. And it’s not the most upstanding establishment. Mom would have to clean this machine for an hour before using it.”

      “Probably.” Their mother was a clean freak that hated VRs to begin with. “So how is she doing with everything?”

      “Given the alternative, good. I think she’s finally come to see the value of the black market.”

      “Are you getting the money I send you?”

      “Yeah. Dave makes sure I get it in cash. It helps Mom’s conscience. She looks down on my methods to earn money.” He grinned the same naughty smile from when he was eight.

      “Good. Is everyone else okay? Reed’s mom?”

      “Yeah. I give her cash on the side, but she refuses it most the time, saying to save it for Reed. How is he?” Marco had been best friends with Reed since they were kids.

      “Good. He’s learning a ton and gets to do his art and graphics at night.”

      “Is he keeping his hands to himself?”

      “A bit too much, actually. Could you talk to him about that?”

      “Gross, sis.” He pushed her slightly. “Also, Tessa wants you to say hi soon. I have a couple messages for you to download off the server when we’re done. And that idiot Garrett from school keeps posting on all the gaming boards for you. Saying you owe him or some trash like that.”

      Her stomach sank at the idea of Garrett. She did owe him a favor but didn’t see how to return it here in the middle of the ocean. She’d worry about that later. Maybe Tessa—her old roommate—would have an idea. “What else have I missed?”

      Marco continued updating her on all the neighborhood gossip and when done grilled Ari on what she was doing, eating, and playing. Her brother loved gaming as much as anyone. She told him what she could while remaining as vague as possible. The minutes flew by and took her back to the time when they last lived in the same house. They would sneak into each other’s rooms and talk until they fell asleep. Except this time neither came close to tired, and Niomi’s voice signaled three minutes left.

      “That didn’t feel like half an hour,” Marco said, standing up.

      “Not at all.”

      “So when will we see you next?”

      Ari shrugged. “Not sure. I’m starting the next phase of my training soon, not that I’m sure what that entails.”

      “Well, don’t get crazy in there, you’ll—”

      “Get out now! And cover your tracks.” Niomi’s voice boomed inside the program. “Now!”

      Marco’s smile fell, and he nodded. “I’ll be fine. Get out.” And he quickly vanished.

      Only then did Ari pull out of the program.
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      “What the hell?” Niomi shouted as she pulled the cable out of Ari’s port. “When I said leave, I meant it.”

      “I needed to make sure Marco was okay.”

      “That was really stupid.”

      Ari ignored the insult. “What happened in there?”

      Niomi stormed back to her computer, her fingers flying over the keys. “Someone hacked into our site. Security is looking into it now. You didn’t do anything in there did you? Morph the program?”

      “No. I was just talking to my brother.” Ari pushed up from the chair, slowly curling her fist. “By the way, the government is after my mother. She had to go into hiding. Did you know?”

      “I don’t follow your mother. My job is you.”

      Ari slammed her fist onto the table. “You promised they would be taken care of.”

      “Take it up with HR. I have enough trouble taking care of you.”

      “Niomi!” Fury raced through her veins. This wasn’t something Niomi could just blow off.

      Her trainer slowly turned, glancing at Ari’s fist on the table. She took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “You’re right. Your family is important. Are they safe and getting the money they need?”

      Ari realized her body trembled in fear. Would her family be okay? She forced herself to focus on the here and now. “Marco got my mom out, and they are in hiding. Dave has been getting them the money. But what about now? Will Marco be okay?”

      “I’m trying to find that out.” Niomi motioned to the screen. “We take every threat seriously and will track down the hack. It could be just a bored troll out there or something more. But given what I read about your brother in your file, I think he’ll be okay. After hacking into the Mayor’s feed and escaping unscathed, he can make it. He’s smart and has connections. And if we have to, we can relocate them if they want.”

      Sitting down on a nearby stool, the tightness in Ari’s chest lessened. “You’re right. Marco can take care of himself. And he’d hate for me to pull him out and trap him somewhere in a real job.” He told her no more than once when she tried to convince him to come with her.

      “We have a team that will assess the situation. They’ll let us know as soon as they know. If people don’t connect you to them, the safer they will be.”

      She nodded. “Okay.”

      “Go grab a drink and calm down. I’ll go over things with Security and create an incident report. Vinh will be dropping off your upgraded suit soon as well.” Niomi turned back to her computer.

      Trying to calm herself, Ari headed down to the kitchen to grab a drink. Since she’d accepted the position at VisionTech, she worried whether it was the right decision for her family. If she hadn’t, the government would have forced her into another position without ever seeing her family again. Was it selfish to want freedom, even if your family had to pay the cost? Next time, she’d talk her brother into coming here or at least sending her mom.

      Sick of being stuck with her own thoughts, she called Vinh. “Are you heading over with my suit?”

      “No hello? How are you doing, Vinh? I’m sad at how downhill your manners have gone since you arrived at VisionTech.”

      Vinh continued rambling. As she turned the corner, she found he stood in the hall with a suit in hand. “I blame Niomi really. This isolation can’t be good for a person.”

      Ignoring his lecture on manners, her lips curled up in a smile at the sight of her new suit. “You finished it.”

      “You doubted me?” It was a shiny gray material that was clearly expensive.

      “Never.” She reached for her suit, the soft material lighter than she expected. With the ache and worry of her family still present, she was grateful for the distraction. “Have time for a drink?”

      He glanced at the time on his wrist. “Yeah. They won’t miss me for a while.”

      They headed to the kitchen for some hot drinks. Ari thought the coffee machine in the communal kitchen must have authentic beans growing in the walls, along with farmers grounding them by hand. It was better than anything she ever tasted. They each grabbed a latte and sat down to chat. Talking to him about home, the fear faded to the background. Vinh laughed as she relayed some of Marco’s old stunts, and he shared some of his own.

      Vinh grew up not too far from where they were and was recruited as an engineer. Making his own AI by the age of fourteen, he was brilliant and left his home in Thalasia when he was seventeen. He’d been here only a few months longer than Ari.

      “So, did you ask out Tara from Marketing?” She’d been hearing about Tara for weeks now.

      He shrugged. “She started dating some idiot from Security. I guess some people are into big muscles and not big brains.”

      “Sorry.”

      “Don’t be. Glad I found out now and didn’t waste any of my brilliance on her.” A message pinged on his HUB, and he heaved a sigh as he read it. “I got to head out. Thanks for the coffee.”

      “Anytime.” Ari realized that they didn’t even get to talk about her suit, really. Which must have been hard for Vinh. She traced a silver line that caught the light against the black material. Guess the time for moping was done.
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      Ari got to test out the suit sooner than she thought. The next day they went inside a basic VR program. With Vinh’s new suit on, Ari stood across from Niomi at what looked like a park of some kind. Cement paths curved around large grassy areas. Large trees were scattered around, providing cool shade as colorful flowers dotted the landscape, adding the perfect amount of color. It would have been a great place to spend the day with Reed, instead Ari stared at Niomi who looked ready to fight someone.

      “Do you remember the first profile in the notebook I gave you?”

      Ari thought of the strawberry blond woman and nodded.

      “Become her.”

      “Now?” Ari had never assumed another personality, though she’d been taught how.

      Niomi looked around, her shoulders raised. “Anything better to do?”

      “Okay.” Ari closed her eyes, thinking back to the woman, Kari. Most people would consider her attractive with wavy strawberry blond hair and dark blue eyes. Though Kari tried to hide her large forehead with bangs, her full cheeks took up a lot of real estate on her face. Her body was thin, except for a large chest, which Ari didn’t look forward to wearing or creating.

      Taking a deep breath, she began the writing code. Instead of manually writing code number by number, with Ari’s gift, the world morphed around. Her heart picked up with exhilaration as she recreated herself, pulling from Kari’s picture. When completed, Ari opened her eyes.

      “Look at yourself.” Niomi brow slanted in annoyance. “This ‘close your eyes’ thing has to go.”

      Looking down, Ari saw the problem. She exaggerated all the physical aspects she remembered. This version of Kari could have passed for a cartoon character. Her chest was double what Ari remembered, while the rest of her thin frame lacked any muscular definition. Her face warmed at the embarrassing rendition. “I guess I need some work.”

      “You guess?” Niomi cocked a brow, but her mouth twitched as if tapping down a smile. “First rule, keep your eyes open so you can make adjustments along the way.”

      Ari lifted her arm and focused on the code that laid underneath the image. It took her a few minutes to complete the arm perfectly, and to add the freckles to the right locations. A perfect imitation proved harder than she thought.

      With a huff of breath, she dropped her arm. “I can’t be expected to do this every time I enter a VR. I can’t possibly memorize every freckle and hair for every person you gave me. I may be a warper, but I don’t have a photographic memory.”

      “That’s where your suit comes in. It can memorize files you create and recall them for you.”

      “Really?” Ari chuckled with relief.

      “You still have to create them all yourself and learn to do it fast.”

      Nothing could be easy with Niomi. “Why? Why does everything have to be the hard way with you?”

      “What if your suit malfunctions? What if you have to become somebody else to survive?”

      “I didn’t think about that.” Ari swallowed, embarrassed for her overreaction.

      “The VLEX is a world unto itself with a whole different set of rules. Imagine sneaking into a top-secret meeting, the punishment for which was life in prison.”

      “Wait, wait a moment.” Ari rose a hand, grateful to find it hers. “What I’m doing could make me end up in prison?”

      “If they could catch you or us, yes, but they won’t. It is that serious though. They will track you down if they can. Warpers have always been banned from VLEX. Not that it stops all the powerful countries and corporations from sending their spies in.”

      “Then why am I going there?”

      “To find out information about a new bill that has been introduced to the world council. They will not let private corporations in on the dealings, only governments, and we can’t trust them to tell us what this bill entails. Information is power and some small message or captured conversation could be worth millions.”

      Ari paced for a moment inside the program. She knew what she was hired to do couldn’t be easy, not for what she made, but the realization of what she had to do was a bit daunting. Steeling her resolve, she lifted her hands and began again, forming the arm into Kari.

      Minutes, then hours passed as they worked on perfecting Kari. Ari felt almost embarrassed how intimately she knew this woman’s body. When they were complete, they saved the data and worked on the different ways the woman liked to style her hair. She looked forward to someone with a simple short crew cut, maybe a man.

      If it ended at looks, maybe Ari could have handled it, but then there were even more things to perfect. The sound of her voice, how she took her coffee, her education, and they even covered her past lovers—which Ari found disturbing. Ari’s mind felt like a pile of mush. The thoughts of all the files on her computer overwhelmed her as well. Just when she thought she couldn’t do any more, Niomi had one more test for her.

      “Kari,” Niomi began, she’d been referring to Ari as Kari for some time now. “What would you do if I did this?” Niomi shoved Ari backwards.

      Ari stumbled back in surprise. Her training kicked in and she took a defensive stance. Niomi attacked, striking with her fists. Ari blocked, spun under to force Niomi to turn. Her face tightened, her lips pulling down in a scowl. Without warning, Niomi lunged forward, tackling her to the ground. It took mere seconds before Ari was on her stomach pinned to the ground eating grass.

      “Give.” Ari mumbled from her position. With Niomi’s fierce attack, Ari tried to figure out what the hell was Niomi trying to prove here.

      “There is no give, here.”

      “What?”

      Niomi dug her knee into Ari’s back. She grunted with pain. Ari had seen Niomi pissed before, but not like this.

      “If you remember anything, remember this. You are always in character. Kari wouldn’t fight back. She’d be scared, startled, probably scream. And if she fought back, it’d be like a girl who had never fought before.”

      “So, I’m supposed to just take it.”

      “Yes, you are. You can take pain. Distance yourself in the program if you have to, but take it.”

      Ari swallowed, still bound by Niomi’s tight grasp. Angry tears welled in Ari’s eyes as her helpless frustration built. “Then why teach me to fight at all?”

      “Because one day you will need it. You won’t always be Kari.” Niomi leaned close. “Remember you are a warper. You don’t have to fight, you can change this program to be whatever you need it to be. You, better than anyone, know this is only a game. Separate yourself and outsmart them. You always have more than one choice.”

      The next second, Niomi vanished, leaving the program.

      Ari lay panting face down in the grass. Sometimes her life felt like a game, whether it be the government or VisionTech, she’d constantly be playing by other people’s rules in and out of virtual reality programs. One day, she’d love to live her life on her own terms, but that wasn’t her reality for now.
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      By the time she got back to her room and showered, Ari only wanted to curl up in front of a show and eat all the ice cream she could get her hands on. Heading down to the kitchen, she found Jewels tidying up. She found some ice cream in the freezer from before. Jewels was one of the few people on the island that had access to Ari’s rooms, and she helped clean, launder and do anything that a robot couldn’t. Not a busy job, but Ari appreciated having her around.

      “How are you doing today?” Ari grabbed two different cartons: mint chip and rocky road.

      Jewels motioned to the cartons. “Better than you.”

      “Do you want some?”

      “No, dear. These old bones work better with a light load. Can I get anything for you?” Jewels’ eyes sparkled with kindness. Her old age was seen in the silver that lined her hair, or the age lines etched on her face, but those eyes shone.

      “No.” Looking down, she questioned her choice of food and grabbed a bag of popcorn just in case before heading to her room. “I’ll catch you later, Jewels.”

      “Take care, dear.”

      Not wanting to see Niomi, who was the only other person to live in their annex of the Wave, Ari kept to her own rooms. She’d opened the bag and dug in by the time she got to her bedroom and curled up on her couch. The familiar ache flared up. Missing home, she called Reed.

      He picked up with audio only, “Hey Ari.” People spoke in the background.

      “Hey, you busy?”

      “A bit. I’m meeting with the art club, working on my design project.” He had to submit a portfolio to be accepted as an art intern with VisionTech, and right now they liked him a lot more in security. To move divisions wasn’t impossible, but not many people did it.

      “Okay… I just—”

      “Give me a minute guys,” Reed spoke to the others in the room.

      Instead of quieting down, they got louder. Several cat calls made it through the line to Ari. She felt embarrassed to be bothering Reed when he already had so much on his plate.

      “Sorry, Ari. I’m stepping into the bathroom now.” The background noise muted quite a bit.

      “I know you’re busy. I can let you go. I just wanted to say good night.” Her stomach sunk, already missing him.

      “You sure?” Before she could reply, he continued. “I am swamped over here but can take a break if you need.”

      “Don’t worry about. We can talk tomorrow. Goodnight, Reed.”

      “Goodnight.” The click ending the phone call, echoed through her empty apartment.

      She dug into ice cream, angry at herself for being so disappointed. Reed came to VisionTech because of her and to be with her. Wasn’t that enough confirmation of his feelings? He was busy chasing his dreams and she needed to be supportive. She usually was, but today was a long day and she just wanted to talk. After a while, these quiet rooms started to get to her.

      Halfway through the carton of rocky road, Vinh video called her. Once she answered, he started laughing.

      “Really?” She didn’t find herself amusing. Self-consciously, she tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear.

      “Sorry,” he tried to reign in his jovial expression. “Was my suit that hard on you that you’re eating a whole carton of ice cream?”

      “I can turn you off,” she threatened.

      “Come on. Tell me how it went.”

      Digging into one more big bite just to prove to him that she could, she told him how it went. Vinh was one of the few people she could talk over some of her missions with. He had a high security clearance with the company so that he could improve and work on the gear for virtual reality programs. Despite his sarcasm, or maybe because of it, she relaxed as she vented about how Niomi trashed her in the program.

      Their conversation turned to home, a common topic between the two of them. “I’m tired of machine food. I wouldn’t think fish would be that hard to cook,” Vinh complained. “But I tried it again, and I couldn’t make it through the plate.”

      “Home cooked can’t be beat.” Ari’s stomach tightened at the thought of her mother’s food.

      “I just have to convince them to let me in the kitchen. Show them a thing or two about the value of fat.”

      Thinking of home, Ari thought of her family’s situation. “Hey, Vinh, could you possibly help me check up on my family? There was some trouble with my last visit.”

      His lips pressed into a tight line. He shook his head slightly as he lifted a finger. The screen blinked out and then reappeared a moment later. “Ari, you know better than to talk about certain things on an unsecured line.”

      “I thought everything was a safe line here on the island.” They were completely shut off from the outside world in this little speck of paradise in the middle of the ocean.

      “Don’t be naive.”

      She swallowed, realizing what she was asking of him, and felt guilty. They were friends, but they hadn’t known each other for long. “I’m sorry, you don’t—”

      “I’m not saying I won’t help.” His smile lifted on one side.

      “So, you’ll help?”

      “I can’t contact your family without losing my job. It would put both them and you in danger.”

      Disappointment pulled at her shoulders, then an idea came to her. “What about a friend at a different company?” Her ex-roommate and best friend Tessa should be easy enough to contact through her father. Maybe she could check in on Marco and Ari’s mom.

      Vinh bit the inside of his lip. “Maybe. I can’t promise anything, but I’ll get the information later. You’ll owe me, you know.”

      “Agreed. I’ll work on wrestling a fish for you on my next run,” she joked. She didn’t mind owing Vinh.

      The next morning, Ari stood outside the wave, waiting for Reed. She took a few steps towards the shore. Did we say we’d meet at the beach and I forget? Double checking her HUB, she didn’t see a message. She called him, but it went straight to voice mail.

      Before worry set in, she reminded herself he was at one of the safest places in the world. He probably just had a late night and slept in. After sending him a message, she set off on her usual path.

      Surprisingly, the run went by quickly. Thoughts of not only Reed but of her family occupied her mind. By the time she returned, Niomi was at the gym warming up.

      “I thought maybe we could skip sparring and weights today, since I still have so much to work on.” With a pile of twenty or so profiles to learn, Ari needed all the extra time she could get. Not being bruised or sore for a day would also be a side benefit.

      Niomi shook her head. “No. We never skip your training. Trust me on this. The healthier you are out here, the better you’ll do in there. And soon you’ll be in VLEX more than you want. I can quiz you as we fight.”

      “Oh joy.” Ari picked up a staff. She wasn’t too disappointed though. The less time inside the better in her book.

      They went through their usual physical training session. Then Ari had time for a quick shower and snack before joining Niomi back in the VR. Once in a program, she spent her entire session as Kari in a room full of mirrors.

      The odd feeling of being displaced slowly vanished as they worked for hours. Not that she’d ever get used to looking like another person, but it didn’t surprise her anymore to look down and see a petite pale arm with perfectly painted rose colored nails. By the time evening rolled around, the voice sounded almost natural.

      Once out of the VR, they studied videos of Kari’s life. Not that Ari would ever be this person outside of VLEX, but she needed to know every personal detail possible. After watching her eat dinner with her parents, take in a stray cat, and even cry when that cat died, Kari morphed into a real person, someone Ari would probably enjoy meeting.

      “What happens to Kari when I impersonate her in the VLEX?” Ari leaned back in the chair, her notes in the screen on the desk in front of her. “Is she told to take a vacation or something?”

      “Not sure and it’s not our business to care. We focus on our job and doing it perfectly. The rest is up to others.”

      Ari straighten up. “You’re really okay with not knowing?” Her trainer didn’t seem to be the type to take orders with such blind faith. But Ari had only known her for six months or so. Maybe she was wrong.

      Niomi set down her screen marker. “When you’ve been in this business for ten years or so, you learn that you don’t want to know. We have enough work set out for us. To take on any more isn’t good.” She stared at the screen for a moment as if contemplating saying more but didn’t.

      Words left unsaid floated in the air, leaving an uneasy sensation crawling along Ari’s arms. She wasn’t so easily appeased.

      Niomi changed the subject, and they continued analyzing every minute detail of Kari’s life.

      By the time Niomi called it quits, night had fallen. Soft blue lights illuminated the hallway. The moon hung high outside, shinning down on the night life on the island. Most of the animals slept, but a few nocturnal creatures moved through the trees and if lucky she’d glimpse a bat or long tail.

      Her first week or so in the Wave, she found watching the evening wildlife disconcerting with its never-ending darkness. But now she enjoyed it on clear nights. Inside her room, she even programed her walls so she could continue seeing outside.

      Too exhausted to even eat, she drank a high calorie shake so Niomi wouldn’t harass her. In bed, a call came through. Reed.

      She accepted the video call. “Hey, stranger.”

      His sweet smile and kind eyes filled the video. “I’m so sorry. I met with the art team until late into the night and by the time—”

      “Stop.” Ari interrupted him. “I’m going to pass out any second and don’t want to waste it on apologies. I get it. Tell me how your day was instead.”

      “Okay.” They settled into their usual conversation. Talking much longer than Ari thought she would last. She realized how much she missed him. Even though they weren’t that close physically, it was close enough.

      The next few days passed in the same fashion. Reed’s busy schedule kept him from a lot of morning runs, which Ari hated but supported. Ari spent the day training with Niomi, memorizing more profiles, or skins as Niomi referred to them. Then she spent her evening chatting with Vinh or Reed. The three of them even met for dinner once. Ari cherished her time with both of them. They kept her grounded and reminded her of who she was as she spent the day learning to be someone else.
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      Dusting on a fine layer of powder, Ari finished getting ready for her date. She never considered herself one of those fancy girls that spent hours in front of the mirror, but tonight promised to be special. After getting permission from Niomi, Reed asked her out to a restaurant. A real restaurant filled with other people.

      Ari would meet other employees or even islanders. Currently she could count on one hand how many people she’d met, most being paid to be there for her. She never considered herself a social creature, but being stuck in isolation, even if a tropical paradise, changed that.

      Niomi wouldn’t tell her why it was now okay for her to eat and see the other workers. Of course, no one could know that she was a warper—she had a fake identity and a position in administration to a higher up—at least she got to keep her first name.

      Her HUB beeped letting her know Reed was waiting outside, and she headed out front. As she walked out the doors, Reed let out a long whistle.

      She smiled, appreciating the compliment. “Guess it’s better than me sweating in a smart suit.”

      “I like you sweaty too. But it’s not every day you wear a dress.”

      “Thanks.” She smoothed down the dark floral material. The sleeveless dress fit the island attire and was more comfortable than even jeans. Her hair remained wavy, like usual, and she had pulled up the top half to keep out of her face.

      Stepping forward, he tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “You look beautiful.”

      Nervous energy tingled down her neck from where his touch lingered. “Thank you. You look great yourself.”

      He wore tan pants and a blue button-down shirt. His hair looked recently cut, but it still held a slight wave on top. She clasped her hand tight to keep from reaching out and touching it. If they started that, they might never make it out.

      “Ready for dinner?” He cocked a brow.

      “Definitely.”

      He moved to the side and motioned to the vehicle behind him.

      “Where did you get a car?”

      “I requisitioned one… I may have mentioned to Niomi that it would be safer to transport you.”

      “Amazing.” She hurried towards it, checking out the built-in electric panels and polarized plates underneath. Yes, she might be nerding out, but she’d only seen this once before when she first came to the island and she was too much in shock to appreciate it.

      “All the guys in my dorm checked it out too. The acceleration is pretty nice as well.” He clicked the doors open.

      She climbed inside, eying the panels. They spent their trip talking about the car’s AI and flipping every switch and option the car had to offer. Her favorite was the massage chairs so far, but they still had the ride back to explore more options.

      He pulled up near the beach, a lit canopy in the distance. Hurrying around, he helped her out of the car. Since the restaurant was outside in the sand, they kicked off their shoes in the car and strolled in the sand up to the hostess. He had made reservations. With the restaurant full, there had to be about fifty or so people, but no one bothered Ari.

      They sat across from each other with the waves crashing in the distance as their backdrop. Tiki torches lit the night. They devoured grilled meats with tropical fruits and veggies stuck on bamboo sticks.

      “Can you believe this is all real?”

      “This is as real as it gets.” He reached forward and lightly touched her hand. “But I know what you mean. If you would have asked me last year when we started school where I’d be, never in a million years would I say an island in the middle of nowhere with my best friend’s sister.”

      “Ditto.” She placed a hand on the side of her face. “My face hurts from smiling.”

      “Good. Maybe some dessert will help with that.”

      After scrolling through their choices, they selected their desserts from the tabletop screen. She picked pineapple sorbet, and he went with a coconut and date cake. He reached for her hands clasped on the tabletop while they waited. She couldn’t help but get lost in his hazel eyes.

      “I get to see my mom again next week.” Reed said.

      Ari snapped out of her reverie. “That’s great. I hope everything is alright since my mom left.”

      “Me too. I’ve been asking about having her come work here, as a receptionist or even a maid.”

      “Is that an option?”

      “They will consider it when there is an opening.” He released her hands and reached for a drink. “There are so many islanders here for the basic jobs though, so we’ll see.”

      Guilt pricked on her conscious. She was the reason he was here and his mom wasn’t. Maybe she should talk to Niomi about getting both of their families here. Before she could offer, his HUB rang with a message.

      His brow tightened as he scrolled through it. “They have to be kidding me.”

      “What?”

      “My art team. We’re putting a presentation together for a new game on Monday, but there was a problem with the storyboard and they need some new designs right away.”

      Ari’s stomach sank. “They can’t do—”

      “They can, and they did. Kimmy, the director of my team, tried to work around it, but couldn’t. I have to go in right away.” Lifting his gaze, regret colored those beautiful eyes.

      “You have to go. I understand.” She bit down on her lip to prevent her from saying anything else. She’d supported him in finding a place here, because she brought him here.

      Sighing, his shoulders dropped. “This sucks.”

      “We had a great night.”

      “I hoped for more. I don’t get to see you as much as I’d like.”

      “I know.”

      Standing, he leaned forward, brushing a light kiss on her lips. One that had her cursing Kimmy. Warmth rushed to her face and he stepped away.

      “You better leave before I tell Kimmy where to go,” she warned.

      He smiled. “Take the car back. I’ll call for a ride, and I will be there for our run Tuesday morning after my presentation.”

      “Okay.”

      He left just as the two desserts arrived at the table. The hurt of being alone burned as she stared at the food. Logically she understood that he was busy and supported him, but emotionally… well… good thing she had two desserts to work through.

      She grabbed her fork and dug in. After all the work it took to get here, she wasn’t in a hurry to leave. Given enough time, she finished both desserts while watching the moon over the dark waves. Maybe life wasn’t how she envisioned it, but it could be a hell of a lot worse.
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        * * *

      

      The next day, Sunday, Ari was in the midst of studying when Vinh surprised her with a call. “Hey, can we meet up for lunch? At the beach?”

      “At the beach?” Ari asked. There had never been anything romantic between Vinh and Ari, yet he’d never asked her out to lunch either.

      His gaze narrowed on the screen in her room. “Get over yourself and be ready. Okay?”

      “Okay.” Ari could use a break.

      Still in comfy gray pants and a tank, she headed outside. and found Vinh parked with his hoverboard. More casual than usual, he wore shorts and shirt. They kicked off their shoes and headed to the beach on foot.

      “You going to tell me what this is about? You don’t have any food on you?” She motioned to his thin bag.

      “Trust much?”

      “Just curious.”

      “Your curiosity can wait. It’s my butt I’m more worried about.”

      Ari bit back a retort about his back side and continued in silence. She trusted Vinh. He headed straight for the ocean and stopped in front of the water’s edge.

      Sitting down, he pulled out a small box. He flipped a switch and a green light flashed in the corner. “That’s so we can talk or go online without any ghosts.”

      “Okay?” Then she remembered her request last week. “Is this so we can contact my family?”

      “Did you really think I was asking you out on a date?” Sarcasm was spread on thicker than necessary.

      “I didn’t know what you were up to. But thanks for that.” She gently shoved his shoulder.

      “Let’s see if this works.” He popped open a computer as well. “We can’t contact your family directly, but I thought we could troll any groups or sites they may frequent.”

      Ari tried to think of the best way to reach Marco. He wasn’t a regular in any sites or groups. Maybe games, but Ari wasn’t sure which ones he frequented these days. Games. Now Tessa was a regular, because she created her own.

      “How about Neptune?”

      “I may have heard of that before. Let’s check it out.”

      A nervous itch crept along her spine. “Are you going to get fired for this? I don’t want you to get in trouble.”

      He rolled his eyes. “I won’t get fired, maybe suspended. A lot of the guys around here sneak in to check gaming stats or look up old friends. Let’s just not get caught, okay?”

      They found Tessa’s game and Vinh already had a fake profile to contact her. “What do you want to say? And remember it can’t say much.”

      “Don’t be easy or anything.” Ari racked her brain to think of a way to let Tessa know it was her. “Okay. Tell her it’s Oya, Goddess of the sky, wanting to reconnect and check on my family.”

      Oya was from a VR game she played with Tessa last year at school.

      Vinh finished the message and then shut down his equipment. “I’ll check now and again for a reply and let you know.”

      “Thanks.” Ari extended her legs in the sand and stared out into the never-ending expanse of water. “You know, I never even visited the ocean until last year in the VR? I grew up in a desert.”

      “Really? You know I grew up staring at this same ocean, just a different side?” He set down his bag and leaned back on his hands. “You are lucky to have such a secluded spot. I get sick of watching guys attempting to surf. There’s a reason we work here.”

      “True.” Most people spent their time plugged in and the real ocean wasn’t as forgiving.

      He glanced at her direction. “Have they scheduled your first mission?”

      “Not yet, but soon.” She picked at her pants, pushing away the churning in her stomach.

      “Nervous?”

      A chuckle escaped her lips. “Yeah, guess so. It’s weird to study a person I never met before. Like really study, their family, co-workers, past lovers. Just weird.”

      “I think weird has only just started. Wait until you get inside.”

      “Have you been inside VLEX before?”

      “No. I’ve just heard some rumors since I’ve been here.” He dug through the sand, picking up a seashell.

      “Like what?”

      “Just how different it is. People with no sense of morality except how it pads their wallet. You might be able to contact Tessa from there.”

      She sat upright, turning to stare at him. The idea excited her. “Really? How?”

      “You’re connected to everything in there, and I mean everything. Just be careful who is watching. There is more that goes on then anyone knows or is willing to talk about.”

      “I will.” A tumult of emotions swirled around, excitement and nerves vied for the top spot. Not able to sit still, she stood and offered a hand to Vinh. “Ready to head back. If I’m out here too long, Niomi will wonder why I’m not exercising.”

      He took her hand. “We don’t want that. You can probably take me down as it is.”

      “Maybe.”

      He did have a husky frame. “Don’t piss me off or I’ll shrink your suit.”

      She raised her arms. “You win.”

      “See, it’s not all about muscles.”

      They headed back towards the Wave. “I agree with you. Now if you could convince Niomi of that.”
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      As the next few weeks passed, Ari immersed herself into her work, trying to keep her thoughts off missing her family back home. Vinh did get word back to her that Tessa reported everything was okay. He even found out she was working for her father’s company and had some back channels to contact her. Ari didn’t want to press her luck though or jeopardize Vinh’s position.

      So instead she focused on her job and worked harder than ever with Niomi. Even though they covered the basics of several different skins, they always came back to Kari. Kari was to be Ari’s first job. A job that approached faster than Ari realized.

      She had memorized Kari’s work contacts, her favorite drinks—yes even in VR people met for drinks—and everything else she could. Finally, on a Saturday morning, Niomi informed Ari that she was ready. Monday, they would skip their morning exercises and go into VLEX.

      Even though Ari was ready—she knew more about Kari than even her closest acquaintances—there was something unsettling about the mission. Feigning to be someone else, constantly lying for hours on end, worried her. It felt like there was some invisible line she was about to cross, and once crossed, it would change her forever.

      That Saturday evening, Reed and Ari went on another date. They realized early on that the small island only provided so much entertainment. Of course, there was a plethora of VR stimulations to experience, but they both decided they liked to spend time in person. Besides going out to eat, there were only a handful of outdoor activities available to the employees and residents of the island.

      “Did you decide where we’re going?” Ari asked when he picked her up in a car. The car door hissed shut behind her. She shook out her hair, wet from the light rain.

      “I did.” His smile curled up, distracting her.

      “Are you going to share?”

      “You’ll see.” He focused on the road, despite not actually driving the car at all. He was recently shaved, his short dirty blond hair styled to perfection. He wore a button-up shirt and shorts, his attire giving away nothing as to their date.

      She tugged at the edge of her blue sundress, hoping she was adequately dressed. “You know I hate surprises?”

      He cocked an eyebrow in her direction. “Really?”

      “Really.” She stared at him, raindrops lightly hitting the car window.

      He leaned towards her, lightly kissing her. He pulled back a fraction of an inch, their lips almost touching. “How about that surprise?”

      “Brat.” She leaned forward, meeting his lips with a fervor.

      By the time the car announced they arrived at their destination, they both were a little out of breath.

      “I told you, you like surprises,” he pulled back, lips slightly swollen.

      “Maybe I just like your surprises.” Heat flushed her face, the warmth feeling good.

      “I’ll take it.”

      They exited the car, and Ari got her first good look around. They were deep in the jungle, only a light mist from the rain hit them. Tall trees rose all around, green covering everything in sight. A few other cars and scooters littered the dirt parking lot. A small path lead into the forest. Through the foliage, she spied a brown staircase leading up and around a tree.

      Her stomach flipped a bit, with nerves or maybe excitement. “Are we going up there?”

      “After our adventure on the rooftop, I thought you were fine with heights.”

      “I am.”

      He reached for her hand. “Good.”

      The brown staircase was built out of metal but shaped to look like weathered wood. As they rose higher on the automated steps, the rain sprinkled on them, making Ari’s wavy hair curl even more.

      “Sorry about the rain.” Reed stood behind her. “I’d already made the reservations.”

      “Don’t worry about it.” The rain was unpredictable and constant on the island, unlike the desert she was raised in. The warm and humid weather made the rain a welcome relief.

      At the top, a couple workers stood ready to escort them into a small cart which must have been made from the same see-through material that was used on the Wave. The cart perched on top of a thin track. Reed placed his hand on the scanner for them to accept his reservation. Inside the cart, the clear plastic-type material surrounded them, giving them a 360-degree view of the jungle.

      Anticipation bubbled inside of her as she turned to Reed. “I like this kind of surprise too.”

      “Good.”

      The attendant stepped back and pressed a button. “Enjoy.”

      With a whoosh, they slipped into the jungle, held up only by the wire. At first, only quiet permeated the jungle, but as the cart crawled along, the wildlife came alive around them. Small monkeys jumped from tree to tree, speaking in their high-pitched voices.

      “Look.” Reed pointed to a snake wrapped around a branch.

      “Amazing.” She didn’t want to miss a thing.

      They continued pointing out all the different animals or plants for the next thirty minutes as the cart rose and fell under the canopy of trees. When the car slowed to a stop, she didn’t think it could get any better, but it did. They climbed out onto a deck around a large tree. A network of platforms and bridges connected a mass of trees. It resembled a tree house beyond her wildest dreams.

      They were directed to another tree, which held a table, two chairs, and a candlelit dinner. She laughed as they took their seats. “I didn’t even know this existed. Where is the book that tells you about all this stuff?”

      “It’s on the directory.” He picked up his napkin.

      “I need to look at that directory again.” She spread the napkin on her lap, looking at all the sparkling lights that surrounded them. “I’m surprised it’s not busier. This place is beyond anything I’ve seen before.”

      “Well, it’s not as packed at the VRs, but VisionTech wanted a few things outside for people to do. Want to order?” He motioned to the screen in front of them.

      She pulled her attention back to the menu on their table. “Yes, food.”

      They ordered dinner, both hamburgers, hers with grilled pineapple, his with cheese and onions. An attendant quickly delivered their meal, and they dug in. The mixture of flavors flooded her taste buds. She never got tired of how good the food tasted.

      “Do you ever think how odd it is that we’re eating a cow on an island in the middle of the jungle?”

      “I’m usually too busy enjoying the food to think of where it comes from.” He took another big bite of his burger.

      “True. Why waste time with questions?” She joked and took another bite.

      After they’d emptied their plates, Reed leaned back in his chair. The falling sun peeked through the clouds, pulling out the golden strands in his hair. “So how is work going?”

      Ari was pulled out of her animal watching. “Yeah, work.” She set down the fry she was holding and reached for a drink, unsure of how to answer. “Well, Niomi seems happy with my progress as she’s not complaining as much as usual.”

      “That’s a good sign.”

      Nervous, Ari played with a napkin. “I guess… things are just changing.”

      He leaned forward. “Good change or bad change?”

      She shrugged, the knot in her shoulders tightening. “I won’t know until it happens.”

      “No use to stress until it happens, right? Then if it’s not working out, you can talk to Niomi.”

      Ari bit her bottom lip. Yes, she could talk to Niomi, but it didn’t mean Ari’s job would change. She’d committed to VisionTech for five years. Her contract didn’t leave a lot of wiggle room when it came to her role in the company. She didn’t want to worry Reed though. “You’re right, why worry about something that hasn’t happened yet?”

      “True.” He pulled a long thin box from his pocket and pushed it towards Ari. “I made something for you.”

      “Really?” She reached for the box, intrigued. Since Reed was an artist, it could be anything. She opened the box and found a necklace with a beautiful light blue stone, wrapped in silver wire. The silver hugged it, swirling artistically around it. “It’s amazing.”

      “You like it?”

      “I love it.” She pulled it out to put it around her neck.

      “There is a surprise with it as well. Here let me.” He reached for the necklace and turned it over. “It’s made from a lace blue agate stone, and in the back I put a small drive.”

      “A drive?”

      He pulled the drive from the back, it was smaller than her pinky nail. “I know you’ve been missing home and your friends. So, I put all your pictures from home on it. Your brother helped with this too. This way you can keep the memories close to your heart.”

      Emotions tightened her throat, making it difficult to speak. “Thank you. I can’t think of anything more perfect.”

      He put the drive back in and helped her put the necklace on, the cold stone comforting on her chest. She stood, wrapping him in a hug. She was so grateful for his thoughtfulness. “How can I ever repay you?”

      “You don’t have to.”

      She pulled back ignoring the happy tears pooling in her eyes. “I can pay for dessert,” she offered, joking as it wasn’t anything close to what he did for her.

      He smiled. “Did I ever tell you how much I love you?”

      “Not lately.”

      He leaned forward and brushed a kiss on her lips, soft and sweet. “Let’s see what you order for dessert before I tell you,” his eyes held a light sarcasm.

      “You doubt my judgment?” She narrowed her eyes.

      “Never. You did pick me after all.” His cheesy smile warmed her soul.
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      Sunday rushed past in a blur of emotions as she spent several hours poring over the pictures Reed gave her. Cherishing every memory also brought on a bout of homesickness. One that even living in paradise couldn’t cure.

      Monday appeared before Ari could straighten out her concerns about the mission. Since Kari went into work 8am VLEX time which was 3am Ari’s time, she skipped her normal routine and headed to her VR lab first. She didn’t bother with breakfast as she didn’t think it would stay down. She tugged on her new suit as she entered the lab, her necklace laying on top.

      “Glad to see you early for once.” Niomi didn’t bother turning around, remaining focused on her screen.

      “Good morning to you too,” Ari replied.

      “Take a seat. I’m waiting for the green light to send you in.” Niomi glanced her way. “Nice necklace. Reed’s doing?”

      “Yes.” Ari lowered herself in the chair and leaned back but didn’t want Niomi to sidetrack her with mention of jewelry. “What do you mean by green light?”

      “That’s Kari’s access to the VLEX and will be open for us to use. You remember everything? Her passwords?”

      Ari tried to believe that Kari gave VisionTech her passwords. “And Kari will be where?”

      “Think of it as a vacation day.”

      “Won’t she notice when she comes back to work the next day?” Ari didn’t like the way Niomi was being vague.

      “Look, Ari.” Her trainer turned to stare down at her. “I don’t know the specifics, that’s not my department. Most likely, she’ll be transferred to a different VR that mirrors her real life. Or maybe she really will be sick. I just do my job and ask that you do the same.”

      Biting her lip, Ari clicked the cable into place in the bottom of her neck. She pushed away the worry that maybe she made the wrong decision all those months ago. Her stomach churned as she thought about the real Kari.

      No, I can do this. Ari was ready. Niomi had pushed her hard to make sure she was ready. While waiting for Niomi, the silence ate at her calm facade. Every dark thought of what could happen flashed through her mind. By the time Niomi turned around, Ari’s hands were clenched against the arm rests.

      “Okay. Ready?” Niomi glanced down at her hands. “You’ll be fine in there.”

      Ari nodded.

      “Remember your training. If you must manipulate the code, move quickly afterward. Don’t blow the cover. You’re Kari, no matter what.”

      Ari closed her eyes, the darkness welcoming her. It took effort for her to open them, entering a whole other world. Squinting against the bright light, she tried to get her bearings. She sat behind Kari’s desk. The dark brown walls made the room appear small. One wall held a moving picture, a lighthouse during a storm.  The smell of fresh-cut flowers permeated the office. Lilacs, Kari’s favorite flower, were arranged in a vase near the desk. Large clear panels blinked in front of her. One side held a scroll of announcements while the other had a bulleted list of things for Kari to do.

      “Glad to see you early this morning.” A dark-skinned man with silver hair and a heavy accent stepped through the office. He was dressed impeccably in a navy suit and red tie. “It’s a busy day. Get out the morning memos. I also have the 1070A bill that needs to get out before noon.”

      “Will do, sir.” Ari recognized the man as Kari’s boss, President Higgins from the Icelandic States.

      He stopped mid-step, turning to stare at Kari.

      Ari kept her nerves buried and turned. “What is it, sir?”

      A small smile crept on his face. “Nothing. Keep up the good work, Ms. Trenton.”

      “Of course.” She turned back to the screen and began scanning the tasks set out for her today. Ari had worked on a similar process to prepare for this, but she knew she couldn’t possibly do them as quickly as someone who had worked here for years.

      The morning was filled with scheduling meetings, returning correspondence, and other menial tasks. Most authorities didn’t conduct business outside of the VR because outside everything was traceable. Traceable meant hackable, and both meant possible to track down and assassinate. In the VLEX, hacking was significantly more difficult. Ari didn’t want to contemplate the hoops VisionTech had to jump through to get her there.

      Once President Higgins headed off for his mid-morning meetings, Kari could finally breathe for a moment and do her real job. She pulled up the bill 1070A. They had security protocols in place to detect unauthorized file transfers back to the real world. This is where her skills came in handy. This was all one big program.

      As she re-focused her vision, lines of codes appeared before her. Reading it like a blue print or recipe card, she manipulated the program to give herself the clearance to send the file. Changing which office it came from, she sent it off to an untraceable account Niomi gave her.

      Before she closed the program, she scanned the bill. The political jargon made it hard to follow, but words like studies and virtual reality caught her attention. They were doing experiments of some kind to study the effects of certain drugs.

      The monitor beeped, and she flinched back from the screen. Calm down. I’m not a kid caught in the cookie jar. Checking the monitor, she realized she had a lunch at Milano’s with a representative from President Tremblay’s office. The meeting said it had to do with sharing notes from the latest energy crisis meeting, but Ari couldn’t figure out why they didn’t just meet over video feed.

      Either way, she gathered the small purse Kari kept in her top drawer and headed out. Kari’s office was on the thirtieth floor of a sleek building. Once outside, she recognized some of the buildings around her from the limited photos VisionTech had of the VLEX. A variety of buildings with different architectural styles circled around a town square.

      Ari had studied maps of the VLEX but, experiencing it first hand, it all felt different. On a perfectly paved cobblestone street, she walked to the center town square, which appeared to have been built with every single country wanting their say. A hodgepodge of restaurants flashed a variety of food, most Ari had never heard of. She passed a fountain with a very large naked statue of a man holding a spear of some shape in his upheld hand.

      Ari also knew that once inside a store they could go on for miles. A cool magic trick written into code. So, while it only took fifteen minutes to walk through the town center, one could spend many more hours exploring all the space. When she took a minute to look beyond the illusion to the code involved, a web of characters appeared that were so complex even Ari couldn’t unravel it easily. She blinked a few times to focus on the program again.

      Another few minutes and Milano’s appeared up ahead. When she entered the restaurant, a wave of garlic and other spices she couldn’t identify flooded her senses. Even though she knew the food wasn’t real, her mouth watered in desire.

      “How can I help you?” A beautiful hostess greeted her.

      “I’m meeting with Antoine.” Ari scanned the crowd for a familiar face even though Antoine wasn’t a name she remembered from training.

      After the hostess glanced at a screen, her gaze lifted. “This way.” The women wove through a maze of tables and alcoves of people deep in conversation. They headed to a very secluded table in the back.

      A gentleman stood up catching Ari’s, really Kari’s, gaze. His warm smile and beautiful features made Ari smile back instinctively, despite not recognizing him at all. When she went to greet Antoine, before she could reach out her hand for him to shake, he pulled her into a strong hug.

      A very small and undignified squeak escaped Ari’s lips, as he lifted her briefly into the air.

      “It has been too long,” he mumbled into her neck.

      Ari stiffened realizing Niomi’s information wasn’t completely up to date. Kari must have found a recent boyfriend given this dark secluded table not that many people knew about it. Recovering from her shock and surprise, Ari tried to soften against his hold. “It’s good to see you too.”

      He kissed her neck briefly then stepped back and offered her a seat. Despite the uneasiness crawling along her skin, she forced a smile and sat down, smoothing out the beige skirt she wore. She had only kissed two guys in her life, one only in the VR, so having this strange man kiss her neck sent shivers up her spine—no matter how attractive he was.

      He had a foreign look to him with dark heavy brows, a sharp nose, and a chiseled jaw. His dark hair had a wave to it, as if the wind happened to blow it naturally perfect. There was no way this man looked this good in person. He had to have some upgrade to his program skin to make him look like a model. Changing clothes was one thing inside a virtual, but skins were trickier and usually required extra programs and costs ahead of time—unless one is a warper like Ari.

      “So how has your day been? Higgins still on your back.”

      Ari tried to look for the answer he wanted and give it to him. “Of course. The work never stops.”

      He reached across and grabbed her hands before she could stop him. Man, this guy was fast. “If you’re not feeling particularly hungry, I scheduled a back room for us.” He kissed her top knuckle.

      She jerked back, holding her hand against his chest.

      “What’s wrong?”

      Crap. Niomi hadn’t prepared Ari for anything like this. She remembered her words though. I am Kari. So how would Kari get out of this?

      He leaned back in his chair, the lines in his brow deepening. “You seem off today, Kari. What’s going on?”

      Ari closed her eyes for a second. She’d never been an actress, never wanted to, but now she had to sell this lie better than anything before. “Sorry, Antoine.” This time she reached for his hand. Ignoring what this meant, she held his hand tight.

      “Higgins has been riding me hard. I barely got away today and in fact I have to get back right away.” She glanced at the HUB on her wrist. “I sneaked away, because I just had to see you for a moment. I’m so sorry.”

      Slowly the lines on his face smoothed and the same softness and desire in his eyes returned. “I can’t wait until we need to meet outside this program.”

      “Me too.” Unsure of what was happening, she hoped that wasn’t possible. Representing different countries, she went on the assumption they lived thousands of miles away.

      “I know. This is enough for now, but you need to find extra time inside before then.”

      Extra time inside VLEX was expensive, which paid for the program. Any other similar programs were just as expensive. But Ari didn’t want to force him to be suspicious. “I’ll do my best, but I really need to go now.”

      Pushing out of the chair she turned to leave. Before she made it a step, he grabbed her shoulder, turning her around and gathering her into a hug. “You must be in a hurry if you forget to kiss me good bye.”

      Ari tried to step back and figure out an excuse, but he leaned forward pressing his lips against hers. It was over as quickly as it began, but it was intense.

      “I’ll see you soon.” His dark eyes shone with the promise of tomorrow, and Ari’s insides twisted.

      Speechless, she nodded and then hurried out of the restaurant. After she broke free of the town center, she slowed and caught her breath. Guilt gnawed at her conscience. She’d kissed another man, and not any man, but a freaking gorgeous man. She didn’t want to. Antoine was probably an overweight bald man who cooked numbers for his country. She shook out the feeling of him on her body and rubbed at her lips. Even if it was a VR, it felt very real and very much like a betrayal to Reed. But it really wasn’t her choice. Or was it?

      She’d talk to Niomi when she got back. For now, she’d finish her day, and hope no other surprises jumped out at her.
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      Ari awoke from the VR with a gasp. Something pulled at her arm. A patch pinned into her flesh with a clear tube connected. She reached to tear it off.

      “Just wait a sec,” Niomi said from her computer station nearby.

      “Why did you patch me?” Ari had seen plenty of those while visiting her dad in the hospital.

      “You’ve been under for eight hours. You needed fluids.”

      Slumping against the chair, Ari realized she was right. The working day flew by so quickly that she forgot about the real world. Anxiety gripped her throat. She’d never been inside the program for so long. How long was too long before she forgot completely about reality like her father?

      Once unhooked from the wires, Ari stood and stretched out her limbs, trying to soothe her nerves as well as her muscles. “Kari has a new boyfriend. It was a nightmare.”

      Niomi pushed a stool towards her. “Write down everything you did and everything you can remember.”

      “What? I sent the needed documents. Don’t you have cameras there?”

      “No. They are banned and do regular sweeps for monitoring devices. If all the information can come back so easily, then it would be easier to steal.” Niomi turned away from the screen. “Just finish your reports, we’ll get a twenty-minute workout in, and then you can call it a day.”

      Ari checked the time, and her shoulders slumped. In the VR for over eight hours, then more paperwork and exercising? The idea made her want to crawl into bed. Her stomach grumbled at the lack of substantial food.

      “Okay. At least Kari will have to deal with her own handsy boyfriend tomorrow.” She pushed her hair out of her face and pulled the stool towards the desk.

      “Sorry, that’s you again, Ari.”

      “What?” She stopped. “He’s going to figure it out. And what will happen when she returns?”

      “Let us deal with Kari. You deal with the boyfriend.” Niomi had gone back to working at her station, her eyes glued to the screen. “It’s part of the job, sweetheart. And trust me, it’s not bad in comparison.”

      An unsettling sensation resided in her neck and she rubbed her port. Maybe she was just tired. Exhaustion pulled at her limbs, and she headed towards the door.

      “Where are you going?” Niomi’s sharp words carried a threat.

      “I’m going to grab some food if that’s something I’m allowed to handle.” She didn’t even bother to keep the sarcasm out of her voice.

      “Don’t be long.”

      Ari stormed down the hall, every step echoing through the empty corridors.

      “Can I help get some food started for you?” the AI said from the communications panel in her suit.

      “No.”

      “Okay. I’d recommend a meal high in protein since your patch mainly covered fluids—”

      “Shut up.” She slapped at the panel on her forearm.

      Since she didn’t give it the correct command to silence itself, it kept rambling. “Your pulse and blood pressure are rising. Try slow deep breaths to lower your—”

      “I said, shut up!” She tore at the panel.

      Her fingers were useless against the tough flexible fabric. Her nail tore on the panel’s lining. Frustration boiled in her veins as she started to take off her suit. The button near the neck panel released the suit. Yanking off the arms, she didn’t realize she had nothing else to wear until she stood in her bra, the suit hanging on her waist.

      Granted, being alone in this section of building she didn’t worry about modesty. Out of the suit, she finally could take a deep breath. The AI continued to ramble on health tips.

      “Silence.”

      The machine quieted.

      “New name: Antoine.” Her lips tightened. She could practice new evasive tricks on her AI and pretend it was Kari’s boyfriend.

      She made her way into the kitchen, as it was closer than her room, and ordered a pizza and soda. Halfway through the pizza, she realized Reed would be on his lunch break. This VLEX time was already throwing her. She should talk to him now because she’d be passed out by the time he was done with the day.

      After several rings he picked it up. “Hey, Ari.”

      “Man, it’s good to hear your voice.”

      “Rough day?”

      “Definitely. How about you?”

      “Good but busy. They have me running scans on their firewalls, trying to break them. I haven’t gotten through yet, but I hit a few weak points. That always impresses the boss.” He sounded happy, and Ari couldn’t help but imagine cuddling against his chest.

      “And your art?”

      “Ehh. I’m loving it, but not good enough to join the team full-time.” He paused for a moment. “It sounds like you’re avoiding talking about your day.”

      “There is only so much I can say. I was in a program for eight hours, and now I have to head back for paperwork and a workout. Niomi is her normal pleasant self.”

      “I understand. Ming rides my butt, too, most days. I think that’s just part of being a manager.”

      Silence permeated the connection as Ari sagged back against the chair. She ached to tell him what really happened in her day. The boyfriend and the espionage were only the start. Constantly acting like another person, being careful with every word and action, was exhausting. He didn’t need or probably want to hear all her whining though.

      He spoke next. “I miss you. Want to video chat?”

      She glanced down, still in her sports bra, fingers covered in pizza sauce, and she could only guess how bad her hair and face looked. “Not right now. I have to head back. We’ll talk soon.”

      “Okay. Want to call me tonight?”

      “I’ll try, but since I’ve been up since three and have to wake up that early tomorrow, I’m not sure I’ll make it.”

      “True.”

      “Bye, Reed. Love you.” She ended the connection. Folding two pieces on top of each other, she picked up her double slice and started back down the hall. She pulled her suit back on with one hand while eating with the other. Her thoughts traveled to Reed, and she wondered what he’d say if he knew the whole truth—that she is stealing another person’s life and kissing a different boyfriend.
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        * * *

      

      The next day started in the VR while it was still dark outside. Niomi insisted she eat a good-sized breakfast before she plugged in. Once inside VLEX, the same office materialized. This morning her work went a touch more smoothly. Finding an additional file requested by Niomi, she sent it to a different electronic address. Hopefully nothing out of the ordinary when people reviewed her actions. Ari had a list of files she needed to find before closing this case.

      As the day sped by, Ari watched the clock with dread. Already finding her lunch date with Antoine on the schedule, a myriad of thoughts ran through her mind of how to put him off. Niomi said just to break it off. Then they would let Kari believe Antoine broke it off with her. That might be the simplest way, but not the kindest.

      Ari had a hard enough time taking over Kari’s life, she didn’t want to ruin it as well, and hoped Kari would be back rather sooner than later. So, when the clock struck noon VLEX time, Ari messaged Antoine. Busy at work today, probably won’t make it. Can we do tomorrow?

      It didn’t take long for Antoine to reply.

      No worries. I’m running behind, too. I can make it by 1. Does that work?

      She rolled her eyes, wondering how to gently let him down.

      I can try, no promises.

      If you have to, remind your boss that by VLEX regulations you’re allowed a 30 min break for every 4 hours worked, inside or outside of the VR.

      Great, she thought. Instead she replied: Will do. An odd sensation still crept down her spine every time she saw a picture of Kari as herself, but it was a good reminder. Acting like her old self was too easy. It took work to remember what she was doing here.

      When it hit one, she headed outside to the market not quite sure how to handle Antoine. She did have one other option, but it wasn’t something she had mastered very well inside the program. Inside the same restaurant with the delicious smells made her stomach grumble. Antoine sat at the same table with two meals and glasses of wine at the table.

      His dark almond eyes lit up when he noticed her. Ari wondered what he looked like in real life, but could only read the program, not his mind. Standing to greet her, she stepped forward slightly and then focused on the code around them. She attempted to separate her consciousness from the image of Kari she projected. It helped when all she saw were numbers and letters, not images.

      Ari manipulated the code to have Kari hug Antoine and then when he leaned down for a kiss, Ari didn’t even flinch.  She felt sick, lying to this man and to her own boyfriend. Trying not to think about what was happening, she was grateful it didn’t last long.

      “I can’t stay, but I ordered you your favorite.” The edges of his lips pulled down in a pout. “I’m expected back but had to see you briefly if I could. I can’t wait until our vacation together.”

      “Vacation?” Her initial surprise pulled her back into the images, wrapped in his arms with thoughts of how bad this could be.

      “Yes. Remind your boss of your time off next month, okay? No excuses. It is the slow season for him, and you earned this time. I can’t wait to see you and show you my home.”

      “Me too.” She lied, and prayed she’d be long gone before that happened.

      “Have a good weekend, and we’ll catch up on Monday. You okay?” One of his perfectly shaped brows arched in question.

      “Yeah. Just stressed.” She wasn’t as quick as she needed to be with the coding.

      “Don’t worry. The season will slow down soon.” He leaned down for a kiss.

      Just focus on the code, just focus on the code.

      After a quick kiss, he headed off. Looking down at the table, she realized he had finished his plate, and left a plate of ravioli for her. Even though she knew her body didn’t need the food, it felt weird not to eat all day and it smelled amazing. Biting into the ravioli, she realized it was mushroom. Nasty.

      She glanced around the nook of the restaurant. The low lighting and spaced out tables gave quite a bit of privacy. A young woman sat nearby with her nose in a book.

      Ari turned back to her meal. With a few minor alterations, spaghetti filled the plate. She reached for some bread and dove into the pasta. She ignored Niomi’s advice that food was a waste of time and enjoyed herself.

      Even though it was all fake, she savored her plate and tried to finish it off with the glass of wine. Except wine wasn’t for her. Changing it to cola, she finished it off as the girl from the table next approached.

      “Thought you may want some company. I’m Hailey.” The girl gave a timid smile.

      Ari froze for a brief second with uncertainty but didn’t want to cause a scene. “Sure, have a seat. I’m Kari. I don’t have long before I head back to work though.”

      “Me too.” Hailey tucked a stray piece of caramel colored hair behind her ear. “Where do you work at?”

      Ari didn’t think it would hurt to tell her, since Kari would probably do the same. “I’m the Presidential Aide over with the Icelandic States.”

      “You work with Higgins?”

      Ari nodded and took another drink. “Where are you at?”

      “I’m with the European Union.”

      “That must be big.”

      Hailey shrugged. “I guess. I’m holed up doing data transfers and security.”

      “Sounds…” Ari searched for the word.

      “Boring?”

      She laughed. “Sorry, I didn’t want to sound rude.”

      “No worries. Most of the time it’s boring, but sometimes it’s fun to chase after the off-world hackers.”

      Ari wasn’t sure who off-world hackers were exactly but didn’t want to sound ignorant.

      Hailey put her elbows on the table and leaned forward, her voice barely above a whisper. “I belong to a group you may be interested in joining.”

      “What kind?”

      “Well, let’s just say its members don’t have to eat ravioli and wine if they don’t want to, either.”

      Panic tightened Ari’s chest, making it hard to breathe. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      Haley placed a hand on Ari’s wine glass, and the liquid turned clear. “You’re not as alone as you think you are.”

      Ari couldn’t find the words or air to speak.

      Hailey stood, her purse over her shoulder. “Don’t worry. I’ll be in touch.” She left as quick as she came.

      Ari glanced around, wondering if anyone else saw that. No one was close, and those she could see were engrossed in conversation. Gripping the glass, a tingling sensation traveled up her arm. She always knew she wasn’t the only warper in the world, but to actually meet someone like her. Someone she could talk to, someone she could ask questions to? She stared at the glass, thoughts spinning wildly through her mind, before heading back to work.
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      By the time, Ari left VLEX she wasn’t sure what she was going to say to Niomi. They went through the process of unhooking her from the machine and taking out her health patch for fluids. Black dots danced in front of Ari as she stood. Not eating real food all day took its toll.

      “Are you ready for notes or do you need to eat something?” Niomi’s kind voice surprised Ari.

      “No. I just want to get it over with.”

      Niomi watched her with a careful gaze. “Anything go wrong in there?”

      “No. Just had to watch the code of Kari making out with her boyfriend. Did you get my files?”

      “Yes.” Niomi turned back to her computer. “I told you to dump the boyfriend.”

      “Didn’t seem fair to Kari.”

      “I forget just how young you are.”

      “I have a relationship. I’d hate for someone to ruin things with Reed.”

      Niomi shrugged but didn’t reply. It was hard to fight with someone who was silent, so Ari turned to her report. Her fingers danced over the keyboard. She skipped over changing the food and meeting Hailey, unsure how VisionTech would feel about it. Ari wanted answers first, to figure things out on her own before having to deal with Niomi about it. Niomi kept plenty of things to herself. Finishing her report, Ari’s thoughts went to home. Her heart ached as she thought of Marco and her mother. Even though she still resented her father, she missed him too. Not that she liked to visit him inside his virtual coma, but having the option was nice.

      When Ari sent off her report, she turned to Niomi. “When do I get to visit my family again?”

      “You know how expensive it is—”

      “I don’t care. Take it out of my paycheck.” Her account had been growing substantially even with her transferring money to Marco.

      Niomi shut off her screen. “Truth is, we can’t locate them at the moment.”

      It took Ari a moment to process this. They didn’t know where Marco was. What if her mother got captured? “You lost them?”

      “Good thing is if we can’t find them, then the government can’t find them either.”

      “Unless they found them first.” A chasm of fear threatened to overwhelm her.

      “With our most recent intelligence, we have no reason to believe that. Marco probably took your mother underground.”

      “We need to pull them out. They needed to leave as soon as my mother lost her work.” Ari stormed over to Niomi’s computer and tapped it on. “Contact Security. I’ll go back if I need to. I know some of Marco’s old joints.”

      Niomi stepped towards Ari, gently pushing her to the side. “You can’t go back. It’s too dangerous.”

      “If it’s too dangerous for me, it’s too dangerous for them.” She faced her trainer.

      About the same height, they stood less than a foot apart. Heat flooded Ari’s face and body, like if she didn’t do something right now, she would explode. Niomi’s gaze gave nothing away as it bore into Ari.

      “I don’t think I feel well enough to exercise today.” Without giving Niomi a chance to respond, Ari stormed out of the room. She kept going until she made it outside, passing the hoverboards and bikes, knowing she didn’t have the patience for them and ran.

      She headed away from the ocean and towards the center of the complex. The ocean held peace for her, and she didn’t want peace but answers. Though her heart thrummed with every step, she didn’t feel a thing. A numbing fear or rage took over. Niomi needed to learn that until Ari found her family, she wouldn’t work for them. Not ever.

      Checking her watch, she realized Reed was still working. He wouldn’t be able to break for a couple hours. She didn’t want to cause trouble for him. Maybe Vinh.

      Unsure of the last name she gave her AI, she pressed the button on her suit instead. “Call Vinh.”

      “Calling Vinh.”

      After a moment he picked up. “Hey, Ari. What’s going on?”

      “I need to talk to you.”

      “I thought we were talking right now.”

      “No, in person. I’m in front of the center community of the Wave, but not sure where you live, or work, or whatever it is you do right now.” She paced in front of the doors as several other workers flowed in and out. Talking without an earpiece she probably looked crazy.

      “Are you alright?”

      “Yes. No. I’m really not sure right now. I just need to talk to you.”

      “Stay where you are. I’ll be down in a minute.”

      She picked at a seam on her Fit Suit and realized Niomi knew exactly where she was and was probably monitoring her blood pressure or something insane. “Hey, can you also bring me some clothes?”

      “I don’t even want to ask.” He ended the connection.

      She ran a hand through her hair and ended up pulling out the tie and redoing the whole braid. By the time Vinh made it out, she had worn a good path in the dirt with her pacing.

      “Hey, want to go bowling?”

      “I’m not in the mood for bowling.”

      “They have bathrooms to change in and so much noise and chaos that we’ll blend right in.” He cocked an eyebrow the best that he could and ended up with an odd face looking like he was trying to wink at her.

      Thinking past his odd face, she realized the noise might give them the privacy they need. “Okay.”

      Ari changed into an old gray shirt that said something in a foreign language, with crossbones behind it. It fit well, though she had to roll the cotton pants a couple times. Her necklace rested again on her skin, a comforting reminder she wasn’t alone. She couldn’t throw out her smart suit—Vinh would kill her. She remembered lockers nearby and stored it inside.

      Looking around, she realized the bowling she remembered from old games and movies was nothing like the bowling they had here. There were anti-gravity vacuums where people flew across to knock down some sort of rings that hung in space. People cheered loudly after a girl flipped into several rings, scattering them. Even though the normal workday wasn’t over, everyone had different shifts, and the room was littered with people drinking and playing different games.

      She quickly found the bar, where Vinh sat in front of a drink. “Thanks for the clothes. I’m just not in the mood for Niomi, you know.”

      “She can still find where you are,” he said, referring to the chip in the back of her neck.

      “I try not to think about that. At least she can’t check my heart rate and perspiration levels.”

      “So, what’s going on?”

      Ari briefly closed her eyes, trying to rein in her emotions. “Niomi can’t find my brother or mom. Which means they haven’t been getting money either.”

      “Dear God, I’m so sorry, Ari.” He placed a hand on her arm. “It doesn’t mean that anything bad has happened to them though.”

      “It sure can’t mean anything good.”

      “Don’t panic until they find out.”

      She flung her hands in frustration. “I’m not going to wait around for them. I need to find them myself. And I need your help.”

      Vinh pulled back slightly. “What are you talking about? I signed a similar contract as you did when they hired me. Everyone did.”

      Ari leaned forward, resting a hand on his forearm. Anyone watching may think it was romantic how she whispered into his ear. “If my government finds them before me, there is no hope. They’ll keep both to get to me. They won’t be safe. You know that.” She bit down for a moment, pushing back the tears in her eyes. “I refuse to work until I find them. Your job is to help me work. Help me, please.”

      After a long moment, he nodded. “I don’t know if I can help, but I can try.”

      She leaned back in her chair, taking a deep breath. “I’ll take all I can get. I thought about starting with Tessa.”

      He looked around him and scooted to the edge of his seat, closing the distance between them. “We can go for a walk on the beach if you want, or maybe we could meet for a late-night bite to eat in my rooms?” His words were formal, his gaze intent as if trying to say more than he could.

      “I want to talk to her directly.” She kept her voice soft but strong.

      “Let’s plan on tonight then. 11:30 in my rooms. I can get a guest pass for personal reasons.”

      “Of course.” Ari didn’t care what the company thought of why they were meeting.

      He checked the HUB on his wrist. “I better get back to work.”

      “One more thing. Where is your room?”

      He pointed behind her to a huge information screen. “That will give you directions to the campus. Please don’t get into too much trouble before I see you next time. You don’t want Niomi calling Security on you.”

      “I don’t think she wants that either,” Ari mumbled under her breath.

      As Vinh took off, Ari realized she had quite a bit of time until 11:30 and had no desire to head back to the lonely rooms she was assigned to. She tried to reason why Niomi tried to keep her from the other employees on the island. Niomi said it was because if the others found out what Ari really was then she’d be in danger. But if they trusted Ari to go inside VLEX and lie all day, couldn’t she be trusted to do it here?

      She ordered a large ice coffee and was determined to stay awake and avoid Niomi. Grabbing her drink to go, she headed over to the information desk to find where not only Vinh’s room was, but also Reed’s workplace and sleeping quarters. He had a break in thirty minutes, and she wanted to surprise him.

      Meandering through the rest of the community center, she got to check out the variety of restaurants and recreational sites, including some intense VR gaming. She saw the ranking on a huge scoreboard along with a couple guys betting on the outcomes. After the chaos got to her, she stepped outside and took the path to the apartments on the inner island.

      An afternoon shower rolled in and starting raining down, so she hurried inside. She realized how she must look, like a wet dog in oversized clothes, and a shirt she worried may be from an Asian death cult. Searching the room, she continued down the hallway, and Reed’s office door stood out down the hall with glass lining either side. She glimpsed the rows of desks and little boxes geared up to be offices.

      An attractive young woman stood outside the door. Her strawberry-blonde hair was pulled into a high bun, and her face accented with bright makeup. Ari stayed back, a bit self-conscious of her own appearance.

      People began filing out the door, speaking to each other. Reed emerged after a handful or so people. Once the pretty girl spotted him, she headed over to give him a hug. He stepped back after the hug but continued talking to her. He didn’t even notice Ari and continued their conversation to the woman as they walked down the hall.

      “I loved the color in that one though.” The woman briefly touched her shoulder.

      Ari smothered any jealously remembering just how Vinh and her must have looked in the community center. Looks can be deceiving. Instead she stepped out into the center of the hall.

      Reed glanced up and stopped, surprise freezing him in place. “Ari? What are you doing here?”

      She shrugged, not wanting to go into it with the woman nearby.

      He hurried towards Ari. “Where’s your suit? What happened?” He wrapped her into a tight hug, and Ari could breathe for the first time in hours despite his grip.

      “I’ll tell you later.” She whispered in his ear.

      When they separated, the pretty woman watched them, waiting for something.

      “Oh, Kimmy, this is my girlfriend, Ari. Ari, this is Kimmy. She’s my adviser in my art internship.”

      A brief look of confusion crossed Kimmy’s face before, her bright pink lips curled up in a fabricated smile. “Here I thought you were making your girlfriend up.”

      “Nope. Here I am in the flesh.” Ari offered a hand.

      They quickly shook hands. Kimmy’s long nails were each painted with a united scene. Ari might have found them fascinating if those same claws weren’t just touching her boyfriend. Okay, maybe she couldn’t bury all her jealousy.

      After a moment of awkward silence, both girls looked to Reed.

      “Kimmy, can we meet later to talk about my project?” He motioned to Ari.

      “Yes, of course. We’ll talk later tonight.” She walked past Reed, that same plastic smile glued to her face.

      “Let’s go outside,” Ari suggested.

      “Okay. I have ten minutes or so.” He led her to a nearby door, which opened for them. They headed towards a bench with a large umbrella to block out the slow drizzle of rain. He kept her hand and sat down next to her. There were only a couple of people across the courtyard.

      “Where did your suit go to?

      “These are from a teenager with angst issues, Vinh.”

      “What?” His brows lowered in confusion.

      “Sorry, I better start at the beginning.” She told the story, and her fury and frustration built.

      “Do you think it’s safe?” he asked about Vinh helping her. “I could go with you?”

      “That would look odd, since our cover is a romantic guest in his room that late.”

      “Romantic? Should I be worried?”

      “No. I’m not his type. He’s told me more than once.” She leaned a head on his shoulder, his strong frame comforting. “I’m more worried about what Marco is up to. My mom has to be okay.”

      “Marco knows how to land on his feet. I’m sure they’re alright.” He traced little circles on the back of her hand. “Maybe you should just wait for Niomi. They would have more resources to find them.”

      “I can’t. This is too important to trust them. They should have never lost them.”

      Reed’s hub beeped. “Crap. I gotta go. Keep me posted and message me later.”

      “I’ll call you when I get home.” Ari lifted her wrist to show she didn’t have a HUB on. Hers was embedded in the suit crammed in a bowling locker.

      “I can grab you an old one, if you stick around until I’m done with work.”

      “It’s okay. It’s nice to be free for a bit.”

      He leaned over and kissed her goodbye. It may have been sweet, but it was enough to warm Ari’s insides. When he tried to pull away, she wrapped a hand around his neck and pulled him closer. He tasted a bit like his favorite mint coffee, and she loved it.

      “I really…” he spoke in between kisses, “don’t want… to go… but have… to.”

      She hated letting go. Somehow, with Reed by her side, everything felt like it was going to be okay, like her crazy plan would work. “I’ll call you tonight.”

      “Be safe.” He placed one more kiss on her head before leaving.

      Ari remained on the bench, watching the end of the rain trickle down and hoped she and Vinh could pull this off.
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      An evening rain shower kept things dark and wet, so Ari stayed inside. The evening passed in a blur of greasy foods and hot drinks. More than once, she wondered if Niomi would show up and drag her back to her rooms. Granted, she probably had cameras watching Ari now.

      As the center and nearby restaurants filled up when the five o’clock shift let out, she found herself drawn to the gaming counter.  Anti-gravity bowling wasn’t for her, but betting on it was much more entertaining. The cheers and moans as people wiped out helped her push aside the worry that she couldn’t do anything about.

      “Are you going to watch the game all night or bet on it?” a short islander asked. Her pretty, petite features were overshadowed by the woman’s brisk manner. “Huh?”

      Feeling like she could do just as well as the semi-drunk people around her, she said, “Sure?”

      The woman placed Ari’s hand on the scanner. It beeped with a green reading.

      “Yes. Good credit. What do you want to bet?”

      Ari scanned the board looking at the upcoming matches, realizing she had no idea what to do.

      “Come on. I don’t have all day.”

      “Yes, you do, Oliana. It’s our job.” A man stepped up to Ari’s side. “I’m Tamar. Forgive my sister. She’s used to dealing with the belligerent all night and forgets we have other customers too. Do you want a recommendation?”

      “It would help. I’m new to all of this.”

      “Number forty-five’s breath reeked of alcohol when he registered. I think the only reason he’s competing is because he’s tired of fighting against gravity. He’s one drink away from falling over.”

      “Thanks for the tip.” She placed her bet with Oliana and a few minutes later was ecstatic to find she won.

      She people-watched the rest of the night. Measuring up the contestants’ build and guessing on how they will do. She even placed some bets on the VR gaming going on. People could watch inside the game and place bets as the game went on. After watching Tessa’s game for hours at school, Ari knew what to look for and made out pretty well with that. Most people left her alone, only Oliana and Tamar make the rounds to offer her drinks and congratulate her.

      At eleven o’clock she called it.

      “No more? Come on, the next one will be a big one.” Oliana said.

      “Sorry, I have to meet a friend.”

      “Like that?” The woman looked Ari’s outfit up and down like a disgruntled mother.

      “Yes, I don’t have much else right now.”

      “There’s a shop down the street. You don’t want a man to think you are cheap and easy.” With a dismissive wave of her hand, she moved on to another customer.

      Maybe the woman was right. As a romantic guest, she sure didn’t look the part. Jumping into the store, she picked up a pair of jeans and a dark blue shirt. It didn’t scream date, but it was practical, so Ari could always wear it later. She usually chose her clothes from a screen, so picking them out in person was a nice change of pace.

      A few minutes later, she entered Vinh’s apartment corridor. Sleek gray tile, highlighted in soft lights, gave it a nice calming atmosphere. Unlike Ari’s rooms though, these had no view. Just gray walls with different panels highlighting community events. She pressed her hand on the panel to the left of the door to let him know she arrived. Soon the door opened, and she stepped through.

      She didn’t know what she expected Vinh’s room to look like. Maybe a high-tech automated room where he didn’t even have to brush his own teeth? Instead cartoon graphics covered the walls, and the rest was covered with… junk. Maybe not junk, she found a computer drive on one counter next to a bowl.

      “In here,” he hollered from the next room.

      She headed into his bedroom, where the surfaces were just as cluttered. “Don’t they have a cleaning bot you can use? Or maybe a closet I can put these clothes in.” She held up the clothes he lent her.

      “Not one I trust. The chute is in there.” He pointed to the hole in the wall partially covered by a shirt. “Last time they cleaned, I couldn’t find stuff for a month.”

      Ari doubted that but didn’t want to criticize him as he was about to put his neck on the line for her. “How can we talk to Tessa from here? I thought—”

      He spun around. “Every night at 11:30 they send a backup of the daily files to the mainland. I have a friend who works in the backup department. He’s willing to dump our records between 11:30 and midnight for a price.”

      “And what would that price be?”

      “It should only cost a week of work for you.”

      “Of course. But aren’t they going to trace where my money went to?” Money didn’t matter to her right now, but she didn’t want to get Vinh in trouble if she could help it.

      “He can run it through the center under gaming or something. And this way, you can have a conversation instead of a message.”

      Ari grabbed a nearby chair, and after moving the pile of junk on it to the nearby table, pulled it up next to Vinh. “How are we going to reach her?”

      “Through her game. She’s on it nightly. Just ask for a private room.”

      After adjusting the headset, she put in an extra pair of gaming contacts he had and wrist sensors. He planned on joining the game too with his own gear.

      “Are you familiar with the game? It’s a basic RPG.”

      “Yeah, I’ve played before.” She turned on the game and her world changed around her. Tessa’s game wasn’t as immersive as a VR, but with excellent graphics, it was the closest thing to it.

      Ari and Vinh dropped in the game atop of a cliff. Below them, a battle raged on: above them, a dark icy mountain with mysterious challenges. The choices were clear: prove oneself in battle or fight your fears of the unknown in the mountains above. Each of them were an elf type species with basic armor they could only upgrade after they earn enough points. They picked the elves because they were simple characters to create with decent speed and fighting ability.

      Vinh, looking particularly tall and muscular, turned in her direction. “Hurry and request the audience with the King.”

      “Of course.” She tapped her wrist on the table in front of her to access her menu. She sent a message to Tessa, or King Vega, requesting an audience. The subject held the word Oya in all caps. Hundreds of people requested an audience; she just hoped Tessa saw hers before midnight.

      When she returned to the game, Vinh’s sword was drawn as he faced the mountain. “Some people decided against the mountain and are on their way back down to battle.”

      Three Fae creatures hurried down the slope. One looked like a tree sprite, the other two’s green skin had Ari guessing earth sprites. She didn’t play the game enough to know for sure what happened if she died in here. They just had to survive until Tessa got their message. Ari didn’t have time to wait for re-entrance to the game and send a new message from a whole new character if she died.

      Vinh took point and obviously had enough hours gaming to handle himself. The tree sprite ducked left and headed straight for Ari. Sword out, she cut towards him. While slicing off one of his limbs, another branch reached out and cut her from behind. Stupid.

      She stepped out of range and held a more defensive position. This time she saw the extra limb as she feigned then changed direction. Unfortunately, the tree sprite stepped out of range. Before it could strike again, it fell in a pile of ash at Ari’s feet, along with the Fae that Vinh was fighting.

      “What the—”

      Vinh couldn’t finish his sentence before they were both sucked into a meeting with his Highness, or hers, really. Ari wondered why Tessa had picked the title of King, but it didn’t matter. Her androgynous character sat upon the throne with long purple hair tied in a braid on her shoulder. Her sharp, oversized features looked masculine, but the long eyelashes and gold nails that matched her crown held a feminine touch.

      “What brings you to my realm, dear Oya?” Tessa continued to use Ari’s old gamer name, which made her believe this game may not be secure. Ari could play along.

      “My family is missing.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “At least from my end they are.”

      Tessa stood and came down from her throne, a tall golden staff in hand. A slight sparkling illusion surrounded her body. Sick of the illusions, Ari wished to talk to Tessa face to face, just like she had for hours on end when they were roommates at school. “Can you cut these out?” Ari motioned to her costume.

      “Sorry. This is a program, not a VR. I have not coded your real body and I don’t care to do mine.”

      “I don’t mind,” Vinh said, sitting in a nearby velvet chair.

      “Of course you like it, you look like a porn star.” Ari rolled her eyes.

      “Back at you.”

      “Whatever.” Ari turned to Tessa. “Have you been in contact with my brother?”

      “Not recently. A week ago, when I talked to him, he was going into deep hiding. Maybe out of the country. I gave him some money.”

      The pressure on Ari’s chest lightened. “Really?”

      “Yes. He offered to work it off in romantic favors, but I declined.”

      “Sounds like Marco.” Ari took a seat in a nearby chair, some of the stress and worry melting off her shoulders. Maybe VisionTech was right. If they can’t find him, then neither could anyone else.

      “He usually checks in every couple weeks or so. Want me to pass anything along?”

      “I’ll forward you some money. Just tell him to stay out of trouble.”

      “Don’t think that’s Marco’s style.”

      “True.” Ari chuckled thinking of all the trouble Marco got in as a child. She turned to Tessa, grateful for all she had done. “Thanks for your help. You work for your dad now?”

      “After I was kicked out of school, I focused on my brand. After my dad saw my sales, he offered me my own division.” She rolled her eyes as she absently spun her staff. “Now it’s one of the most profitable divisions. Wife Number Four is hating me right now. It’s great.”

      “Not to interrupt, but we need to go,” Vinh said. “I don’t want to push our luck.”

      “Alright.” Ari turned back to Tessa. “What’s the best way to stay in touch with you? I can’t make this a regular thing, staying in Vinh’s room this late.”

      Tessa stared at the engravings on her gold staff. “Do you have access to an elite VR?”

      Ari glanced at Vinh, unsure of what she was allowed to say to Tessa. Granted, she was already breaking a million rules of her contract today. “Do you mean VLEX?”

      “That’s one of them. I don’t go in myself, but my father has an office in there for messages, meetings and whatever. Look up the CEO of Ryope Industries, a subsidiary of my father’s corporation. I’ll get your message.”

      Ari could somehow manage that. “I’ll be in touch then. You don’t know what this means to me.”

      “Don’t worry. I’m even trying to get Marco to work for me and finally put his shady skills to honest work.”

      “Thanks again.” Ari reached out to hug Tessa.

      Even though Tessa wasn’t known for her touchy feely behavior, she returned the hug. “Just take care of yourself. That’s what your mom would want me to say.”

      Ari laughed. Tears pooled in the corner of her eyes at the idea of her mother.

      “We need to go,” Vinh said.

      “Okay. Give them my love, Tessa.”

      “I will.”

      Pulling out of the game was hard. It was only a game, Ari reminded herself. Tessa didn’t even look like herself, but still… it was Tessa. Ari took off the gear, missing her old roommate.

      “You alright?” Vinh leaned over and touched her arm. “You know I don’t do crying girls very well.”

      Realizing her cheeks were wet, she wiped at her eyes. “I’m good. Thanks for this. I hope I don’t get you in trouble.”

      “What’s a little trouble when it comes to a friend?”
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      The next morning, Ari pulled herself out of bed and wondered if they made a patch with straight caffeine. Since she forgot to collect her uniform from the center lockers, she wore an older model Fit Suit, brushed her teeth, and ignored the messy hair. She refused to apologize for yesterday. She did what she had to do. They kept her trapped like a lab rat, isolated and alone. When she reached Niomi’s lab, she steadied her resolve as she marched inside.

      Niomi’s steely gaze focused on Ari. “Did you enjoy your temper tantrum yesterday?”

      “Really?” Ari wished she’d had another cup of coffee before she dealt with this. She stopped and started again. “So anytime I escape my cage, you’re going to call it a temper tantrum? My family is missing.”

      “Your cage?” Niomi motioned to the window in the back of her room. “The ocean at your doorstep, your boyfriend at your call. Is this what you call a cage?”

      “Yes, if I can’t leave unescorted? You trust me in the VR but not in the community center.”

      “We were just limiting your exposure not banning it. Your work now is so much more important than gambling on games.”

      “So, I’m bound to never have friends?”

      Ari bristled at the idea that Niomi tracked her, even if limited.

      Her trainer didn’t notice though and continued the lecture. “Oh, by the looks of your late-night tryst, it seems you became better friends with Vinh.”

      “We’re just friends.”

      “If you pull that again, Vinh will be re-assigned. Romances are forbidden with personal designers. If you want to keep Vinh as your tech liaison, keep it to one boy.”

      Ari bit her lip to keep her initial retort in. She didn’t want Niomi to think it was anything else. “Are we done? Or do we not have to work at this ungodly hour?”

      “It’s not my fault you only got two hours of sleep.” Niomi turned to her console, and with a flick of her wrist, her screen displayed a man. “You have a new assignment today. We’ve got a short window of opportunity to sit in on a vote. You’ll be Representative Tao.”

      “Tao?” She didn’t think he was one of the main profiles she’d memorized, though after focusing so hard on Kari the other twenty-five tended to blur together.

      “Yes. I wish we had more time to work on this, but we don’t. You’ll only be in for a couple of hours today. He’s an older man so move slow. We have a program to help with his accent.” Niomi handed her a small screen with a picture of him. “Here is his file. Look over it. If anyone asks you something you don’t know, feign not feeling well, mention heartburn.”

      Ari scanned his file. Two children, one boy and one girl. He had three grandchildren. Wife of 30 years. Worked in the state department for most of his life and recently assigned as a representative. She didn’t have the time to memorize co-workers or acquaintances but studied their faces so she’d recognize them. “You said something about a vote? Are you sure I’m ready for this?”

      “You have an assistant who will direct you to the meeting. Tao rarely goes in VLEX and is only there for the vote. Your vote will be ‘Yes’ as we expect Tao’s would be. It’s important to see the other votes. Remember any ‘No’ votes and any conversations you overhear.”

      Ari felt overwhelmed and underprepared, but Niomi didn’t seem to care. She directed Ari to the chair. At least they didn’t need a patch since she wouldn’t be as long.

      “Tao wouldn’t take notes, but if you need to, then do so. You can transfer them out if you need. We need the details of the bill and the votes. Good luck.” Niomi plugged her in.

      Ari took a deep breath and plunged herself into the VR. She found herself sitting at a sleek black desk. It was bare except for a single screen set off to the side.

      An Asian man entered the room, in a simple black suit. “Glad to see you made it alright, sir.”

      From the movement of the man’s lips, Ari knew the translator Niomi sent her with was working. She nodded and scanned the screen in front of her for any news or information she would need but found only messages from other representatives discussing their worry about the Roman and Middle Eastern votes.

      “Are you ready, sir?” The man, presumably Tao’s assistant, stood with the door open.

      Ari stood with a slow precise movement, hoping this man didn’t know Tao too well. Tao took the lead, which could be a problem as Ari wasn’t familiar with this office. Gratefully, the elevator was within sight. They headed downstairs. Niomi had made Ari memorize everything she could about VLEX, so she was comfortable leading the way to the United Nations building that held the political forums and votes.

      People escorted her inside, her assistant—she found out his name was Chi from overhearing another person—remained by her side. Inside the large building the sleek silver design shone on every surface. People of every race moved with purpose, only conversing in hushed tones.

      Ari stopped for a minute in surprise. Next to an older woman was Hailey with her brown hair wrapped in a bun. Hailey glanced her way but didn’t appear to recognize Ari. Before her staring became awkward, Ari continued forward, grateful Chi didn’t ask any questions.

      In his personal voting room, there were drinks and a small sitting area sectioned off containing one chair, obviously for Tao. Stepping inside, she realized the room opened to a large arena. It was more of a private suite where everyone could see each other.

      A single podium stood in the center with a dark-skinned fellow. Once in her chair, she viewed the screen to her right. Unfortunately, the wording was in a different language. She traced a finger down the screen and realized she’d have to look at the code to decipher it.

      Chi stood behind her. “Are you alright, sir? Can I get you anything?”

      She froze for a moment, not realizing Chi was so near. Remembering Niomi’s advice she rubbed a spot on her chest and stared forward. “A drink will do.”

      As she sipped some sort of tea, she read through the information on the screen. The bill that was up for a vote dealt with new virtual reality research that the Russian States were accused of. There weren’t specific details on what they were researching. The wording was filled with so much legalese it was hard to read.

      Ari was grateful that once the proceedings started Chi went into the back room, as it gave her time to copy the files discreetly. As the man in the center of the arena spoke, the bill appeared on the screen. He called on the author of the bill to speak. Ari focused more on copying the transcript as it came through on her screen.

      People were worried about the Russian’s research threatening national security. The Russian representative was adamant that the research was purely academic, concerned about people’s wellbeing inside the virtual. When it came time to vote on whether to send a team to investigate, she was so caught up in the discussion that she almost forgot to enter Tao’s vote.

      With a click of a button, she entered her yes vote. Sitting back in her chair, the enormity of what she just did hit her. She wasn’t just getting information for VisionTech. Impersonating a country’s representative and forging a vote must be illegal in all countries in so many ways. Prison didn’t begin to describe how much trouble she would be in. How did she let Niomi talk her into this? It felt so simple in the beginning.

      The man in the middle, President of the Union, Ari realized, concluded the meeting, and she rushed to copy a vote of the bill. The data, invisible to everyone but a warper, remained in her pocket for when she could transfer it alone.

      The walk back to her office, Chi continued behind her, his gaze burning the back of her head. He watched with a careful eye which put Ari on edge. When they entered the office, Ari kept walking to her private office.

      “I’ll see you on the other side, sir,” Chi said.

      Ari sat down at her desk staring at her hands. What did she do? If she wasn’t here where would Tao be? Or Kari for that matter? What was Kari thinking being back at work, if she even was back at work, that is. Stop it. Finish the job and get out of here. You can question all you want on the other side.

      She quickly sent off the data to the temporary address. Then, with a silent prayer that Tao was alright, she pulled out of VLEX.
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      Ari’s head pounded as she returned to reality. Ignoring the headache, she unplugged herself and checked on her files.

      “We got the data you sent. I wasn’t sure you could translate that quickly and copy the data. Good job,” Niomi said.

      Getting a ‘good job’ was rare from Niomi. Its equivalent was jumping up and down for joy from normal people. Niomi was so pleased, she gave Ari the afternoon off. Granted, in Niomi’s words it came as, “You need some rest before I have to deal with more teenage tantrums.” At least she was smiling as she said it.

      The insult didn’t even hit Ari. She didn’t have many notes because of the short day, and she copied all the meeting’s proceedings as fast as she could. A numbness poured over Ari as she headed to her room, thinking about what she had done and her role with VisionTech. She hated the nagging feeling in the back of her mind that maybe she made the wrong choice coming here.

      As she entered her bedroom, her maid was making her bed. Ari didn’t see Jewels often, as she normally worked when Ari worked.

      “Sorry to bother you,” the older islander said with a heavy accent. Her black hair, laced with silver, was wound into a large bun on top of her head. “I thought you’d be working.”

      “Me too.” Ari shrugged, kicked off her shoes and plopped down on a sofa on the opposite side of the room, her head still throbbing. “Don’t leave on my account. I won’t bother you.”

      Jewels finished tucking in the sheets and turned to dusting. Ari couldn’t see any dust, but the woman kept wiping at the corners. “These robots think they can do everything. Press a shirt, vacuum a floor, but phooey. They don’t get the details that show it’s really clean.”

      Ari couldn’t help but smile. She’d never heard anyone use the word phooey before.

      Jewels turned. “What’s wrong with you? Why are you not working today?”

      “I did a good job, so they gave me the afternoon off.”

      “Then why aren’t you happy?”

      Ari picked at the hem on her suit, unable to answer that question. The maid didn’t push the issue, but with a humph, continued cleaning. Lost in her thoughts, Ari wondered about her contract again. She knew it was a five-year contract, but with a no-compete clause and whatnot, she didn’t know where to go next. Maybe she could talk to Tessa and work for her? There had to be something else. Maybe tell Niomi she refused these assignments. There had to be different work someone with her abilities could do.

      “Jewels, can I ask you a question?”

      The woman continued cleaning. “Does your mouth work?”

      “How long have you been working for VisionTech?”

      Jewels paused for a minute. “Four rainy seasons now. I didn’t want to work at first. Hated VisionTech for taking over our island. I stayed home and watched my grand babies.”

      “They took it over?”

      “Yes. They gave big money to our chief, and that man had only eyes for gold. He gave up almost all our land. Now we work for them. Slaves so we can play their fancy computers and games.” She spit on the ground to show her displeasure.

      A small machine came out from under the coffee table to clean it up. Then she spit on that too. When it parked, she reached down to clean it off.

      “Do you like working for VisionTech?” Guilt simmered for not keeping her room cleaner and making Jewels work.

      “Yeah. I’m used to taking care of babies, kids, and my husband when he was alive. Work is good. Work keeps you alive.” Jewels gave Ari a sideways glance. “So does eating, you know? You are getting thinner. Eat more. Maybe I will cook for you, not this garbage computer food. You need pig fat. It will fill you out in no time.”

      Ari couldn’t contain her laughter. “I’m sure pig fat will do that.” Instead of getting straight lard though, she grabbed an apple from the bowl in front of her. Maybe her headache was due to lack of real food. The patch can’t be that good for you. She bit into the apple and continued to listen to Jewels tell stories of the island when she was a child.
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      The next morning it was back to Kari’s life again. Ari did catch up on her sleep yesterday, but she still felt the lingering effects of her headache, like she was hungover or something. She sat down in the chair ready to go.

      “I almost forgot. How were you feeling yesterday?” Niomi turned from the computer.

      “Fine, I guess. A bit of a headache.”

      “Good to know. We’ll take the rest of the week out of the VR and work on your training to mix things up.”

      “If training is the alternative, I feel great.” Ari pulled up her hair to make way for the cord, but something caught her. “Is the VR why I had my headache?” She didn’t remember getting them at school.

      “More just being inactive. That’s why we workout so much. Your body would deteriorate if you were plugged in all day getting your nutrients from a patch.”

      “Makes sense.”

      “Also, everyone was very excited over the information you gathered. They approved a visit with Tessa since we still haven’t found your family.” The way Niomi said it made Ari think Niomi knew something of her previous visit.

      “Sounds great.” She wasn’t about to get Vinh in trouble. If VisionTech couldn’t find them, maybe that was for the best. Ari rubbed the base of her neck, which was sore from laying down in this chair so much. “See you on the flip side.”

      Kari’s day dragged on. Replying to emails and scheduling meetings made Ari realize she never wanted to be a secretary. Maybe it was how active she had been with Niomi that ruined her for a boring desk job. There were a couple memos from the aftermath of the vote which Ari carefully forwarded on to Niomi.

      When lunch came around, she forgot about Antoine, but hadn’t heard anything from him either. At this point she didn’t think blowing Kari’s boyfriend off for one day would hurt, but Ari wanted to go back to the restaurant and see if Hailey was there. After contemplating the pros and cons all morning, Ari decided the more she knew the better. Then she could decide whether to include Hailey in her report.

      Ari strode through the market, watching people visit and talk. The sound of foreign accents transported her all over the world in mere seconds. Walking into the restaurant, she spotted Hailey in the back reading again. Ari headed towards her.

      “About time you showed up?” Antoine’s voice traveled through the large room.

      Turning, Ari found Antoine at the bar, and her face warmed as all eyes turned on her.

      He stormed across the room. “First you don’t answer my calls yesterday. Then you blow me off. Today you show up and didn’t even notice me.”

      Alcohol wafted from his breath. Ari wanted to shake him, tell him to pull it together. The booze wasn’t even real, but that didn’t matter, his brain thought it was.

      Instead Ari tried to explain. “It was—”

      “Don’t even say it.”

      She reached out and grabbed his hand. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt you.”

      She didn’t have time to blink before she was enveloped in a hug. Antoine leaning down to smell her hair. Ari really wondered what Antoine’s and Kari’s relationship was based on.

      Ari pulled back, wanting distance. “I have a work meeting today, so I can’t stay and talk, but I hoped to see you.”

      He lifted his dejected face. “So, you’re not breaking up with me?”

      Placing a hand on his face, she struggled to keep the facade of romance together. “Of course not. The session ends soon. Then we’ll go on vacation and make up for lost time. Alright?”

      Leaning forward, he kissed her, sloppy and wet. At least it was short. She had to pull back to distance herself from the uncomfortable kiss.

      “See you soon, Love.” He left with a smile on his face.

      Ari sagged with relief. Noticing people nearby staring, she turned and hurried to the back. Hailey’s large grin said she’d seen the whole scene.

      “You may need to start going to other places to eat. People will talk,” Hailey said.

      “Funny.” Ari placed a hand on the chair. “Do you mind if I join you?”

      “Sure. I figured you’d be back.”

      “How’s that?”

      “You’re greener than most. Not as well seasoned as most, so you must be full of questions.”

      Ari brushed aside the menu on the table and met Hailey’s gaze. “What do you mean than most?”

      She leaned forward arms out in front of her. “You know what we are.”

      Nodding, Ari couldn’t deny that out loud. “Yes, and what do you do here? What do you want?”

      “It’s what do you want.” Hailey pointed a finger at Ari. “Do you like being a tool? Let me guess, are they helping you? Saving you from a life of enslavement?”

      “What if that was true?”

      “I’m sure it is true. That’s how most of us started, but they never tell you the real cost. They never tell you there is a life out there where you are your own boss.”

      “There is?” Ari asked. “If so, what are you still doing here?”

      “Stopping them from taking over the world.” Hailey stood.

      “How can I find you?”

      “I work in the European Union. Hailey Keller. By the way, next time let’s meet at Ricco’s down the way. The food is better.”

      She left Ari staring at Hailey’s empty glass of wine, wondering what the hell that all meant.
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      Niomi was true to her word and didn’t schedule Ari for any missions in the VLEX for the rest of the week. After their two-hour morning workout, the rest of the day she had off. If that wasn’t enough, Niomi even gave her a car to use to go the community center if she wanted. A week ago, Ari would have jumped at that offer. Now, she didn’t want the crowd. She wanted to think. To decide if Hailey was for real or just trying to con her. Either way, Ari was keeping it out of her report until she knew.

      The only way to know for sure would be back in VLEX and she had a few more days until then. Niomi pulled some strings to get Reed a half day at work and he surprised her with a date at the beach. They tried surfing, which they both were horrible at, and ended up just riding the waves in on their stomach. They ate sandwiches while watching the sun set. If someone could paint the perfect date, this would be it.

      Except Ari’s stomach felt heavy with everything she hadn’t told him but didn’t know how. Given they were swimming, her smart suit was off but they both had HUBs. Devices she wasn’t sure she trusted. She slipped hers off and then reached for Reed’s.

      “What—”

      She silenced him with a finger to her lips. Nodding, he allowed her to take both bracelets. She buried them up in the pile of clothes they wore over their suits. Returning she sat next to him, his sandy shoulder brushing against hers.

      For a moment, she said nothing. She wanted to enjoy the peace she felt. The contentment of being here at the beach on a perfect date with a perfect boyfriend.

      He nudged her with his shoulder. “Want to tell me what that was about? If you’re thinking of getting down and dirty in this sand, Marco just might kill me.”

      This took Ari by surprise. “What? You thought this was about sex?”

      He looked down for a moment. “Maybe. I don’t know.”

      They hadn’t talked about sex before. Many couples their age usually had sex in the VR. All the romance without any of the nasty consequences. But Ari didn’t want that. The way she read code, it felt like porn or something. But real sex… no one did that until they were older and wanted kids.

      “It’s not like I haven’t thought about it, but I think we should wait until you’re older,” Reed said.

      “I agree. I’m barely seventeen, and the eighteen months you have on me isn’t a lot older either.” They’d celebrated her birthday a few weeks after arriving to the island. “Did you want to try it in the VR?” The hesitation strained her voice.

      “Not in a million years. I know how you feel.” His kind expression turned devious, a look that he usually only pulled around her brother. “I think I have a better plan.”

      He trailed one finger down her bare arm, and a rise of goosebumps gave way.

      “What’s that?”

      He leaned towards her and placed a very light kiss along her collar bone. “I will continue to torture you.” Another kiss closer to her neck. “Until you’re over eighteen.” Another kiss below her jawbone. “Then you’ll have no choice but to marry me.”

      Kissing her lips, he pulled her down on top of him. Shock flitted through her body. Marriage? At seventeen the thought hadn’t crossed her mind. Not that she wouldn’t want to marry Reed, one day. The more he kissed her, the more she saw that reality.

      Abruptly, she pulled back. “You really think that I’m that easy? That I’ll marry someone just because he is a good kisser?”

      One side of his mouth pulled up in a crocked grin, his eyes sparkling in the falling sun. “Challenge accepted.”

      He quickly rolled her over in the sand and spent a considerable length of time showing her what a good kisser could accomplish.

      Feeling as if she was going to burst with desire, she pushed him off. “Mercy, please.”

      He laid back in the sand, arms behind his head, looking pleased. At least he was breathing as hard as Ari. His muscular chest rose and fell rapidly as she admired what she saw.

      “That isn’t fair,” she told him.

      “What?”

      “First, you don’t want to get married, right?”

      He shrugged. “Maybe not right now. But I like the idea of us getting married.”

      “Second, you distracted me.”

      He leaned back on his elbows. “I would say that I’m sorry, but I’m not.” His swollen lip curved up into a big smile to prove just that.

      Ari couldn’t help but lean into him. He laid back again, one hand under his head and one around her as she laid on his warm chest.

      “So, what did you want to tell me?” He traced a finger on her arm.

      “You know how I’m not supposed to talk about what I’m doing to anyone outside our team.”

      “Yeah.” His arms tightened around her. “Has that rule changed?”

      She swallowed a lump in her throat. “No. But things are happening inside.”

      “Did you talk to Tessa again?”

      Ari had told Reed what happened with Tessa and how she was helping her family. “I see her tomorrow, but it’s more than that.”

      “Okay.” Reed was never the type to really push Ari and his silence confirmed that.

      “You remember me telling you about VLEX? The community made available only to the governments and the wealthy?”

      “Yeah. Everyone knows about them here, but no one’s willing to elaborate. So, it’s mostly rumors.”

      “It’s not just rumors to me, it’s my job. And the things they have me doing in there…”

      His grip tightened around her waist. “If they’re asking you to do things you don’t want to, you just need to say so.”

      “It’s not that clean cut. You know it isn’t.” She had responsibilities to her family and Reed.

      “Nothing ever is.”

      His heart continued to beat out a steady rhythm as the waves climbed up to splash at their feet.

      “Things will be okay. We made things work before and we can again.”

      In between heart beats, she heard everything he didn’t say. How he enjoyed his work, loved his art internship even more. They both had been given opportunities they may not find anywhere else. But at what cost?
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        * * *

      

      The next day after lunch, Ari headed to the lab to visit Tessa. Niomi stood at the ready, the private room already scheduled. As Ari looked at the screen, it reminded her that Niomi would be able to see everything as it transpired.

      The setting Niomi picked this time was at a coffee shop. The quaint shop had outdoor seating overlooking a park. Birds flew in a scheduled pattern, something her old teachers would find abhorrent.

      “Hey, friend.”

      Ari turned away from the birds to find Tessa sitting on the other side of the table. “Glad to see you.”

      “What’s going on?” Tessa currently had dark blue hair wrapped in a bun on top of her head, the bottom half shaved. Numerous piercings filled her ears, and a jewel in her nose.

      In excitement, Ari hurried forward and wrapped her in a hug.

      “Ugg,” Tessa tensed. “I guess we’re doing hugs now.”

      Pulling back, Ari tried to stir some of the same worry she had last week when she first learned her family was missing. Ari didn’t know what Niomi knew but thought it best to keep up pretenses. “We lost Marco and my mom. Have you heard anything from them at all?”

      Tessa paused for a moment before she realized the situation Ari was in, then relaxed into her chair. “Not recently, but he checked in last week. They had to go underground a little bit more to get off people’s radar.”

      Releasing a big sigh, she leaned on the table. “Thank God. Are they getting the money I sent you?”

      “Yeah. They’re doing okay and wanted me to send their love.” She sipped the small cup in front of her.

      “Thank you.” Ari knew Niomi was watching this interaction, so she had to be very careful what she said. She needed to ask about Kari, but how? “Can I ask one more favor?”

      Tessa cocked a brow. “Like a stray cat, I’m unable to tell you no, so go ahead.”

      “Great. I’m a cat now.” Unsure how to go about doing it, Ari raised her hand for a drink. How could she hide from Niomi in here?

      Tessa must have sensed her hesitation. “Remember when Professor Coleman used to go on and on about how talented you were?”

      Not remembering any time Coleman complemented her, she was hesitant to reply. “What?”

      “Yeah. I never saw it myself. Maybe that’s because you sucked at my game, especially when you never changed weapons. I thought you were really dense.”

      Was Tessa telling her to use her power? Maybe how she pulled back when making out with Antoine, she could layer what Niomi saw in the VR. People go layers deep in the VR. Just because she hadn’t done that yet, didn’t mean she couldn’t. The thing was, writing a whole other conversation while talking to Tessa would be tricky, maybe impossible.

      While Tessa continued rambling on about school, and friends. Ari focused her vision to the code. A rush went through her as the world around changed to letters and numbers spinning in a perfect orchestra. She kept the world Niomi sent her to and created a simple scripted play between the two girls that involved drinking a lot of coffee to keep her trainer occupied.

      Then she created a second layer with no visuals, just a black screen. Niomi would only be able to see this if she pored through the code, which would take a normal person hours. Ari’s fingers tingled as she finished the work and pulled Tessa inside her blank world.

      “It took you long enough to catch on,” Tessa said when the surroundings changed.

      “We don’t have much time,” Ari said.

      “What’s going on?”

      “Can you have your lawyer see if there is any way to get out of my contract? Leave a message in your game for me if so. My friend will get it.”

      “Why do you want out?”

      “I don’t know if I do yet. It’s just inside VLEX…” Ari fisted her hand unable to put in words her concerns. She didn’t know what really happened to Kari and President Higgins. “I’d rather work for you.”

      “I’d love to have you, but if anyone caught wind of you, then it would be over. I don’t trust my dad with what he’d use you for. It’s harder to hide than you think and I’m not sure you’d be safe here.”

      “Just look into it for me okay? Also, can you check out a Kari Trenton for me? She works for the Icelandic States in VLEX.”

      Tessa’s face tightened in worry, her lip ring pulling to the side. “I will. We better go back before anyone catches on.”

      They went back to the coffee shop and said their goodbyes. Ari left not knowing whether she felt better or worse.
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      Monday, Ari returned to the VLEX as Kari, business as usual. Except for the pit in Ari’s stomach as she thought about the real Kari. She hated the glimpses of the pretty woman’s reflection she accidentally picked up now and again.

      When Hailey emailed her asking about lunch, a spark of interest surfaced. Ricco’s at noon. There was nothing unusual about making a friend with other workers in the VLEX. If anything, it was encouraged. Networking and lobbying were the only reason for lunch or drinks inside the VLEX.

      When it hit noon, Ari headed down to the town center. She followed the path, the small red door to Ricco’s snuggled in the crowded market. The small entrance gave away nothing. When she opened the door, the flavors of her hometown, peppers and lime, greeted her.

      Hailey waved from the bar and stood to welcome her. “Glad you could make it.”

      Ari nodded, waves of nervous energy rolling around in her stomach.

      “I have a table in the back.” Hailey led the way down a colorful corridor.

      Music wafted down the halls, an old Spanish number. Something Ari’s grandmother would listen to with tears in her eyes. Soon they found the source. In the corner a bronze and black machine twirled around playing music. A couple danced in the middle of the floor. The woman wore a bright red dress, cut high in the hip. One hand on her skirt, she whipped it around as the gentleman twirled her.

      Ari looked at Hailey and mouthed the words, “What is this?”

      Hailey didn’t answer but turned back to the couple. They moved with a grace only a skilled dancer could accomplish. When the final chord struck, the man tilted the woman back leaning close to her neck. As he placed a light kiss on her collarbone, she vanished.

      Hailey clapped, applauding the man. Straightening up, he ran a hand through his hair, short and dark with a hint of silver. It may be to show his age, but no one ever knew in here. His red tie stood out against his black suit, a perfect match to the woman’s dress.

      “This must be Kari.” He took Ari’s hand and kissed the knuckles. “Pleasure to meet you. You may call me Emil.”

      She had to reminder herself to stay in character but noticed how he phrased that with a curl of his lips—pleasure.

      “Hailey tells me you have some gifts.”

      Ari spared Hailey a quick look. “I guess that’s a matter of opinion.”

      A light laughter filled the air, almost as musical as the dance. The musical perfection of his laugh couldn’t have been natural, but only something a warper could do. “Glad you have a sense of humor.”

      Nerves on edge, Ari got straight to the point. “How many people like you are in here?”

      His smile remained in place. “You mean warpers like you?”

      Biting her lower lip, she nodded. She wasn’t ready to admit to anyone her abilities, but this man had abilities of his own. “That’s not an answer.” Ari didn’t want to play games anymore. Could no one be straight? She turned to leave, and a wall appeared in front of her where the hall used to be. Turning around, she realized there was no longer an exit in the room. Yes, she could have moved it, but she didn’t want to use her powers unless necessary. As she turned, she narrowed her gaze.

      He held a hand open. “Dance with me?”

      “Really?” A laugh escaped her. “I don’t know how to dance.”

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      Before she could reply, he took her hand and spun her into his arms. The smell of spicy cinnamon, presumably his cologne, wafted around her. He kept his hand on her lower back while lifting hers up in a formal position. Soon they spun around the room with an agility and grace Ari didn’t possess.

      Uncomfortable, she pulled back, resisting, but nothing happened. Her body continued to dance close to his. Her hips twisted as her feet danced steps foreign to her. The Spanish number played out of the music player nearby.

      Unnerved, she tried harder to stop dancing. Ari slammed her foot hard into the ground, but nothing happened. She focused on the code, the characters and digits flowing along everything in this world. Her power of manipulation, which normally came as easily as walking, didn’t work. She could see the code but couldn’t change it. Her body continued dancing against its will.

      He leaned towards her, his breath warm on her neck “Don’t fight it. You’ll only hurt yourself.”

      Panic clamped down on her chest. Her breaths came in jagged gasps. Helpless in his arms, his touch became repulsive.

      “You’re more special than anyone wants to tell you. You are more than the tool people want you to be.”

      Closing her eyes, she tried to pull out of the program. Normally, she only had to will herself back into reality, simple and easy. Instead, she remained in the program with Emil’s hands still on her.

      Focusing, she changed the world around her. Brightly colored letters and numbers spun around her, but she was powerless to change anything. This was her current reality.  She swallowed back the tears and fear that threatened to overwhelm her.

      The music continued playing and when she opened her eyes, Emil smiled back at her. “You’re the future.”

      Slowly the music ended, and she spun out of his hands. A wave of dizziness threatened to overtake her. Holding onto a nearby wall, she struggled to slow her breath. “What the hell was that?”

      “What I’m capable of, and what you will be capable of one day. Your company claims to save you, protect you from those who would poach us like wild animals. Yet all they want is this power for themselves.” He reached out his hand, and Hailey stepped next to him, grasping it. “They probably even claim to keep you safe and healthy, but they don’t even know how.”

      “What are you talking about?” The hundreds of questions Ari had fled as she tried to decipher what he was really saying. A headache began to grow behind her eyes, her mind fuzzy. Trying to manipulate the code hurt her more than she realized.

      “Why don’t you dig a little deeper into this VisionTech of yours? Instead of being their puppet, consider holding the reins for a while.”

      With a snap of his fingers, Ari stood outside the restaurant. She spun around looking for any sign of them, but only saw strangers continue down the busy walkway. Nauseated, she leaned against a nearby wall and slowly sunk to the ground. Code blinked in and out of her vision as a sharp pain grew behind her eyes. Trying to escape Emil exhausted her energy, but she didn’t figure it would be this bad.

      Sitting down, head between her bent knees, she tried to catch her breath. She squeezed her eyes shut, and a rainbow of colored code ran against the back of her eyelids. She fought the migraine that threatened to keep her down.

      “Are you okay, Miss?” A middle-aged man stood above her in a dark suit. His face was a blur of flesh and code that hurt to look at.

      “Just not feeling well.” She turned away and prayed he’d leave her be. People weren’t sick inside the VR or if so, it would be hidden back in the real world. If somebody was too ill, then the VR monitors would pull them out.

      The man remained nearby, obviously not believing her.

      She lifted her chin and forced her face to not show the pain she felt. “Seriously. I just got some bad news from my boyfriend. I’ll be okay.”

      He finally turned to leave, mumbling something about drama.

      After several minutes, she used the wall to stand. The world around her spun several times, but slowly straightened out. Unsure of how she would finish her work, she stumbled into a nearby bar and asked for a drink. With a swipe of her hand, Kari paid for it with her employee credits. The taste repelled her, but she finished it. With a gasp, she set the bottle down. Characters danced around the glass, and she realized fake alcohol may not fix this type of headache.

      If she pulled out of the VR, it would be obvious something happened. Niomi would demand answers. Was Ari ready to tell her?

      No, not yet. Not until she had all the answers about VisionTech. With a hand lifted to block out the fake sun, she shuffled back to work. Gratefully, President Higgins had a meeting that kept him busy most of the afternoon. Ari laid her head on the desk, closed her eyes, and prayed for the pain to stop.
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      With trembling fingers, Ari typed out her report. Her headache turned to a full-blown migraine. Black spots filled her vision, and she worried how long she would be able to stand.

      Niomi grabbed her hand and pulled her into a chair. “What’s going on?” She slapped on a medi-cuff. A bright light pierced Ari’s vision, and she flinched back in pain.

      “It’s just a bad headache. Let me lay down and I’ll be fine.” Ari closed her eyes and rubbed her temples.

      “I’ll take some blood and then get you to your room.”

      Ari didn’t have the energy to protest, but thought taking blood, when she hadn’t eaten real food all day, wasn’t the smartest idea. By the time Niomi finished her workups, Ari could barely stand by herself. Her trainer escorted her to her room. Ari crawled into bed, hiding from the light that stabbed sharp daggers in her eyes. Jewels spoke in the distance. Absently, she felt someone take off her shoes and inject something into her arm. The pain that should have registered from the injection was little more than a prick. Finally, the lights dimmed, darkness surrounding her.

      “Contact me or your AI if you need anything. Jewels or I will be close by,” Niomi said then, with a swish of the door, left.

      Minutes or maybe hours passed, and Ari drifted in and out of consciousness. Eventually, the pain lifted, leaving her in a fog of drugs. When she could finally sit up, all the light fixtures in the room were glowing softly. Glancing at her HUB, it was nine at night. Her dry mouth tasted like vomit, though she didn’t remember throwing up. Stumbling out of bed, she brushed her teeth and downed a full glass of water.

      Refilling it, she took a seat. Her muscles ached like she had ran a marathon. There was an exhaustion she didn’t think any sleep would cure. Ordering some soup, she checked her HUB and found it was flashing with new messages. Vinh sent a short note, checking up on her and wanting her to call him.

      She flipped on her electronic assistant. “Hey, you annoying piece of crap, your new name is Emil. Call Vinh.” Maybe she shouldn’t so blatantly use his name, though she doubted it was his real name, anyway. Somehow ordering people around gave her some evil satisfaction. Her pain was because of him.

      Vinh picked up right away. “How are you doing?”

      “Better than I was. What’s up?”

      “I’m bringing over your suit tonight. Will you be up for a bit, or should I leave it for you?”

      “I’ll be up. I need to move and clear my head. I’ll be in the kitchen, eating.”

      Realizing her old smart suit was stiff due to sweat, she peeled out of it and jumped in the shower. The warm water massaged her stiff muscles. Wrapping her hair up into a bun, she put on PJs and headed to the kitchen.

      By the time Vinh showed up, she had already finished off her soup and was halfway through the carton of ice cream. Vinh set the suit on the back of the chair. “Is there enough for me?”

      “If you hurry.”

      He grabbed a spoon and dug out his own bite of chocolate ice cream. “You gave Niomi a real scare today.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah. She screamed at me for letting you forget your suit in the common lockers. Not that the suit would have helped you, but it would have helped Niomi watch your vitals.”

      She took another bite, savoring the cold chocolate in her mouth. “I should have gone back for it. Thanks for getting it for me.”

      “What happened in there?”

      He asked the question casually, but it felt off. She watched him until he noticed. “What? Do I have something on my face?”

      The medicine must still be in her system. Things felt off; Vinh felt off. She shook off the feeling and tried to answer. “Sorry, I’m still a little foggy from the meds. I just started getting a bad headache and instead of coming back, I pushed through it. It just made things worse.”

      “You better take care of yourself, and I’m doing my part by eating some of this ice cream for you.”

      Ari laughed, but then quieted down and thought about his comment of taking care of herself. What wasn’t he telling her?

      The rest of the evening passed with them talking, opening another tub of ice cream, and watching crappy old movies. Vinh loved adding horrible accents to the villains. She wondered why she even thought something was wrong with him.
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      Niomi wanted to keep Ari out of VLEX longer, but Kari needed to go back to work. Anxious for her own answers, Ari pushed to go back in as well. Her fortitude faltered slightly when her alarm went off at 2:30 in the morning, but after some caffeine she was ready for work.

      “If the headache returns, come back in. Even a slight headache can improve with some rest at your lunch break.” This time, Niomi put Ari on the patch before she was plugged in.

      “I will.” Ari planned to lie low today. No Latin dancing for sure.

      “Be careful,” Niomi said as she slid the cable in Ari’s neck.

      Ari leaned back and closed her eyes.

      

      She arrived at Kari’s usual desk, not a thing out of place. Her usual in-box was piled with messages, but one stood out to her. It came from Worldwide News Source, a VLEX newspaper that usually held headlines from all over the world, along with design changes and other pertinent information for those inside the VLEX. This message caught her eye with the mention of President Tao, the man she impersonated last week.

      Opening the news, she learned President Tao had a heart attack. His picture, stoic and strong emerged in 3D from the screen. Being eighty-three, the attack wasn’t a total surprise given his family history, but his last doctor appointment reported the Representative was in good health.

      Watching his picture, a heavy feeling settled in her gut. Was there even such a thing as coincidence when dealing with a business as successful and precise as VisionTech? And the fact that Ari currently worked in the office of President Higgins, who co-founded that she just voted, must not be a surprise either.

      She didn’t have time to panic. Not yet. Not without the facts. Checking President Higgin’s schedule, she realized she had an hour before he made it in. Hopefully that would be enough.

      Instead of the normal tasks of forwarding emails and scheduling meetings, Ari started searching Kari’s computer. Any possible important information had been copied and sent over to VisionTech, but that wasn’t what Ari wanted this time.

      She began in Kari’s personal files and found that on the days Ari had been absent Kari had taken personal days.

      Her home country was the Icelandic States, where her parents and younger brother still lived. Kari moved into the city and probably didn’t stay in contact much anymore. After the political session was over soon, Kari’s schedule inside the VLEX shortened, leaving only a few hours a day to schedule meetings. She didn’t have the vacation with Antoine scheduled for a couple weeks. Some snowy mountain resort, Ari gathered by the notes left in the computer.

      Then she found a picture. Ari thought it would be of Antoine, he was handsome enough to keep a few of those on hand, but it was of Kari’s family. All pale skinned with scattered freckles. Her father had a strong build with blond hair; her mother had the red hair, like Kari, and was just as pretty. Kari and her brother were younger, maybe in their teens. Instead of the serious pose of their parents, Ari could tell the kids were trying hard not to laugh. Their green eyes lit up the picture, and their mouths were pressed hard into a tight smile.

      It reminded Ari of her own family. Not perfect, but family. She had to find out what happened to Kari. Hopefully Tessa would have some answers. Ari owed it to her. It was one thing to be a stand-in worker, but to stand in as a girlfriend was a whole other thing. One Ari still wasn’t sure how she felt about.

      After closing Kari’s personal files, she did a search for VisionTech on Kari’s database. It pulled the corporation, with the familiar blue and white logo. Clicking on it, Ari could see the company directory inside VLEX.

      VisionTech was listed as an electronic technology and software company residing in the United Asian States. The CEO appeared to be an older man with Asian heritage. It could have been Vinh’s grandpa for all Ari knew. Ari recognized the photo below it. It was the Director of Special Projects, no other name listed. He was the director of her division that met with Niomi weeks ago.

      Recognizing the director didn’t help with the rest of Ari’s search. She didn’t have access to many other important files. Kari’s position forwarded files, but she never got to keep a copy of them. Even half of the messages she forwarded to Higgins were classified and closed to her. Ari couldn’t even read the bill that she translated as President Tao. She needed more access, but where?

      President Higgins pressed through the doors at the exact moment. “How are you feeling today, Ms. Trenton?”

      “Much better, sir, thank you.”

      “Glad to hear it.” He continued into his office.

      Higgins’ computer had all the information she needed, she just needed him. Between his passwords and facial recognition, it would be hard to break into undetected, even for Ari.  But what if Higgins did it for her?

      Checking his schedule, she saw that he didn’t have a meeting for a couple hours, which meant he’d spend the morning in his office glued to his computer. Quietly she snuck out of the office and rode the elevator. On the first floor, she stepped around the corner to find a space with relative privacy. Not wanting to draw attention to Higgins’ office, in case there was some security measure in place to alert people when code changed, she came down stairs and became invisible. It was an easy enough transformation that didn’t require too much work.

      The elevator on the way back up was the tricky part. It took five minutes to wait for the right floor to be selected. While she was invisible, she was still physically present in the VR. So, walking next to people or through walls didn’t prove a problem. She could have just popped into Higgins’ office, but again didn’t want to set off too many alarms or use her powers too much and get another headache.

      When she entered his office, she found Higgins on the phone staring at the screen in front of him. “Yes, I know the vote went the way we wanted, but I still worry that we unearthed something we don’t want to and will only give other countries ideas they didn’t have before.”

      Ari moved behind him and realized the bill was on the screen. Taking her time to read it, she realized the supposedly illegal methods the Russians were accused of were Virtual Reality Torture and Forced Incarceration inside the system. As she couldn’t scroll down on his screen, her mind sped through the implications of this. This took war to a new level. If you could force someone inside a program and keep them there, you could psychologically withdraw any information you could want.

      It reminded her of the first program she walked in on with Niomi and the Director. Did VisionTech already have this technology as well? The idea made her ill. Her father was trapped in a VR coma due to his own addiction, now they wanted to force prisoners or anyone they didn’t agree with to be incarcerated inside of one?

      “Let’s schedule a joint commission meeting to seal the specifics of the findings. I’ll have my assistant set it up.”

      Ari snapped out of her thoughts by these words. She raced down the hall where other offices from the Icelandic States were held. When no one was looking, she reappeared in the program, then headed back to her office.

      She walked in as Higgins opened his door.

      “Sorry, sir. Just needed some fresh air.”

      “I need a meeting scheduled. I sent you the details.”

      She hurried to her desk. “I’ll get to it right away.”

      The rest of the morning she spent getting caught up on Kari’s work. Things were busy with this new bill that passed. A committee to investigate VR research was being created. Even Antoine didn’t have time to meet. They tentatively planned time for coffee later in the day.

      By the time Ari finished Kari’s work, she took a late lunch while President Higgins was out at a meeting. She didn’t bother with going to the center to eat but headed straight for Ryope Industries. It was a small business compared to the worldwide organizations present inside VLEX.

      The building had a basic tall rectangular design, but advertisements covered it completely. Not only for Ryope Industries, but other businesses, products, and vacation services. Unlike some of the more cultural designs for buildings in VLEX, this felt like a hundred-foot tall billboard.

      After checking the directory, she traveled up to the tenth floor designated to Ryope. The inside of the building looked similar to the outside. Loud advertisements covered the walls, cheapening the sleek design of the office.

      The young man sitting at reception welcomed Ari and informed her that neither Tessa nor her father—Ari had met him once before—were in the office today.

      With his manicured hair and nails, along with his pressed bow tie, his perfection appeared robotic. Maybe he was part of the program in here. “Would they have left any files or packages for you?”

      “Maybe.” Ari remembered Tessa saying they could pass messages through this office.

      “Your name?” he asked.

      Ari wasn’t about to give him her real name. “Oya.”

      The fact he didn’t even react to that name told Ari he was a program. He had the same stiff no nonsense personality as Ari’s AI. Functional but not fun.

      “Tessa did leave you a file.” He glanced up at Ari. “What format do you want it on?”

      Ari couldn’t take it back to work. “Do you have a reader I could use?”

      “Of course. There is a password to open the file.” He handed her a small screen.

      “Thanks.” Internally, Ari cursed Tessa. Now she had to guess at a password. After a few different tries all involving Tessa’s game, Ari finally opened it using a variation of Tessa’s gamer name: VegaRules.

      “Figures,” Ari muttered.

      The AI glanced up at Ari.

      “I’m good. Thanks.”

      Tessa left a message at the top of the screen.

      Your family is safe. Better than this girl you had me check up on. I hope this isn’t your co-worker.

      Scrolling down, Ari found information on Kari’s current address, phone number, position and title. A picture of Kari’s apartment, green and white, rotated on the screen. Next was a picture of a red-haired woman coming out the door. She had a striking similarity to Kari, but for someone who had studied and lived her life, Ari knew it wasn’t her.

      Tessa’s message continued.

      Kari has been silent online and not in contact with friends. A neighbor claimed that she works long hours and spends even more time in the VR. There is someone living in her apartment, but it’s not her. I picked up a red-haired woman on satellite, but it wasn’t a match. Not sure what happened to her, but something doesn’t sit right. Stay in touch.

      Ari slowly sank against the wall. The reader crashed to the floor just as the safety and innocence of Ari’s world did the same. She stared at her hands, Kari’s hands, so petite, so perfect, with the nails painted in a light pink color that matched the floral dress Ari put on today. Was this the only place Kari would be alive in again?

      She tried to reassure herself that it could mean several things. Maybe Kari was on vacation. There may not be a dead body, but Ari knew deep down something wasn’t right. They couldn’t have hacked her feed or something. If Kari wasn’t dead yet, she probably would be. Just like Representative Tao. So easily replaceable, these people were to VisionTech. Inside virtual reality for an extended period, it was easy to gain a sense of invincibility. But outside this fabricated world, they were human and weak.

      “Can I help you, Oya?” The receptionist extended a hand.

      Surprised she jolted upright. “I’m fine, really.” She picked up the screen, and with trembling fingers she deleted the message and handed the screen back to him. “Thank you for your help.”

      She clenched her hands as she walked out of the building. She needed to think, not freak out. Her HUB beeped a reminder that she had an appointment to meet Antoine for coffee.

      Antoine. Her heart ached for that love-sick fool. How could she break it to him? Should she break it to him?
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      In a small Parisian cafe, she greeted Antoine with a kiss on each cheek.

      “Just like the Parisians do it,” he said. His musky smell had become familiar which tore at Ari’s heart.

      He pulled back, holding her hands. “What’s wrong, my love?”

      “Nothing, nothing.” She turned her head as she wiped away a tear that betrayed her. “Just a stressful day at work.”

      “Yes,” he lifted her chin with a finger. “But only a couple more weeks until vacation. Imagine you and me in front of a fire. Glass in hand. A fur rug under our bare skin. I can’t wait to meet you in the flesh.”

      The excitement on his face rivaled that of a child. She couldn’t help but smile at Antoine. He wore his heart on his sleeve along with everything. Ari was beginning to see why Kari would fall for him. He wrapped sunshine, love, and magic up and presented it to Kari with a bow.

      To Kari, Ari reminded herself. Not to you. You might be the cause of her death. She bit down on her lip to push back her emotions while he ordered them both coffees. He carried most of the conversation, which Ari appreciated. She nodded and agreed as he complained about a co-worker and then talked about their plans in the mountains.

      “You’ll love it there. The air is so clean, the sky so blue. Like VR blue, but real. I can’t wait for you to meet my brother there.”

      “Me either.” The smile came easier for Ari now because she wanted to believe.

      Kari and Antoine felt like some type of show or romance novel. These two characters who struggled for true love only to be thwarted by forces beyond their control. If Ari could put this off for a little bit longer, maybe somehow she could give them the happy ending they deserved. Ari wanted to believe in happy endings.

      “Damn,” Antoine said checking his HUB. “I have to get back.”

      He gave her a deep kiss. Ari felt detached, watching it from a distance. It isn’t her body, it isn’t her life. She hijacked Kari’s world, so at least she could keep those she loved protected.

      “Love you.” His gaze penetrated past the charade and Ari shuddered.

      “Love you too.”

      She watched him leave. Every decision she made had consequences she couldn’t see. She just hoped she made the right one where Antoine was concerned.
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        * * *

      

      Somewhere along the way, Ari had become a pro at hiding. She hid in Kari’s life, even in Tao’s. Now, as she emerged from the VR once again to Niomi and her reports, Ari realized she’d been hiding in her own life. The pain and fear of what VisionTech had done was sealed tight. Moving through the motions, she typed the lies easily from her fingers. The correct words flowed effortless from her mouth.

      By the time she walked away from Niomi, with a promise to exercise tonight, she felt as fake as the AI in Ryope Industries. Walking through the motions of life, detached from reality.

      “What time is it?” she asked her AI, wondering where Reed would be. Ari didn’t even find humor in tormenting her personal AI anymore, and recently changed his name to just AI.

      “4:30 in the afternoon.”

      She had stayed late in the VR. Messaging Niomi, Ari told her she was going to visit Reed and workout with him. She stopped asking permission to leave her wing, and Niomi knew better than to bug her about it. She checked out a hoverbike and rode to Reed’s work.

      It began raining during her ride, but Ari welcomed it. The cleansing coolness of the water gave her hope that she could figure this mess out. She needed Reed, needed to be reminded of home and who she was. Guilt pulled heavy on her shoulders as she remembered Antoine. Would Reed care? She didn’t want to hurt Reed, but she needed to be honest. He needed to know everything, no matter what his security clearance. He needed to know the stakes before getting sucked into VisionTech more than he was.

      She pushed strands of wet hair out of her face and parked the bike. She elbowed through the crowd of people leaving work for the day. Not finding him in the hall, she searched through the clear doors and spotted him. She picked out his wavy blondish brown hair. It had grown out more lately.

      As she approached, she noticed his face lit up. He was talking with his hands, which he did when he was excited. He radiated joy, something she only glimpsed before coming to the island, and usually with her. Laughing, his body shook, and his eyes sparked to life. One step closer, and Ari found out who he was talking to—Kimmy.

      Ari froze, and a realization sunk in. Kimmy was the one who brought joy to Reed. His art, his friends, his life here with VisionTech brought him a happiness. Would Ari be enough to replace all that? She never saw Reed this happy at school. Even with Marco, he always acted a bit reserved.

      Reed wanted to do art. He wouldn’t be killing people with his art, but inspiring, creating. And this may be the only opportunity he had to do that. Would Ari really take that away?

      Could she crush his happiness the same way she would one day crush Antoine’s? The guilt of Antoine and her fake promises and declarations of love forced her back. One step then another. Reed could find joy here. Not just with his work, but with Kimmy or someone like her. Ari… well, Ari did a better job stealing people’s joy than creating it lately.

      After a few steps, she turned and hurried out of the building. Back on the hoverbike she found herself at the outdoor workout facility. Partially covered, it protected Ari from the rain, but not the wind howling through the trees. Howling like Ari wanted to, pushing, fighting forces it couldn’t control. She struck out at the dummy, over and over.

      If somehow she was stronger, better, then maybe she could figure this out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 19

          

        

      

    

    
      The rest of the week, Ari kept her head down and worked hard. She needed time to figure out her next step. She kept tabs with Antoine inside VLEX searching for the best way to end his relationship with Kari, but never figuring out how to. Blaming President Higgins for keeping her busy, they messaged more than anything.

      Staying occupied with work was also the best way to keep her distance from Reed. If she met with him, she may not be able to keep her distance. She wanted what was best for Reed and giving him that was the hardest thing she ever had to do.

      So, when Jewels left a note in her room—a real note on stiff paper—inviting Ari to a party, she replied yes. Granted, it was odd that her maid invited her to the party, but Ari wanted to see more of the island and needed a distraction. Ari replied in pink lipstick, the only thing she could find to write with.

      Not only did Ari need a reason to avoid Reed that weekend, but she was beyond curious to see where Jewels lived. With Niomi’s runs, Ari felt like she had traveled the island, but she never saw any sight of homes or islanders on her section. Ari jumped at the chance to see more of this place.

      At first Niomi wouldn’t agree for Ari to leave VisionTech property even if she had a chip in the back of her neck reporting her location.

      “I can take care of myself,” Ari told Niomi. “You’ve taught me that much. And if VisionTech wants me to keep working for them, they can’t lock me in a cage for the rest of my life.” They probably could, but Ari hoped they wouldn’t.

      “Let me see who I can get with cleared to go with you.” Niomi’s anger was evident on her face.

      In the end, two security guards were assigned to accompany Ari. Neither one was chatty. Both were way over six feet, with muscles to spare. Their close-cropped hair looked like part of their uniform, which was a navy Fit Suit. Ari had always known VisionTech had to have some type of security or police force on the island. They hid in the shadows though. Now up close, intimidating didn’t begin to describe them.

      Jewels had sent Tamar, who Ari recognized from her gambling stint. Next to the guards, he stood a good half foot shorter, but it didn’t seem to bother him. He wore a simple button shirt with dark baggy shorts, island garb.

      “Wonderful to see you again, Arianna.”

      “No one’s called me that in a while. How did you know it’s my name?”

      He winked at her. “I guessed. In my village, names are long and meaningful. Unlike Bob and Joe here.”

      The man with darker hair looked down at him. “Not quite.”

      “But close, eh?” Tamar raised a brow.

      “Let’s go.” Ari thought the less talking the better in this case.

      The group filed in a car. The guards sat in front, like adults sitting in a children’s toy set. Tamar gave directions through the jungle. Then at the end of a long road, the trail ended with a large tree standing in their way.

      “Where now?” The guard called Mike, not Joe, said.

      “We walk.”

      Glad she wore decent shoes, Ari opened the door. The guards clamored out, always staying nearby. They had a couple of flashlights to light the path. Tamar didn’t seem to need them though.

      He led the way with Ari nearby. “You know if they really want to hide you better, they may want to consider ditching the guards.”

      “I don’t think that will happen.” Ari wondered how much Jewels or Tamar knew of her position. The idea that they knew what she did saddened her. Yet her vault of secrets seemed to be bulging at the seams lately.

      “Almost there,” Tamar announced as they weaved around a large tree.

      Ari heard the people first. The chanting and singing traveled through the jungle blending with the wind as if it always belonged there. Then the light from a fire sparked and snapped through the dark leaves. They emerged from the jungle onto the beach.

      Islanders gathered around the blaze, dancing and singing. Children ran wild and careless with squeals of delight. They dressed in a variety of styles from jean shorts, to floral dresses and skirts. Most men went topless, while the women wore long beaded necklaces and flowers in their hair.

      Tamar pulled off his top, his physique toned. “It’s time to party.” He headed off in the throng of people, with a high-pitched cry that traveled far through the forest.

      She glanced at the two stiff guards. “You heard him.”

      Ignoring the nervous looks from the guards, she walked towards the crowd searching for Jewels. The old woman stood in the middle of a circle, dancing to the beat of the drum. The sway of her hips flowed with the foreign words of the song, her long braid swinging behind her. As she turned and noticed Ari, her smile grew.

      When the song died down, Jewels pulled in a couple of young men to dance and headed towards Ari.

      “I’m glad you made it, dear.”

      “Thanks for inviting me,” Ari said. “You were amazing out there.”

      “When you’re as old as I, you learn a thing or two about how to turn a head.” Jewels directed them to a pit in the ground, where some animal turned on a spike, hot coals cooking it from beneath. “Hungry?”

      “A bit. What is that?” Ari motioned to the fire.

      “Wild boar. It should be done soon, and you won’t want to miss it.”

      “Sounds great.” Ari had grown up with a grandmother that would cook all sorts of things. Boar was close enough to pig, right?

      Jewels looked around them, searching for something. Her gaze fell on a group of young women in floral print dresses tied more than sewed together. “Oliana,” she called, though the rest of the sentence was intelligible.

      It took a bit for Ari to recognize the woman that worked with Tamar, urging her to place bets. Her black hair fell in beautiful waves around her shoulders and with the fire nearby, her dark eyes appeared electric. Unlike her previously steely gaze, Oliana’s beautiful smile must draw her a lot of attention.

      “Take Ari here to dance with you. Show her how the islanders have a good time.”

      “Yes, Jewels.” Oliana gave her a small nod of respect.

      Jewels headed over to the pit and Oliana turned to her. “You think you can handle partying with us islanders?

      “I’m here.” Ari glanced over to the group of young women dancing. “You may find my dancing only good for a laugh though.”

      Her face softened as she grabbed Ari’s hand. “I could use a good laugh.”

      Oliana didn’t bother with introductions, but had Ari kick off her shoes and taught her the steps to the dance. After a few minutes Ari caught on. She was not as smooth or natural as the others, but they didn’t seem to mind. Sweat trickled down her neck as she got lost in the steady beating of the drums. There was something not only peaceful but contemplative to dancing under the night sky. Something relaxing as the women moved in unison, creating beauty in its own right.

      With the dinner bell, Ari was jarred out of her trance. Oliana grabbed her hand, her cheeks red with warmth. “Let’s eat.”

      The familiarity the islanders had with one another took a bit to get used too. With hand holding and random touches on the shoulder, even with the men, they appeared as one big family. Being alone, with only seeing Reed occasionally, it felt nice to be included. Even if only for one night.

      After being stuffed with food until she thought she might explode, Ari escaped to find a bit of peace and quiet. Of course, her two security guards weren’t too far away. She sat in the damp sand, the ocean in front of her, watching the tide disappear into a starry night. Sitting on this island, so far away from the rest of the world, just a speck smaller than the stars themselves, it made her feel small. Not in a bad way, but just as one who realizes how big the whole world is.

      It was easy to get caught up in the VLEX, in the fabricated world that dictated rules and regulations to the rest of the others. But the majority of the world wasn’t in VLEX. After tonight she glimpsed a whole village of people who didn’t rely on VR for fun. Maybe there was hope for their little speck of earth.

      “Deep thoughts?” Jewels sat down next to her in the sand. “I’ve seen what work is doing to you lately. I hoped a party would help you forget your troubles.”

      “Thanks. I’m just hiding out before someone else offers me food that I can’t turn down.”

      “That might be my fault.”

      “What? How?”

      “You’ve lost weight lately, so I told everyone you needed some fattening up.”

      “Not sure I should thank you for caring or curse you for the stomach ache. Two plates were fattening, four plates are just torture. Trust me, I eat when I can.”

      “Okay.” Jewels shrugged. Her silver hair glistened in the moonlight.

      “Jewels, have you met any other people like me since you worked here?”

      She continued staring out to the water for a moment before replying. “One.”

      “Who was it? What were they like?”

      “He was cocky, arrogant, and good at his job. But he was sick. I was new to work here, and he was sick soon after I arrived.”

      “What was wrong?” With her diet, physical training, and resources available to VisionTech, she’d been in the best health of her life.

      The older woman tapped on Ari’s temple. “Something up there. Something not right.”

      “Oh…” Ari was hoping for more, but not sure what. Some guide or some person that told her this job got better, that she was on the winning side.

      “Doesn’t matter. You’ll do the job your way and that will be the right way.”

      “I wish it was that easy.” Ari felt responsible for Reed and her family, and worried how fighting with Niomi would affect them.

      “It is, if you want it to be.”
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      Ari was unable to avoid Reed all weekend. Sunday afternoon he came over with dessert—and not just any dessert, but a tower of dessert. The bottom contained a variety of small cupcakes, then it proceeded to climb like a pyramid.

      “Do you really think we can eat all of that?” She couldn’t help the smile that crept up on her.

      His brown eyes glimmered with delight as they barely peeked over the chocolate top. “I’m making it a personal goal to see it done. Hope you have an appetite?” He headed down to the kitchen.

      She followed him, trying to remember why she didn’t want to see him this weekend. Oh, yeah. He’s happy here, and I don’t want to destroy his future… again. The reason got lost in other thoughts as she watched his backside.

      He placed the massive tower of baked goods in the center of the table and scrounged around for utensils.

      “Let me get some milk.” Ari headed to the drink dispenser.

      “Good thinking, we’ll need something to help get it all down.”

      She chuckled as she filled the glasses and sat down. He scooted closer and handed her a fork. His spicy scent greeted her, and she fought the urge to lay her head on his shoulder. Maybe she was a selfish creature deep down inside, wanting Reed. Maybe she didn’t have to leave. Staying here with him felt right.

      “Do I have something on my face?” He rubbed his cheek. “Why are you staring at me? I swear, I only tried a bit of the frosting.”

      She shook her head. “No. I’m just happy to see you.”

      “Me too.” Leaning over, he placed a light kiss on her lips. He pulled back, a small rolled chocolate piece in his hand. “Now, you have some catching up to do.”

      She bit down on the candy, her lips brushing against his finger. A warm feeling swirled inside, and she realized just how much she missed him. Not only did she miss his soft lips, but the way his personality could light up a room.

      Starting at the top with a caramel chocolate, they worked their way down through the tower. At first with their forks, but when they found something good, they’d always share. Miniature pastries covered in a smooth frosting covered the tower in a variety of shapes but bright corresponding colors, like some type of party or circus.

      When Ari picked up one square type cake, the top full of bright red frosting, she couldn’t resist temptation. Reed opened his mouth, so trusting. She pushed it into his nose instead.

      “Oops.” Shrugging her shoulders, she donned her most innocent expression.

      He wiped the frosting from his face, a mischievous flicker to his hazel eyes. “Oh, I’ll show you oops.”

      And it was on. They destroyed the last of the tower, only random pieces ending up in their mouths and mostly by accident. Racing around the kitchen, they managed to have the dessert cover every surface.

      Reed wrapped Ari in his arms from behind. “Surrender, and I’ll let you go.”

      Ari hoped he’d never let go. She loved his strong arms and tight grip. But she couldn’t tell him that. “Only if you don’t make me eat any more sweets.”

      “Make you?” He turned her in his arms. “And here I thought you enjoyed them.”

      “I did, until my stomach felt like it would burst.” Raising on her tiptoes, she kissed the red frosting still on the tip of his nose. “I enjoyed you more.”

      He held her tight. “Good.”

      She leaned her head against his chest, ignoring the sticky sugar covering them. “It’s going to take forever to clean this.”

      “Don’t you have a maid or a bot or something?” He wiped her hair and a blob of cake fell on to the ground.

      “I’ll call out the bots, because I can’t make Jewels clean this mess. Not after she invited me to the party.” Against her desire, she pushed back and reached for a kitchen towel. Maybe if she got it all in the sink, it could wash down.

      “How did that go?” He reached for the second towel. “Did a bunch of islanders hit on you?”

      “I mostly danced with the women. It was fun.”

      “Dancing, huh?” He grabbed her hand, twirled her around, and pulled her into his arms.

      Close to him once more, the warmth in her chest grew. Arms wrapped around each other, they swayed to the silence. Their steps small but steady. Reed hummed something simple.

      He paused only to ask, “What do you call your AI lately? I’ll pick out a nice tune.”

      “I think it’s perfect like this.” Unfortunately, in the recesses of Ari’s mind, she knew perfect didn’t last.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 21

          

        

      

    

    
      The following week returned to the normal drudgery of her job. Copying files for Niomi didn’t take much extra effort, and even Kari’s job slowed as the political season wound down for a break. Unfortunately, that left a lot of time for Ari to wonder if Kari’s petite body would now only be alive here, electronically, and to guess how long VisionTech’s reach really was.

      They didn’t seem to be a bad company. Even the islanders didn’t complain too much, as VisionTech worked with them to preserve the island and gave islanders work. Vinh, Reed, and hundreds of others enjoyed their work, and it gave them an opportunity they may not get under their government. But did that negate what she was doing? Stealing people’s lives for insider trading and political privilege?

      Trying to get out of her head, she met Antoine for lunch on Wednesday. Part of her hoped to see Hailey and get some answers about her meeting with Emil. That meeting had been occupying her thoughts constantly, but with no luck at answers. And with no contact, she didn’t know where to go next.

      Instead of Hailey, she only saw Antoine, which made the guilt-ridden hole in her stomach only grow more. Was she ready to tell him the truth? In doing that she wouldn’t ever be able to come back here as Kari.

      By the time she walked back to her offices, she decided she needed to do something. Maybe talk to Niomi or even her supervisor. If she laid down the line, they couldn’t force her to do anything against her will. They had to have other work for her to do.

      Due to the lack of work, President Higgins let Kari go home early. Ari pulled out of the VR. She woke to the lab, bright lights radiating around her.

      “You’re done early.” Niomi turned away from her computer and helped Ari up from the chair.

      While Niomi cleaned the cable, Ari walked over to the work station. Niomi usually never left her work open, so Ari took the chance to glance at the screen. It was some type of correspondence.

      

      VP238: How much longer will the assignment be viable?

      TR41-A: The team says one week. No one will notice the absence until the session is over.

      VP238: Push for more information. We need to know who was behind the final vote?

      TR41-A: We are.

      

      “Close screen,” Niomi said from behind her and the computer obeyed.

      Ari had read enough though to know Tessa was right. If they hadn’t killed Kari, they had restrained her in some way. Ari prayed it was the later.

      “I thought you knew better than to pry into things that don’t concern you.”

      Ari had buried her irritation for so long, it bubbled near the surface, ready to explode. “I think it does concern me.”

      “Really?” Niomi cocked one brow, her tone dismissive.

      Ari fisted her trembling hands. “I stole a woman’s life. Not to mention Representative Tao. Are you killing them? I didn’t sign up for this.”

      Niomi barked a harsh laugh. “You don’t begin to understand how this all works. The information you get changes life, saves lives sometimes. These international laws affect everything, trickling down to every shabby home town. And you’re saving your family’s life with the money you send them. You have no idea how good you really have it.”

      “I want out.” She blurted out the sentence before she could stop herself.

      That stopped Niomi’s usually snarky response. Her sharp jaw tightened, and her steely eyes watched Ari. “Have a seat.”

      She placed a hand on the nearby table. “I’d rather stand.” Honestly, she had lost all feeling in her feet but needed to keep strong while it lasted.

      “Okay. I will.” Niomi pulled up her metal stool. “Maybe I’ve been too hard on you. My sarcasm has a stronger bite than I intend.”

      Ari didn’t reply.

      “You want the truth. I’ll do my best.” She flipped up the screen, with a couple of movements of her hands she opened to Representative Tao. “He had a heart attack and died in the middle of the night. VisionTech intercepted the call for health services. They had a short window of time to fake that he pulled through, send in a team member to hack his VR feed and get you in. You voted the same way he did to avoid detection, but you got us the information we needed. He was an isolated member, so it was easier to pull it off, but it was far from easy.”

      Ari let go a breath, glad she wasn’t responsible for his death. “What about Kari?”

      Niomi closed her screen before turning back. “I’m not exactly sure. They don’t tell me details. Representative Tao was in the news thread.”

      “Not good enough.”

      “It’s all I have. In the past, they have picked loners, people without a lot of friends who are willing to skip town for a bit for a price. Some are sick and would take the payout to let someone else replace them at work for a while.”

      “Kari didn’t seem like that type. Especially with Antoine.” Why wouldn’t Kari break up with Antoine before she left the VLEX?

      “When you’re young, love is all encompassing. Kari has had lovers before and will have them again. You are more in love with the idea of them then Kari probably ever was with him.”

      Ari rubbed a spot on the edge of the desk. Something wasn’t setting right. Was she really just young and stupid? Would she really be willing to sacrifice Reed and everything for her family, because she was naive? What about what Tessa found?

      “Look,” Niomi said. “You only have a week left before session is out. I’ll ask for an extended break. It will be good for you.”

      Good for me? Ari wasn’t sure she could even tell what was good for her anymore. But she wasn’t about to trust anyone with that either. “I’m not sure I’ll ever want to go back. I hate lying about who I am all the time. Stealing other people’s lives, even if they are okay with it. Isn’t there another division I could work with?”

      Niomi let out an exasperated huff. “You don’t get how rare you are. You’re the sole warper employed by VisionTech. If it’s getting to be too much, ask for more money, ask for your family to come here. There isn’t another division for you. This is it. And life outside of this is a hell of a lot harder. Trust me. You have nowhere else to go. No papers. And your government would be more than happy to find you, charge you for all types of espionage, and haul your ass to forced labor for life. You’ll be forced to do the same thing without any of the perks. Do you understand?”

      Biting down on her lip, Ari fought to keep her emotions locked down. She gave a curt nod. She understood. She understood that when she first lined up to get her assignment, she was signing her life away. This may be a different cage, but it still was a cage to her. One she’d never be happy living in.
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      Ari wanted to wait before she contacted Emil to think things over, but she didn’t have time, not if Niomi expected her to take a vacation when the session was out. If she wanted answers, she needed them now.

      Friday morning, Ari entered VLEX as Kari. Before she started the day, she reached out to Hailey using her contact info with the European Union. Unfortunately, she didn’t reply right away. So, Ari turned to her work for a distraction. Even with a long conversation with President Higgins, she finished before lunch. When she was about to give up and head out to meet Antoine, a message came through from Hailey.

      Meet me by the fountain.

      After messaging Antoine a lame excuse, she headed out. The sun lit up the fountain in the courtyard, the one of a merman rising up out of the colored stone waves. The statue mirrored those of old, the colored marbles with flecks of gold shimmered in the sun. She approached the fountain and with no sign of Hailey, Ari dipped her hand into the cool water.

      “You ready to know the truth?” Hailey spoke behind her.

      Ari spun around. “Where did you come from?”

      “I asked if you’re ready to take off your training wheels.”

      She couldn’t help her eye roll and was more than a bit tired of being treated like an idiot. “I want some answers.”

      “Do you know the questions?” Hailey’s demur look held a lot more of an attitude today with her lips pursed tight.

      “Stop playing games or I’m gone.” Ari stepped away from her.

      “Okay.” Hailey reached out a hand to stop her. “It’s this way.”

      Ari followed her down a row of shops. They turned towards a coffee shop, but before they went through the door, Hailey entered a code. When she opened the door, there wasn’t anything that resembled a coffee shop in sight.

      A long corridor of a shiny black material stretched out towards them. The never-ending hall had no decorations, only black doors with silver door knobs.

      Ari glanced at Hailey. “If you’re going for a dark ominous bad guy feel, you nailed it.”

      It was Hailey’s turn to roll her eyes as they stepped into a room. “It’s to protect our butts, and it keeps the look of the regular code in place for the others.”

      “Is it like a different dimension?”

      “If you want to consider it that.” Hailey continued down the hall to the fifth door on the right.

      “What do these other doors hold?”

      “Nothing but place holders.” She knocked once and then entered. “Hey, Emil.”

      He sat at a desk but when he saw the girls, he waved it away with a wipe of his hand. The desk disappeared, and he stood to greet them. “Good to see both of you. Please have a seat.”

      Ari sat down in the dark chair and sank back into the smooth interior.

      “What I can help you with?”

      “What do you know about VisionTech? How do you do what you do? What did you mean when—”

      He held up a hand. “One at a time. First, VisionTech. The company you work for is one of many that have a limited role in the government here. I’m not personally familiar with them, but I had Hailey conduct some research.” He turned to Hailey.

      “As far as blood-sucking corporations go, they aren’t the worst.” She gave Ari a look like that was supposed to be comforting. “They were one of the first to jump on the VR bandwagon and soon pulled ahead as a major competitor.”

      “Skip ahead to the essentials.” Emil urged with a wave of his hand.

      “They have been searching for a warper for some time. You first appeared on their radar when playing online games.” Hailey glanced at her. “Not your best move showing off in a public arena.”

      “I didn’t know what I was doing.”

      “That’s obvious.” Hailey’s lips drew up in a smug smile.

      “Continue, Hailey,” Emil ordered.

      “Since that point, they have monitored all of your family. They have detailed notes, pictures, and information on your mother, your father in the VR coma, even your boyfriend’s family.”

      Ari straightened, remembering the folders VisionTech had on the people for Ari to impersonate. She was just like Kari, her life scrutinized to the last detail. It was no accident when Dave ran into Ari and Reed on their date. They must have been watching her at school. “What about the people I impersonate?”

      “That varies. No one has seen Kari personally. So that usually means she’s hidden away in some induced coma of some sort.”

      “Is it possible they paid her to leave?” Ari hoped some of what Niomi said was true.

      “Anything’s possible,” Hailey laughed. “But you’re still not asking the right questions.”

      Ari leaned back and thought for a moment. She wanted to know the truth about VisionTech but that seemed impossible. Not until she talked to Kari herself. That may be impossible now, but maybe one day. She did think of one thing.

      “What about your powers? How can you manipulate this world so easily?”

      “Closer.” Emil answered. “We’ve been perfecting our abilities for some time. You can learn to do what I do.”

      “No one is better than Emil though,” Hailey interjected.

      “But you can learn. Your trainer is not a warper, though. It’s like the someone who is colorblind teaching a normal person how to decipher colors. Your trainer can’t see the possibilities in front of you.”

      Ari’s mind whipped about what those possibilities were. “How did you hurt me before? How do I protect myself?”

      “I didn’t hurt you.”

      “I can still feel that migraine haunting me sometimes.” Ari hadn’t felt that type of pain before, ever. Emil couldn’t pretend that he was any better than VisionTech at this point.

      “You did that to yourself. When trying to fight me, you exhausted yourself. You need to be more careful in the future.”

      “Maybe you shouldn’t restrain people.”

      “Have you ever felt that before?”

      “No…” then she remembered her fight with Williams when she visited her father in the VR world and the confusion after that. “Once, when I got into a fight with an Advisor from school.”

      “Only twice. That’s not a bad start.” Emil glanced at Hailey, and something unspoken passed between them.

      “What?” Ari asked. “What aren’t you telling me? I want to know how to protect myself.”

      “Okay.” Emil leaned forward, his elbows resting on his knees. “Two things. First, if you want to learn more, you need to join us.”

      “Us?”

      “We’re an Elite Team that monitors worldwide virtual sites, keeping government officials in line. There are over a hundred people who work with us in different capacities all over the globe.”

      “In line? You need to be more specific. Because right now you sound like a different version of the same company I’m working for without the benefits.”

      “We have benefits,” Hailey said. “Like not being trapped on some island with limited access. It’s called freedom.”

      “We watch those that have no one watching,” Emil said. “At this point that is all I can say, until you prove yourself.”

      Ari stood, not wanting to even know what prove yourself meant. This guy may have answers, but she wasn’t willing to play his little games to find out. “Then sorry. I’m out of here.” She headed to the door.

      “You didn’t ask what number two was.”

      Hand on door, she stopped. Something in her gut told her to stay, just a moment longer. “What?”

      “You never asked me why you have headaches?”

      Icy tentacle gripped her spine as she forced herself to turn around. “What are you talking about?”

      “You’re lucky you’ve only had two episodes. Maybe because you never spent much time in the VR as a child. But warpers have their own special Achilles heel. Ever wonder why VisionTech cares about your health so much?”

      Ari’s hand stayed frozen on the handle, waiting for him to continue. She questioned that hundreds of times while Niomi was torturing her.

      “It’s because they don’t know how to save your mind. They’ll try everything they can to keep their asset around a little longer. Every time you use your power, you slip away a little more.” He tapped the side of his temple. “These tools up here may be worth millions to the right companies, but they have a shelf life. Some get five years, some ten or twenty, but everyone slowly slips away to their own little world. We just want to make the biggest impact on this world as we can, before we slip away. And we found a way to hold it off a little bit longer.”

      Ari glanced at Hailey, and for the first time saw a sadness lurking behind those beautiful eyes. Could this be real? Or is this just another corporation manipulating her?

      She gave a short laugh. “You really expect me to believe all this. You’re the one who caused my headache. Now you want me to prove myself to you guys. How do I know you’re not just manipulating me to do your dirty work for you? And you want me to believe you guys oversee all of this for the good of men and not your own benefit?”

      “Of course we benefit.” Emil stood. “We’re not saints. But most of us came from simple means and want to keep these governments and corporations in line. Given your upbringing, I thought you’d be interested. We can help you and your family.”

      “VisionTech told me the same thing then trapped me on an island.”

      “We’ll give you the money and papers to get out of the country, you do the rest.”

      She didn’t forget the caveat though. “But I have to do something for you first, right?”

      “You need to prove yourself. It’s different. We need to know you’ve cut ties to VisionTech and are ready to commit to us.”

      Commit to someone I didn’t know. He was ballsy. “And what would that be?”

      “Steal us the project file from your trainer.”

      Ari pulled back a touch with surprise. “What project file?”

      “They’ll have a file on you. With your expected longevity, goals they have, and other pertinent information. Feel free to delete your family’s information. We have no need of that. But your health history will be helpful to both of us if we’re working together in the future.”

      The words ‘expected longevity’ struck Ari with a force that took her back a step against the door. Words blurred together and got jammed in her throat. What scared her the most was that maybe he was telling the truth. With that terrifying thought, she left.
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      Ari’s steps echoed down the dark corridor. Once outside and back in the regular VLEX program, she focused on keeping her breath steady. Niomi would notice any spike in her heart rate. She walked past the shops, past the fountain and up to her office. Gratefully, she was alone. Staring at her blank computer screen, she replayed her conversation with Emil over and over, picking apart what he said and trying to decide if he was being honest.

      Her boss startled her when he walked through the door, and she hurried back to her work. She continued to copy his private correspondence and sent it off for VisionTech, though now her conscience nagged her about it. Was she only helping some obscenely rich company rake in more money? Ari needed to figure things out before she took her next step.

      She wasn’t exactly sure what she was going to do, but ever since Emil mentioned her file, she knew she had to see it for herself. It held the truth, or she hoped it did. Getting her hands on it would be another story.

      Niomi greeted Ari as she returned to the lab. Ari unplugged and wrote her notes, remembering to keep her poker face firmly in place. Lately, it had become easier and easier.

      “Hey, I noticed a spike in blood pressure at lunch. What happened?”

      “Just Antoine.”

      “What happened now?”

      “Nothing really. Just in the process of breaking up with him, like you said.”

      Niomi turned towards her, the tattoo in her ear flashing. “You need to make it clean and quick. Just like a bandage. It hurts more at first, but it heals quicker.”

      Ari nodded. “Yeah. I know. I’m going to head off and get some rest.” She didn’t feel like getting a lecture on relationships from a drill sergeant.

      “Okay. Vinh’s on the schedule to run some tests on your suit this afternoon. It would be awesome if you could be in it.”

      Ari pushed through the doors thinking that a lot of things would be awesome. Despite the bitter feelings she had though, she looked forward to seeing Vinh. He had worked here longer than Ari, maybe he could help.
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      With her mind whirling about, she didn’t bother resting, but headed to the gym. After beating the dummy until her arms ached, she made her way to the kitchen for lunch. She read over a message from Reed while she dug into her sandwich. He did well with his art project and would be recommended for a full-time position in the graphics department. She replied:

      I knew you could do it. You’re going to blow them all out of the water. Congrats!

      As she sent it off, she bit her lip. While Ari was genuinely happy for Reed, and wouldn’t want it any other way, she knew this meant he had to stay. VisionTech was better than most corporations. But could she stay? That depended on what she found. For once she was grateful her brother didn’t want to join her on the island. She couldn’t leave everyone she loved.

      Her AI announced Vinh at the front door. Allowing him in, she hurried and placed her dirty plate in the sink. She turned around in time to catch Vinh walking down the hall. “In here,” she called.

      He stopped. “Anything good left?”

      She joined him in the hall. “Just finished off my sandwich, sorry.”

      “It’s okay. I better get to these tests.”

      “What’s it for?”

      “Just usual upkeep. With any new gear they want regular checkups. We can run it through a basic VR and see how it’s doing.”

      “Great.” The sarcasm leaked through her voice as they headed down the hall.

      “You can pick the program.” He offered, obviously picking up on her mood and trying to be nice.

      “It’s not that. Just tired of being online.” She rubbed the skin under her port.

      He shrugged. “Can’t say I’ve had that problem. Sorry.”

      They entered one of Ari’s rooms, which was set up for VR. VisionTech provided it for her to practice or for recreation, but she had never used it. “What do I need to do?”

      “I just need you to go through some exercises in there. I’ll be tracking the reports your suit sends and verify them manually.”

      “You’ll be prodding me while I’m unconscious? That doesn’t sound creepy at all.”

      “I only need one arm. I promise no creepiness.”

      Sitting in the chair, Ari’s lunch gurgled in her stomach. Another part of being in the VR she hated was her unconscious form just sitting in reality. It reminded her of her father, sitting in a coma with tubes and machines to take care of him.

      Before she plugged in, she wanted to talk to Vinh. “Can you tell me why the company is so interested in my health?”

      Vinh busied himself with setting up his med kit. “You’re worth a lot. They take care of their assets.”

      “It has nothing to do with my migraine the other day?”

      His hands stilled for a moment too long. He lifted his gaze. “Why do you ask?”

      “Just curious if the headaches were common with people like me.”

      He turned back to his bag. “I’ve never worked with a warper before.”

      “There has to be reports or something from previous warpers.”

      He shrugged.

      He didn’t answer the question, and Ari struggled to swallow the knot in her throat. Vinh worked for VisionTech with a contract and probable restrictions as well. He may be one of the few people she could really talk to about her job, but could he really talk to her?

      “How about tea in some gardens?” Vinh searched available programs on the nearby computer.

      “Only if you take out all the characters. I’m not in the mood for their chatter.” Tea in the gardens sounded historical, and Ari could only take so much of that. “Or leave them in and I can slowly kill them off one by one.” She joked.

      “Have a seat. I’ll take them out. We don’t want to start giving you homicidal tendencies.”

      She leaned back, plugging herself in, and mumbled, “Yeah, we wouldn’t want that.”

      The VR ran smoothly enough. Vinh could speak to her inside the program and instructed her to do basic calisthenics to measure her response. What weirded her out the most was that he was doing the tests on her unconscious body. She jogged, stretched, jumped off nearby fountains. Laying on her back after a long set of pushups, she stared at the sky and noticed the clouds that weren’t quite right. The randomness of nature was hard for programmers to duplicate.

      Anxiety crawled up her back, and she found herself constantly picking at her fingers. Vinh obviously was keeping something from her. But what?

      Who could she trust? Emil, a stranger she just met, over the people who she now considered friends, almost family? Her gut had been telling her for weeks that something was up with Vinh though.

      An idea popped into her head, one that may be stupid, but she didn’t care. She sat up in the fake grass. White tables were scattered through the garden. On top were an array of delectable treats, and accompanied by the fresh flowers and roses, it was almost picturesque. Ari didn’t feel like picturesque.

      With a swipe of her hand, the tables disappeared. Glimpsing the code in the greenery, she amplified it to a neon green. Beautiful roses grew to the size of dinner plates. In a nearby fountain, Ari changed the crystal blue water to black with specks of gold throughout. It looked like the night sky rushing by. She smiled at her creation, and she wasn’t done playing.

      Instead of bright and sunny, she swirled the colors of a sunset all over the expanse above her head. Even with the drastic changes, the program felt empty to her, so she filled it with the people she had been living with for the last several months.

      Kari appeared sitting by the fountain. Her beautiful hair waving around her shoulders. She didn’t speak but just trailed a finger through the night sky twirling in the fountain. Ari couldn’t muster the heart to fill her voice with fake words.

      Guilt and ache grew steadily in her stomach. Ari might not have stolen her life, VisionTech did that, but she wasn’t returning it. Her self-loathing was interrupted by Vinh.

      He spoke over the coms. “What’s going on in there Ari? Your blood pressure is spiking?”

      “Nothing. Just playing with the scenery a bit.”

      “Well cut it out.”

      A moment is relative right? She took a deep breath, then pushed herself. Remembering Emil and his powers, she didn’t hold back. A huge building grew in the distance, like one from school. Then she played with it, changing color and design like a kid with clay. Then she turned back to Kari, all alone.

      Ari created people, some profiles she had learned from Niomi and others from her memory: friends from school, her home, Jewels and other islanders. A pain began radiating from behind her eyes and somewhere in the distance Vinh yelled at her. She didn’t, no couldn’t, stop. The pain and regret burst from within, and she deserved the pain. Her brother appeared next to Kari, pushing a hair behind her ear. He would have loved Kari. Then, their mother next to him.

      Finally, right in front of her, she created her father from her childhood memory. He wasn’t wide-eyed and crazy from the last time she saw him, but kind and happy. His dark eyes welcomed her, and she lifted his lips in a smile, the smile she had always wanted to see one more time.

      Hot tears fell onto her cheeks. “Hey, Dad.”

      He didn’t respond. He couldn’t unless she programmed him too. Then without warning, the world blackened around her. Vinh must be manually pulling her out of the program, and she didn’t even get to say goodbye.

      The bright lights stabbed her eyes, even behind closed lids. “Turn off the lights.”

      Vinh rushed around the room. Equipment clattered to the floor, mingled with swear words. A patch was pressed onto her arm with a sharp prick.

      “What the hell were you thinking?” Vinh asked. “I only needed a couple tests, not a full-blown remodel. Niomi’s going to kill me.”

      “Don’t tell her.” Ari answered, an arm strewn over her eyes blocking out the light Vinh still hadn’t turned off.

      “She’ll be running in here any minute, I’m sure.” Vinh brushed back Ari’s hair. “Seriously, why were you doing that?”

      “AI, light off.” She needed that light off before she could think. The darkness felt like a cool blanket. When she tried to open her eyes, the small lights of nearby equipment had an aura around them. Except the aura ran with code. Squeezing her eyes shut, she tried not to dwell on the consequences of her actions in the program. “I’m trying to figure out what you guys aren’t telling me.”

      He didn’t reply. Silence filled the dark room, only the thrum of the machines pumping medicine into her body.

      Despite the throbbing pain, she couldn’t regret her decisions. She had found her answer. The headaches were a side effect of her powers, just how bad would they get was the question. It must be bad, or everyone wouldn’t be lying to her.

      Niomi’s voiced boomed through Vinh’s intercom. “Don’t move. I’ll be there right away.”

      “Great,” Ari moaned. While she didn’t regret her decision, didn’t mean she felt like dealing with Niomi while her head throbbed. The patch had turned the knives into small hammers at least.

      Vinh let a loud breath go and something clicked nearby. “There are some things I can’t say. To anyone. If I do, I worry my contract will be the least of my problems. Do you understand?”

      Ari tried to sit up, but the room spun around her.

      “Don’t. Stay put until she comes.” He leaned her back down, and then spoke close to her ear. “Please don’t push things too much. Not for me, but for you as well.”

      “You know how much I care for you, Vinh, but I can’t promise that.”
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      Niomi stormed in, a bite in her voice. “What the hell happened? And why are we in the dark?”

      Before she could tear into Vinh, Ari answered, “To lessen the pounding in my brain.”

      “Vinh?”

      “It wasn’t Vinh’s fault. AI, low light.” While a dim glow bathed the room, Ari sat up, pushing aside Vinh’s hand. She couldn’t deal with Niomi while laying down.

      The tattoo on Niomi’s ear, pulsed rapidly with a blue light. “What did you do?”

      “Nothing really. Just played around in the program, redecorated a bit and invited some friends over.”

      “Must have been a hell of a party.”

      “It was until Vinh pulled me out.”

      She turned to Vinh. “What are her stats?”

      Vinh handed her a screen. “Elevated, but slowly returning to normal.”

      “Are you guys going to finally tell me the truth?” Ari looked back and forth between them.

      Niomi kept her eyes on the screen for a moment before turning back to her. “Did we lie about something?”

      Ari gripped the handles on the chair and pushed back the pain in her brain. “Lies of omission are still lies. Somehow this ability of mine creates the migraines. Do they eventually kill me?”

      “Of course not.”

      “But…” Ari knew there was more to this story.

      Niomi pulled up a chair. “They are hard on your health, yes. Most brains aren’t wired to do what you do. The complexity and mental concentration required taxes your brain. Hence why we do everything we can to keep your heart and mind in the best shape possible.

      “Migraines, especially those that affect your vision, are an unfortunate side effect that we can only mute with drugs. Your missions require you to change shape inside the VLEX but we never want to push you with complex manipulations of the code. And for the most part, you haven’t had many problems.”

      Ari thought back to the last time she was half-carried to her room. It happened when she pushed herself and fought back against Emil. Niomi was right about that, for the most part. Most of her problems with the VR were of her own making. Even the code she saw with Advisor Williams was after her battle with him in the VR.

      “Why didn’t you tell me this before? Then I would know not to push things.”

      Niomi flashed a glance at Vinh. “In retrospect, I should have. We don’t have many warpers around here. I worried that if you knew, you would hold back in training. There isn’t a training manual that comes with you. I studied all the information we have on warpers and do the best. Trust me, we want what’s best for you. VisionTech has invested a great deal with you and wants to keep you healthy and happy.”

      “You have information on other warpers?” Being unique, Ari wanted to know as much as she could about herself and her ability. Hence why she reached out to Hailey and Emil in the first place.

      “Yes. I can ask for access if you are interested?”

      “I am.” She paused for a moment, then blurted, “What if I ever change my mind and decide I’m done being a warper?” Ari hated to ask but had to know.

      “Again, it would be breach of contract. Which would cost you more than you have earned. Do you have anywhere to go? Really? Why would you even consider that?”

      Niomi was right, but Ari wanted to hear it again. Hear what her options were for her and her family. She needed to hear it to help her understand, this was the best place for her, despite what her gut told her.

      With a loud exhale, Niomi stood. “If we are done here, you should rest. Maybe a sleep aid will help you heal faster.”

      “Sure.” She had a lot to think about, but with this headache it would have to wait.

      Vinh placed a hand under her elbow and helped her to stand. “I kept the patch in. I’d like to keep you on fluids and some supplements while you sleep.”

      “Okay.” She zombie walked down to her room, anxious for oblivion.
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      Saturday, Ari stayed around her rooms. Niomi sent over the files she promised, and Ari dug in. They were far from thorough, mostly snippets of reports and accounts. When Virtual Reality exploded there was a rush for programs, and thus programmers. Usually programs took six months to write. Then there were rumors about people who could program in weeks, days even.

      Most of the industry was baffled. These programmers soon fell off the screen, realizing they could make more money flying solo and selling them to companies for distributions. VisionTech purchased several of their programs from such entities—not that Ari could blame them. They could change or copy the code where needed, and it improved production to a couple months.

      In an industry like this, Ari knew from school, months meant millions of dollars. If some program or game became hot, then other companies needed their product out as soon as possible. Hundreds of companies fell, while a handful grew and took over the industry.

      None of the files Niomi provided showed any new information for Ari. It looked like they got most of their information from these ghosts, or people programming for themselves. Every now and again, a company would obtain a warper, but no one wanted to share information on such a valuable asset. Unfortunately, their drive for money had warpers turned into tools not humans.

      VisionTech had a few warpers over the years, but only for a short time. One warper, an older male, thirty-five years old, worked for VisionTech for several years. A lot of the information was deleted from the file. Maybe to protect his identity or maybe to protect themselves. It didn’t say much about health issues though. Only that a healthy diet with regular cardiovascular exercise improved his ability and reduced headaches. No reason was listed for his departure.

      Maybe he went solo as well? Ari could only guess. Before she could call Niomi to ask, Reed called her.

      “Hey, stranger.” His voice echoed in her room.

      “Reed.” Ari couldn’t help the excitement in her voice. She put the call on her big screen while she sat on the couch.

      “When are they going to invent teleporting? So I can just jump through this screen to see you.”

      “I don’t think I could ever trust my body floating through the air. It’s bad enough with my consciousness meandering the VR.”

      “True. I just miss you.”

      “Me too.” Her plan of creating distance from Reed to leave him on the island to pursue his dream appeared dumber by the minute. Not that she felt completely satisfied by Niomi’s explanation and the secrets they kept from her, but leaving Reed would be too hard. “Where are you at, by the way?”

      “Outside your door.” His smile lifted on one side, melting Ari’s heart. “I got some food and wondered if I could convince you to go to a picnic at the beach.”

      “You had me at food.” She stood, ready to head out. “Let me grab a swimsuit, and I’ll be out.”

      After ending the call, she realized she may need to do more than find a swim suit. She cleaned her teeth, brushed her hair, and threw a sundress over her suit. It wasn’t every day she got to spend time with Reed.

      After a kiss that was way too short for Ari’s preference, they headed down to the beach. He kept her up to date on his new transfer to the Art Department with Kimmy. Swallowing her jealousy of his relationship with Kimmy, she was happy for his joy. It was his dream job. Honestly, she wouldn’t even know what her dream job would be anymore. It definitely wouldn’t be pretending to be other people, though.

      They finished dinner, and Reed turned the conversation back to Ari. “So, I know you are limited with what you can tell me, but how is your work going?”

      “It’s definitely work.” Ari dug her fingers in the sand, not sure how much to say.

      “And…” he prodded. “Vinh treating you okay?”

      Deciding she didn’t want to dampen his happiness, she swallowed her worries. Especially because they weren’t concrete. Her migraines were of her own making. “He’s good. Just ran tests on a new suit he made me.”

      “I bet his gear is killer.”

      “Yeah. They work hard to take care of me.”

      He reached over and grabbed her hand. “I’m glad. You deserve it.”

      Sitting on the beach with Reed, Ari’s concerns melted away. Maybe Emil was just pushing her buttons for his own agenda. Why risk it all to get her own file? She ignored the voice saying her information shouldn’t be secret and enjoyed her time on the beach. Which was much easier when she leaned over and kissed Reed.
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      Ari spent Saturday and Sunday blissed out with Reed, which helped her forget about the files of warpers for her to finish searching. By the time she made it to work Monday before dawn, she still had a smile on her face just remembering Reed’s soft touch and warm smell. Unfortunately, Niomi didn’t look as happy. Was she still mad about Friday and Ari’s stunt in the VR?

      “Have a seat.” Niomi pulled up one of the tall stools at her desk.

      “If this is about Friday, trust me, I won’t do it again. I like seeing straight.” Ari pulled up a metal stool.

      “It’s not. I need you to be honest with me for a moment.”

      “Okay.” Ari couldn’t fathom what she was talking about.

      “How are you feeling? Your data looks good, but I need to hear it from you.”

      “I’m fine. No headache this morning, and I didn’t even have coffee. What’s going on?”

      Niomi shifted. “They have a new mission for you. It’s slow enough for Kari to take a day off, so they won’t miss her.”

      “You’ll have to be more specific.”

      “I will. First, though, I wanted to make sure you felt well because this assignment will be more difficult and will require you to use your powers. I don’t want to push you if you’re not at a hundred percent, but this is important. It could mean millions of cryptos and set the industry back a decade.”

      Ari appreciated Niomi’s concern, but she did feel great. And curiosity tugged at her. “I’m fine. Really.”

      “Alright. Let’s get to work.” Niomi turned to her computer and pulled up a profile. This wasn’t one of the priority ones Ari memorized, but it was in the pile so she recognized his face.

      “Rajit Patel, but his friends call him Raj.” The man’s long face held a sober look. His Indian heritage left him with dark skin, black hair, and intelligent eyes.

      “I vaguely remember him, but not enough to really impersonate him.”

      “It’s a short assignment. You won’t be in contact with many people.” Niomi went through his daily schedule and assignments. “His VLEX connection won’t work when he first goes to plug in for work. That buys us thirty minutes. You’ll have to hack his system and find the committee nominations for next session. Copy it to a drive then send it out to us from Kari’s office.”

      “Why Kari’s?” Ari could manipulate enough of the systems to send it from anywhere.

      “They have security measures that we don’t even know of. We can’t chance alerting the authorities. The repercussions would be catastrophic if it was linked back to VisionTech.”

      “Where’s this at?”

      Niomi pulled up a map of the VLEX. “The UN building.”

      Hailey worked in there. After the last meeting, Ari worried about Hailey recognizing her. “I’m going to steal the list from the busiest building there and hope no one Raj knows sees me?”

      “He’s not the friendliest guy and keeps to himself. Don’t talk to anyone, maybe a nod of acknowledgment when necessary. Just make the copy and get out of there. It’ll be the easiest mission you’ve done.”

      It may sound simple, but it didn’t mean easy. “Okay. Let me skim the file, and I can go under.”

      “You have three minutes.”

      “Great,” Ari mumbled under her breath. She didn’t gather much information in three minutes, and she soon found herself standing outside the UN building in a different skin.

      No matter how many times she did this, arriving in a different world, in a different body caused her stomach to flip. Looking down, her long dark hands adjusted the navy tie. She dressed this body in a simple dark suit that she found in his file.

      Before she could get used to her surroundings, a woman brushed by next to her. “Morning, Rajit. Something wrong?”

      Ari turned to the woman. “No, just about to head in.”

      The woman tilted her head to the side, her mouth pinching.

      Mentally kicking herself, Ari bit down on her huge smile. Remember, smiling isn’t his thing. I can pull off grouchy.

      Without another word, the woman finally turned and entered the building, Rajit right behind her. The large cream colored building had ancient inspired architecture, engraved columns rising up around them. She didn’t spend time looking around, though, just followed behind the woman.

      It helped to follow someone in, to copy the little things Ari didn’t have time to learn, like standing for a moment on the scanner for clearance, then climbing into the large crowded glass elevator.

      Ari clicked on the tenth floor and then faced forward, purposefully avoiding eye contact with anyone. She prayed that Rajit was as big of a recluse as Niomi said he was. They slowly rose, stopping to let others on and off.

      On the eighth floor, Ari’s stomach dropped as Hailey stepped on board. What were the odds? After a quick glance, Ari continued staring forward. Since she was in a different body, maybe Hailey wouldn’t recognize her in Rajit’s skin. In her bubbly, happy voice, Hailey chatted with another woman in the elevator.

      The elevator pinged, announcing its stop on the tenth floor, and Ari quickly stepped into the hall, shoving those long clammy hands into her pockets. She breathed a sigh of relief as she continued down the simple beige hall, only decorated with computerized paintings on the wall. No one questioned her as she made her way through the building. Following Niomi’s directions, Ari continued to the end of the hall which opened to a cluster of cubes, and on the left she found a cubicle with the name Patel on the short wall divider.

      His co-workers glanced up at him. He gave a short nod, which they mirrored, and then they returned to their work. I guess Rajit really is a loner, or a real jerk. She didn’t spend time wondering about his personality flaws and hopped on his computer. With a quick glance around to make sure no one was watching, she hacked into his system. With the right scan and the ability to see past the computer and into the codes that created it, it didn’t take long for Ari to find the right file.

      She copied them down to a drive in her pocket, like a digital piece of paper. Except this piece of paper had to leave the building in a particular fashion to avoid detection. As she stood to leave, none of the neighboring workers even looked up. Maybe Niomi wasn’t wrong.

      Except nothing was as easy it they say.

      As Ari turned around, she found Hailey standing there watching her. Gone was the bubbly, pretty girl. Those large eyes narrowed, burning past the mirage of data.

      “You’re not going to leave with that.”

      “What?” Ari pulled back against the desk.

      “Don’t play dumb with me. You want to sell your soul to the devil, that’s your choice. But you won’t be taking that to them.”

      Ari nervously glanced at the others who stared at them with gawking, curious gazes. She wished she could just leave right now, except Niomi said not to. They couldn’t alert security.

      “Can we talk about this in private?” Ari offered a kind smile.

      Hailey laughed. “Sure. But you’re not leaving the building.” She extended an arm. “After you.”

      “Okay.” Ari headed towards the elevator, not sure where she was going. The closer to an exit and past their fire walls the better.

      As they rounded a corner, Hailey changed into a security guard. Her new look took less than a second and no one around appeared to notice, everyone busy with their day. Now a good foot taller than Ari, she looked down and winked at her. “All the better to apprehend a spy with stolen data in her pocket.”

      “Like you’re one to talk.” Ari noticed a restroom up ahead and pulled Hailey inside. The room was more of a lounge with mirrors to touch up in, and couches to relax. Ari locked the door or, more specifically, she blocked the door by morphing the code.

      Ari turned to Hailey. “What the hell? When did you become so self-righteous?”

      Hailey’s body shuddered, and she turned back into herself. “I’ve always been pretty self-righteous, if you ever got to know me.”

      Point for Hailey. Ari didn’t really know her.

      “Are you going to let me leave?”

      Hailey leaned against a counter. “Of course. But not with the data in your pocket.”

      “Why does it even matter to you? Are you mad I haven’t joined Emil’s team?” Frustration started to mount, a tightness gathering in her shoulders. “Just for the record, I asked about the warpers. And they gave me their files. They are willing to give me the information and keep me and my family safe.”

      Hailey tapped her hand against her leg not appearing to be bothered by Ari’s temper. “Huh?”

      “Huh? Is that all you got to say? I thought you’d want the files for yourself.”

      “Nope. Why would we? We know a hell of a lot more warpers than VisionTech has ever hired.”

      “Then what’s the problem?” Ari’s voice raised in anger. Her thirty minute window was coming closer to an end.

      Hailey picked at her nails. “Do you ever think what happens to the names on those lists you have? I mean really happens to them?”

      A dark pit in her stomach tightened. “They just want the names. Nothing else.”

      She jumped down, facing Ari. “You keep telling yourself those lies and maybe one day you can sleep through the night. Those names are real people who will have a huge target painted on their backs once that list is out. Lives ruined, families put at risk and for what? Cryptos? So, you get a comfy bit of paradise.”

      “Niomi said people don’t get hurt.” After she said it, Ari realized how naive that sounds. She probably shouldn’t have used Niomi’s name either, but it wasn’t her full name at least.

      “You’re young but you’re not stupid. Don’t question my morality when I don’t want to play with your little company. I asked nicely. Next time I won’t ask. If you’re not with us, you’re against us. Working for the man, screwing over everyone you can.”

      Ari struggled to swallow. Before she could gather a reply, an alarm sounded through the building. Her heart picked up. “What did you do?”

      “Me?” Hailey pulled back in mock surprise. “I didn’t bar an electrical door, changing the structure of a government building. How long did you think you could go unnoticed here?”

      Ari pushed past Hailey and searched past the walls into the code beyond. Guards raced towards the bathroom. Ari turned back to Hailey, “Why aren’t you worried?”

      “I have no reason to be. You’re the stranger with stolen data on you.”

      Ari spun around realizing the truth of the situation. She wasn’t getting the data to Niomi. Not that it was the end of the world, if anything this only created more questions and doubts. And even if Hailey was right, Ari wanted to slap the pretty little smirk off her face. She deleted the data.

      Hailey obviously noticed the change in code. “Thank you for your cooperation, but remember, next time, there will be no asking. Governments love to find and hang little warpers every now and again, just to make sure they are safe.”

      Closing her eyes, Ari pulled out of the simulation. She wouldn’t forget.
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      Gasping for air, Ari woke in Niomi’s lab and reached for the plug. Her sweaty hands struggled, and it took a minute longer to unplug. Before she sat up, Niomi loomed over her chair.

      “It’s bad enough constantly waking up in different worlds. I don’t need you watching me,” Ari snapped. Heart racing, she averted her gaze, struggling to come up for an explanation of what happened.

      “Your vitals were amped. What happened?”

      “Your easy in and out mission wasn’t as simple as you thought.” Ari got out of the chair and headed over to get a drink. The cool water quenched her thirst and gave her a much needed minute to calm her shaky hands. Could she really believe Hailey? What would VisionTech do with the names? On the opposite side of the coin, Hailey almost turned her in. She wasn’t playing any more. They wanted Ari with them, or Hailey would soon turn into an enemy not an ally.

      Standing with arms crossed over her chest, Niomi stood waiting for more information. Obviously, she wasn’t going to read it in the report. “Did you get the data?”

      “No.” Ari traced a finger around her glass. It was a lot worse than that.

      “What. Happened?”

      “Someone found out that I wasn’t Rajit!”

      “Someone? What? How?” She didn’t even wait for an answer but rushed to her computer. Fingers flew over the keyboard. “Keep talking. We need to let Security know.”

      No longer under Niomi’s intense gaze, the lies poured easily from Ari’s mouth. “A co-worker noticed I wasn’t Rajit. They must have had some relationship or something.”

      Niomi’s pounding fingers ceased and she turned to Ari. “What exactly happened? Word for word?” She hit another switch and a red light flashed from her screen. “I’ll record it, so you don’t ever have to write the report.”

      Ari rubbed the back of her neck around her port, her clammy skin wet under her hand. “It was a pretty girl, woman actually. She approached as I was working on his computer. I didn’t see her behind me.”

      “How long was she standing there?”

      “I’m not sure. She was behind me.” Ari let the sarcasm highlight her words. How much should she tell her? And would telling Niomi the truth help Ari get the information she needed?

      “Okay.” Niomi swallowed, obviously trying to get her own emotions in check. “What did she say?”

      After weighing the consequences, she made her decision. “She told me to give her the list in my pocket.”

      Niomi pulled back, her eyes darting around as she computed what Ari didn’t say.

      “You told me I couldn’t leave the program with the list, so once security was approaching, I left,” Ari continued.

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa.” Niomi raised a hand. “Let’s go back. How did she know the list was in your pocket? It’s not like you use a computer so anyone can see you. Did you?”

      “No.”

      “She read the data on the chip you kept in your pocket? That could only mean…”

      Ari waited, for once it was nice to not be the person in the dark.

      “The woman was a warper…” Niomi turned back to the computer.

      Ari assumed she would have to report that to Security as well, but Niomi’s fingers hung heavy over her keyboard. She turned back to Ari, “Did she hurt you or restrain you in any way?”

      Ari swallowed. “No. She just wanted the data I stole. Told me that we had no right to spy on and hurt any of the candidates on the list.”

      “And just like that, she let you go?” There was a hint of disbelief in her voice.

      This part was the truth, though. “Yes. She was more interested in the data than me. Granted the security guards didn’t appear to have the same belief.”

      “Hmmm…” She turned back to the computer. “Come have a seat. I want you to start again from the beginning. Losing the list was unfortunate but finding another warper working for the UN throws a whole other kink in this. Right before session breaks too.” She trailed off and took an incoming call.

      Ari turned back to the water dispenser and filled up her glass again. Fear prickled along her spine and she wondered why she had to do her report in person. Could the computer tell she was lying? She had heard of that kind of software before. She stuck close to the truth and that would help her. Taking another drink, she mentally prepped herself. Maybe it was good that she had so much practice lying lately, because her gut told her these lies would be some of the most important lies she had ever told.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Her digital reports took the whole morning, leaving her back aching with every step. Maybe she’d take the company up on the massages they always offered her. After a nap… and a bite to eat.

      She plopped down in the kitchen with a large variety of food, enough for probably a family of four. Guilt nibbled on her, thinking back to the days when her mom couldn’t afford to feed them this well. She resolved to talk to her mother this week. Whether through Tess or Niomi, she needed to see them. It had been too long.

      Before she even made it through a third of her courses, her AI announced Vinh. Soon appearing in the doorway of the kitchen, his gaze traveled to the food in front of her. “Did Niomi make you skip breakfast and lunch all week, or something?”

      Ari shrugged. “Starving and not sure what I felt like. Don’t worry, I eat leftovers.”

      “I guess you’ll be set for the week then.” He plopped down and grabbed a nearby fry.

      “You here to hang out or do you have to run some reports? You may have to do them in my sleep. After this morning, I’m not going to last long.”

      He cocked an eyebrow. “What happened?”

      Letting out a low moan, she dipped her fry in a nearby shake. “I’ve told this story a million times. Can’t you just read the report?”

      “Reading is overrated. I’d rather have the firsthand account.”

      She watched him for a moment, his finger drumming on the table. Rarely even twitching, Vinh exuded an awkward energy with his eyes flashing away and back to Ari. Shaking off her paranoia, she pulled her hair band out and began re-braiding it. “Okay. Pass over the strawberry pie. I’ll need some stamina for this.”

      After she retold her story, her stomach ached from all the food.

      “What did this Hailey look like?” He kept the question light with a slight cock of his head.

      She still found it unsettling. “Already told you. Pretty girl with brown eyes and hair. Unfortunately, pretty generic, nothing too unique. Why do you ask?”

      He leaned back in the chair. “Just curious. It’s huge, you know. A warper that infiltrated the UN. Bigger than anything we’ve seen before.”

      “I suppose, but isn’t that what we were doing, or trying to do, until I got caught?” Ari stood and began putting the food in the fridge.

      “Did you remember any of the names on the list?”

      Ari slammed the unit and turned to him. “I’ve answered these questions about twenty times for Niomi and whoever else she shows the recording to. You can access it if you want.”

      He stood, lifting hands in the air. “Sorry. I’m just trying to wrap my brain around all of this.”

      With an exhale, she tried to rein her temper in. “Don’t worry about it.”

      He helped her with the food. The few moments of peaceful silence were short lived. “Have you ever seen another warper in there before? Maybe even a friendly one?”

      The hair on the back of her neck prickled. This wasn’t her friend Vinh coming over to hang out and chat. His awkward behavior had a motivation, one that Niomi probably put him up to. Her chest ached at the betrayal. Her time on the island had been lonely, isolated. Vinh had been one of the few people she called a friend. She bit her lip as her emotions flew from anger to hurt, not wanting to deal with him right now.

      She turned to face him, knowing she didn’t answer his last question. He didn’t deserve it. Her eyes burned with the threat of tears. “I’m really tired right now. I’m going to head to bed. Maybe we can talk another time.”

      He nodded, color flooding his cheeks as he glanced away. He reached forward to hug her, which wasn’t usual for Vinh. Clinging to her tight, he turned his mouth near her ear. “You’re messing in bigger things, more dangerous things, than both of us know. Be careful.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 27

          

        

      

    

    
      The next morning, she woke to the rain still splattering against her windows. She could always electronically change her view but never did. The glass wall was the only contact with the outside world she had. The constant fear of becoming like her father, of losing the touch she had with reality, never left her.

      Rolling over, she looked at the large screen in front of her bed. A message from Niomi flashed. She told Ari to sleep in. Trips to the VLEX were canceled. Ari was to report in after a late breakfast for training and an appointment.

      Appointment?

      Vinh usually dealt with her health diagnostics and other concerns. What could this appointment be? Staring at her ceiling, which was currently programmed to match the night sky outside, she failed to go back to sleep. How could she? Obviously, there were repercussions from her encounter with Hailey, but it wasn’t her fault. Or at least they didn’t know that.

      Finally, she got up with hours to go until she was supposed to report. The rain still pounded, getting harder by the minute. Between the storm and Niomi’s message, the walls felt more substantial, trapping her inside. Back home, anytime it rained they would run outside and play in the street. What happened to the old Ari?

      Determined to get out and do something with her free time despite the weather, she headed outside and jumped in one of the cars. She pushed the ignition, and nothing happened. She tried a couple times before Niomi’s voice sounded through the speakers.

      “There is a hurricane in the area, and you think it’s time for a joy ride. What happened to sleeping in? I heard teenagers tend to do that?”

      “I couldn’t sleep. And the rain’s not that bad.” At that moment, thunder shook the small car.

      “It’s not safe for you to be out. Where are you going? Reed’s?”

      Ari didn’t think Reed would be available. Since he got into the Art Department, he’d been putting in more hours. She wasn’t sure where she was headed, but that didn’t sound good. “The community center to chat with some friends.”

      “Friends?” Niomi’s voice raised in question. Unfortunately, her trainer had the ability to review all her correspondence and knew that friends was a stretch.

      “Some of the islanders, maybe Vinh if he’s around. The only reason I don’t have many friends is because I’m stuck on this side of the island all by myself. I may start searching for dolphins or mermaids as friends soon if we don’t watch it.”

      Niomi gave an audible sigh over the line.

      “Come on. I’ll only be gone for a minute, I’m sure you have some goons, or tracking devices to keep an eye on me.”

      “You know they are all security measures to keep you safe.”

      “You know I can’t be kept in a glass bowl forever. I need a life and some sanity. Talking to mermaids isn’t considered sane.” Ari knew she’d fall for the sanity line.

      VisionTech main concern was Ari’s mental and physical wellbeing. A tool can’t be useful if it doesn’t do its job. She wasn’t under the illusion she was anything more to the company than that.

      “Okay,” Niomi caved. “I’ll have some security out in a bigger terrain vehicle to go with you in case the storm worsens. You have two hours and don’t be late for your appointment.”

      “Deal.” Ari pushed the button again, but it still didn’t start. “What—”

      “Give me a minute to get security. Once they are en route, I’ll release the lock on your car.”

      “Oh, gracious,” Ari murmured, hoping her trainer didn’t hear it.

      It took ten minutes before she could start the car, but Ari didn’t mind too much. The trip to the community center was rough and she was glad she had backup. As much as she enjoyed the storm, she didn’t want to be lost in the jungle during it.

      The community center was quiet this morning. As she headed over to grab a drink, she noticed Tamar talking at the vacant gambling tables with his sister.

      He leaned back and laughed, his eyes jovial. His sister turned away from him, acting annoyed but struggling to not smile. Ari missed that sibling rivalry with her own brother, even missed how he would frustrate her.

      As she approached, Tamar finally noticed her. “There’s our desert girl. Surprised you made it out in this, you might have drowned.”

      “Desert girl?”

      “Yeah, Jewels told us how enchanted you are with all this green. You must be from the desert.”

      “She’s right. But it doesn’t mean I don’t know how to swim.”

      He appraised her, looking her up and down like an analyst. “Not bad for a desert rat, but do you know how to surf?”

      “No.” Reed tried to teach her, but it wasn’t her favorite. Flipping upside down with water up her nose wasn’t her idea of fun.

      “Don’t let him give you crap. Not all of us run away to surf instead of working.”

      Ari chuckled and asked Oliana, “Tamar ditches to surf?”

      “Since he was three.”

      “Three? Impressive.”

      A smile lit up his face as he took a seat nearby and kicked off his shoes.

      Oliana turned a disappointed look at Ari. “Haven’t you learned not to complement him yet?”

      “Sorry. I’ll restrain myself in the future.” Ari fell into a nearby plush chair as well. “So, Oliana, what do you do for fun? Are you a surfer?”

      “No.” She shook her head dismissively. “I’d rather dance.”

      “That was pretty impressive.” Ari remembered the islanders at the party with their rhythm dancing.

      Keeping her smile to a minimum, Ari could still see the pride in her eyes. Going back to work, Oliana stood on a stool that raised her up to the large gaming screens.  These screens showed inside the VR where people competed and gambled. It surprised Ari that the islanders, who worked with the gaming and electronics so closely, seemed to shun it at the same time. Maybe they didn’t?

      “Do you guys ever play in the games?” Ari asked.

      Oliana turned, the scathing look on her face spoke plenty. “No,” she said, before returning to her cleaning the screens.

      “Sorry… I didn’t mean…” Ari turned to Tamar for help.

      He reclined in the chair, obviously not as bothered as his sister. “Don’t worry. VRs are a sensitive subject among our people.”

      “Not that I blame them, but why?” Ari asked.

      He shrugged. “The usual stuff. Many of the islanders became addicted. The elders banned them. There is still a battle as each generation grows.”

      “Can’t say I blame the elders.” Visions of her father trapped in a VR coma flooded her mind. Struggling to keep composure, she stuffed that back into its neat little box in her mind. There was nothing she could do about that now.

      “You too?” He leaned forward. “You have loved ones that are lost as well?”

      “Yeah.” She must not have hidden it as well as she thought.

      “Then why are you here?”

      “Money. Safety. I could ask you the same thing.”

      With a small tilt to his smile he replied. “Sometimes the only way to survive the devil is dance with him.”

      “Huh?” Ari leaned back in the chair.

      “Idiot.” His sister mumbled under her breath and he smiled.

      “So, you’ve never gone in?”

      He cocked an eye.

      “You don’t have to lie on my account. I know you do occasionally.” Oliana finished cleaning the screens and hit the button to lower the stand.

      “Many islanders try them now and again, but for the majority of the time, I try to steer clear.”

      “I wish I could.” And normally, Ari did, but right now she wanted to get inside to check on her family. She didn’t feel like she could trust Vinh to relay messages to Tessa and was sick of going through ten channels to get a hold of her family. But what about other channels?

      Tamar stood and got a drink for his sister. With a steaming cup of coffee in her hand, she took a seat next to Ari. “What are you up to?” Oliana asked, snapping Ari out of her thoughts.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I can tell your wheels are turning. What’s going on?” Oliana sipped her drink.

      Glancing around, Ari leaned forward a bit. “Do you have a way to contact people off the island?”

      “Why would we need that?” Oliana had a tension to her words.

      When Ari turned to her brother, he shook his head. Obviously, it wasn’t something they could talk about here.

      “You should come dancing again.” Oliana gently sipped her coffee. “You really are horrible. Practice may help.”

      Ari’s gaze flashed in between the two siblings trying to read what they didn’t say. “Sure, I’d love that.”

      Oliana set down her drink and stood, signaling the end to the conversation. “Good. We’ll let you know when.”

      As Ari headed back into the stormy weather to her unknown appointment, an inkling of hope stirred. Could the islanders help her talk to Marco and her mother? Maybe, maybe not. But it’d be better than sitting in an empty room like a grounded little girl.
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      Making it back through the rain with her guards close behind, Ari had time to grab lunch before hurrying down to her appointment. She wore her normal clothes, jeans and a shirt, to the appointment. She didn’t want to give Niomi anymore of an advantage with her smart suit by letting Niomi know just how nervous she was.

      Heading down the hall, she passed Niomi’s offices and stopped at conference room C. Standing at the door, she waited for it to open and resisted the impulse to bite her lip. Finally, with a swoosh, the door slid open.

      A long smooth white table stood in the middle of the room. Along one side, Niomi sat next to the director and another woman Ari didn’t recognize. The woman had pitch black hair, a feature perfected to a fine edge. Ari reminded herself this wasn’t her fault—maybe if she really believed that the knots in her stomach would ease.

      “Welcome, dear Arianna.” The director stood, motioning with a hand to the seat across the table from them. His appearance was perfect, not a strand of hair out of place.

      Ari slid into the seat, trying to paste on an innocent, totally relaxed smile. “Hi.”

      “Relax, Ari,” Niomi said. “We’re here to help you.”

      “Yes,” the director replied. “Also, here with us today is Dr. Davis.”

      The word ‘doctor’ pulled Ari up short. With the machines today able to function better than any human doctor, it was rare to meet one in person. Usually there were just nurses to help administer treatments. “Is there a reason I need a doctor?”

      “Dr. Davis is a psychiatrist that specializes in… well, in you.”

      The doctor was what Ari and her old friends from school would call a plastic. A very expensive one at that. Some people’s plastic surgery was so good, they looked flawless. But humans aren’t flawless. So, their perfected bodies almost looked plastic to Ari, who grew up in a neighborhood where nobody even bothered with cosmetic surgery.

      The woman gave a light laugh. “The director means to say I specialize in people with your ability, commonly known as warpers, as well as holding advanced degrees in neuro-psychology. I heard you’ve been having headaches, and I came to help you.”

      Looking between the three adults on the other side of the table, Ari couldn’t help but wonder what they weren’t saying. “Why now?”

      Doctor Davis pulled back a second, but then asked, “What do you mean?”

      “Well, the headaches have been happening for a while, but you show up after my first failed mission.” She left out meeting another warper. Maybe they didn’t buy Ari’s story as much as she thought.

      The director lifted a hand. “Let me, Doctor.” He focused on Ari. “You are a highly intelligent young woman, but you’re still young. After recent events on assignment, we decided it would be best for us to ensure your mental and physical health by recruiting the best in the business. It took us a while to hire Dr. Davis, but she is worth it.

      “We’re hoping she can help you process things like being away from your mother and brother, and give you the tools you need on assignment as well. Being young, others can influence you, especially people inside VLEX that can appear as friends. And after certain self-destructive behavior in the VR, we want to make sure you are getting everything you need.”

      So, it does come around to the assignment. “Okay.”

      “Does that mean you’re willing to work with me?” Doctor Davis’s grin was a tad too large for Ari’s taste.

      “Yes.” What could it hurt?

      “Also, we want you to take a break from work for a week.” The director motioned to Niomi who had remained quiet for most of the meeting. “Exercise with Niomi and spend time with Dr. Davis.”

      Her stomach dropped. Not that Ari wanted to go into VLEX, but how else could she contact Tessa or her family? The islanders may be able to help but she doubted they had that kind of access unnoticed or unmonitored. “I’d be willing to participate in the required therapy, but I want to go back in to check on my family.”

      “I’m sorry. It’s too dangerous right now. We need to do what’s best for your health.” The smug smile on the director’s face burrowed under Ari’s skin.

      “You mean what’s best for you and your investment.” Ari knew she was a tool for this company and nothing more. It came down to money and she was worth a lot.

      Niomi leaned forward, elbows on the table. “Ari, we both want you healthy and strong. Don’t be stubborn about this. You get a week off to hang out with Reed and go to the beach. This isn’t that bad.”

      “Is my assignment with Kari closed?”

      The director answered in his condescending tone. “Let us worry about that.”

      Ari gritted her teeth. Of course, she’s just the dumb teenager. Forget about the fact that Kari had a life, a boyfriend and a job, that’s just silly responsibility. Niomi narrowed her eyes at Ari, like when they’d fight, and Ari would lose her temper. She forced herself to calm down and remain silent. If she learned anything here at VisionTech, Niomi taught her the best fighters kept their temper, and Ari felt like this battle had just begun.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 29

          

        

      

    

    
      Seething as she returned to her rooms, Ari couldn’t figure out why she was mad at first. Given an opportunity to not work or go into VLEX was a true vacation. She could spend more time with Reed, at the beach, or even with Tamar and Oliana. Yet, this was a punishment. Not going inside the VLEX or a VR meant she couldn’t reach out to her family. Yes, being grounded on a tropical paradise was nice, but she was still grounded.

      She headed to the cafeteria to grab a bite before her next meeting but stopped short. What about Antoine? He and Kari were supposed to go on vacation at the end of the week. She still needed to end things with him. If Kari failed to show up, that may be more suspicious than safe.

      Turning around, Ari headed to Niomi’s office. After a brief scan the door opened for her. Niomi and the director stood near the door, in what appeared a heated discussion that they promptly stopped once she walked in.

      “Sorry to bother you, but I needed to talk to Niomi.” Ari touched the necklace Reed gave her, which was becoming a nervous habit.

      “I’ll be with you in a moment. Wait over there.” Niomi waved Ari away.

      Not one to revel in awkward conversations, Ari headed over to Niomi’s long work bench. It held several stools in front of her array of computers.

      When she sat down, she saw one of Niomi’s computers was still logged in. The argument behind her vanished as Ari read the file in front of her, her file. Niomi must have left it open by accident or maybe they had been talking about her.

      Ari didn’t have time to read the lengthy file, especially where Niomi and the director would quickly notice. Glancing at the two still arguing, she pulled out the small drive in the necklace and slid it in Niomi’s computer. The file would have been protected for outside copying or transferring the file, but hopefully not her old school hardware. Adrenaline raced through her veins as she quickly shifted over to copy the files. Nervous fingers flew over the keyboard as she tried to silence the keystrokes.

      “She’s only seventeen!” Niomi’s voice raised to a new level.

      Yanking her hands back she turned to find them looking at her. She tightened them in the lap, unable to think up anything plausible to say in the moment. “Want me to come back?”

      “No,” The director’s lips were drawn into a tight line. “I’m done here.”

      As he walked out, Ari glanced at the screen. The file had copied. She turned back to find Niomi facing the door and pulling a hand through her hair. Ari yanked out the drive and jammed it in in her pocket before standing up.

      “I’ll head out of here, Niomi. I’m sorry, my timing sucks.” The drive felt heavy in her pocket. She itched to race out of here and read through it. But on what? VisionTech watched everything she did. She’d worry about that later as she headed out. “We can talk later.”

      “No. Stop.” Composure returned, Niomi faced Ari. “You have a right to know what we were talking about, or some of it at least.”

      Truly curious, Ari paused. “What happened?”

      “I recommended a longer suspension.”

      “What?” Niomi always seemed to push the mission, the goal before all else. “Why?”

      “Because of what I just told the director. You’re seventeen years old.”

      “Oh…” Ari didn’t know how to take that.

      “Don’t get me wrong, Ari. I think you’re intelligent, capable, and talented beyond belief, but you’re still a kid. You need to be dating your own boyfriend, not figuring out how to break up with Kari’s lover.”

      Ari let out a breath. She never saw Niomi as the protector, just the person who pushed her to constantly be better. Thoughts spun together in Ari’s mind.

      “Didn’t you ever wonder why we worked on self-defense so much?”

      “I thought you loved to torture me?”

      A sly smile pulled up on Niomi’s bright red lips. “At times, yes. But for the most part I wanted you to be able to protect yourself in and out of the program. Growing up alone as a woman in this world is tough. And a major thing you lacked when you came to me was confidence.

      “You may be able to do all the missions VisionTech asked of you, but it doesn’t mean you should have to. I asked them to extend your suspension, but they denied. They gave you a week, and then they want you back inside.”

      The strong stone statue, that Ari always viewed Niomi as, started to soften a little. Maybe there was more to her trainer than Ari thought. The data sat heavy in her pocket, burning with her betrayal. As much as she wanted to race out of there to look at the file, Ari did come here for a reason. “I need to get a message to Antoine, by the way.”

      “Really? Why?” Exasperation heavy in her voice.

      “He’s expecting to go on vacation with Kari by the end of the week.”

      “That’s even more stupid. I told you to break up with him and instead you plan a vacation with him.”

      “Kari planned it,” Ari said. “And if Kari returned, I didn’t want to ruin her plans. When is Kari coming back?”

      Niomi’s eyes flickered down before meeting Ari’s gaze. “We should operate under the assumption that she isn’t coming back.”

      A flood of emotion tightened her throat. “Is she dead?” She wasn’t sure how or why she got so attached to a woman she never met, but somehow living her life connected them.

      “Honestly, I don’t know. Maybe. Or maybe she took a sweet payout and is off vacationing on her own.”

      ‘I don’t know’ wasn’t good enough for Ari. Burying the guilt, anger reared its head for a moment. “Guess it doesn’t matter if we work for murderers, does it?”

      Niomi’s shoulders tightened, the muscles in her neck standing out. “It matters. But every major company has dirt under its nails, Ari. Don’t be naive. Let’s focus on the task at hand.”

      Dread bubbled at what Ari had to do next.

      “I’ll authorize a short trip inside the VR. We can’t send a message to Antoine from here. It can’t be traced back to us. Break up with Antoine or cancel the trip, I don’t care which. Just be quick. You’ll go in for lunch and then head out. We already contacted your boss to let him know you’ll be out. It won’t be a surprise to check in with a boyfriend.”

      Forcing herself to uncurl her fist, she concentrated on slowing her breath. Angry, Ari didn’t always think straight, and she needed to concentrate if she was going back in. “Okay. If I plug in now, I can catch him before he heads off for the day.”

      “No, not today. Tomorrow at lunch, okay?”

      Ari hated not being able to get this over with. It was one thing to have to end things with Antoine but having to dread it for the next day would be even worse. He deserved better, but didn’t they all? Ari headed to the door.

      “Ari?” Niomi called.

      She turned back around, “What?”

      “Do you understand what needs to happen? You can no longer afford to be emotionally attached to these people. Tell me you understand.”

      “I get it.” Her body felt cold and empty. “Break up with Antoine because that’s easier than knowing I stole his girlfriend’s life, and she may be dead.”

      Niomi and Ari watched each other for a moment, a room full of secrets between them. Without another word, Ari turned and left. If Niomi couldn’t be honest with her, she would find her own answers, starting with the file in her pocket.
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      Unable to read the drive without notifying VisionTech, she stashed it in her room for now. Yet being so close to a file full of answers made it difficult to stay asleep. Awake before six, Niomi had messaged Ari to call her when she woke. Her trainer must have had her own problems sleeping because they ended up outside at their exercise area just as the sun was rising.

      They ran several miles along the beach. Niomi even took it slow. Not that she had anything to say, but it calmed Ari to run beside the endless waves, then they finished their run with light sparring. Light sparring still ended with Ari sweaty and breathing hard.

      “You ready to go in to meet Antoine?” Niomi asked. “It won’t be lunch, but a quick trip at the end of their day. About two our time. You can leave him a message to clean up this mess.”

      Ari bristled at the casual reference to this man whose heart Ari was about to trample on. “I’ll be there. I wanted to go to the community center for some late breakfast. Catch up with Vinh.”

      “He may be busy.”

      “If so, I can eat alone.” Ari realized during that long run that the only place that she could look at her file without alerting VisionTech may be Vinh’s, since he was assigned to treat her.

      Getting him to agree to it, or look the other way, may be the problem, but she’d get to that when she needed.

      “Okay. Don’t be late.”

      “I won’t.”

      Ari hurried to shower and drove down to the center, continuing to mull over the plans in her mind. Vinh was the first person she considered going to. If he helped her contact her family once, he may be able to give her a device that was offline. But did she really trust him not to say anything? Or did she want to be the kind of friend to put him in that position?

      Then Reed flashed in her mind, and she felt guilty for not thinking of him first.  Even though he was in the Art Department now, he specialized in security and hacking. If anyone could get her a private connection, it was him. Granted, he hadn’t been able to figure a way to contact their family, but that involved getting off the island. She had to try.

      Not exactly sure where she was going, it took a good thirty minutes and a few stops with the interactive maps to find where he worked now. On the third floor, or top floor, of this building, the Art Department held amazing views of the islands. The curved clear walls showed off the luscious jungle beyond and the ocean as far as she could see.

      “Can I help you?” a man asked.

      She turned, a bit startled. “Yes. I’m looking for Reed. He started last month.”

      “Oh, yeah. The new kid. He’s down the hall. Let me show you.”

      She followed the tall man. He didn’t wear a uniform either, just khakis and sandals. The relaxed atmosphere of the Art Department looked appealing to Ari.

      They entered a nearby door, which opened up to a large workspace littered with cubicles.

      “Reed,” the man hollered. “Someone here to see you. Cute too.” He sent a wink in her direction.

      Reed stood, his head sticking up among the cubicles. When he gazed at Ari, a warm excitement colored his eyes. Ari wished this was only a social call. After saying something to a co-worker, he headed over to her.

      “What brings you to my neck of the woods?” He leaned over to lightly kiss Ari’s cheek.

      “I was hoping you could help me out with something.”

      “Of course. I told them I was taking a break.” He patted the bag at his side. “I have ten minutes or so.”

      “Great.”

      He took her hand as they walked down to the common area. “I’m glad you stopped by. I’ve wanted to talk to you for a while.”

      “About what?”

      “Not that quick. You first?”

      Noticing all the people around them, she worried about others hearing. “How about we grab a drink and go outside?”

      He raised a brow but didn’t ask any questions. “Of course.”

      With warm drinks in each hand, they headed outside and found a small table in the courtyard. The weather had been overcast and windy. The threatening of a storm that hadn’t materialized. She sipped her coffee and took a seat.

      “Did I ever tell you how cute you look when you’re cold?”

      She laughed mid drink almost spitting coffee all over him. “Nope. Where did that come from?”

      “It’s so hot at home, and don’t get me wrong, I thoroughly enjoy you in shorts and tank tops. But when it’s a bit chilly, your nose gets pink and you huddle more against the weather. It’s adorable.”

      Her cheeks pulled up in a smile, and she realized just how much she loved Reed. After being caught up in the drama of her job, it was easy to forget what was important. Moving her drink out of the way, she leaned over and kissed Reed. Losing herself in those soft lips that hinted at the hot chocolate he was drinking.

      “What was that for?” He asked after she sat down.

      “Because you’re pretty adorable too.”

      He grinned and took another drink. “Before we get sidetracked and make out for the next ten minutes, which by the way, I’m totally okay with, what did you want to talk about?”

      Like a splash of cold water, her real purpose in being there, killed her Reed-high. Tracing the lip of her coffee, she spoke quietly into her cup. “I need to read a file without VisionTech knowing anything about it.”

      His body tensed as worry creased his forehead. “What’s going on?”

      “I can’t say right now, but… I have a file about me. I want to read it without them knowing in case that creates more problems. I figure since it is about me, I have a right to read it.”

      After a deep breath, the tension in his shoulders relaxed. “I agree, you do have that right.” Leaning over he pulled out a pad and a screwdriver from his bag. He flipped it over, unsnapped the edge of the cover, and with a flick of his small tool, popped a wire out of place.

      After putting it quickly back together, he handed it to her. “If anyone catches you, play dumb. The wire must have accidentally broke, severing the connection to the network. You were just trying to admire your boyfriend’s artwork.”

      Relief loosened the tension in her shoulders. “This means a lot to me.”

      “One condition.”

      “Name it.”

      “I get to take you out and you’ll fill me in on what’s going on, soon.”

      “Definitely.” Nodding, she looked forward to that. Then she reminded him what he said earlier. “What did you want to tell me?”

      “It can wait.”

      “Really?” Curiosity and patience never went well together for her.

      “Yeah. You need to deal with this first.”

      “Thanks.” She checked the time on the electronic pad he just handed her. “By my calculations we have three more minutes to make out before you have to go back to work.”

      “Does that include walking back there?”

      “We can’t kiss and walk?”

      “I can learn.” He laughed, his gorgeous smile lightening up her spirits. The worry about her file lessened as she soaked him up for the three minutes they had left.
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        * * *

      

      Ari didn’t head back right away as the increased security in her room could make even opening the document in her dorms chancy. Instead, she paid for a private VR room and didn’t plug in. After locking the door, she sat down on the reclined chair, feet crossed, and opened the file on the electronic pad.

      The amount of data she found on herself was overwhelming. Every public record, every test, school report, on not only Ari but every member of her family. Her heart tore as she flipped through the information about her father. Surprisingly they didn’t have much information about his past work with the government. His files were sealed. Huh? Once he married Ari’s mother, her father worked at odd jobs to sustain his VR habit.

      It looked like they even went over her brother’s life with a fine-tooth comb, which didn’t look great under magnification. But when Ari opened her file, pictures, charts and lengthy documents opened on the small screen. The first picture came from the weekend away at Tessa’s parents vacation home. The first time she used her abilities, by accident. She didn’t even know what she was. So, how did they already start tracking her?

      She thumbed through charts from her smart suit. Medical data to track her health. Who would find how often she slept or had a bowel movement relevant? It felt like overkill. Checking the time, she hurried through the file. Time raced by, and she couldn’t be late to meet with Antoine.

      In the back of her health files, she found a document titled Shelf Life. It grabbed her attention, and she opened it for further inspection. The document was long and complex, but at the end has a SUMMARY heading.

      

      Ariana continues to excel in cardiovascular activity and complex physical training. The migraines only occur when she pushes her abilities inside the program, which has been reduced with environmental manipulation. Her blood pressure, blood tests, and neurological testing predicts a healthy future for the subject and shelf life of five years or more given the continuation of optimal conditions.

      

      A knock sounded at the door.

      She jumped, the pad tumbling to the ground. “This room is taken.”

      “Ariana Mendez?” A deep voice sounded on the other side of the door.

      They found me. She swept up the pad on the ground. “What?”

      “You need to get back to your wing. I noticed you were out of the VR. Is anything wrong?”

      A myriad of swear words flew through her mind. “Nothing’s wrong. I’ll be right out.”

      “Please hurry. We need to escort you back right away.”

      “Okay.” Ignoring his request, she looked at the file one more time. ‘A shelf life of five years or more.’

      Her chest tightened as she realized what exactly that meant. She had a shelf life, like a tool or a fresh vegetable. In five years or less she’ll expire. Not exactly sure what that meant, she assumed the worst. If it wasn’t bad, then they would have told her from the beginning.

      But why would a company mention that the one thing that will bring them millions of dollars might cause someone to die? They aren’t stupid. And that’s probably one reason there aren’t many warpers around to tell the tale afterwards. She remembered Hailey and the other warpers inside the VLEX. Why would they continue to do it when they had a choice?

      “Ms. Mendez.” The man now banged on the door. “We have security here and will be opening the door.”

      Her hand trembled as she replaced the drive into her necklace and hurried to open the door. “Sorry.”

      The two towering guards didn’t look happy.

      Ari forced a smile and pushed by them. “We better hurry.”

      Driving back to meet Niomi, her mind spun out in every direction. How could Niomi, who she considered friends, continue to put Ari in the VR knowing it was slowing killing her? How could Vinh? Does he know? Does everyone here know but her? Slamming on her brakes, she almost crashed into a small monkey, skittering across the path. Her breath escaped in short pants filling the otherwise silent car.

      Pull it together. Don’t jump to conclusions. Knowledge about warpers was as rare as warpers were. Shrouded in rumors, not many people knew about them. And any available information was heavily guarded. But what she did know was when she used her powers, she got sick. Thinking back to the few times she was pushed inside the VR, she remembered the hallucinations, the confusion of voices and noise. Would she go insane before she died?

      She bit back the sob that threatened to erupt. She noticed one of the guards in the car behind her stepped out and approached her vehicle. Rolling down the window, she waved him back and started to pull forward. Fighting every instinct to run back to Reed to find comfort in those arms that provided so much of it, she drove forward for her appointment in VLEX—back to the one thing that would kill her.

      If she was going to totally freak out, and she knew she would at some point, this wasn’t the time or place. Ari needed more information, needed the truth, and there was only one place to get it: VLEX.
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      Running behind, Ari hurried to her rooms, changed into her smart suit, and managed to skid inside Niomi’s lab right on the dot.

      “You’re cutting it a bit close.” Niomi stood in front of her screen.

      Not trusting herself to speak without a flood of anger and resentment pouring out of her, Ari shrugged. Her trainer glanced in her direction but said nothing. Ari reclined on the chair and reached for the cable.

      Niomi turned around to face her. “You were suspended for health reasons and have only been given a chance to go and collect your messages. Answer anything urgent with work as to not arouse suspicion with Kari’s absence, though I doubt there’s much to do this late in the season. Then message Antoine. Make it quick.”

      “I don’t think he’s the type to settle with short.” Her words were sharp, Ari’s hurt and betrayal seeping through.

      Her dark eyes narrowed. “We don’t know the warper in there and now isn’t the time to hang out. Watch your back and run at the first sign of trouble. Okay?”

      “Okay.” Ari wished she heeded those words long ago, and she would have never trusted Niomi or anyone at VisionTech. Leaning back, she closed her eyes and entered VLEX.

      She found herself in Kari’s office and wondered if this would be the last time she saw it. God, she hoped so. She was tired of living someone else’s life, of being a chameleon in someone else’s game. After hurrying through the emails, she messaged Antoine as soon as she was inside. “Can you meet real quick before you head home for the day? It’s important.”

      It took a few minutes for the reply.

      I can get away. What has been going on? You haven’t said a word to me in days. This distance makes me wonder if you really want to go away with me.

      You have no idea, she thought. Instead she kept her reply simple and sent it off.

      Hurrying down to the market, she grabbed a table in the corner for privacy. She twisted the cloth napkin in her hands trying to figure out how to explain this to him. Would he even believe her? Maybe she had more options than she thought. Thinking of her shelf life, ideas began to grow.

      His tall frame maneuvered through the tables. She greeted Antoine with a hug, as he kissed her cheek softly, she didn’t even bother pulling back to watch the interaction in code. She owed it to him to be here, to be present.

      Once they sat, he ordered a drink and swiped the screen aside. Looking into her eyes, Ari could see the pain and worry.

      “What’s been going on, Kari? You don’t return my calls, you miss work all the time. I’m surprised you still have a job.”

      Ari was too sometimes, but she didn’t know what was going on behind the scenes. “I’m sorry.” Struggling to swallow, she realized she wanted to tell him the truth. To be honest about everything and release the heavy burden she’d been carrying around. She couldn’t do that… now, but it didn’t mean she couldn’t do it one day.

      “I need more than sorry.” Antoine’s brow tightened as he watched her.

      “There is only so much I’m allowed to tell you,” then, leaning forward, she added, “here.”

      “What are you talking about?” He lowered his voice as well.

      Adrenaline raced as she thought about what she was going to do next. It was crazy, but right now, she didn’t know what was up from down. But a nugget of an idea sprouted, and she had to keep her options open.

      Keeping her voice low, she reached for his hands. “It’s stuff with the government, outside of the VLEX. Nothing I can talk about inside here, but I’ll tell you later. When we meet outside.”

      He searched her eyes, looking for something more. Something she couldn’t give him. Not now.

      “We’re still meeting?”

      Ari prayed she was doing the right thing, not that the right thing was clear anymore. She could feel the emotion burn the back of her eyes. “Yes. Just… be there, okay? If you want the whole truth.”

      “Don’t be nervous.” He squeezed her hands. “I’ve wanted you in person, to really touch you, look at you through my real eyes, not this dusted over computerized version. I love you for you, not this program. I hope you remember to feel the same when you see me.”

      It dawned on her that he may not look like this in the real life. Normal people couldn’t just change how they look, but they could buy skins. Diplomats and officials didn’t bother, since they were well known, but the lesser staff probably would.

      “How will I know it’s you?”

      “I’ll be holding your favorite flowers, waiting for you.”

      Thinking back to the file on Kari, Ari remembered the lilacs and smiled. “Okay. I’ll see you then.”

      He leaned forward and placed a sweet kiss on her lips, then walked out. A pain tugged at her gut, realizing however much she did this for Kari, part of her cared for Antoine. She had grown to care for Antione. He was a good boyfriend to Kari and obviously kind and loving. She didn’t love him, but she cared for him.

      This may be something she needed to tell Reed about. He deserved to know, yet it hurt to think about it. Maybe hearing the real reason why she was doing all this would help Reed move on, because dating a warper with a shelf life wouldn’t end well for him either.
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      Since her meeting with Antoine went smoothly, she had time for one more visit. Down a couple blocks was Emil’s office, where she’d met him before. This may be her last visit inside here for a while, she had to know the truth.

      Standing in front of the coffee shop, she wondered how to get in. Hailey had entered a code. Focusing intently on the characters within the code, she couldn’t see anything beyond the coffee shop. Beneath it was nothing. A blank sheet of some sort. Ideas of yelling came to her mind, but she quickly dismissed them. She didn’t need any unwanted attention right now.

      When she was about to give up, Hailey opened the door. “Did you want coffee or to see my gorgeous face?” She ushered Ari inside.

      The two girls stood inside the long black and white corridor, empty except for them. Ari couldn’t help but wonder why, and at what cost, Hailey remained here. “I want to talk to Emil.”

      The smile vanished from Hailey’s face. “He doesn’t keep regular office hours.”

      “I don’t care. I have about five minutes until I’m off the radar for a bit. Tell me how to contact him on the outside or let me talk to him now.”

      She bit her lip and glanced down the hall. “Give me one minute.” She disappeared in one of the many doors.

      Shivering, Ari rubbed her arms. She’d never felt cold inside the VR before, unless in a snowscape. She could only wonder about the coding to make a place like this. Invisible to the others in the program yet connected in so many ways. As she started to stare at the coding surrounding her, Hailey reappeared.

      “This way.” Hailey led the way down the hall and opened a door for Ari, remaining outside. “Here you go.”

      Inside, a simple room held two chairs, Emil in one. “Have a seat. I assume this isn’t a social call.”

      “No, it isn’t.” Ari sat in the other seat, perched on the edge. “I need to know if warping will kill me. Do I have a shelf life?”

      A hint of amusement glinted in his eyes. “You read your file?”

      “This isn’t funny. I want to know the truth. And if so, why is your team still here?”

      He leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “This will kill you, Ari. Companies will try to use up your shelf life for their profit. Because even a couple years of your talent is worth more than most other people’s whole lives.”

      She slumped back his words echoing in her mind. This will kill you. He gave her a minute to absorb the truth. Part of her wished shelf life was code for something else. One year or ten years did it really matter? Niomi, who worked so hard to keep her healthy, was just fattening her up for the slaughter.

      “Is that where the headaches come from? The hallucinations?” Ari knew they were connected but never dreamed of the extent of the damage. No wonder Niomi was mad from before.

      “Yes. This ability takes a toll on our mind. Our brains slowly deteriorate until we don’t know what is real or not.”

      “Then why do you do it? Can’t you make enough money to retire for the rest of your life?”

      “We think our lives are for more than just making money.” He cocked a brow as if daring her to challenge that statement.

      Ari didn’t reply.

      “Our team helps to shape humanity, when humanity delves into things they shouldn’t. So many people spend their lives doing nothing of real importance. With this gift, we can topple governments, free a whole generation from slavery, the options are limitless.”

      A small knock sounded on the door, and Hailey stuck her head in. “They are pushing at our wall.”

      Emil turned to Ari. “I’m sorry, but I’m needed elsewhere. Can you see yourself out?”

      “Wait, is there a way to find you on the outside?”

      “I told you. Meet us in the game Gaia. And the next time I see you remember to bring your file.”

      Before she could say anything else, Ari found herself outside the coffee shop, staring at the door. That’s one way of seeing people out. Walking down the street, a strange numbness traveled through her body as she processed what he said. So many people do nothing of real importance. It struck her as true. How often do we run around putting work, money or overall busyness as the priority in life? She had this gift that while costly, could do a lot. Hailey worked on the UN inside of VLEX. Changes that affect the world, while Ari was slowly killing herself so that the VisionTech could make more cryptos this year.
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      Pulling out of VLEX, Ari’s mind spun in different directions while her body waded through reality. Pull out the plug. Turn off the connection.

      “What happened?” Niomi asked, snapping Ari awake.

      “What?”

      “How did things go with Antoine?”

      “Good.”

      “You ended things with him?” Her gaze bore into Ari. They had worked closely together for some time and Niomi could read her too easily.

      “He won’t be a problem anymore.” Ari tried to stick as close to the truth as possible to keep her suit calm.

      “Good.” Niomi turned back to her screen.

      Ari stepped up to her desk. “Niomi?”

      “Yeah.” Her eyes stayed forward.

      “I want to quit.”

      Niomi’s hands froze over the keyboard, and then she turned. “What happened?”

      “Nothing,” Ari lied. “Well, maybe everything. I’m tired of living other people’s lives. I want out of my contract.”

      “It’s not as easy as that. You signed a contract for five years. If you back out now, you don’t have the money to pay back all the money they invested in you. You don’t have enough money to get off the island.”

      “What about my salary? I’ve kept some.”

      “That would be taken away from you. It’s not yours if you quit.” Niomi brushed a hand through her short hair. “Look. I know they are asking a lot from you.”

      Yes, they are. My whole life. Ari kept her mouth shut.

      “But put in your time, and you’ll have enough money to retire after this. Trust me, if you want to do what’s best for you, don’t push this issue. It won’t end well. If you don’t believe me, bring it up in therapy.”

      Biting her lip, Ari nodded. How could she ever trust the words coming out of Niomi’s mouth? She lied to her day in and day out. They wanted her for five years, but after that, what? Would she even be able to function or get off the island?

      Niomi reached forward and took her hand. “Do you understand me?”

      Repulsion rolled around Ari’s stomach. It took everything she had, not to yank it back. “Yes, I understand.” For the first time, she really understood what this job meant.
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      Walking out of Niomi’s office, Ari’s eyes burned, heavy with unshed tears. One of the worst feelings in the world was being stuck, trapped in a world where her voice wasn’t hers, where the institutions rule your life. Tired of feeling like a rat in a cage, she gritted her teeth. She wasn’t helpless, and she was tired of everyone else directing her life. Between her skills and connections, she began to formulate a plan. She needed to talk to Reed right away.

      He beat her to it as his call rang through when she entered her room. His smile lit up the large screen in her sitting room. She forced a pleasant look, despite her inner turmoil. He had a way of doing that to her.

      “You won’t guess my news.”

      Ari plopped down on the couch anxious to talk to him as well, though it would have to be off line. “You’ve been assigned project manager?”

      “I said you couldn’t guess.” He enthusiasm was contagious.

      “Okay, I give.”

      “My mom’s coming here.”

      Pausing in the middle of reaching for a drink, her gaze lashed back to the screen. “What?”

      “They said since I have earned an official position, they are able to review family requests.”

      That sounded great. Almost too great. “Did you request it?”

      “No. I guess there was something about it on paperwork when we first came.” His eyes looked so happy. He looked like… he was finally getting something he’d wanted for a long time. Despite what he said about leaving his mother behind to accompany Ari, she knew it bothered him. “I just can’t believe it. It’s all coming together. She’ll work an administrative job with a decent wage and an apartment. This is a dream come true.”

      Her stomach dropped. A cold feeling traveled down her body. Her plans, her ideas of being free of all this, and then VisionTech offers Reed the one thing he’s always wanted. She forced a mask in place, a guard to the truth going on inside.

      “When is she coming?” Ari hoped maybe they could change plans. Get her out of the country another way, another time.

      “I still have to convince her to come, which may be the hardest part. They have to schedule a meeting. My mom doesn’t even like VRs so it may be a little bit.”

      Swallowing, Ari blinked back tears. They did this on purpose. VisionTech knew she wasn’t happy, so they brought more people here to keep her here. They probably would have sent her family here if they hadn’t gone underground with Tessa.

      “What’s wrong?” Reed leaned forward.

      “Nothing,” Ari responded fast. “I’m just not feeling too great. Tired.”

      “I’m sorry. I wish I could be there, to help. Which actually brings me to my next point.”

      “Which is?”

      “Niomi said I was also approved to get a room next to yours.”

      Even though Ari knew this was another ploy on the part of VisionTech, she couldn’t help the happiness spreading in her chest. She’d been so lonely lately. “That would be great.”

      “Now that I have an official position, I can request co-habitation status. I have to be careful of what I tell others is the only thing, really. I didn’t want to assume you’d want to live with me, but they said I could have a room in your wing.”

      “That’d be great.” Ari had asked for this several times when they first arrived on the island. She didn’t want to tell him the real reason for VisionTech’s decision. How could she? How could she ruin this dream of his? On the island, he can have a future and career he only dreamed about. His mother could have this too. And in time they could move wherever they wanted. Even then, why would they? Working here was as close to paradise as one could get.

      It may be a death sentence for Ari, but it would be a great life here for Reed. She had derailed Reed’s life for long enough. Though it felt like her heart was tearing apart, she found happiness in Reed’s future and joy. With so much practice lately living other people’s lives and detaching from her true emotions, Ari had no problem exhibiting the joy she should feel.

      “Are you okay?” He leaned forward, his brow creased. “Is it my mom? I’m sure we can get Marco and your mom here too.”

      She forced herself to act happy. “It’d be great if you two could be together.” It wasn’t a lie. She always admired his mom’s loving attitude despite her hardships. “Promise.”

      “Good, should we go out and celebrate?”

      “Definitely. How about that place up high in the trees? Could you snag us another reservation?”

      “Probably. I’ll give them a call and get back to you.”

      “Message me. I’m going to head to bed.” Ari watched him on the screen, memorizing every aspect of his imperfectly perfect face. “And Reed?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I love you.”

      He paused, the declaration not new, but must be surprising. His soft lips curled up in a smile. “I love you, too.”

      “Goodnight,” she said and clicked off the screen.

      That was how Ari wanted to remember him, blissfully happy and obtaining everything he deserved in life. VisionTech wasn’t a bad company as blood-sucking companies go. Hailey had said the same thing. Ari loved Reed enough to give him the life he deserved. Even if that life meant she was not a part of it.
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      New messages pinged on her screen, telling her she’d slept in. Slices of sunlight cut into her room behind heavy clouds. It looked like another storm was coming. They weren’t kidding about the rainy season here.

      Rolling over, she opened her messages. The first one was from Niomi reminding her of her therapist appoint at ten today followed by a workout. Ari groaned, not looking forward to it either. A week off didn’t feel like time off with this crap.

      Next one was Reed telling her that if they wanted to go back to the tree top restaurant, they would have to go tonight. Another storm was due to come in and expected to last the rest of the week. At least she had something to look forward to after her therapist and Niomi.

      Getting out of bed, she lost herself in thoughts of Reed. Realizing that this may be the last date she got to have with him. Realizing she no longer had an appetite, she didn’t bother going out to the kitchen but grabbed something in her room. When she reached for a juice from the small fridge, a note fluttered to the ground.

      It wasn’t Jewels’ handwriting, but looked sloppy, probably Tamar’s.

      Meet us by the beach at 5:15 if you can. We’re calling in the storm.

      Calling in a storm? Ari wondered what that all included and how one called in a storm. The idea intrigued her until she remembered her date. Maybe she could meet with Tamar and Oliana first then meet Reed. It may be a good cover as well. She sent Reed a quick message confirming plans and telling him she’d meet him there at 6pm.

      The idea of a date tonight kept her mind busy all morning, until her therapy appointment. Walking down the hall, Ari wondered what therapy meant. Granted people had psychologists, but most used the VR for that. Simulations geared to heal people of phobias, psychological disorders, and for anything the programs couldn’t fix then surgery could help. When one could have all the great doctors in the world in one program, why would one doctor on the outside be so special? She had never heard of talking to a person face to face.

      She stood in front of the white door in her smart suit—which she was instructed to wear—waiting to be let in. Doctor Davis’s name ran across the electronic panel. After a few moments, the door hissed open and the therapist greeted her. Her skin was flawless like expensive china, and up close, her bright green eyes looked ever more manufactured—definitely a plastic. “So good to see you again, Ariana.”

      “You can call me Ari, everyone else does.”

      “Okay, Ari, please take a seat.” She motioned to the long blue couch against the wall. The small office was decorated in neutral tones, calming tones with sparse furniture.

      “Do you know why you’re here?”

      Ari shrugged thinking that was really a good question. Granted, what she knew and what she was supposed to know were two different things. “I messed up on my last mission.”

      Doctor Davis laughed lightly. “You didn’t mess up, dear. There were circumstances beyond your control.”

      Ari stiffened as the doctor called her dear but didn’t say anything. Instead she renamed her Doctor Plastic. Tessa would find that fitting.

      The doctor didn’t seem to notice and continued to talk. “Niomi and your supervisors called me in to make sure you’re happy here.”

      How kind of them. “I’m fine,” she said instead.

      “You look great. But being so young without your family can be hard on a teenager. I heard Reed and his mother may move into your wing. I suggested that. Having a community and support system is important for your health, especially when dealing with stressful situations.”

      It didn’t seem like the woman wanted an answer, so Ari remained silent.

      “Why don’t we start by how you are doing with your work and social life?”

      This wedged right under Ari’s patience. This doctor, perfect as a woman can be, who must come from a different universe, wants to know about Ari’s life. This doctor must be paid a lot. Granted Ari didn’t want to create unnecessary problems not with everything else going on. So, Ari shared, just a little, trying to stick to the truth as much as possible. There was a reason Niomi wanted Ari to wear her smart suit. It traced her blood pressure and other vitals that could read her better than some therapist.

      Everything continued along with Doctor Plastic being so supportive and kind nearly made Ari puke. Then, just when Ari was ready to leave with five minutes left of her appointment, the real question came out.

      “Tell me about the other warper in the VLEX?”

      Ari swallowed. “I told Niomi all that I know and put it on the report.”

      “Yes, I’ve read the report, but I’m curious. Have you ever met her before?”

      Breathing slowly to get her vitals back to normal, Ari replied, “She looked familiar. I probably saw her before at lunch or something. How do I really know if she is a warper?”

      Doctor Plastic glanced down at Ari’s hands twisting in her lap. “You know you need to tell us if you meet another warper?”

      “Why? So, you can recruit them?” Track them down, manipulate them, and work them to death was what Ari really wanted to say.

      “No, for your protection. We want to keep you safe in and out of the VLEX. And surprise guests can cause a lot of problems for you.”

      And a lot of problems for you too. “I understand.”

      “Do you? Do you understand how important you are to VisionTech? Niomi and Vinh consider you family. Our goal is to make you content as possible.”

      Anger rose, bristling at the lies that poured so easily from this woman’s mouth. How many years would this have gone on? Until Ari’s brain snapped? This company lying over and over until there was nothing left of her. Ari leaned forward this time to make herself perfectly clear. “I. Understand.”
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      Blocking, striking, and pushing herself to the limit physically, distracted Ari’s mind. Harder and harder she struck out at Niomi with the staff, pressing her trainer to retreat. The clash of wood on wood echoed through the forest, scattering the nearby wildlife. It gave a rhythmic steady beat that calmed her nerves as Ari’s heart pounded along.

      For the first time, she found she had the upper hand. Instinct and training kicked in, and when an opening presented itself, she thrust the staff forward, hitting Niomi in the thigh. Her trainer crumbled to the ground, while Ari stepped forward pausing the staff an inch before it hit Niomi’s throat.

      Looking into her eyes, Ari realized the haunting shadows under Niomi’s eyes were guilt. She let Ari get this close because of her remorse. Ari didn’t want this woman’s pity. Niomi must have known all this time what would happen to Ari if she pushed herself too much in the VR. All the rules, the exercising, the overprotectiveness wasn’t for Ari, it was to keep a million dollar asset alive.

      Niomi’s silent gaze told Ari more than Niomi knew. Ari stepped back lowering her staff. “I’m going to go shower.”

      “Wait, Ari—”

      “No. Not today, not right now. Someone I know said there are no excuses.” Quoting Niomi’s words back to her, Ari tossed the staff on the ground. Part of her knew she should be grateful for everything Niomi taught her, but she couldn’t. Niomi kept her alive as part of a job—it was only a job. “I’m taking a night off. We can talk tomorrow.”
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        * * *

      

      When she stepped out of the shower, the afternoon light had faded behind dark heavy clouds. No rain yet, but it was on its way. Why would islanders think this would be a good time to have a beach party? This storm didn’t need calling in, it was well on its way without an invite.

      Grabbing a plush jacket, she headed outside to meet her two security guards. She had to give them credit, they didn’t even cower against the gushing wind. “Ready?”

      “Are you sure you want to go out in this weather, Miss? It’s going to hit hard soon.”

      Just then a message pinged. Storm coming in sooner than expected. They’re closing the restaurant early because of it.

      Ari wasn’t ready to call it a night. She’d made it through this in a car before, she could do it again. Hitting a button, she spoke a message back to Reed. “Let’s meet at the community center in an hour instead.”

      Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed the guard roll his eyes. Good. She hated being spiteful, but due to recent events, it was hard for her not to detest anyone who played a part in her employment.

      “Ready guys?”

      “We’re heading to the community center?”

      “I still have to make a stop at the islander’s beach party. They are calling a storm.”

      “I would recommend against that.” The tall one with dark features stared down at her.

      Smiling back, she responded, “Good thing I don’t take recommendations from you. And aren’t you curious what a calling entails?”

      “No.” His stone face didn’t move an inch.

      “I bet he is.” She motioned to the other guard then headed to her car. Her anger gave way to indifference. What could VisionTech do to her that they weren’t already? Granted, she supposed they could step to some seedy methods, but that wasn’t their style. She gave them credit for that. Adviser William would have probably tortured Reed or her family slowly until Ari conceded. But just because they wore a nice face didn’t mean that it was alright that they were slowly killing her.

      She entered the vehicle, started it, and turned off automatic driver. There wasn’t an address where she was headed. Several miles down the beach, it would be easier to drive on the sand even if it was longer instead of navigating thru dense forest. The vehicle was made for an island though, and the wheels pushed through the sand easily.

      Heavy waves crashed against the shore, anxious, like her, of the upcoming storm. Lightning struck off in the distance, causing her to jump. She had lived through several storms, this was just another one. Calm down. Oliana and Jewels must be doing one hell of a dance.

      Despite the wind, a fire roared in the distance, like a beacon calling to her, and Ari pointed the car towards it. The idea of a warm fire and safety in numbers held that anxiousness at bay.

      She parked on the outskirts of the party and walked into the crowd. As the security followed, she turned over her shoulder. “You guys can stay in the car.”

      They glanced at each other, obviously hoping for that same thing. “We need to keep an eye on you.”

      “Don’t you have my electronic tracker?” She rubbed a hand under her VR port. “You can watch my movements. It’s not like I plan on moving far from that fire, and I’ll be back in the car before the storm hits.”

      He pulled out an electronic pad and flashed it at her. “We’ll keep an eye on you from the car.”

      As they turned back, the shorter guard with lighter hair, mumbled, “Can’t see why she wants to hang out with these cavemen.”

      Ari snorted and continued to the fire. Maybe these people were cavemen compared to the technology the world currently had, but that’s what made them real. In a world where the lines of reality blurred, the basics of humanity became the most important.

      The women and men danced around the fire and chanted, their arms lifting while they turned in a circle. Ari spotted Oliana in the midst, her beautiful black hair spinning behind her.

      Ari got lost in the mesmerizing dance, until Jewels brushed up beside her, long silvery hair let down and flowing in the wind. She leaned close to be heard over the singing. “I hear you want to contact the mainland.”

      “Yes,” Ari nodded.

      “You want to leave?” Jewels watched Ari as if the old woman knew everything without Ari saying a word. “Did they finally tell you the truth?”

      The question stabbed at Ari. She didn’t want to believe everyone knew but her, like an idiot. “How did you know that my job would kill me?”

      “I didn’t. Just guessed. I’m an old woman and have been around through the last warper. But like most white men seeking to make money, they don’t always tell the whole truth.”

      Ari choked on her next word, fighting the instinct to bury herself in this woman’s embrace. This madness called VisionTech had to stop now. She had to talk to Tessa and get off this bloody island.

      “Come with me.” Jewels motioned to someone in the crowd and walked away from the group. In the midst of a few palm trees, the wind lessened with their protection.

      Tamar joined behind them, sweat dripping down his temple and glistening on his bare chest. “Hey, Ari.”

      “Hi.”

      “I talked to Jewels about your situation. We can send a message to the mainland with a ship that leaves tonight. They have to make it out before the storm.”

      “How long until we hear back?”

      “A few days. And you’ll have to pay him.” He ran a hand through his damp hair, getting it out of his eyes.

      Glancing at Jewels, who just confirmed what she already knew, Ari’s thoughts spun with what type of message to send. She could just tell Tessa to come get them. By where was she? The islanders would know. But could Tessa actually bail her out?

      Jewels stepped forward, placing a hand on Ari’s arm, but speaking to Tamar. “She needs to leave tonight.”

      Startled Ari pulled back. “What?” Granted, it may be just what Ari was thinking, but not so soon.

      Tamar must have been as equally puzzled. “Why, Grandmother?”

      “The work they have her doing is killing her. If she stays, she will die.”

      He turned to Ari. “Is that true?”

      Ari’s chest tightened as everything in her world spun out of her control. “Yes, it is. I want to leave, but don’t have everything set up. Could we do it later? Maybe in a few days?” At the end of the week, Kari was supposed to meet Antoine for vacation. If she could get her information together, she could pose as Kari and move between countries. She’d been playing with idea since her last meeting with Antoine.

      “The next boat won’t be going out for two weeks,” Tamar told her. “The good thing is if you get out in front of the storm, no one will be able to come after you for several days.”

      “Do you think they’ll send someone after me?”

      “You are an expensive commodity. If you leave, I assume you will be breaking contract and owe them quite a bit of money. They will come after you to prosecute you. I don’t believe they will hurt you. You are worth too much.”

      If she was ever going to leave, it had to be tonight. Right now. What about Reed?

      “My boyfriend, he came here with me.”

      Tamar shoulders sagged. “It will be harder with him. Getting new identities, traveling as a pair you will be more conspicuous. The new identities will be expensive, and you will have no money.”

      “But I’ve been paid—”

      “In electronic traceable currency. You have to go off-grid to truly get away.”

      “I can’t leave him without telling him.” Was that the right choice or would it just guilt him into coming along? Remorse ate at her that she was about to destroy his life again. Maybe he would choose to stay, and part of her hoped he would for his sake.

      Tamar nodded. “Let’s go then.”

      “Wait—my tracker.” She motioned to the back of her neck. “The guards are watching me from the car.”

      “I can hold that for you for a while. Give you a head start,” Jewels said.

      That’s all fine and dandy, except getting it to Jewels involved cutting it out of her neck. “Do either of you have a knife?”

      “I do.” Tamar said. “You’re not a man if you don’t carry one.”

      Ari let a nervous laugh escape. “Never heard that one yet.” Turning around, she pulled up her thick braid. “Don’t cut deep. It’s right under the skin and hopefully should slide out.”

      “Don’t worry. I can gut a fish with precision.”

      The wind wiped through the trees, the skin on her neck raising. “Great. Just think of me as an oversized fish.”

      A small sting bit into her skin. Then his cold hands added pressure to her neck. “Here.” He dropped the tracker onto Ari’s hand, a bit of blood along with it. Staring at the small silver device she realized it was all over. Her dreams of a better life, or starting over with Reed, they were all gone before they even got a chance to begin.

      She forced herself not to go down that dark train of thought. Now she had a chance at a real life, a life away from fake skins, electronic dangers, and people who wished to use her like a tool. It may not be the way she wanted, but this may be the best way for things to play out. Her heart tugged at the thought of Reed and the Islanders and everything they have done for her.

      Glancing between Tamar and Jewels, she said, “Thanks for everything. Really. I hope nothing happens to you because you helped me.”

      Jewels shook her head and pulled her into a hug. “Don’t worry about us. We’ve been dealing with these city folk for years now. They’re not as smart as they think.” She took the tracker from Ari and held her hand for another moment. “Be strong, Ariana. It’s a big world out there with a lot of paths. Find yours and find the courage to take it.”

      Tears fell from Ari’s face, a mixture of the wind and emotion, as she nodded. She found solace in the old woman’s words. “Thank you.”

      The woman turned to her grandson. “Take her to find her boy. Then hurry to the boat. The storm is angry, and they’ll be safer out at sea.” Jewels walked out of the safety of the trees and headed to the fire.

      Tamar reached for Ari, and they ran.
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      Running fast through the dark night, the wind howled through the trees. Ari remained right behind Tamar, often grabbing onto his shirt for guidance to not get lost. Only someone who grew up on these paths could take them so fast. He maneuvered with a swift coordination that even Niomi would be impressed by.

      He slowed once the dorms came into view and turned to Ari. “Go in and grab your boy.” He motioned to his bare chest and tied skirt. “It’d attract more attention the way I’m dressed, which we don’t need right now.”

      “Okay.”

      As she walked off, he added, “You don’t have time to convince him. The boat will not wait for you if their shipment is loaded.”

      Nice to know. Jogging upstairs, she tried to gather her thoughts of what she’d say to Reed. By the time she arrived at his room panting from exertion, she still didn’t have a clue.

      Opening the door, Reed looked surprised as he took her jagged appearance in.

      He had no idea what was about to hit him.

      “Am I late?” he checked his HUB.

      “Do you trust me?” Standing up, she met his gaze and prayed this was the best thing for him.

      “Of course.”

      “I don’t have time to explain. I’m leaving the island right now. I have to.” She gulped knowing this was the hard part. “If you want to stay, I totally get it. You have a great life, with a chance of being reunited with your mom. I can’t promise you any of that. I just have to leave and couldn’t without telling you goodbye first.”

      He blinked and with a brief nod said, “I’m coming.”

      It was Ari’s time to be reassured. Despite the hell of the situation, she smiled, reaching forward and kissed him. He reached out, but she pushed back. “No time. We have to go, now.”

      “Should I grab anything? Clothes, food?”

      “No time… except do you have any money or stuff to trade.”

      “Yeah.” Keeping the door open, he rushed to his dresser. A bag lay on top, which he grabbed, and opening his top drawer threw stuff in it. It took all of thirty seconds before he turned. “Let’s go.”

      Ignoring the looks of others, they ran through the halls and outside to the outdoor patio, the same one in which they often shared several conversations, meals, and kisses. Standing in the middle of two tables was Vinh.

      His hands fisted by his sides, almost shaking. “Where are you going, Ari?”

      Her jagged breath did nothing to help hide her guilt, thankfully Reed was thinking straighter.

      “On a date.” Reed ran a hand through his hair. “We’re hoping to make it back to her rooms before the storm hits. You know, nice cozy night during a storm.”

      “Then why is her tracker on a beach dancing right now? I thought it funny when I saw her sprinting to your room, a bit over eager.” Vinh’s chest puffed up in an aggressive pose that didn’t suit him. Unlike his easygoing temperament, it appeared to take effort for him to be this confrontational.

      The wind picked up, and it was accompanied now by a light rain. She didn’t have time to waste. “Step aside, Vinh.” Ari moved forward, not willing to let him ruin this for them.

      “I can’t. I will lose my job.” He remained still, hands clenched at his side.

      “I trusted you,” she spit at him, her voice raising as drops of rain fell on her face. “I thought you were my friend.”

      “I am.” His earnest face showed that he actually believed the lie.

      “Friends don’t let friends kill themselves.”

      “What are you talking about?” Reed said next to her.

      Vinh gulped and glanced down. “I was doing everything to keep you healthy and safe.”

      “You didn’t tell me the truth, so I could decide for myself if it was a risk I wanted to take.”

      “I couldn’t. I would lose my job and not be able to help you at all.”

      “Maybe. But it’s still my life to gamble, not yours.” A tinge of sympathy tugged at Ari. She knew about tough situations that life can put you in. She may be able to forgive him one day for this betrayal, but she couldn’t stay here.

      She started forward to forcibly move him, but Reed beat her to the chase. Storming forward, he punched Vinh in the face. He fell backward on the ground and didn’t move. Looking back and forth between them, Ari was surprised and impressed.

      Tamar emerged from out of the foliage. “About time,” he motioned to Vinh sprawled out on the ground. “We have to run. I just got a call from the boat. They will be gone in ten, fifteen minutes tops, and can’t wait.”

      “Okay.” Ari took a step before remembering one last thing. “Reed’s tracker.”

      “Right?” Tamar pulled out his knife.

      Reed didn’t blanch but turned around, which said a lot given he didn’t know Tamar well.

      “It’ll be quick. I already did mine.”

      “I know.” He flinched slightly as Tamar made the incision. “I saw your neck in my dorm. I figured it was pretty serious if you cut it out.”

      “Let’s go.” Tamar placed the tracker in Vinh’s pocket which was next to him.

      Reed turned to Ari, “You have a lot to explain.”

      “I will, later. Promise.”

      For the first time since her arrival at the island, Ari was grateful for Niomi’s obsession with running. Once they made it deeper into the jungle, Tamar pulled out a light to help speed up their trip. Her heart pounded in her chest, but every step took her closer to freedom and survival.

      With her legs rubber and numb and her hair sopping wet, the dock came into view. Ari had never been to this part of the island, and its dated and industrial structures were out of place in comparison. Guess VisionTech hides away the gritty side of life in more than one way.

      A tall light pole illuminated a portion of the massive boat, bigger than her apartment building growing up. It was large and dark but teeming with life. Men shouted on the deck, working against the rain now falling in a heavy sheet.

      They raced up the ramp, a man on top greeting Tamar with a hand on his shoulder. “Cutting it close, cousin.”

      “Keep safe on the waters.” Even Tamar appeared slightly out of breath.

      “We always do.” He motioned Ari and Reed on top of the massive boat.

      Hand in hand they stepped on to the boat, and the large metal gate shut after them. Ari turned back to tell Tamar just how much all this meant, for being a friend and caring for her when she really needed it.

      Tamar just shook his head. His kind eyes peering through wet clumps of hair that hung down his face. “No time. Be safe.”

      She nodded, knowing he was right. Emotion flooded through her, washed away by the rain splattering her face. There on the ship, she promised herself if she ever had the means, one day she’d return to the island, where beautiful people gave her a gift she could never repay.
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      Being stowaways, Reed and Ari were led to a small mop closet for their lodging. Tamar’s cousin, Manu, handed them some water and a couple of blankets. “Sorry I can’t do much better. If we give you a room, then I have to log you in as passengers or crew. Both have a record I think you’d be better off avoiding.”

      “Don’t worry. I appreciate what you’re doing for us.” Ari squeezed the water out of the ends of her hair, straight into a drain. Practical at least.

      Manu shook out his short curly hair. His tall and wide build barely fit inside the room. “The crew knows you’re here, but it’s best if you keep to yourself and only deal with me. The bathroom is down the hall if you need it. Hunker down for the night as we sail ahead of the storm, and I’ll come bring you breakfast in the morning.”

      Reed reached a hand out and clasped hands with Manu. “Thanks again.”

      “Night.” Manu turned down the hall.

      For the next few minutes, Reed and Ari took off extra wet layers, squeezing out the water. In an undershirt, Ari wrapped the blanket around her. Reed, in a pair of boxers, did the same.

      They picked the corner without the drain and cuddled next to each other. Reed placed an arm around her. “Let’s hope our clothes dry by morning.”

      “It’d be nice.”

      “Since we have time now, can you tell me what happened? And why you didn’t tell me until tonight?” Reed didn’t yell or even sound angry for Ari flipping his world upside down.

      With guilt heavy on her shoulders, Ari explained the mess she found herself in and how the restrictions in her contract forced her to not tell him. Even though he knew that, he agreed the separation between them was just another ploy by VisionTech. He didn’t argue, just listened.

      Then when she began explaining about her mission, the hardest part came—explaining about Antoine. “I should have just broken up with him. Niomi told me too, but I thought the mission would end soon and Kari would have her life back. I didn’t want to ruin her life more than I already did.”

      “That makes sense.” He remained composed, his face not giving anything away.

      “And there’s more.”

      “What?”

      Ari pulled back, not willing to let herself be comforted. She didn’t deserve it. “I kissed him. At first, I pulled back. Only watching their interaction within the data. Like a director moving Kari’s body to react positively to her boyfriend. Keeping everything normal until…”

      “Until what?”

      “The last time I kissed him.” Tears fell silently down her cheeks. “I can’t really explain it. I don’t care for Antoine like that. I just… I felt bad for stealing his girlfriend, for destroying her life, maybe even being the cause for her death. I caused him so much sorrow that I wanted to say goodbye and have it be as real as possible for once.”

      Reed stood up, fists clenched, he looked like a trapped animal. With a loud exhale, he stepped forward and slammed his fist into the wall. Ari flinched, but he didn’t seem to notice.

      The punch dented the drywall, but probably hurt him more. Shaking his hand out, he then slapped the wall with such force. With both palms on the wall, he lowered his head. The muscles on his back strained.

      Ari gave him time. He deserved it with the bomb she just dropped on him. And now he was unemployed and on the run to a foreign country. He could have all the time he needed.

      “Do you love him?” He spoke softly, still looking down.

      “No. I care for him, mostly out of guilt. I love you.” She prayed he believed her. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you on the island, before you came with me.”

      He spun around. “Do you think that really would have mattered?”

      “I don’t know.” She lowered her eyes to her lap.

      After slowly exhaling, he kneeled in front of her and lifted her chin with a finger. His anger appeared to melt off him, his face softening. “I don’t regret being here with you. I’m furious at VisionTech for putting you in an impossible situation, and even more furious that I couldn’t do anything about it.”

      “It’s not your job.”

      “But I want it to be.” He cupped her cheek with a soft hand. “I know how you feel about the VR, and after Garrett last year I know how you feel about romance in the VR. I don’t think for a minute you did it because you had some virtual fantasy. We’re real, together, and that’s what matters.”

      The pressure of shame and guilt that had been bogging her down finally lightened as she reached for Reed.

      He sat back down and pulled her next to him. “What ended up happening with Antoine? Did you break up?”

      She bit her lip, hoping he wasn’t going to hate this next part. Her story just kept getting worse and worse. “No, I told him to plan on their vacation.”

      Reed turned to look at her. “Isn’t that worse? Leaving the poor guy stood up on vacation by himself?”

      “Well, I thought we could meet him there?”

      A short laughed erupted from Reed. “That’s what a guy wants. Instead of a romantic getaway, two strangers show up. One who has been pretending to be his girlfriend.”

      “Not too far from home, but it should offer the privacy and freedom we need. I can’t think of any other options.”

      “You’ve thought this through.”

      “I’ve had a lot of time on the last couple runs with Niomi.” The mention of her trainer’s name pulled on her heart. After the months spent together, the betrayal hurt.

      “I suppose you did. Tell me about this vacation? And how you found your file?”

      She continued her story, letting him know everything she had been forced to keep from him. When she talked herself out, silence fell upon them. It was several minutes before he spoke. “Did you really think I would have chosen to stay on the island without you?”

      She shrugged. “You finally got your dream job, using your art.”

      “I only got that job because of you.”

      “But you’re so talented.”

      “Thanks, but apparently I was under qualified. My boss hinted more than once at that fact. Yet Niomi would always check in on me to make sure things were good between us. If I ever needed something, it was taken care of.”

      “Really, why didn’t you say anything?” It hurt to know that maybe he wasn’t as happy as he was pretending either.

      “I know you would feel guilty that we ended up here, even though you didn’t need to. I may not have chosen to move to an island or end up in the closet of a boat, but I chose you and all that entails. Every moment since, I have chosen you.”

      Her heart pooled around her feet as she leaned forward. “I love you,” she whispered before kissing him.

      His soft lips and warm taste flooded her mouth and she couldn’t get enough. His hand gently cupped her cheek, pulling her close. Her nerve endings in a flurry of delight. Every touch was bliss and with it a desire for more.

      Her fingers traced down his bare stomach. He shivered as a moan escaped his lips. “You’re killing me, Ari.”

      “Sorry.” Leaning back, she was only partially lying.

      He gripped her hand searching her gaze. “You know I love you.”

      “I know.” She could get lost in those eyes. They held the promise of her future, always next to him. “That keeps me going despite all this.” She motioned to the small ratty closet they were in.

      “Things will settle down one day.” He pulled her next to him.

      She rested her head on his shoulder. “I hope so. Until then, we’ll keep dreaming.”

      “Yes, but it’s nice to dream, isn’t it?”

      “With you, always.”
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        * * *

      

      Even with the storm brewing outside, eventually Reed and Ari slept. The next day, true to his word, Manu brought breakfast. He said they outran the storm and should make it to the mainland by nightfall.

      When Manu returned sometime later in the day, he had an armful of supplies. Flipping over a bucket, he laid a variety of items on the ground. “Jewels gave me very little notice of you two, and even less money.”

      Reed straightened. “I have some—”

      “Keep it. I can’t buy anything now, and you’ll have better luck on the mainland. Here, you’ll both need these.” He handed them translators.

      Ari had seen them on the island for those that spoke different languages. She slipped the small ear pieces in her jeans. They would be needed.

      “Where are we going exactly?” Not knowing where the island was, had kept Ari very much in the dark, and she could only hope she was headed in the right direction.

      “We’re in the middle of the Pacific Ocean, heading towards the United Asian Association. We’ll take you up as far north as possible.”

      Asian? Glancing at Reed’s worried expression, Ari realized they were both really far from home. How would they ever find their way back? And did they even want to? Now knowing the true nature of a warper, she couldn’t go back to a government that would force her into service until she had nothing left.

      “Why north?” Reed asked as he picked up a heavy jacket. Neither he nor Ari were used to cold climates.

      “With the fallout of the war, most people moved south.” Manu looked between them, with a lifted brow. “Do you not know what happened?”

      “We’re not from here,” Ari said. “We only got the history and education our government saw fit.” It had taken Ari the first couple months to learn the truth of world history on the island.

      He nodded. “Well, the land up north is bad. From the poison there is no farming, no grass, just desolation. Left for the poor and the beggars.”

      “We aren’t going there.” Reed pushed back the gas mask.

      “Okay,” Manu replied. “It’s just where most of the transients go.”

      Reed and Ari had spent most of the morning discussing their options. Granted, ending up across an ocean from where they wanted to be presented a few more challenges. Ari agreed that hiding out in a wasteland didn’t sound like a plan.

      Pulling something out from his pocket, Reed laid a simple gold ring with a decent stone in his palm. “We need connections for new identities. We can pay.”

      Manu eyed the ring with an envy he couldn’t hide. “You better put that away. I wouldn’t be able to look Tamar in the face again if anything happened to you.”

      Ari looked at Reed and wondered where the ring came from. They spoke of the future the other night. Did Reed plan more of it than he let on? A warm chill lifted the hair on her neck, but she tried to focus at the plan on hand.

      Turning her attention to Manu, she put the ring out of her mind. “We need an island or city that won’t require identification. Then a chance to buy new names and faces for ourselves.”

      Manu drug a hand through his dark wavy hair. “That’s going to be tricky, but I have a connection that can help. It’s dangerous, staying off-grid is the safest route.”

      “We know.” Reed didn’t seem happy about that but didn’t want to live out their days in a wasteland.

      Ari knew if she could get online, they would have more resources.

      “I’ll come get you when we’re near the major Asian Islands,” Manu said. “They are a major trafficking port for black market items around the world. Be careful though. You’ll need weapons more than masks.”

      “We appreciate your help.”

      “Don’t thank me until you get off at the Land of Smiles.”

      “Wait, what? The Land of Smiles?” Ari asked.

      “Well, the real name is,” Manu said a long name that Ari couldn’t understand at all. “But it is a land of pleasure or sin however you consider it. It’s the land where you can even die smiling, they say.”

      Ari’s mouth opened but couldn’t think of a response.

      “Just don’t die,” Manu said as he left the room.

      Once he left, Reed turned to Ari. “Do you think we’re doing the right thing?”

      “I do.” Ari reached for his hand. “Between your skills with security and mine, we can get what’s needed to create ourselves new identities anywhere, and with them, the money and power to get our families back. We may not have much, but what we do have is worth a lot. We just need to find the right people.”

      “That’s what worries me.” Reed reached an arm around Ari and held her tight, which was perfect because she had no plans of letting go.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 37

          

        

      

    

    
      As the boat unloaded supplies in the morning, Ari and Reed left their room with Manu. He gave them directions to someone who could find them identities. They thanked him again and headed off. The storm had passed but not without obvious damage. Tree limbs and debris littered the shoreline, puddles and trash lining the landing.

      As they ventured further into town, life looked undisturbed by the storm. Granted, living out here, most people were used to the violent behavior of mother nature. Only damp awnings and wet debris littering doorways showed the presence of a storm last night, along with a scattering of heavy clouds in the distance.

      In the light of day, the Land of Smiles sounded creepily close to its name. She imaged some haunted carnival and wasn’t far off. Flashing neon lights offered perverse activities for a variety of addictions, sins, and fetishes. And if you couldn’t find it here, VR bars lined the streets able to take you anywhere. Even though most of the city spoke an Asian dialect she couldn’t understand, the pictures did plenty of the talking.

      “Are you okay?” she asked Reed.

      It was obvious how uncomfortable he was from his stiff stance. “No, but neither are you. I’m just trying not to look at anything and pretend I’m not really here.” He motioned to a man standing at a booth, offering up services of a variety of women. “He deserves to get hit or worse.”

      “Ugh. Most definitely.”

      “Let’s just get our IDs and off this island as soon as possible.” Reed gripped Ari’s hand and pulled her close to him.

      Her skin crawled with the dirt and sadness that lined the city. It didn’t matter what the drunken crowds on the street thought. Their alcohol-induced exuberance was deplorable.

      They followed the directions through the streets that Manu had given them. Finally passing the swarm of VR dens and brothels, they found the address on a two story brick building. Vines crawled up the walls as the wet climate gave bravery to Mother Nature. A tall man stood at the door.

      “We’re looking for Fetu,” Ari told the man.

      Without even looking at them he pointed to the side of the building. “Take the stairs up.”

      “Ummm, thanks.” Reed led the way around the side of the building into the alley.

      They climbed the metal stairs that wound their way to a door. Once above the street, shouts emerged from within. Standing on a shaking metal balcony, they glanced at each other.

      “Are we sure about this?” Reed asked, his hand posed to knock when there was no sign of a bell.

      “We don’t have a lot of options, unless you want to make a home here,” Ari pointed out. “I think I saw a for rent sign next to that den of women.”

      “Don’t joke.” Reed knocked on the door, but no one could have heard with the racket inside. So instead of waiting, he opened the door, and they both slipped inside.

      An irate woman screamed in a foreign language at a tall man who looked like he had his share of a rough life. He glanced at Reed and Ari briefly, and the woman’s pitch increased even more. The room looked like a small apartment but instead of a living room, a desk and a couple chairs had been set up a makeshift office of sorts.

      After another minute of trying to talk her down, he finally grabbed her arm and led her to the door. Reed and Ari stepped to the side, and he gently pushed her out. Once shut, he locked it, turned and leaned against it, saying something Ari didn’t understand.

      She pulled out the translators and placed a set in Reed’s hand. Even though they were old tech, they were a much needed tool. While they put in the translators, the man straightened and made his way to his desk.

      He clicked a button near his ear, to probably activate his own translator. “I can see you two are not natives. What brings you here?”

      Ari straightened. “We need new identities for travel. Are you Fetu?”

      “I am.” He gave a short chuckle. “So, you want to start over with a fresh digital thumbprint. The dream of everyone here.” He motioned for them to sit. “It won’t be cheap.”

      Reed took the chair next to Ari. “We know, and brought something you may be interested in.” He pulled out the ring.

      Fetu leaned forward in his chair, obviously interested in it. “May I?”

      Reed handed it over but didn’t take his eyes off it. The rock on top of the gold band was bigger than Ari had ever seen before, but that didn’t mean much growing up where they did.

      “Where did you get it?” Fetu pulled out a magnifying glass.

      Surprised, Ari wondered that as well. There were no stores of that type on the island that she saw. Her thoughts meandered to what could have been.

      “A friend got it for me,” Reed answered then turned to Ari. “Niomi got it for me a few weeks ago. Sent for it from the mainland. At the time I just thought she was super supportive. Now, I just wonder if they wanted it to keep you there.”

      “I don’t know.” Ari had thought back to her relationship with Niomi several times, wondering if VisionTech’s motives tainted all the good things that happened to her. “Maybe both.”

      “The cut is from the Far North, the Russian mines.” Fetu set the ring on the desk in between them. “You know I can’t give you what you paid for it.”

      “We need new lives and a ship to cross the ocean to Acadian.” They had already picked where they were headed.

      Antoine and Kari’s vacation destination had the benefit of being a very liberal country with many tourists and was not too far north from their own home. They would have the best chance of getting in without much suspicion and contacting Tessa. She knew that with DNA scans, they could probably never go home again, but somewhere safe was all they needed.

      Fetu leaned back, a tattooed hand running over his short beard. “Those are hard to come by and will take some time.”

      “How long?” Ari knew VisionTech would be sure to look for them soon.

      “A couple days at least.”

      “We need them sooner. We can’t stay here long.”

      Fetu’s gaze traveled between the two of them. “The best I can do is tomorrow morning.”

      Ari and Reed glanced at each other, both probably wondering the same thing. Did they have that much time? Or did they have any other choice? Turning back to Fetu, Reed nodded agreement.

      Ari turned back to the man. “Can you recommend a clean place to stay?”

      “We do offer a lot, but that may be one of the more difficult amenities to find.”

      She cringed. “The cleanest and cheapest possible.”

      He gave them directions to a nearby place with rooms to rent. They closed their business deals, and Ari prayed this man would keep his word.

      As they climbed down the stairwell, she voiced her concerns. “How do we know he’ll keep his part of the deal? I don’t even want to know how many cryptos you spent on that.”

      “Then I won’t tell you.” Reed stepped on the stairs and reached for her hand. “Don’t worry I had the money even after sending some back to my mom.”

      “What if he takes off?”

      “Then he takes off. I trust Manu and hopefully Fetu will play out too.” He started down the street. “But we don’t have many options, and we’re doing the best with what we have. Nothing else we can do at this point.”

      “You’re right.” Ari leaned into him, grateful for him at her side. “By the way, that ring… way too big for me.”

      “Really?” he glanced down at her. “Niomi said something about three months’ salary, and they paid me well on the island.”

      “In retrospect, I’m glad you did since it was the best way to get money off the island. But for the future, I’ll take an old washer if it means I get to be with you forever.”

      He chuckled. “I’ll remember that. Scratch ring, find old tech for a ring.”

      He wrapped an arm around her as they walked and squeezed. “Let’s go find somewhere to rest.”

      She wrapped an arm around his waist. “With luck we may actually have a bed tonight.”

      Before he could answer, something sharp poked through her jacket, a breath away from cutting her. A rough voice spoke behind them. “Want to pay me for your girlfriend’s kidney before or after I remove it?”
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      Reed started to turn around and something slammed into the base of his skull. As he fell, Ari started to tumble with him. Without thinking, the countless hours of training with Niomi kicked in.

      Grasping for the hand behind her, she spun out of its reach while twisting the man’s grip. He pulled back, and instead of fighting against him, she let go, using the momentum to strike out at his throat. Obscenities flew through the night, obviously these two young attackers were not expecting someone to fight back.

      Ari tried to focus on the man in front of her, ignoring the struggle with Reed nearby. The faster she eliminated this threat, the faster she could help Reed. She wished for a staff or, hell, even a stick or pipe would help. Instead, this guy, probably not much older than her, with dark greasy hair, held a knife while she had nothing. Well not nothing, she did have a bag.

      He stepped towards her, and in a flash, she tossed the bag at him, rushing in right after it. While he fumbled with the bag, she struck repeatedly at his face with her palm and elbow. A sharp crack told her she did some damage.

      Pushing back, her attacker held his nose, which now gushed with blood. With a final curse, he turned and ran. Reed and the other guy were locked together in an awkward embrace while they each struggled to get hits in.

      Searching the ground, Ari found a piece of twisted metal. Hard to grip, but not impossible. It cut into her hand, but she ignored the bite of the metal and slammed it into the back of the other thug’s head. He crumpled into a heap and almost took Reed down as well. She caught Reed’s arm and helped him regain his balance.

      Reed glanced her way; his battered eye was quickly swelling. “Thanks.”

      “Anytime.” She looked down the empty alleyway. Guess his friend didn’t stick around for backup. “We better get out of here before the authorities come.”

      “If there are authorities here.” He wiped at some blood at the corner of his mouth. “Damn, that guy could hit.”

      “Sorry. You okay?”

      He shrugged then winced. “I’ll survive, but I have a feeling neither one of us will be fine unless we get off this garbage pit of an island.”
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        * * *

      

      Next to their hotel, they found a store with food and supplies.

      “Why don’t you go to the room to rest while I get something to clean you up,” Ari offered.

      “No. I’m not leaving you alone anywhere on this island. I’ll be fine.” His eye looked horrible, but at least it wasn’t swollen shut.

      “If you say so.”

      They walked in to the store, which smelled heavily of bleach. Tall metal rows of supplies and food filled the store. They roamed up and down the aisles which resembled more a pawn shop with scattered items than proper store. They found a first-aid kit, then continued down the row.

      “What do you think of that?” Reed pointed to an old computer. “They can’t be asking much for it and if I can get it to work, we can connect with Tessa.”

      They left in such a hurry that they hadn’t had time to grab any of their electronics, though Ari wouldn’t have trusted VisionTech’s stuff anyway.

      “Check it out. It may be worth it. I’ll try to find something edible.” Ari headed to the next row, while Reed dusted off the computer.

      It was slim pickings for healthy recognizable food, but she grabbed a couple of items. Her hand stung from where the broken pipe cut her. She’d need to glue that up so she didn’t catch some crazy disease on this island.

      On the shelf over, some hair dye caught her eye. She had always loved her long brown hair, especially when her mother would play with it and braid it for her. But she’d be willing to part with it, if it meant she could see her mother again. She grabbed the box and some scissors and went back to Reed.

      Reed had the computer in his hands. “Let’s see if we can afford it now.”

      The man sat behind a clear barrier and spoke through a microphone. “That’ll be 100 cryptos.”

      “You have to be kidding me,” Reed said. “You couldn’t do anything with this old junk.”

      “Then why do you want it?”

      “I said you couldn’t, not that I couldn’t. I’ll give you 50 for everything.”

      “90,” he countered.

      “75. We’re doing you a favor.”

      “Deal.” During this whole encounter, the man behind the desk appeared completely bored, not even a reaction to Reed’s swollen eye. Reed paid the man in island coins. A nearby computer converted Reed’s coins to the correct currency, and they left for the hotel.

      The word hotel was a bit of a stretch. The room held a simple single bed and bathroom, and everything else looked like leftovers from a street sale. The plus side was it had a lock and gave them both a moment to breathe. They had to wait until the following day before they could get their IDs, and it would be a few hours after that before they could catch a ride out of here.

      Sitting on the bed, Ari cleaned and sealed the cut on her hand, and counted how much money they had left. They would have to stretch things a bit. They had been lucky Reed had as much as he did. Growing up in the slums, he tended to keep a backup. Ari had grown up in the same neighborhood and would have done the same, but never saw cash on the island. VisionTech never had her wanting for anything. She trusted that sense of luxury like a pig fattening up for the butcher.

      Reed exited the bathroom and somehow his face looked worse. His eye had doubled in size and turned to a dark bluish color. He had put his pants back on but left his shirt off. Normally she would have taken a moment to fully enjoy shirtless Reed, except for the colors blossoming on his torso.

      “I have a cut on my back I need you to glue.” He turned showing a large gash that started on his side and continued around his back.

      “My God, Reed.” She bit back the urge to cry. Reaching out, she stopped short not wanting to touch him. “When you picked up the first-aid glue, I didn’t think we’d use the whole bottle.”

      He smiled. “Please don’t make me laugh. It hurts.”

      “Deal.” Tears swam in her eyes as she reached for the small first- aid kit. She cleaned and sealed the wound on his back, then turned to sit in front of him. She worked on the small cut on his temple. “I’m so sorry, Reed.” Her voice hitched as she dabbed ointment on the wound.

      He reached for her hand, waiting until she met his gaze. “Don’t. They did this, not you. We’re in this together, right? From your first day at the academy, I knew if given the chance I’d never leave your side. I don’t regret a day of it.”

      “Really?”

      “Really.” He tried to grin, but it soon turned into a grimace. “Ouch.”

      Emotions and warmth flooded her body, and she knew if she didn’t do something, she’d end up crying or trying to kiss him. Which would hurt him, with his lip cut up like that.

      “You up to contacting Tessa?” Ari turned to the used computer on the table. It was an older computer, older than the stuff they got at home, with a large screen and basic keyboard. An actual keyboard with keys. “If that thing can contact Tessa.”

      “Hey, don’t doubt my skills. We may not be playing elves in her game, but I should be able to send her a message.” He stood and picked up his shirt. Moving slowly, he put it on.

      “You didn’t have to put it on for my benefit,” Ari said.

      “I wanted to make sure my virtue remained intact.”

      She laughed. “I’d hate to ruin your virtue.”

      “Truthfully, I don’t think I could ruin it right now if I tried. It hurts at a mere touch. Will you hand me the pain relievers?”

      “Sure.”

      After he dissolved a couple of tabs, he moved to the computer. He had to fiddle with the hardware, but soon his hands flew over the keys. At first, she could follow his actions as he hacked a nearby server to get access off the island. Then soon she couldn’t keep up. Eventually she hit the bathroom and washed up. By the time she returned, he’d set up an anonymous account to contact their loved ones.

      “What should we say?” He turned to Ari. “I don’t even know where to begin with my mom.” Leaning back, he rubbed his hands over his head and stared at the screen.

      “Why don’t we start with Tessa? We’ll need to be careful in case they are watching her.”

      “Her system should be secure but since she’s still in the country, who knows.” He sat up, and they pieced together a message telling Tessa they were on the run. They couldn’t afford to tell her any specifics. They did mention in a few cryptic suggestions to check on Reed’s mom.

      Ari placed a hand on Reed’s arm. “When we’re set, we’ll work on getting your mom out.”

      “I’m not sure she would want to go, to be honest. She never was much for change.”

      “You’re her only son. She’ll come.”

      Once the message was sent, there wasn’t much they could do. They couldn’t risk setting up an account to receive messages. VisionTech was probably watching Tessa.

      “Ready for the fun part?” Ari asked Reed, thinking to the other supplies they bought.

      “Which is?”

      “Haven’t you always wanted to try dating a blonde?” She picked up the dye and scissors off the end table.

      He stood and ran a hand through her hair. “Tried once. It didn’t take.”

      “Good thing I bought red.”

      They headed into the bathroom where Reed proceeded to cut Ari’s long brown hair into a short bob that curved around her chin.

      “Sometimes I worry I really don’t know what the hell I’m doing,” he said, staring at her hair.

      “Don’t worry, it’ll grow back.”

      “I’m not worried about the hair.” His lips pursed together, and a frown crinkled his forehead.

      Nerves pricked along her back, and she focused on what they could do. “You’re a hacker, a job everyone needs. And I can program by hand if needed. We’ll find work and a place to stay. We’ll get there. We just need to make sure no one from VisionTech stops us in the meantime.”

      He picked up the red dye next, and she stood to lean over the sink. Grabbing her hand, he pulled her back and into his arms.

      “I don’t want to hurt you.” She gently laid her palms against his chest, a tingling sensation traveling up her arms and settling into her stomach.

      “Doesn’t matter.” He pulled her close, and she melted into his skin, his touch, and his smell. The kiss was gentle but held an electricity that could have powered the whole island. Separating a couple of inches, their breath echoed throughout the room.

      She stared at those dark eyes that saw her for more than she was. “I couldn’t do this without you. You know?”

      “I was thinking the same thing.” Leaning forward, he kissed her softly one more time.

      And she decided she could live a happy life as long as there was always one more kiss.
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      The next morning Ari opened her eyes to find Reed watching her. Through the night, Ari had ended up next to him, hands entwined. His intense gaze made her self-conscious.

      “Do I have some horrible bed head or what?” She covered her mouth with one hand, to spare him from her morning breath.

      “No. Just getting used to you as a redhead. It took a bit, but I still see the beautiful Ari in there.”

      She ran a hand through her short hair, it felt off when her hair came up short. “You sure you don’t want to dye your hair too? Who knows, red may be your color.”

      “Maybe. I’m sure it’d match my face.” He touched the side of his mouth.

      She cringed as she examined him, the bruises were deepening to an ugly purple. “Let’s just go with a hat instead. Are you in a lot of pain?”

      He shrugged and got up. “I’ll feel better when we get out of here.”

      “Me too.”

      Glancing at the clock embedded in the wall, she got up as well. “Let me hit the bathroom, and we can head off. The IDs should be ready soon.”

      “I’ll warm up some of the food from last night.”

      “Deal.” Stopping him at the door, she kissed his cheek, one of the few uninjured spots on his face.

      After realizing she had no idea how to style short hair, she just combed through it and left it straight down, hoping to cover her face as much as possible. Reed came back with food, and they packed up. All that they had to their name fit in a small backpack which Ari wore on her back.

      Instead of the drama from yesterday, they found Fetu at his desk smoking an unusually long pipe. “Come in, come in,” he said, waving them inside. He looked recently showered and shaved, displaying the scar on his chin more.

      “I like what you’ve done to your hair.” He motioned for Ari to sit. “You know, there would be work for someone like you here on the island.”

      A cold chill ran up her spine. Did he know who she really was? Maybe he just knew they worked at VisionTech. Either way, it made her uncomfortable. If people on this island really knew how much she was worth, she’d never get away.

      Before Ari could reply, Reed stepped in. “No thanks. We just want the IDs.”

      “I’ll just need a photo of both of you. To update your files.” Fetu pulled out a small camera. The process took mere minutes.

      Yet Ari couldn’t stop fidgeting or stop the uneasy feeling that they were being chased and they needed to hurry.

      Along with their documents, Fetu handed them new fingerprints. They both had to scrub their fingers as much as they could with a pumice stone, then placed the new silicone fingerprints over theirs.

      “How do you know they won’t notice these?” Reed asked as he finished putting on the last one.

      “Because we use them all the time. Officials know what goes on here, and we pay them to look the other way. They work at the bigger ports too. You can’t tell even if you shake someone’s hand. Enough hand washing and they will come off, though, so take them off if you expect them to last more than a couple days.”

      “Okay.” The silicone went on smoothly. As Ari rubbed her fingers together, she could barely notice them either. She slung her bag over her shoulder. “Thanks, Fetu.”

      “I got you on the first ship out of here this morning, the Jackal. Don’t be late.” He picked his pipe back up and waved goodbye. “Safe travels.”

      Once back on the street, she turned to Reed, who looked just as agitated.

      “What’s wrong?” she asked.

      “Nothing. Or at least nothing I can put a name to.” He tugged on his cap. “I didn’t like him offering us jobs.”

      “Me either.”

      After a moment, he continued, “I just don’t feel comfortable here. After the attack last night, I feel like I can’t protect you or keep you safe, and that bothers me.”

      “I get it.” She reached for his hand. “But it’s not your responsibility to keep me safe.”

      “That doesn’t make me feel a whole lot better.” He leaned down and kissed the top of her hair. “Let’s just get out of here.”

      “Deal.”

      The smell of the port hit them before they saw it. Instead of the fresh seafood Ari regularly ate at VisionTech, it smelled like rotting fish. It didn’t look a whole lot better either. Too bad they couldn’t afford a plane to get off here.

      At least the storm had passed, and clear skies greeted them on their voyage today. A cool breeze brushed against them as they strolled down the port. Keeping to the shops, they aimed for the crowds whenever they could. Ari couldn’t help looking back to make sure they weren’t being followed. It felt like people were watching them, more than when they first arrived. Maybe it was Reed’s bad eye.

      At last they found the ship called the Jackal, sitting low in the water. Its green paint highlighted the rust on the large tin can. Smaller than their last ship, it sat a couple stories high. Hopefully the important parts of the ships weren’t rusty. No use regretting their decision now.

      Ari squeezed Reed’s hand. “Ready to get back on board?”

      “Yeah. I won’t be looking back on this place for sure.”

      There was a line of people lined up on the ramp. Men and woman of all shapes, sizes, and colors. Reed and Ari placed their translators in and stepped in line.

      “What’s taking so long?” the man in front of them asked the fellow next to him.

      “Probably doing a head count for supplies or something. Don’t worry.”

      Ari shivered and shoved her hands into her pockets.

      Reed pulled her into a hug. After a moment he stiffened, then spoke in a low voice. “Don’t turn around, but I think I recognize someone from before.”

      She tensed in his arms. They couldn’t have come this far only to be caught now. “Who are they? Guards from the island? They won’t attack us in public like this. Will they?”

      “They looked like they are from here. Thugs really. If they were going to attack us out in the open, they would have done it by now. We need to keep an eye on them.” He pulled back, smiling and rubbed her arm like nothing was wrong. “They are the two tall guys, wearing black tees and ball caps.”

      After a minute, she glanced back to find the men. They quickly averted their eyes, lowering their faces. Obviously, they were watching them, but for who? Did Fetu rat them out?

      The line moved forward, and Ari and Reed followed, stepping up on the ramp. Fetu had told them a couple of lazy security guards would check them in. Instead, they found a team of agents in keen blue suits managing the check-in and even searching bags. From the crisp tone of their voices down to the razor-sharp haircuts, something felt off.

      The line separated then, one for males and one for females.

      Something Fetu didn’t warn them about either. She turned to Reed, her chest tightening with fear. Behind them were thugs and in front of them, security obviously on high alert.

      “It’ll be okay.” He gazed into her face as if memorizing it. “It’ll be okay.” He repeated before they separated, each going into their own line.

      Once separated, the lines sped up as they ushered people through. Maybe it would be better to not be together, Ari thought. VisionTech would be looking for a couple. Except now the two men in the back were even closer to Reed, and he was outnumbered. She kept them in her peripheral vision, waiting for any sign of attack.

      The guard spoke, pulling her focus forward. The computerized translation coming through her ear piece. “Hurry up.”

      Stepping up, her stomach tightened into a mess of nerves and fear. She slipped off her backpack and handed it over to the guard. While one guard pawed through the backpack, another guard waved her forward.

      As she stepped into the metal arch that scanned her entire body, she held her breath. What if the pads on her fingers showed up on the scan? Hands shaking, she jammed them into her pockets. Not until he waved her through, did she finally breathe out.

      Someone handed her bag back to her. She avoided their gazes in case they’d seen a picture. She threw the bag over a shoulder and turned to watch Reed go through the scanner.

      His ball cap was pulled low to cover the bruises, but it didn’t help. His gaze flicked up to Ari and the edge of his mouth pulled up. It helped melt the tension inside of her. The scanner beeped at completion.

      Reed stepped forward, but an arm intercepted him. “Excuse me, you’re not cleared.”

      Confusion flash across his face. “What’s wrong? I have my—”

      Two other guards hurried to the scene, weapons drawn. “Stand down!”

      Before Ari could rush to his side, someone grabbed her from behind and lifted her into the air. Struggling against their hold, she screamed. “Re—”

      A hand slapped over her mouth as her captor pulled her back away from Reed and the guards. Panic rose up in her as she slammed her head backwards. It hit a rock-hard chest.

      “This way,” a familiar voice from the island said. It sent a wave of anger through her.

      They dragged her into a small room. Her captor loosened the hold on her mouth, and she bit down, hard, until she tasted blood. He swore and threw her to the floor.

      Pain shot through her body as she connected with concrete. Looking to the side, she realized she was in a bathroom, inches away from a toilet. Turning she wasn’t surprised to find Niomi standing over her. Granted, the familiar bodyguard from the island didn’t surprise her either.

      For a moment, neither of them spoke but just glared at each other. Ari’s eyes focused with all the hate and loathing she could manage, yet Niomi remained a blank slate.

      Niomi turned to the man. “Give me a moment.”

      Holding the bite mark on his arm, he spit on the ground by Ari’s feet and left the room.

      Ari scrambled up. If it was just Niomi, she may have a chance.

      Her trainer must have sensed her plan.

      “If you fight me, I’ll drag you out and hand you over to the authorities myself. You’ll have no chance in hell to save Reed.”

      Ari blinked and pulled back. Save Reed? Her mind played through the last couple minutes. “What are you doing here?”

      “You read your file.” Compassion showed in Niomi’s eyes.

      The loathsome compassion of a murderer, Ari reminded herself. Grabbing her bag off the floor, Ari shook with the anger and betrayal. “Must have ruined your dream job. How much do they pay you to slowly drive me insane?”

      “It wasn’t like that. I—”

      Not able to listen to Niomi’s lies while Reed was being taken away, Ari charged forward. Niomi side stepped and brushed Ari’s attack aside. In mere moments, Niomi had her pressed against a wall, hands pinned behind her back.

      “Bury the rage, Arianna.” Niomi leaned against her, her words urgent in her ear. “You need to think. VisionTech is crawling all over this island. I’m supposed to be helping them secure you and bring you back. They have Reed and will now be searching the whole boat for you. They want you.”

      Some part inside of Ari knew she was right. Ari wanted to scream, to fight, to cry that there was nothing she could do. “I won’t go back there. I won’t be other people until one day I don’t know who I am anymore. I can’t lose myself for them.”

      “I don’t expect you to.”

      “What are you doing here then?” Ari assumed her trainer would drag her back to the island, but if so, what are they doing in a bathroom?

      “I didn’t want to hurt you. Why do you think we trained so much? I put off your trips inside as much as possible. But I knew you were too weak to survive on your own.”

      “I hate you,” Ari spit out between a clenched jaw. It didn’t make sense, but she felt so helpless and to be called weak on top of it all stung.

      “Fine. Hate me. But don’t be stupid. You won’t get another chance to escape and you won’t get out of your contract for years. You need to leave now and without Reed.”

      Her heart tore at the thought. “No. I won’t. I can’t leave him.”

      “Why? They will keep him well fed and working on the island for another year or two in hopes you’ll return. We can reunite him with his mother and they both will be watched carefully. He will at least be safe, unlike you.”

      “I need him.” Tears fell down her face at the selfishness of that statement. She would drag him all over the world because she wanted him by her side.

      “If you go to him now, you’ll both be trapped on that island until you can’t remember him anymore. You’re a smart girl. Don’t be selfish and for once think of what’s best for him. Let him go now, and you can get him later.” Niomi stepped back, releasing Ari. “I promise I’ll keep an eye on him.”

      She wiped at her face before turning around. “How can I trust you?”

      “Despite what you think, I tried to help you. When they approached me about a young untrained warper, I knew if I didn’t take the job, they would just go to the next person who may not feel the way I do. I trained you to fight and to become anyone. Not just inside the system, but out as well.”

      The hurt inside of Ari wasn’t ready to forgive her in the littlest bit, but Ari knew she was right. Joining Reed wouldn’t help him at this point. Getting strong enough to rescue him would. She knew what she had to do, but it didn’t make the decision any easier. Lowering her eyes, she nodded in defeat.

      “Okay.” Niomi pulled out a device. “I’ll make sure to put you in a section that has already been searched.”

      Unable to face Niomi, to face herself for abandoning Reed, Ari focused on the floor in front of her.

      “Ari.”

      She lifted her head as Niomi handed over a small bag.

      “Take this. The money’s untraceable, and with a couple IDs and proper documents you should be able to start over. Keep your head down, okay?”

      She felt empty and cold as she accepted the bag, like a traitor for leaving Reed behind.

      “Once I leave, I’ll empty the hall for you. Count to twenty and go to your right. Room 101 will be yours.” Niomi stepped towards the door. “I wish I could have done more for you. I really tried.” She left without another word.

      Ari stood there, struck dumb for a moment, trying to think back to all her interactions with Niomi. Was she training her for the VLEX or for this? Move, idiot. Think later.

      Not sure of how long it had been, Ari placed a hand on the door, a manual door which she hadn’t seen since she left home. With one more deep breath, she pushed through, heading towards the unknown.
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      The pain of loss hung with Ari through her voyage. She ended up sharing a room with two other women, but early on turned off her translator. The sway of the small boat brought on a new wave of sickness and Ari welcomed it.

      Even though Niomi’s advice was logical, Ari couldn’t help the aching in her chest. Thoughts of Reed, of what he was going through plagued her. Even her own family seemed worlds away. The hope of a normal life had been shattered. Isolation was the only way to keep her family safe. Though the idea brought upon a new wave of darkness and despair.

      The journey took three days. She never left her room except to go to the bathroom. The women would bring back food for her, which was probably for the best. By the morning of the last day, the fact she hadn’t showered for three days didn’t even bother her. Niomi’s voice haunted her, shouting that Ari couldn’t give up. Keep running, keep fighting, until there was nothing left to give.

      She realized she couldn’t check out of this life. Not yet. Not until those she loved were safe, and she made amends for those she hurt, if that was even possible. Then after that… well, her life would be hers to do with what she might. Until then, she needed to get off her butt.

      Exiting the boat in a small port in Acadian, Ari rubbed her arms as she maneuvered off the docks. The temperature had dropped considerably as they made their way north. She’d need to find some warm clothes.

      Walking into town, she rehearsed her identity one more time. I’m Tara Phillips, running away from my abusive husband, Dan. At least Ari didn’t have to act to much. She was a runaway with a new identity, a new skin, a new life. Pushing away the past, she focused on the task ahead of her.

      While the town was large, it held a quaint fairytale feeling with fresh paint, smiling faces, and flowers dotting the storefronts. A night and day difference than where she left Reed. Her heart ached at the thought of him. He would have loved this place.

      She found a clothing shop and searched for a warm jacket. Niomi had given her plenty of money, so she also picked up gloves, a hat, and a couple of extras that fit in her bag. The shopkeeper, an older woman, was happy to help Ari check out. Her accent was thick, but they communicated fine through Ari’s translator.

      As Ari packed her bag, she wondered how much she could trust this woman. With few choices and even less time, she hoped she was making the right decision. “I’m meeting a friend.” Ari then repeated the address of the restaurant where she was meeting Antoine.

      “It’s a day’s ride to the north. You’ll have to take the tram.”

      A day. It took a minute to remember what day of the week it was and realized that Antoine was expecting Kari tomorrow. She’d need to move fast.

      “How can I get there?”

      “The station is two miles down the road. Is he someone special?” The woman smiled and winked at her.

      Lowering her eyes as if embarrassed, Ari nodded and thanked the woman before leaving. The station was loud and crowded but offered a lot of different ride times. She ended up purchasing an overnight ticket which would save her from renting a room.

      Once bought, she wandered aimlessly, waiting to board. Her movements became robotic and without feeling. If she started thinking about what she left behind, she couldn’t do what she was about to do.

      The growling of her stomach awakened her for her need to eat. She grabbed a small meal and boarded the tram. The countryside flew by as the sun set behind mountains of glistening snow. Exhaustion set in and she slept sitting up.

      She woke to the sun rising on similar mountains yet now more grandiose. The morning flew by as she stared out the window, only getting up to take care of her body’s needs.  She fell into numb trance as the tram raced towards what came next: Antoine. The idea filled her stomach with ice cold dread.

      In the afternoon, the overhead speaker announced her stop. She freshened up in the small bathroom, trying not to look as ragged as she felt. Her brown eyes looked lifeless accompanied by dark circles hanging underneath. The red hair still bothered her, like a stranger staring back at her. She finished brushing her teeth, spat in the sink and left the room.

      Back in her seat, tall heavy trees flashed by, growing in number. The view opened, and the tram slowed. A mountain resort sat nestled in a small valley.

      Zipping up her coat, she exited the tram and headed to the wood fashioned building. It looked like it was constructed from the nearby trees. Ari had never seen anything like it before.

      A pretty woman greeted her at the door. “How can I help you?”

      “I’m meeting a friend, Antoine, for dinner.” She bit her lip as she scanned the room.

      “Of course, let me take your coat.” The attendant helped her out of her coat and led her into the dining area.

      Ari spotted the table first, the one with a large bouquet of lilacs. A bottle of wine with two glasses also waited for her. No, not for her, for Kari.

      As they approached, Antoine pushed up from the table, dressed in black pants and a nice button-up blue shirt. He looked similar to his VLEX profile. An extra ten pounds or so rested in his middle section and face. His jaw wasn’t as chiseled as inside VLEX, but he was still attractive. His kind gray eyes greeted her with excitement.

      Her stomach ached with dread and guilt. She had hurt this man maybe more than anyone. Would her next step help or hurt him more?

      Reaching for her, he wrapped her up in a big hug. “You look nothing like I imaged but still so beautiful.” His heavy accent laced his words, but he spoke in English.

      Uncomfortable with his embrace and not able to hide in the program, she stepped back. Even though he felt like a good friend after all the time they spent together, he was still under the notion she was someone else.

      She motioned to the table. “Sit, please. We need to talk.”

      His brow furrowed in confusion. “What’s wrong, Kari?”

      Guilt felt heavy in her stomach, and Ari didn’t want to answer to that name.

      “You are Kari, aren’t you?” His confusion turned to apparent concern quickly.

      She was surprised he connected the dots so quickly, but also grateful. Motioning to his seat, she waited until he was seated. “I’m not Kari. I’m sorry, but I thought you would want to know about her.”

      Bewilderment flash across his face. “What about her?”

      Glancing down, Ari noticed his restless fingers picking at a napkin on the table. “There’s no easy way to say this. Kari hasn’t been inside VLEX for months.” Before he could react, she continued with her story of how she was hired by a company to impersonate Kari, and how Ari didn’t know where Kari was or what happened to her.

      By the time she finished, Antoine strangled the napkin in his hands, staring at Ari with a strange mix of rage and concern. Finally, he poured himself a tall glass of wine and drank half of it. Looking up at her, his expression was hard to read. “Did they kill her?”

      “I was told that she was alive, but I don’t know if that is true. I had a friend check Kari’s house, and she was no longer living there.”

      He glanced away, quiet. Ari recognized that painful ache deep in his eyes, because it mirrored just how she felt. Maybe she did deserve to be alone after all the pain she caused this man.

      “Why?” His words came out as a whisper barely heard over the roar of nearby conversation.

      “Why what?”

      “Why are you here telling me this? Why did you keep up the whole character with dating me inside the VLEX? And how did you pull it off? The skins are permanent inside VLEX.”

      “Not for someone like me.” For the first time, she wasn’t afraid of what she was, but ashamed. “I’m telling you now because I wanted to make it right.”

      “The only way to make it right is to bring me Kari.”

      The thoughts that had been swirling in her mind formed into the start of a plan of how to find Kari and take care of what she needed for Emil. “I don’t know if I can, but I’m willing to try.”

      She gave him a moment and resisted the urge to comfort him. Hugging him would be natural as she thought of him as a friend at this point. But he didn’t know Ari, he only knew Kari.

      His gaze turned steely. “How can you fix this? If she’s not home, where would she be? She may be dead.”

      “I’m hoping I can find someone else that knows her, family, friends that would know where she would be. Thing is, I don’t have a way to get back inside.”

      He glared at her under his long lashes. “Is this some sick joke? You tell me my girlfriend’s possibly dead, and the only way you can save her is by using my credentials to get inside.”

      “No.” Looking back at the conversation, she had to admit he had a point. It didn’t look good. But getting inside would give her the resources she needed. “I just… look.” She leaned forward, elbows on the table. “I don’t need your credentials, I just need a way inside. I left the company I worked for. They, along with a government or two, are searching for me. My skill set is… very unique inside. Give me twenty minutes, that’s all I need.”

      He finished off his glass of wine. “How dumb do you think I am?”

      “I’m sorry. I’m trying to make this right. I’m caught up in something bigger than I imagined. But believe it or not, I care about her. Always wondered about her. That’s why, I couldn’t break you two up. I have access to her files and hope they have some information on her family and loved ones. If you want to find her, I will help. I will do whatever I need to make this right. And I can give you my personal information or whatever you need to trust me.”

      He stared at the empty wine glass in his hands for a minute, the heavy silence full of unspoken pain and emotion. Shame ate at her as she watched his empty expression.

      “Okay.” He finally lifted his gaze. “I’ll give you twenty minutes. If you get caught, I’m saying you broke in and stole access. I won’t go down for this.”

      “Of course. Antoine,” she waited until he met her eyes, her own emotion fighting to get free, “I’m so sorry. I want you to know that.”

      He shook off her hand. “No. You don’t deserve any sympathy or forgiveness until I have her back.”

      “That’s fair.” She couldn’t deny the mistakes she made, which were many. “The sooner we get in, the sooner we get her back.”
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      The sun had settled behind the mountains and darkness settled in the valley as they boarded the tram. They needed to get to Antoine’s office back in town. Only a few silent passengers littered the car, making for a quiet ride through the dark of night.

      Buried deep in thought, Ari wondered exactly where Kari was. Did she have some type of illness, or maybe Niomi was right and she sold out? Ari wasn’t sure what to hope for.

      And what would the cost be of going back in? Was her life like an hour glass? Every trip or manipulation ticked off a few more days or weeks of her life?

      Antoine offered her a drink of the large wine bottle he’d taken from the restaurant. “You look like you could need a drink, too.”

      “No thanks.”

      “Do you have someone here with you? Family nearby?”

      Ari turned to him, wondering why he asked. “No.”

      “I’m just surprised you came all the way here to tell me this.”

      “Me too.”

      They rode the rest of the way in silence, interrupted only by him finishing off the bottle of wine. They stepped off the tram, and the cold slammed into them full force. She burrowed deep in her jacket, but the cold still penetrated.

      “Up this way.” He motioned to the right, then watched as she put on her thick gloves. “You really aren’t from here are you?”

      “No. I can’t say I care for it.”

      “People wonder why we drink so much.” He buttoned up his thin coat and headed into the wind.

      Tall old buildings lined the street, and he motioned to the brick one on the corner. “Keep your head down. I can erase the security feed, but in case they beat me to it, we don’t need our mugs pasted everywhere.”

      Surprised at his ability to erase the security feed, she pulled her hoodie up and focused on her steps in front of her. Every step felt surreal, like she was back in VLEX living someone else’s life. Someone who escaped off islands, stowed away on boats, and went with tall dark strangers in the middle of the night to break into buildings. Kari’s life almost felt normal in comparison to her own.

      He quickly got them inside the building, bypassing the security with ease.

      “What do you do for work?” Surprised at his ability, Ari didn’t think most diplomats or aids could hack a system like Reed or Marco.

      “I started here as IT. After a few years, I got assigned to provide technical help inside the VLEX.”

      That’s convenient.

      Heading upstairs, she pulled off her gloves, rubbing her hands together to warm them. Then she pulled out the small drive from her necklace. “I’ll need you to upload this to the server when I get in.”

      “Why?” He took the miniature drive and turned it in his fingers. “What’s on this? Codes for stolen cryptos?”

      “Nothing that exciting. It’s just me.” Files and characters that boiled down to be the story of her life. Sad to think everything she had and was could be hidden on something so small. That was all she had left. Yes, inside a program she may have vast possibilities, but out in the real world, it felt insignificant.

      “Okay. Have a seat.” He powered up a nearby station. “Now, I warned you. Twenty minutes is all I can give you before security is alerted and is on their way down. I want Kari’s real address, her physical location. If not, I turn you over to the authorities. I have enough proof even now to throw you away for a while. Do you get me?”

      Mouth dry, Ari nodded. “The drive has everything you need on me to help you put me away for a while. I’ll put Kari’s information on the drive I gave you. If things get bad, take it and run.” If things went bad, jail time for breaking into here would be her least concern.

      Pushing her hair aside, she plugged into the machine and leaned back. The cold leather chair sent a shiver down her spine. Closing her eyes to the real world, she wondered if reality would look the same when she woke.
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      Since she was signing in under an unfamiliar account, she was careful how she entered the VLEX. Keeping her presence a secret was imperative. As she entered the VLEX, she awoke to the code surrounding her. Antoine put her outside his office building. Because of the time zone change, she barely beat the rush hour. Checking the code for time in VLEX she realized she had a few minutes until most offices opened. For now, mostly security and overzealous employees roamed the open streets.

      She thought of just stealing the data from Kari’s old office without even appearing in the program, but the mass amount of data to sift through was too much, even for her. She didn’t need Kari’s real address. Tessa already searched that out and didn’t find Kari. Ari would have to locate her family home or some other connection to find her.

      So, between one second and the next, Ari donned Kari’s familiar skin and stepped out from the shadows of a nearby building. She followed the familiar cobblestone street to the building where she had spent so many hours. It was quiet as she took the elevator up to her office. They had changed the access codes from those she previously knew, but a quick hack of the code and she was inside.

      She dug through files wondering where someone would put their own childhood address. It’s not like she’d be writing a personal plan for a visit. Despite Antoine’s threats, Ari really did want to find the address, to find out for herself whether she killed Kari by being willing to take over her life.

      File after file and she couldn’t find anything. Ten minutes had passed, and she still had a lot to do besides this. Ari turned to Kari’s email in hopes maybe she found a meeting with someone for coffee or something. Then she remembered she wouldn’t contact outside people or at least she shouldn’t. Ari had been reading her emails for weeks now and would have seen something. When else would someone refer to something personal at work? Then it came to her. School.

      Ari searched for any mention of schools, colleges, and then resumes. She found it. A message from a college six months ago that mentioned an upcoming reunion. It wasn’t an address, but it would have to be enough. She saved the information to the drive Antoine could access. At least she found the school Kari had gone to, and who knows, maybe she grew up nearby. Ari closed the computer then stood to leave when President Higgins walked in.

      “Good morning, sir.” She stiffened slightly, realizing she had no idea what VisionTech told him when she left. They oversaw the real life deception of this program.

      Pausing mid-step, he looked at her with bewilderment. “What are you doing here?”

      “Just finishing up a few things. I’m all set, so I’ll be heading out though. Have a great day.” She walked past him, eyes focused on the door behind him.

      He reached out and grabbed her arm. “You should not have access to this floor anymore. You shouldn’t be here.”

      “I’m leaving now.” She pulled on her arm, but he didn’t loosen his grip.

      “Security,” he yelled. He didn’t have to yell, since inside the VLEX calling for security notified them electronically. They would be here in mere seconds.

      “I wish you wouldn’t have done that.” She considered fighting him. He was tall, but with his age, she’d have the advantage. She couldn’t chance though that she couldn’t be gone before security arrived. They could track her electronic signature and possibly track her down physically.

      As he started to drag her outside, she focused on the code around her. In mere seconds, President Higgins was left grasping on to thin air. She poured through the code enough to find herself outside nearby the fountain. A small pain throbbed behind her eyes. She pinched the bridge of her nose until it passed, not dwelling on what it meant.

      Instead of donning Kari’s appearance, which may now be linked to security. She chose another of the skins she memorized, Stacee. Her dark skin blended with the variety of ethnicities found in VLEX. Ari kept the clothes and hair simple focusing more on getting through the shops undetected.

      When she arrived at Emil’s offices, she waited impatiently at the door. A few passersby gave her awkward glances as she waited in front of a door that was obviously open. Finally, an unfamiliar man opened the unseen door to Emil’s rooms and without a word he escorted her in.

      Once inside Ari spoke, “I need to see Emil right away.”

      “He’s been waiting for you.”

      They entered the room, where Emil stood to the side of his desks staring at an empty screen. Empty to her at least. Who knew what Emil saw in this place.

      “You shouldn’t have alerted security.” He remained focused on the screen. “The place is on high alert.”

      “I have my file,” she told him, uncertainty tightening her stomach.

      “I know. I found it when I realized you were here. You’ll need to learn how to hide your information better in here.” His calm demeanor infuriated her.

      “I need help and I need money. I’m no longer with VisionTech.”

      “Good girl.” He turned with a smile. “Go to worldwide game Gaia and search out Bacchus. He will set you up with what you need.”

      Ari recognized the reference to Greek mythology but had no clue where to find this Gaia. “Don’t you get it. I’ll be homeless by the end of the week, stranded in some foreign country.”

      Emil stepped towards her. “You’re smart and more than capable if you got away from VisionTech. We can only do so much inside the VLEX. We have connections all over the world. You’re part of the team now and will be taken care of, but it’s not for free. You have to do your part.”

      Ari swallowed, wishing for damn water, as she wondered what exactly she’d have to do. She’d do what she had to, to get by and then get those she loved and get the hell out of here. “Okay. I’ll talk to you in Gaia.”

      “Not yet. I have a task for you before you leave.”

      “A task?” He made it sound as simple as getting coffee, but she knew better than that.

      “Yes.”

      “I have now,” she checked the time on her HUB, “eight minutes before I need to leave.”

      “Then we better not waste time debating this.”

      “And if I don’t?”

      “Then I won’t be able to help you financially.” His smile vanished, an icy demeanor chilling her to the bone.

      “So that’s it, huh?” Ari didn’t have much to bargain with, but at the same time, it’s not like she could really hurt anyone in here. If Emil wanted money or something of the sort, he could get it himself.

      He waited for an answer.

      “Okay. I’ll give you five minutes, then I’m gone.”

      “Good choice. We’re ready to announce to the world that we are watching them. Hints and rumors have flown through the years. It’s time the world leaders know that they are being watched and will be held responsible for all their actions.”

      “And you want me to say that to who?”

      “To everyone.” His chagrined smile returned, full force. “I assume you can figure that out. I uploaded the short speech to your drive.”

      “Everyone.” The magnitude hit her, but she couldn’t dwell on it. On the physical cost it would take and how it would be painting a target right on her. “You have four minutes.”

      Without thinking too hard on it, she focused on what she had to do. As she fled his office, she realized she had wanted to do this for some time. Tired of the hiding and the lies, people needed to know warpers were real. Presidents and those in power already knew as they used them for the tools and weapons they could become, but everyone else should know. Parents raising their kids, and people whose lives were run by their oppressors.

      Ari knew exactly where she needed to be. As she worked the code through her mind, a code she learned back at school which felt like an eon ago, she rushed to the main fountain. The morning rush was heading in. People appearing outside buildings, some headed for a morning coffee. Was she really going to do this?

      Don’t think. Just do. With that thought she climbed on the edge of the fountain and turned to face the crowd. A few people glanced her way, but no one stopped. A quick glance on her HUB and she realized she had two minutes. Taking a deep breath, she put the code in place, pulled up the speaker, and exhaled.

      “To the people of VLEX.” Her voice boomed through the courtyard, startling her for a moment before she continued. People in the square now stopped with confused expressions. Ignoring their shocked faces, she stared at the building in the distance. “This is a warning. Warpers are rising up. We’re taking off the chains you want to bind us with. We’ll no longer be slaves to the highest bidder, no longer doing your dirty work. We’ll fight for the world we want to create. Starting now!”

      A firm hand gripped her arm as she finished the sentence. A tall guard pulled her to the ground. “You’re under arrest.” He quickly slapped something metal on her arm.

      After pulling back for a moment, she focused on the code, retreating to safety. As the code appeared around her, she realized the guard slapped her with something more than a mere restraining device. It was a tracking device of some sort. She didn’t dare take it back with her. If they traced her back to the real world, she didn’t have the means to relocate or escape. Anger and frustration boiled under her skin.

      More security appeared in the courtyard, surrounding her. A myriad of thoughts colored in panic fled through her mind. The security guard locked her hands behind her, and it pulled her out of the code. Twisting, she kicked at the guard, and it took him by surprise. He stumbled back, and she took that moment to free her hands. She couldn’t flee though not until she took off the tracking device.

      She saw the tool on the guard’s hip. She moved towards him and another pair of hands fell on her. The alarm she’d set on her HUB began beeping. If Antoine pulled her out now, they would know where she was. Rage exploded coloring her vision, and she struck out at the man behind her. Instinct must have flowed through her as the guard flew backwards ten feet or so.

      Code flew in and out of her vision, mixing with the images around her. She didn’t think, just acted. She took the tool from the guard’s belt, some kind of program but made for an idiot. She hit the key which unlocked the tracer on her just as she was tackled to the ground. Others joined him, pressing down on her.

      Pain struck at her, clouding her thoughts. Just leave. But fuzzy spots blocked her now. Her vision blanked in and out, a sharp pain stabbing in her mind, and fury exploded. She screamed, the sound echoing through the program, blocking out all conscious thought, but it gave her the out she needed to leave.

      Soft hands pulled the cable out of the back of her neck as black stars danced in her vision.

      Antoine’s dark eyes bore down on her.

      “I got Kari’s information.” Her words slurred slightly.

      “Wonderful, my dear. Some were surprised you’d go through all of that. They even doubted your power when they saw you dancing with me.”

      He continued rambling on, and Ari wondered if that last trip caused some type of brain damage. Why was Antoine talking about dancing? She struggled to sit up.

      “Give yourself time, my dear. You’ve been through a lot. We have time to rest, then I’ll take you back to the others. Sarah has a great remedy for our special kind of torturous hangover.”

      Our? Our special kind of headache. Slowly sitting up, her vision finally cleared, and she struggled to put together the pieces of what was happening.

      Looking up into his dark eyes, Ari remembered what happened after her first trip to VLEX and Niomi’s surprise that Kari had a boyfriend. A boyfriend who stuck with Kari despite Ari impersonating her, a boyfriend with amazing abilities to hack security feed, and a boyfriend who put her inside VLEX without much resistance.

      “Who are you?” she asked.

      “I think you know.” A familiar smile flashed on Antione’s face, or who was also known as Emil. “Welcome to the team.”
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      Ari stood against the mountain face, trying to appear nonplussed. She knew it was only a program and that she wouldn’t die if she fell, but her body instinctively responded to the thousand-foot drop in front of her. Relaxing her clenched hands, she focused on her breath and tried to calm her racing heart.

      “I forget how new you are to all of this.” Tricky stood next to her, dressed in the electronic skin of a young boy with ink black hair and olive skin. Nothing like the blonde beauty Tricky was in real life.

      Ari, wearing the skin of a young native girl, narrowed her eyes with a sarcastic smile, tired of the newbie comments. She’d been with the team, mostly warpers, for a few months now, and this wasn’t her first mission. Yet, she assumed she’d be the newbie until someone else joined the team. Given the rarity of warpers, that could be years.

      Ari motioned to the castle-type home in the center of this village. “Let’s focus on the job at hand, shall we?”

      “We shall. We don’t want to be late for our meeting.” Tricky winked at her with a dark joy for the task at hand and disappeared. Using her warper abilities, Tricky could manipulate this landscape with the best of them.

      Ari rolled her eyes, focusing on the code underlying the program, a rare skill in the world of virtual reality programs or VRs. Searching the code for her teammate, Ari found Tricky standing in front of the castle’s front door, dressed head to toe as nothing short of an exotic supermodel. Dark hair, full lips, and an hourglass figure that would make anyone turn their head in real life. In a virtual program, it was commonplace.

      Standing next to her, Ari took the form of her security guard: a handsome man with broad shoulders and smoldering eyes. She’d practiced this one for a while.

      Tricky lifted the old-fashioned door knocker and tapped it twice. It echoed through the house. Mere seconds passed before a maid opened the door.

      “Welcome,” she motioned with a hand for them to enter. Ari doubted she was real, but her programmed petite frame, angelic face, and golden hair made her the idyllic servant. “This way.”

      The maid led the way through an oversized entryway with a stone staircase winding up to a second and third story. They passed the staircase and moved into a sitting room or library of sorts. Expensive paintings, large bookcases, and ornate furniture littered throughout. Years ago, this might have impressed Ari, but now it only took a blink of her eyes to see past the program to the code underneath.

      Someone paid a programmer quite a bit to set up his house, but Ari could tear it all down in seconds. This was a program, numbers and characters built upon each other to create the illusion of wealth and power in this virtual realm. This realm was open to the public, but it cost a pretty penny or maybe your mother’s kidney to step inside.

      Their target, Maxim, sauntered into the room dressed in white linen that offset his gold tan perfectly. He had short black hair with neatly trimmed facial hair. Or at least he did in this virtual. Who knew how close this was to his face in the real world?

      Ari did know that this man must have given up a lot more than his mother’s kidney to have come this far. A known international weapons smuggler, his resume alone made him deserve to rot in jail for several lifetimes. Death would be too easy an out for this guy.

      “Cara, I’m so glad you made it.” The way he rolled the ‘r’ in her name sounded seductive. He kissed Tricky lightly on both cheeks. As he acknowledged Ari, his smile fell slightly. “You brought company.”

      “Yes, my colleague, Guy.” Tricky had a thing about giving Ari the worst names possible. At least Guy was better than Dick and Knob. Hard to keep a straight face while people called you Knob.

      “Nice to meet you,” Ari lied as she extended a hand, and noticed he had bare feet and smelled of the ocean.

      “Charmed,” he replied and turned his attention back to Tricky. “Let’s sit.”

      He waited for her to be seated, then took a seat close by, ignoring Ari completely—which she appreciated.

      “I was hoping this visit wasn’t completely business.” Maxim remained focused on Tricky.

      “Business first, then we’ll have time for pleasantries.” Tricky let her velvety voice trail off.

      As Maxim’s hand traveled across Tricky’s thigh, Ari turned before she got sick. Just get to business. This was why Ari was secondary. She didn’t have the stomach for this, not the way Tricky did. The only thing that gave her away was the twitch of her fingers.

      Tricky, an Icelandic twenty-year-old, had been working this target for months, trying to get names and codes out of him. He had security in place to protect him electronically inside this world, but with them both in here they hoped to grab enough information to prosecute him in several countries.

      So, while Tricky flirted and talked about the upcoming deal, Ari scanned the protections he had in place. Tricky’s twin brother, Blur, would be better at this, but Tricky didn’t think he could stomach Maxim. Ari couldn’t say she blamed him.

      She ignored the conversation behind her and inspected an art piece, only there wasn’t an art piece in her vision anymore. Letters, numbers, and unique characters flew past her. She dug around for a bit, searching through his home. In the bedroom, there was more than she wanted to see, but she couldn’t leave anything unturned.

      A sour taste rose up her throat as she finished sorting through his personal items and found the home link. His firewalls kept anyone from hacking into his personal files. Hence the needed deal. When he gave them what they wanted, he’d transfer the file outside the program and that small window would be enough for Ari to slip inside.

      Ready to move, Ari turned her attention back to the conversation.

      “There. 3.2 million cryptos all yours,” Tricky said in the seductive voice that Ari had grown tired of.

      Without missing a beat, a servant entered the room and nodded at Maxim to confirm the deposit and then disappeared. Getting messages in and out of a virtual program could be difficult without leaving a trace. Having a man come into personally deliver it protected Maxim more than he knew.

      Maxim turned back to Tricky with delight. “3.2 million cryptos. Beautiful.”

      “My file?” Tricky leaned forward, touching his arm.

      “Should be already be there.”

      “What?” She pulled back with surprise. “You were supposed to be giving it to me directly.”

      “It’s better to be secure. Let your assistant check it for you.” He motioned to Ari.

      Stupid flipping arms dealers changing plans last minute. Ari was supposed to follow the delivery electronically to get more information. If the delivery wasn’t happening in here, then there was no chance.

      Struggling to keep her anger under wraps, Tricky turned to Ari. “Please check the delivery.” If Maxim wouldn’t transfer files in and out of the program in front of them, they couldn’t risk it either.

      Closing her eyes, Ari willed herself out of the program. Some people felt as if they clicked off a light when they left a virtual program, or even shut a door as they taught at school. For Ari, she imagined stepping backwards. She inhaled and something inside of her chest pulled her back into reality.

      It took only seconds for her to pull out of the virtual world. Glimpsing the basement, she didn’t bother looking around but spoke to the others standing nearby. “Did we get it?”

      “Yes,” someone confirmed.

      She closed her eyes again and went back in the same way. The less time alone with Maxim the better for Tricky. Ari blinked a few times to get oriented; switching back and forth could make her dizzy.

      “File received,” Ari told Tricky, who remained near Maxim. With weary eyes, Ari tried to warn Tricky to cut her losses and leave. They wouldn’t get the other information. Not today.

      But Ari’s eyes weren’t as expressive as she thought, or maybe Tricky didn’t care to get the message.

      “Good,” Tricky purred softly, like a cat ready to strike.

      “Nice to have business taken care of.” Maxim ignored the fire in Tricky’s eyes and moved his fingers further up her hip.

      Tricky grabbed his hand and bent it at an unnatural angle. A sickening crack sounded. Even in VR, Maxim would feel that to some extent, his mind telling him it was real. That was the difficult part of VRs. When the program could duplicate real life down to the hair on a head, the human mind struggled to differentiate.

      Maxim yelled out in pain. Before he could instinctively flee the VR, Tricky changed the landscape to that of his real world apartment, a penthouse suite with views over the city. Ari and Tricky had scoured through all the research and pictures they could get a hold of. Tricky’s recreation could be close or very far away, but the fact that Maxim remained in the program caused Ari to think that maybe Tricky got it right.

      Tricky created this scene as if he was just waking up from his VR chair. A sleek black reclined chair stood in the middle of the room. Tricky’s clothes changed as well, her features still beautiful but not exaggerated perfection. In a fitted black suit, she leaned towards the frantic man. “Oh, dear Maxim, business is just getting started.”
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      Ari quickly altered her image as well, even though Maxim’s attention was all for Tricky. Still a man, she changed into dark jeans and a black shirt, and moved to the other side of Maxim. Things were escalating quickly. Once Maxim figured out that he wasn’t in real life, he would flee and they wouldn’t get a chance like this for months, maybe more.

      “What the hell is this? How dare you invade my private—” Maxim struggled to get up.

      Ari grabbed the sides of his head and forced him back down. He had no power in this realm and, as long as he remained here, Maxim was at their mercy. Speed was of the essence.

      He continued to rant as she dug at his connection to the real—which was harder than she expected. Sometimes information traveled between the real and the virtual, things like files or cryptos. To most people it was fine. With a warper around, it left the person’s information vulnerable. Yet even though Maxim wasn’t a warper, he had highly trained programmers and possibly other warpers at his disposal. He could use any number of abilities, back exits, or defenses. If only she could find an address of where he was coming from…

      The yelling stopped, and his eyes became cold and calculating. “How did you get by Stevens?”

      Tricky didn’t miss a beat. “Your security isn’t as good as you think.”

      An unnerving smile grew on his face and Ari knew Tricky got it wrong. That phrase was probably a security question, many people had them on in the inside. He had figured out they were still in the program. Code sped by, something unique that she couldn’t decipher.

      Then in a flash he was gone.

      Tricky swore, her empty fist grasping onto thin air.

      “We need to go before they start digging for us.” Ari noticed her breath coming out in pants.

      Tricky looked up, and the anger in her eyes made Ari flinch. “Yeah, we better.”

      In a flash, they were back in the basement. Laying on her back, Ari woke to a ceiling fan spinning above her. Lights and noise surrounded her, people rushing to see how things went.

      Tricky’s anger was evident in the tirade of swearwords. Her notorious temper didn’t faze Ari. She lay there a minute, making sure everything was alright.

      Pulling her tight hands up from the arm rests, she went over her mantra in her mind. I’m Ariana Mendez. My friends call me Ari. I’m eighteen years old. I’m fighting for freedom, for my family, for me. It was something she tried to say every time she left the VR. Something that rooted her in reality.

      Pain pricked behind her eyes, threatening a migraine. The cost of going in the programs and of changing the program with such ease. Every warper had a shelf life, and she planned to make the most out of hers. This mantra helped her remember who she was, and why she was doing this. I’m Ariana Mendez. My friends call me Ari. I’m—

      A warm hand touched her arm. “Welcome back.” Patrick’s warm eyes looked down at her.

      “Hey.” Ari moved to take out the cable in the back of her neck. “Glad to be back.”

      “Quite the adventure, huh?” He motioned to Tricky.

      Ari only glimpsed the sight of Tricky’s long blonde hair as she stormed off, probably in search of her twin brother.

      “It didn’t go as planned. I screwed up. Maxim did an out-of-program transfer, then fled before I could get much more from him.”

      Patrick offered a hand, then helped pull Ari up to a sitting position. “He was always slick. Weapons traders usually are.”

      “If someone else was there, they would have gotten it.” Ari rubbed a sore spot under her port.

      “You tried.” Patrick smiled and handed her a mug. “A drink for your headache.”

      “Thanks.” She took the warm drink. “So, you knew we would fail?”

      He shook his head. “We got a list of known politicians involved in the underground trade and their IP addresses. Only Tricky would think of it as a total failure.”

      “True.” Ari swung her legs over the side of the chair and took a sip. The herbal concoction helped with her headache and supposedly countered the effects that warping took on a body. Not that it kept them safe. With warping, many a mind was still lost. Ari thought of Sketchy in particular, a thirty-something warper that they lived with. She would take anything that would help increase her chances.

      “Here, let me help you up.” Patrick helped with a hand under her elbow.

      She tried to ignore his proximity and the fluttering in her stomach. At first, she thought the chemistry between them was because he was attractive. With his smooth skin, strong jaw, and chocolate eyes, no one would disagree he was good-looking. Even though they hadn’t pursued a relationship, guilt gnawed at her. Guilt from the fact they kissed in a virtual reality program when they both pretended to be someone else. Guilt that she left her boyfriend, Reed, on an island in the middle of the Pacific.

      No. It didn’t matter. They were friends, that was all.

      “I’m okay.” She waved him off. “Thank you for the drink. I’m going to go outside for a bit, I think.”

      “Okay. I should probably go check on Tricky.”

      “Good luck with that,” Ari said, meaning it.

      Tricky had worked on this since well before Ari joined the team, and she didn’t take disappointment well.

      Ari just needed a few minutes to unwind and let Tricky cool down before she dealt with that mess. Leaving the VR room, she passed through the gym. Usually she’d get in a run or hit on the workout dummy for a while. Exercise helped keep a warper’s mind fresh when they used their ability in the virtual. It was just one of a few tools they used to fight the effects of warping. But today, the empty gym felt too confined. Crossing the gym floor that took up the majority of the basement, she headed up the stairs to the main level. When Patrick first brought her to this home, she was blown away by the size and scope of this so-called cabin.

      Patrick’s cabin was actually a large mountain home outside of a small town in the Northern Americas, more north than anything Ari knew existed. It had two stories on top with a myriad of bedrooms, a large kitchen and dining room, and enough tech to make Ari’s old grade school look bad. Not that that was difficult given where she came from.

      Yet living in the mountains gave her a sense of security and freedom she never had before. Setting her mug down on the entry table, she zipped up her jacket. She rubbed her arms, grabbed her drink, and headed out.

      “Another walk?” Sketchy whittled on the porch. The small piece of wood looked like a donkey head morphing into the Hindu symbol for love. As he focused on his work, his cap was pulled low with his peppered colored hair sticking out. The faded tattoo on his hand peeked out of his glove.

      “Yeah.” Ari sipped the warm drink. “Just need to stretch my legs.”

      “Stretch, stretch, stretch. Just like a rubber band.” He continued talking but in Russian, where Ari assumed he was from.

      She smiled, but he didn’t bother looking up. “Have a good day.” Part of her hated calling him Sketchy, which everyone did except his wife. Sue called him love but said she didn’t mind the nickname.

      Names and identities could be worth a lot. And even though Sketchy’s mind was missing a few beats, it didn’t mean those he cared about were in the clear. Nicknames were safer.

      Stepping down the path, she breathed in the chilly mountain air. The tightness in her mind loosened as she continued over the muddy ground. The winter snow recently faded, making way for all the green and left a damp wet path for Ari to follow. Turning to the right, she took a narrow path up and waved at the security cam along the way. Patrick or Joe would be notified that it was alerted and double check the movement. Still climbing, her legs ached from their previous inactivity as she found her usual spot.

      Her endurance had improved since she arrived, even though the quarter mile hike left her breathing hard. But standing next to the thick grouping of pine trees and looking down the valley below… it was so worth it.
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      A small village, from where they got most of their supplies, nestled amid the vast mountain range. Thick trees surrounded Ari, providing security, but from her point of view, she saw freedom. This beautiful town was a mirage of normalcy which she knew would be always out of her grasp.

      Watching the town, she realized she didn’t want a fresh start here with Patrick and his team. While she was grateful for all that they did for her, letting her use her ability when and how she wanted, she didn’t want to start fresh. She wanted to save the life she used to have. The problem was last time it almost killed her.

      As a small child, Ari had always enjoyed listening as her mother read stories of daring adventures, magical creatures, and picturesque worlds. While Ari’s father would just tell Ari to turn on the electronic narration feature, her mother would always turn it off and read to her daughter. Her mother’s voice would change between characters, turning gruff during the dark parts, and flowing over the happy ever-afters.

      Looking down at the valley below, Ari could hear her mother’s voice flowing over these gorgeous hills, down around the idyllic lake, and curl into these petite houses whose flower beds had just begun to grow. There would be a hard-working father, a loving mother, and two or three children in this story. There may be magical monsters, or not, but each day they would cuddle in front of a live fire and listen to their mother tell stories. This daydream of Ari’s had carried her through many a hard time these past weeks.

      For when the fairytale ended, she’d be left with the realization she was in a foreign country surrounded by people she barely knew and had no clue if this was the right step. For the past year she had felt like life had been taking her on a roller coaster that she couldn’t get off.

      First it was her assignment at school, where she learned she had a rare ability. Once she learned her worth as a commodity, she fought for the only freedom she knew with a private company. VisionTech wasn’t a bad company… well, maybe for some people. They expected her to take over people’s virtual lives and not ask questions. They also failed to mention this amazing warping ability that everyone wanted would eventually kill her or drive her insane.

      A cold chill ran up her spine at that thought and she stepped out into the sun. She wasn’t going to go crazy. Patrick and this group of misfit warpers were working out a way to protect themselves. This was the first choice she had made in some time.

      She had met Patrick through her last job inside VLEX, a worldwide government virtual reality program. He had been Antione then, posing as the boyfriend for one of the skins she assumed. Things got a little closer than she imaged. Once she learned about Patrick’s team, she had to prove herself inside the VLEX by announcing to the world they are on watch. It made her a bigger target than she wanted, but she couldn’t do anything about that now. She joined his team to find a better life for herself and her family.

      The problem was those she loved had been hurt too much in the process. Reed, her boyfriend, had gone with her to VisionTech’s secure island. When they had tried to escape, he had been captured by their security team right before she’d boarded the ship that brought her here.

      Her trainer, Niomi, had promised to look out for him, but Ari hadn’t heard from Niomi or Reed. Her mom and brother were somewhere out there as well. Ari’s only contact was through her best friend and old roommate, Tessa, who she hadn’t been able to reach either. So, what started out as a way to protect those she loved, now appeared very selfish since she had no way to protect, help, or even know how the others were doing. She bit the inside of her lip.

      “Those don’t look like happy thoughts,” Patrick said behind her.

      Ari jumped, knocking over her near empty drink. “Crap. Dang. You surprised me.” She picked up the mug and shook off her wet hand.

      “Sorry, didn’t mean to.” He stepped next to her and turned to watch the small village below. “I thought this was your happy spot, but you don’t look too happy right now.”

      “It usually is.” Ari shrugged, scooting sideways to make sure he had enough room. “Just…” She didn’t want to complain about home sickness.

      “What?” Patrick pushed for more information. “Come on.”

      “I’m frustrated.” Once she said it, the flood of anger and emotion opened up. “I’m supposed to be this warper, worth millions and I can’t help anyone. Not Tricky during the mission. Not my family. Not Reed.”

      “Mistakes were made, but we did gain the list.” Patrick pointed out. “That list you bought shows us the European officials working with Maxim for illegal weapons, guns, and sex trade. It tells us who to trust. That saves lives.”

      She let out a big breath. He was right, but it didn’t make her feel better. “Not that our work isn’t important, but what about our families?”

      “This is my family.” Patrick’s jaw tightened, and coldness crossed his face briefly. He softened it and turned to Ari. “You miss your family.”

      Being free and now living with Patrick almost felt like a betrayal to her boyfriend. “And Reed. He’s stuck with VisionTech because of me. I have to make that right.”

      “You’re not the only one that came to us with baggage. You just need to practice a bit more, so you’d have the power to do that.”

      “I’ve been trying, but with Maxim in there… I just…” She trailed off trying to keep the tension out of her voice.

      Patrick turned back to the scene in front of them. He rubbed his neck, quiet for a moment. “Okay. I think you’re right.”

      “About what?”

      “I think you need to contact your family and make sure they are safe. Once that stress is off your plate, you’ll have more time to devote to improving your abilities.”

      “Really?” Ari didn’t know whether to trust this hope building inside.

      He turned back to her with new resolve. “Yes. We’ll contact Tessa and try to find your family.”

      “And Reed?”

      He lifted a hand. “Let’s take one step at a time. I can’t promise anything.”

      “I have to find him.”

      “You will, just give it time.” Patrick lost his smile but reached out his hand to shake on it.

      Ari grasped the warm hand in return. “Thank you.” A flood of emotion warmed her cheeks, and she turned away. Ari wanted to start working on this as soon as possible. Contacting Tessa would need a lot of people, for security and whatnot. People would be watching Tessa for any trace of Ari.

      Just then, the HUB on her wrist beeped with a reminder that she was on kitchen duty right now. “I gotta go before I’m in Sue’s bad graces.”

      He checked his HUB as well. “Yes, we better go.”
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      Ari and Patrick found their way to the dining room. The large room had a high ceiling and a dark intricate chandelier. The dark wood table sat ten. The chairs were oversized with tall fabric backs. Nothing she’d ever thought she’d get used to, but she had. Over the last couple of months, it had begun to feel like home.

      They were early to lunch and helped Sue set up. Sue was a jack-of-all-trades and the Matriarch of the house, one may say. Not only was she married to Sketchy, but Sue was also the team doctor, cook, and ruler of all things house related. Secretly, most of the people thought Sue ran this place. Patrick was ‘technically’ in charge but no one else could take dessert off the menu when they thought people were getting a bit too lazy.

      There were six warpers in Patrick’s team, including Sketchy, and one wife, Sue. With so few people here, they all learned to pitch in and help. Patrick wanted to keep it as small as possible, knowing new people could be a threat to security.

      Even though Sue oversaw the kitchen, everyone was expected to help with clean up and set up depending on the rotation. So far there weren’t many problems. Sue had a way of keeping people in line while smiling the whole time. Maybe she was smiling because she usually got her way.

      “Set out the sandwiches, people should be piling in here soon enough.” She pushed back a curly hair with the back of her wrist then motioned to Ari and Patrick.

      Even Patrick took orders from Sue in the kitchen. “Yes, Ma’am,” he replied as he picked up the big metal tray full of ham and cheese sandwiches.

      “I’ll grab the carrots and fruit.” Ari collected the containers and set them on the counters.

      “Once it’s out, grab your plates and get started.” Sue motioned to the others.

      “Thanks, Sue.” Ari made up a plate and headed to the table.

      Sitting next to her, Patrick started in on his food. She bit a carrot stick and watched the others filter in. Tricky was the first to come into the dining room, her brother, Blur, at her side. She was obviously still worked up, and in a heated conversation. He was the level-headed one out of that pair. Or maybe due to Tricky’s temper, he was forced to be.

      Tricky’s anger drew color to her cheeks which just accented her beauty. Her long blonde hair and blue eyes were conventional, but her large eyes and thick brows took her looks to a unique level. Not that it ever mattered to her. Obsessed with work, her hair was wrapped in a messy bun on top of her head. It looked more like an inconvenience than an asset. She grabbed food and plopped down on the opposite side of the table.

      Blur, who was just as beautiful, sat down next to her. He pushed back his striking blond hair in obvious irritation but kept quiet as he started in on his lunch. While he was often more even-tempered than his sister, it made him serious and protective. Even with his warper skills, he was beyond fast with anything electronic. That’s why they called him Blur.

      Ari didn’t know their real names. Probably never would. No one knew her past Ari and that wasn’t even her full name. In the beginning, Ari thought that would make this team cold, but it didn’t.

      Sketchy made sure of that. As he stepped up in line, he kissed Sue over the table, a little longer than anyone wanted. Blur started making cat calls and Sue broke it off. Sketchy grinned proudly.

      He rarely stepped into a program anymore. His mind couldn’t take it. Memories, logic, and reality blurred often for him. His talents were used more on the outside.

      Soon normal conversation flowed easily between them. They usually didn’t eat lunch together. It was more of a come-and-go affair. Today though, it looked like most everyone turned out. Harini, who Ari first met in a program as Hailey, took the seat on the other side of her.

      “Heard you had a rough morning.” Harini glanced at Tricky down the table and looked sympathetic.

      “Worse for her.” Ari tried not to look at Tricky; she didn’t like sympathy. “She’s been on Maxim’s tail for a while.”

      “True, at least you didn’t come away empty handed.”

      “Right.” Ari picked up another carrot.

      Harini dug into her lunch as well. When Ari first met Harini in the VR, she was a pale skinny model type of girl. In reality, Harini came from an Indian heritage with rich brown hair and a full face that always looked happy. It was an easy friendship for Ari and one she appreciated.

      “Are you not hungry?” Harini motioned to Ari’s untouched sandwich.

      Ari didn’t want to explain the bundle of nerves and excitement in her stomach, so instead she picked up her sandwich and took a bite. Harini watched her for a bit, then got into a conversation with Sketchy over the dinner choices. Even Joe, the last warper on the team, appeared to give his input on what Sue considered pizza.

      If Harini was the friendly one, Joe was the mysterious one. His nickname among the team was Ghost, though no one called him that to his face. Even though he was young like the others, mid to late twenties at most, he had a serious nature. He came from the furthest away, somewhere near Asia minor, but he rarely spoke of it. He could move in and out of the programs undetected and retrieve information no one else could. So, Joe, obviously a fake name, was what everyone called him.

      After everyone was mostly done with lunch, Patrick finally asked for everyone’s attention.

      “Our next assignment,” he cleared his throat and gave everyone a chance to calm down, “will be to help Ari contact her family.”

      “What?” Tricky shot to her feet. “We’re not done with Maxim.”

      “Sit down.” Blur pulled on his sister’s arm. “Hear him out.”

      “Yes, please.” Patrick had on his pleasant business face, as Ari called it. His eyes were serious and commanding, while his mouth remained happy.

      “I want you to still watch Maxim, but he’ll be on high alert for any other attack. We need to dig into the information we bought from him, but be careful. We don’t want any of it to create a trail for him to follow. Joe,” Patrick turned to the quietest member of the team. “Can you still help Tricky? I trust you to be discreet.”

      Joe nodded.

      Patrick turned back to the others. “Blur, I need you to run security on this detail. They will be waiting for us to contact any of Ari’s old associates. Find us a hole no one will notice. Harini and Ari, you two can help Blur and work on some identities for when we make contact.”

      “My pleasure.” Harini flashed Ari a smile. She knew how important this was for Ari.

      “Let’s meet later tonight to go over first impressions and hopefully have a plan in place by next week. I’ll be point,” Patrick said.

      “Of course,” Tricky mumbled as she kept her eyes on her plate.

      “What was that?” Patrick lifted a brow.

      Tricky huffed and lifted her gaze to meet his. “You’ve taken more chances on Ari than anyone else. It’s no surprise you’d take another risk by reaching out to her family.” She turned to Ari. “No offense, Ari. I like you on the team, but it’s the truth and it needs to be said.”

      “We’re a team. She has a right to know her family is safe,” Patrick said calmly.

      “We all took care of that ourselves,” Tricky said.

      “Don’t be bitter because you don’t have a family,” Harini pointed out.

      Tricky glared at her.

      “We all have family,” Patrick emphasized. “This is our family, and we help each other. If you need or want to say something more, talk to me after, Tricky.”

      “I said my piece.” Tricky dusted off the crumbs from her sandwich.

      Ari didn’t blame her. Searching for her family would be work for everyone. And while Tricky may be abrupt or short, Ari always knew where she stood. She was almost like her old trainer, Niomi in that respect. Maybe that’s why Ari felt comfortable around her.

      She turned to her teammates at the table. “Thank you guys for helping.”

      “Anytime sweetheart,” Sketchy winked at her. If anyone else on the team did that and it would be creepy, but with Sketchy’s aged face, heavy brows, and tilted hat, it was cute.

      “Thanks.” She smiled back.

      “If we’re all going to go bat-shit crazy, we might as well do it together.” And that was Sketchy.

      Ari never knew what was going to come out of his mouth.

      Patrick’s smile tightened. “With that happy thought, let’s get to work.”
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      Everyone worked hard the following days. Any tension that Tricky brought up over that lunch dissipated as they focused on their jobs. It was one of the first things Ari noticed when she arrived, how well everyone worked together.

      Ari worried that she’d throw the dynamic off, but now looking back, she could see Patrick wouldn’t let her. He was a respected leader who provided a safe environment for the team.

      It had been a long time since Ari truly felt safe. And she trusted Patrick and the team because they were like her: nowhere to go, no one to trust, and no one who knew what it was like to be them.

      The days flew by as they searched for any word of Tessa, Marco, or her mother online. Sketchy repeatedly volunteered to go gaming in one of Tessa’s worlds, but no one trusted him not to get lost. So instead, they trolled gaming boards.

      By the time of their meeting on Wednesday, they all had a lot of information and ideas. They met in Patrick’s office, a small room filled with a round table and a large board in the front. He stood in front of the screen. “I think the best place to start is Blur. How bad is the pressure on Ari’s family?”

      Blur’s blond hair stood in a high wave, as though he hadn’t washed it all week. His beat-up shirt and old sneakers made him look young, like some fifteen-year-old kid, not an expert in security. “There are several parties watching for any sign of them. One mention of their name flags a host of lures online. There are people crawling all over Tessa’s games. She went underground a few months ago, no longer playing. She keeps the games running for residual income but otherwise hasn’t made any public appearances. It’s going to be extremely hard to reach them online.”

      “Not what I hoped for, but not a surprise either.” Patrick turned to Ari. “What do you think?”

      Ari straightened in her seat. Even though she’d been working on skins to use, she had also been thinking a lot about this. “I think our best bet is through Tessa’s dad. He is still a public figure and could be easy to contact. Tessa always stayed in contact with him despite their differences. Or even Reed’s mom may know something. She’s still living in my hometown. It won’t be easy, but we could possibly reach her through her job though.”

      “Both of those people are being watched by some high-tech programs,” Blur said. “They will be notified if anyone new contacts them. Unless we have a clean person, and I mean squeaky clean, that isn’t a viable option.”

      “Then we contact them and wait for their suspicions to die down.” Ari couldn’t just give up.

      Blur’s frustration was evident in his voice. “This is the long game, Ari. Their interest won’t just die down.”

      Before she could counter, Patrick held a finger up, his brows pulled together in a thoughtful expression. They all quieted. “Joe, I know you’ve spent most of your time with Tricky and Maxim, but what’s your input?”

      “I agree with Blur,” he began, and Ari fell back in the sofa with a thud. He ignored her and continued. “There is no way to reach out electronically. The only way for contact is in person, with Tessa being the easiest target.”

      In person? Ari straightened, her hope rebounding. “I can do it!”

      “No,” Patrick said, almost at the same time. He didn’t even look at her. “It’s too dangerous.”

      “It’s the only way. I can do it.” Her heart raced at the possibility of seeing Tessa or her home again.

      Patrick searched the faces of the team. “There has to be another way.” Patrick always trusted Joe’s opinion, though. He may be quiet, but what he did have to say held a lot of weight.

      Blur scratched at the weak start of a beard. “Now that you say it, Joe, it makes sense. They are focusing a great deal of their energy online. They’d never expect Ari to actually show up herself.”

      “Harini?” Patrick’s worried expression turned to her for input.

      “It’s dangerous.” Harini pursed her lips for a second. “But isn’t everything? And if that is the only choice, then it’s Ari’s to make.”

      “She knows a lot,” Joe added. “If she gets caught, we’re all in danger. It’s not only her choice.”

      “I wouldn’t say anything,” Ari vowed. “I promise.”

      Blur laughed. “Your promise doesn’t mean anything. No offense. But they will extract data from you whether you submit or not. You think Sketchy is that way by his choice?”

      Ari clenched her fists in frustration, trying to think about her argument for a moment. If her mom and Marco were on the line, she’d never stop fighting for them. Ever. She turned to Patrick as she gathered her thoughts. “You promised you’d never force me to stay. I don’t want to leave, but if I have to, I will. I’ll give you time to relocate, before I contact them. That way you’ll be safe if I get caught.”

      No one said anything. Ari offered them a safe solution if they wanted it. It might not be the best one for her, but it was best for her family. She needed to make sure Marco and her mom were safe and taken care of. She hoped to stay longer here. She had learned a lot, felt she had a future here, but… well that didn’t matter anymore.

      “Can everyone please give me a moment alone with Ari?” Patrick asked the group.

      “Sure thing, boss.” Blur stood to leave.

      Harini squeezed Ari’s hand and wordlessly left with the others. Once everyone was gone, Patrick pulled a chair up in front of Ari.

      “I don’t want you to leave. It’s Blur’s job to worry about this stuff,” Patrick said.

      “I don’t want to leave either, but I have to know they are safe.”

      “I know.” His chocolate eyes bore into hers.

      Without looking, Ari could feel his knees mere inches from hers. Her face warmed that she even noticed that. She didn’t speak, not trusting her emotions. She didn’t want to leave these people, but she would if she must.

      “I’ll go with you.” He nodded as if confirming his decision. “We’ll keep everyone on high alert here and I’ll put an evacuation plan in place, just in case.”

      “I can’t ask you for that much.”

      “You didn’t ask.” He watched her closely but gave nothing away.

      “I can’t have you risk so much.”

      He looked away and exhaled. When he returned his gaze, his eyes were softer. “You can’t be surprised at my feelings for you. There’s a reason that I didn’t use a skin when we first met.”

      Her face burned and she looked down at her hands for a moment. “You know I have… Reed.”

      “You had a boyfriend when we met inside VLEX.” He referred to her time working inside the government-run program. She wore a different skin at the time, Kari, an identity of an assistant that VisionTech gave her. Ari had thought Patrick was Kari’s boyfriend. She didn’t know Patrick just assumed that role to learn as much as he could about Ari and her mission.

      “That wasn’t real,” Ari reminded him.

      “In this world, what’s real? Plugged in, online, or in person, the feeling is still real, and I know there was something between us.”

      She couldn’t deny it, but it wasn’t what he assumed. Playing a role, Ari became attached to Patrick. She wanted what was best for him. Not in a romantic sense, but out of a sense of guilt for taking over his girlfriend’s life.

      “There can’t be anything between us. I don’t want you to do this with some sort of expectation that there will be us in the future.”

      “I have no expectation. Only that I don’t want to lose you. You know you belong here with the rest of us. Let’s do this and get back here in one piece. Okay?”

      Ari wanted to do this but prayed that this wouldn’t complicate things for Patrick or the rest of the team. “Okay.”
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        * * *

      

      With all the working and talking about her family and her past, Ari shouldn’t have been surprised when Reed appeared in her dream again that night. He usually made a regular appearance one way or another.

      This time he appeared hurt, restrained by the men who took him off the boat. Reed’s normally tall stature looked dwarfed by the large guards holding him. He didn’t wear his hat like he did the night she last saw him on the boat. Instead, his dirty blond hair was short and ragged. Blood dripped from his temple and accompanied his busted lip. He didn’t fight the guards anymore but hung limp in their arms. He just stared at Ari. She couldn’t escape those accusing, deep hazel eyes.

      “How could you leave me, Ari?” Reed’s voice struck her as sharp as any knife. “Maybe you really did love Patrick all along, and I was just another causality of your life?”

      “No! Never. I love you.” Tears fell down her cheeks as she struggled to get to him. Somehow, with every step she made, another three feet were added to her path.

      “Tell me, how does everyone you supposedly love end up dead then?”

      Ari shot straight up in bed, gasping for breath. The sheets twisted at her ankles and her heart raced with the truth of the accusation. Could he be right? Could he and her family be dead?

      Focusing on her breath and her mantras, Ari slowed her breathing. She wouldn’t know until they left and there wasn’t anything she could do about that in the middle of the night. With a quick check of the HUB on her wrist, she realized it was three in the morning. With her heart still racing, sleep wasn’t going to happen anytime soon.

      That left working out. She changed quietly by the light of her HUB, and headed down to the gym. After cardio, she took up a stance in front of the dummies. Niomi had taught her a lot on the island, and Ari intended to keep up her skills. Kicking and striking out at the dummy, she worked until her arms gave out.

      Grabbing a towel, she headed towards the stairs in search of coffee. Joe was coming down, fighting gear and a towel over one shoulder. No wonder she never saw him work out if he did it at 4:30 in the morning. Everyone was heavily encouraged to exercise regularly to help their mental aptitude in the VR, and most did.

      “Do you work out this early every morning?” she asked.

      With a slight nod, he answered. “Enough of them.” And continued on his way.

      She was tempted to stay and watch, feign the need to stretch even though she already had. Joe was quite the enigma. But coffee was calling her name, and that was a jealous addiction that didn’t like to be ignored.
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      At their morning meeting, Patrick told the others of the plan to help Ari find her family. They would start at Tessa’s father’s business under the guise of interviewing for a position. It would give them an in to gather information.

      “Just don’t make us relocate,” Tricky narrowed her gaze to Ari. “We don’t have time for that right now.”

      “We’ll take all necessary precautions,” Ari said.

      “May need to do more than you think if you’re going back to into your country.” Blur rubbed his straw-like hair. “Border security will be tight, and every camera will be looking for your face.”

      “It’ll take some prep work. I agree,” Patrick said. “But it’s nothing we haven’t done before. We won’t head out for another week. I’ll have to move some funds around.”

      A dark chill itched its way up Ari’s back. Moving funds around could mean a lot of different things. Patrick didn’t freely talk about where he got his money. Some were legit, but others were shady enough that no one talked about it. Ari needed those funds, though, to find her family, so she tried to push her moral obligations aside.

      Patrick excused Tricky and the others to get to work on finding Maxim. It left Patrick, Ari, Harini, and Sketchy—whose attendance at meetings was sporadic—to discuss plans.

      “First things first,” Harini started. “I’ll help with disguises. I’ve been dying to fix Ari’s bad hair for some time.”

      Ari started to protest, but then realized Harini was right. Ari had cut her own hair and dyed it as she and Reed tried to escape VisionTech. It was a bad red dye that had since faded to a shoulder-length ugly orange if she left it down. Instead she kept her wavy locks into a tight ponytail. Her natural dark hair had grown out a few inches. Instead of complaining, she asked, “How long have you been holding that in?”

      Harini flashed a proud smile. “Since you arrived.”

      “Thanks, I guess.”

      “You’re not touching my hair,” Patrick told her.

      “You have great hair. Why would I?” Harini looked him over.

      “For a disguise?” Ari asked.

      “No one will recognize me. They are only looking for you,” Patrick replied.

      Ari tried not to trust the hope growing inside of her as they discussed plans. She didn’t want to get crushed if all this work was for nothing. But it wouldn’t be for nothing, she reminded herself. They would contact Tessa through her dad’s company and find what was really happening. Even if it was ruling out possibilities, she’d be one step closer to her family.

      It didn’t take long, less than twenty-four hours to be exact, until Harini cornered Ari with dye and sharp scissors.

      “You look lethal with those,” Ari motioned to the sleek scissors.

      Harini shrugged with a huge grin on her face. “The best people are.”

      Ari laughed as they headed into the washroom with the large sink. Harini pulled out a couple of old towels while Ari reached for the chair. As instructed, Ari leaned over and washed her hair as Harini prepared the dye.

      A message beeped on Harini’s HUB. Her hand twitched as she opened it. Ari couldn’t miss the fear in her eyes as she shut it off.

      “What is it?” Ari asked.

      “Nothing.” Harini pasted on a fake smile.

      “Didn’t seem like nothing.”

      “Nothing you need to worry about.” The tight edge to her voice was unlike Harini. After an awkward pause, Harini turned to grab the dye. When she turned back around, her normal cheerful face returned. “Promise. It was nothing. Let’s just get to back to a decent hair color.” Harini stepped by the tub and motioned to Ari.

      As Ari leaned over the tub, Ari poured the dye over her head, then rubbed it in. “The first part is just a shampoo dye. I’ll add in the highlights after. Easy as pie, actually way easier than making pie.”

      They wrapped it up in a towel then Harini sat Ari down to cut it. She picked out the knots in Ari’s now blue black hair. It already looked so much better that Ari wished she would have asked about this sooner. Harini began snipping away at her hair with ease.

      “Thanks,” Ari said as black hair fell to the floor. “I mean, I know it had to be done for this mission, but I appreciate it.”

      “Wait until it’s styled. You’ll love it.” Harini flashed her a smile and went back to work.

      It reminded Ari of when her own mother would cut her hair. An ache of longing burned in her chest. “Do you ever miss your family?”

      The scissors paused for a moment. “Yeah. Yeah, I do. But I didn’t have many options. Like the rest of us.”

      “At least you found Patrick.”

      “I’m never quite sure if that was a good thing or not.” A sharpness unlike Harini entered her voice.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Nothing.” Harini forced a tight smile. “Just old drama. Nothing worth bringing up again.”

      It didn’t seem like nothing, but Ari wasn’t going to pry. Harini had lived here for a long time. Long enough that people grew on your nerves. Ari had experienced enough at home with her brother that she knew everything with the team couldn’t always be perfect.

      After a couple of minutes of cutting away, old happy Harini returned. “Enough about the past. I’m almost done with your cut and then we need to talk makeup.”

      “Makeup?”

      “Well a little more than just makeup. We have gel pads and other cosmetics to change the shape of your face to mess with the cameras.”

      “You think that’s necessary?”

      Harini pulled down a piece of hair that framed Ari’s face. “Yes, it’s necessary, but also sort of fun.”

      Once her hair was finished, the blue black locks fell to her chin in waves. Slight dark blue highlights framed her face. It was closer to Ari’s original color but still took some getting used to.

      “If you think this is a change, wait until I work on your face.” Harini’s smile edged on evil.

      The days flew by with preparing for the trek. They procured several fake identities. Sketchy and Sue helped create fake fingerprints. Sketchy made them old school, as he called it. A printer drew the fingerprints onto light silicon material, and Sue then used a paintbrush to finish applying the final chemicals.

      Before Sketchy packed them up, he held them up to the light. “Smooth as ice.”

      “Like ice?” Ari asked.

      “Yep. Smooth to the touch, but the fine details are etched in. Almost undetectable.”

      “And you’re sure they’ll work?” Ari knew the security they had in her country, and she had never even tried to leave it on her own. It could only be more intense at a border.

      “Promise.” He put them in an envelope and handed them to her.

      “You also promise that coffee cures any sickness too.” Ari took the light envelope.

      “And it does.” He placed a hand on his heart. “At least how I make it.” Then he winked and Ari wondered just what he placed in his coffee.

      Sue walked back in, toweling off her hands. “Don’t worry. The others have used them before.”

      Ari thanked them both, then went back to packing.

      Friday, Ari woke before her alarm and hurried to get ready. She met Harini and Patrick in the garage loading their gear. Harini helped load her pack and stood with the two of them, next to the vehicle.

      “Have everything?” Harini asked.

      “You should know,” Ari said. “You helped me pack.”

      “Yes. Yes, you do.” She looked more nervous than Ari. “I’d take your hair out of your ponytail. It’ll help cover yourself.”

      “Okay.” Ari ran a hand through her hair. She did have on the heavy padded makeup Harini showed her how to use, and an extra pair of colored contacts that turned her eyes from brown to more of a green. It didn’t change her look too much, but enough to get through security. She thought it would be enough for Harini.

      Ari reminded herself that Harini might have just as much at stake. All their lives were here with Patrick. Ari resolved to make this work, not just for her, but for all of them. “We’ll be okay.” She hugged Harini. “We’ll be back, promise.”

      “I know.” Harini pulled back, then turned to Patrick. “Be safe.”

      “We will. Take care of everyone while I’m gone. Don’t let Tricky work everyone into the ground.”

      She gave a small laugh. “I’ll try.”

      They climbed into the old Jeep. With a small wave to Harini, Patrick tried to turn over the ignition. Only a small click sounded. He swore and tried a couple more times. “Grab your gear,” he said, pulling out the key.

      “What’s wrong?” Harini asked, still in the garage.

      “Probably the starter. Can you tell Joe and Sketchy for me? We’ll take the motorcycle.” He reached for his bag and began securing it on the metal rack in back.

      “Okay. Be safe.” Harini gave him one more look, a look full of emotion that he didn’t even see.

      Ari wondered if there was something that she was missing between Harini and Patrick.

      “You coming?” He turned to Ari.

      “Yeah.” It amazed Ari that not only did they have a Jeep, even if it didn’t work, but several motorcycles and off-terrain vehicles. She knew Patrick was prepared. When she first got a tour of this place, he reassured her they were safe. He had a couple of safe houses with supplies, multiple ways to leave, and backups with their backups. The locations for the safe houses could only be triggered through certain means as well. She’d heard all this, but seeing it was different.

      The seat extended for two people and Ari climbed on back, trying to give as much room as possible, but the length of the seat meant they were still touching. A light blush warmed her face and was glad she was behind him. Being so close to him shouldn’t feel so comfortable.

      He turned his head to speak to her. “Ready?” With a short nod from Ari, he pulled onto the dirt path, forcing Ari to hold on tight.

      It was hard to speak over the wind rushing in her ears, so she didn’t try. Holding on, she watched the landscape speed by. Sometimes, they slowed to maneuver over rocky hills. The path wasn’t clear cut, but the electronic map attached to the steering wheel kept Patrick on course.

      He pulled off to the side of the road and clicked off the engine. “I thought we could get a drink and stretch for a moment. Our flight isn’t for a few hours. We have time.”

      Ari climbed over, her muscles stiff from sitting for so long. Unpacking water bottles, she handed one to Patrick. An uncomfortable silence settled between them. Ari couldn’t help but wonder his motivation in doing all of this. After her history, she couldn’t help but doubt.

      “What’s wrong?” He opened his water.

      Ari shook her head, but before she could speak, he cut her off. “Please don’t say ‘nothing’.”

      She laughed. “Okay. I just…” She struggled to put it into words that wouldn’t offend him. “Not that I’m not appreciative, but I wondered why you are doing this for me.” There was so much about him she didn’t know, like how he came by all this money.

      “Is this about Tricky?”

      “No. Just me with a history of trust issues.” She traced the edge of her water bottled.

      “I know we don’t talk a lot about each other’s past.”

      “It’s not safe.”

      He set down his water and turned to her. “I’m not going to reveal others’ secrets but let me tell you how much work it was to acquire them on the team.”

      “Really? I though Tricky and Blur just showed up one day.”

      He chuckled. “That’s how they like to tell it. But it took hours to convince them it was safe. Then thousands of cryptos to make sure their past remained in the past. Don’t let the others intimidate you. They all had quite a ride ending up here.”

      “What about you?” As soon as the words left her mouth, she realized just how personal the request was. He did already know everything there was about her though.

      “Me, huh?” He smiled, which took her off guard, like her question meant more than she intended.

      “I didn’t mean to pry. It’s just I don’t know much about you, and you know everything about me.”

      “Not everything. I have no clue what your favorite ice cream is.”

      “This isn’t about me.” She took a drink. “It’s cookie dough, by the way.”

      “Good to know.” He nodded his approval, then paused if weighing his words. “Alright. What do you want to know?”

      “Do you have any siblings, parents?”

      “No siblings. Yes, I have both parents. They figured about my ability at a young age and hid it as well as they could. My background was in security and information systems. I knew I had to learn as much as possible to protect myself. As soon as I was of age, I left. I connected with others, Harini was the first one I met. The others have joined in the last three years.”

      “Do you ever see your parents?” Ari couldn’t imagine never seeing her family again.

      “We stay in touch. They have their lives and I have mine. But they know I’m safe, and that’s more than they could give me at home.” A soberness drew his face down.

      “That must have been hard.”

      He rubbed a hand over his face and shed any trace of emotion. “It is what it is. Your path hasn’t been a walk in the park.”

      “No one had it easy.”

      “It’s easier together.” His gaze traveled to her sandwich. “You going to finish that? We probably should head out.”

      Taking another bite, she smiled at him.

      Soon they packed up and continued into the small town of Sonuvik. On the edge of town, they dumped the bike in a storage locker and continued the rest of the way on foot. They got into town just as the sun began setting.

      Daylight didn’t last long this far north. It was a drastic change from her hometown and even the island. Sonuvik was a quaint village that appeared to care more for character and history than tech. Upon closer inspection, they just hid it better. Instead of a tacky electronic sign, this lounge had a wood carved sign—an almost antique look in this modern era. People crowded the streets as they drew closer to the airport.

      Like the rest of this town, the airport mixed time periods with real beauty. The building looked like some type of cottage out of a fairy tale with white paint, wood shingle roof, and flowers everywhere. As they entered the airport, the floral décor continued, bringing a sweet scent to the air.

      The back portion of the building consisted of a large window to the planes outside. Huge, dark silver planes sat among the gorgeous gardens in the back. Ari stopped in place, as a large plane just lifted vertically in the sky before shooting across the horizon. She watched in awe, anticipation crawling up her spine.

      When she finally pulled her attention away from the planes, she realized Patrick continued towards the ticket counter. He turned, waiting for her. As she closed the gap between them, he reached for her hand.

      “Sorry. I got distracted.” A tingle traveled up her arm at his touch and she stared at his hand, on the verge of saying something. But his soft touch interrupted her train of thought.

      “We need to be careful. A couple traveling together will blend in better. Don’t worry, I didn’t forget about Reed, but we need people to assume we’re together.” He motioned to his hand.

      “You’re right.” She continued next to him, telling herself she overreacted.

      As they checked in, a shiver had her zipping up jacket. She didn’t welcome the uncomfortable feeling of getting trapped with strangers in a big metal can. She ignored her nervous fear. Getting on the plane here would be easy compared to getting off back in her home country. A country that wanted her trapped behind bars and doing their bidding. Yes, she told her nerves, this was just the start.
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      As the plane took off, an exhilaration gripped her. Watching the plane tear through the clouds felt surreal. She spent the first hour just staring through the window.

      Twenty hours and three planes later, she sipped on a carbonated beverage to fight off the nausea coiling in her stomach as they entered her home country of the Americas. Flying was shorter than driving but left a bigger electronic trail. Evidently a direct two-hour flight would be too dangerous. Ari finally learned the meaning of the word jet-lagged.

      “Last flight.” Patrick patted her leg in reassurance.

      She moaned. “Thank God.”

      “You could be on a boat again, and it’d take even longer.”

      “True.” Ari hated to complain since this whole trip was for her. Even the cost of this trip wasn’t anything she could ever imagine. Joe oversaw the team’s finance. He said everything he did was technically legal. Ari assumed his version of legal and the law’s version may differ. As a warper, he could listen in on a lot of conversations and back room deals. Joe didn’t believe insider trading was an issue, since the laws varied greatly from country to country.

      Since Ari benefited from his endeavors, she didn’t complain. Given the cost for their abilities, she didn’t blame him either. Money was never an issue for Patrick’s team, the only challenge was where to hide it, and not to get too much to draw attention to themselves.

      Fatigue hung heavy on Ari’s shoulders and she vaguely remembered Patrick taking her drink. As the plane landed, the noise of the other passengers startled Ari awake. With a jolt, she sat up. She had fallen asleep on Patrick’s shoulders. Heat flooded her cheeks as she rubbed the sleep from her face.

      “Sorry,” she mumbled into her lap.

      “Don’t be. I fell asleep too.” He placed a hand on her forearm and waited for her to look at him.

      Her arm tingled at his touch as warm emotions rushed her. She slowly met his eyes, trying to mask how much his touch affected her. Looking into his gaze made it all the more difficult.

      “You can’t be embarrassed or guilty every time we touch, especially in this leg of our journey.”

      “You’re right. Sorry.” She started to gather her bags, wishing a gigantic hole would swallow her. Her experience with guys was limited and she didn’t need to be like some schoolgirl every time someone touched her. For some reason when Patrick touched her it was different, like it meant something.

      “No need to apologize. I just want us to be comfortable with each other. Think of it like a VR. We’re playing a role to blend in. Just like with VisionTech, except this job is for you.” He smiled, his hand still on her arm. People exited the plane around them.

      “I can do it.” Ari just needed to push away her stray thoughts and concentrate on the job. Anyone would react to holding hands, it didn’t mean anything.

      “I know you can. Come on, sweetie.” He emphasized the nickname with a quick squeeze of her hand, then stood with their bags. “We don’t want to be late.”

      Standing, she patted his shoulder remembering his words. This was a role and she needed to play it well. Exiting the plane, she remained at his side and made small talk about the flight and their vacation plans. Nothing concrete, but enough for anyone nearby to take them for a young couple traveling to meet family.

      Nearby screens flashed news and security warnings as they walked through the large airport. She recognized one of the news programs and it hit her. She was home. Well, actually thousands of miles north of her home, but she was in the Americas, her home country.

      Then a warning flashed across the screen in big text. “Protect yourselves, by reporting suspicious behaviors. Report enemies on the state.” A sinking feeling in her stomach told her she was now one of the enemies of the state.

      “Can I help you?” A large guard moved in front of her, his bodycam obviously set in the center of his uniform.

      “No, we’re okay.” She couldn’t help but pull back, knowing the software would scan her features to match to the database.

      “Yeah, just heading off to meet the family.” Patrick was fast on his feet and pull her into a side hug. “In-laws, huh?”

      She followed his lead and turned her head into his chest. Without a clear view of the cam, she should be safer. But she knew it only took a moment to change that.

      The guard’s massive presence continued to loom over them for seconds that felt like minutes. “Be on your way,” he said with a dismissive tone and turned off in another direction.

      Ari exhaled a sigh of relief.

      Patrick held her for another second against his chest before letting go. “We better go.”

      As they left the airport, the sun shone high in the sky. It took a moment for Ari to remember what day it was, Wednesday. They took a car to Ryope Industries, where Tessa’s dad worked. Stepping out of the car, Ari strained to see the top of the building. Built with some type of reflective metal, a rainbow of colors danced on the metal depending on the angle of the sun.

      “We have time to get a bite before your interview.” Patrick pointed to a small cafe nearby.

      “Sounds great, I’d love to freshen up,” Ari said.

      They had both packed light, one bag each that sat under the table. She had a new outfit and enough toiletries to wipe away the smell and feeling of spending too much time on a plane.

      While she cleaned up, Patrick ordered coffee and food. Ari redid her makeup and hair. She skipped some of the prosthetic makeup pads as they were more visible up close. Yes, they would have cameras around town, but she could get away with big sunglasses to hide her face shape. She kept the contacts in, just in case. If any police asked questions, the contacts protected against retinal scans. Feeling like a new person since the flight, she joined Patrick at a table with coffee and pastries. Ari’s favorite. They sat in the shadow of the Ryope Industries building, going over their plan.

      “You think Tessa’s there?” Patrick asked. “I know she went underground, but that doesn’t mean she still isn’t there.”

      “Maybe. She was never very close with her father, though.”

      “If she’s not there, do you think he’ll remember you?”

      Ari struggled not to spit out her drink of coffee and she laughed. It was so loud people began to look. She reined in her response; maybe it was the jetlag. “Yeah,” she finally answered him. “I think I caused enough trouble in his daughter’s life, he’ll remember me. He may not be happy about me showing up, though. Especially if I have to break through security.”

      “We’ve traveled too far to worry about happy.” Patrick sipped his dark coffee.

      “True.”

      “I’m just not sure how going to an appointment for a grunt-level intern position is going to turn into meeting the CEO of the company?” Ari asked, the nerves of this assignment started creeping in, turning into a knot in her stomach.

      Joe had set Ari up with an interview with their marketing team. While Ari hoped to find Tessa or her father, Patrick planned on hacking their system nearby. If they could hack the employee logins, they would know for sure if Tessa was there.

      Patrick reassured her of the plan. “Get on a computer, and we’ll find out where they are. Being physically inside the building gives us an ability to break in easier. You’ve done these kind of missions for VisionTech before. You’ll be great.”

      “Inside a program, I have a bigger arsenal.”

      “You have more than you know here too.” He handed her the communication tab that stuck to the back of her ear and hid neatly under her hair.

      He set down his cup. “Putting it off won’t make it any easier.”

      “I really hoped Tessa would just walk out the front door but, alas, life is never that easy.” Ari took one last drink and stood to leave. “See you in a few.”

      He nodded.

      Walking towards the tall building, Ari remembered the first time she met Tessa at her first day of school. Tessa had been gaming and could barely spare thirty seconds to acknowledge her new roommate. Tessa didn’t let people into her world easily, but if she did, she was loyal to the end. While at VisionTech, Tessa had even helped Ari funnel money to her family. Ari knew if she could find Tessa, she’d be fine. It was the finding part which was not guaranteed.

      Walking up to the receptionist, Ari was directed to one of the nearby screens to check in. Ari scanned her credentials. A picture of a pleasant woman appeared. “Welcome to Ryope Industries. Your appointment is on the tenth floor. Please go to the right for the elevators.” The image motioned with her arm to the right. “Have a nice day.”

      Ari stepped onto the crowded elevator, hoping to blend in. Arriving early to her interview, she hoped to meander unseen. Once on board, the tab behind her ear buzzed quietly. She pressed it, and Patrick’s voice entered her ear. Several people spoke to each other and some on their phones, so her conversation didn’t draw any undue attention.

      “Head up to the eighteenth,” Patrick said. “I pulled up their map with your temporary guest credentials.”

      Ari didn’t bother replying. The elevator stopped on almost every floor, with people getting off. As the tenth floor came and went, the crowd thinned considerably.

      “Going up to the fifteenth?” An older man motioned to the last highlighted button.

      Reading the panel, she noticed all floors over twenty required ID verification. “Actually, I’m on the eighteenth.” She leaned over and selected the level on the screen.

      “Huh?” The older man raised a heavy brow.

      She gave a small smile.

      “I’m Mitch.” He offered a hand.

      Ari took his hand in a firm shake and stared him right in the eye. “I’m Cyn.”

      “Nice to meet you, Cyn. Well, here’s my stop.” He left without a backwards glance.

      She exhaled once the doors closed, trying to shake out her nerves.

      “Cyn?” Patrick hissed in her ear. “I thought you were Stella for the interview?”

      “I forgot. Cyn will be my nickname. Stella Cyn, okay?”

      “You’re doing great,” Patrick spoke in her ear, and Ari couldn’t tell if he was being sarcastic or not.

      “Have you found her office on the map?” Ari asked him.

      “Not yet. From what you told me about her, I figured she’d be on this floor. We need a directory or free computer. We hack into some better information from the inside.”

      The elevator stopped at the eighteenth floor, and she exited.

      “Take your next left,” Patrick said.

      Turning around the corner, she found rows of cubicles with people bustling about. At the end of a hall, she turned left again which was the only option and continued forward with purpose. A few people glanced her way, but they quickly returned to their work.

      “Your next right should have a map of sorts.”

      As she turned another corner, she found the interactive map. It listed all the offices on their floor. It mentioned who was in, who was at lunch, that sort of thing.

      Scanning the map, she didn’t see Tessa’s name anywhere, not that Ari was surprised. Even if she was here, Tessa was not the type to have her name on a directory. The map offered other floors, but there were too many people to search one by one. She tried to access the directories on the upper floors, but they were locked. She wasn’t too surprised as she didn’t expect the VPs to have to report when they went to lunch, but she hoped it would at least mention who was on what floor.

      “There’s nothing here,” Ari finally admitted to Patrick. There had to be another way.

      “If you can find a computer, we can access a broader company directory, I bet.”

      Glancing around she found a couple of desks and computers unattended. While hacking wasn’t her specialty, Patrick knew enough to help her break through. With a quick look around, she took a place at a desk and touched the screen to awaken it.

      “I’m here,” she spoke to Patrick through the earpiece. “Help me get in.”

      “Okay, see the login method—”

      Someone approached down the hall, and Ari spun in the chair, ignoring the rest of his directions.

      “Can I help you?” A small woman in a tight fitting green dress entered the cubicle.

      “Actually, you can. I have an appointment but forgot where the office was.” Ari showed the woman a picture of the electronic appointment card on her HUB.

      The woman frowned. Her dark hair was pulled back into a high bun. With her attention to detail and precise mannerisms, if Ari was in a VR, she’d swear this woman was part of the program.

      “I wanted to make a good impression and not ask like an idiot.” She tried for an air-headed smile. “But here I am.”

      Finally using the HUB on her wrist, the woman scanned through several screens. The fact she didn’t just tell her where to go didn’t calm Ari’s nerves. She scanned the floor, looking for another exit, but nothing stood out.

      “Let me get you some help. They can escort you to the right place.”

      ‘To the right place’ could mean a lot of different things.

      Patrick overhearing their conversation, obviously thought the same thing. “Get out of there.”

      Ari worked on an excuse. “That’s okay. I’ll just call and set up a different time.”

      The woman watched Ari carefully, but said nothing.

      Ari waited for a second, then realized the woman wasn’t going to leave her alone. “I’ll just step over here to call.”

      Moving, she pretended to call. “Hey, Tessa,” she said to Patrick, knowing he would catch on. “I lost the directions to your office here.”

      Ari kept walking and pretending to speak to Tessa, hoping to lose the woman behind her. The reflection in the glass offices showed the woman following her and now on her own phone call. Her high hells tapped rhythmically on the stone floor.

      “Head back to the elevators. Go to the interview.” There was a serious edge to Patrick’s voice.

      Ari picked up her pace back to the elevators, all while continuing her pretend conversation with Tessa. “They have lots of helpful people here. One is just calling someone to escort me. I told them I don’t need it. Not when I can call you.”

      Thankfully, the elevator was open, and she pressed the tenth floor. The door shut just in time for her to see the assistant. The smile on her face made her think she wasn’t in the clear just yet.

      “I’m on the elevator,” she told Patrick.

      “Good. Go to your interview on tenth. I’ll be with you.”

      The doors opened on tenth, and two men stepped towards her.

      “Excuse me.” Ari tried to step around them to exit.

      They blocked her exit. “You’ll need to ride down with us, ma’am.”

      “Ma’am?” She was eighteen years old. No one had ever called her ma’am. “I have an interview I need to go to. I’ll already got lost once and if I hurry I won’t be late.”

      “Your interview has been canceled.” One of them stepped inside, pushing her back, while the other man hit a button. The doors closed and the elevator continued down.

      Looking up, she finally realized her mistake, though there was probably more than one. When she pretended to call, she used Tessa’s name. Ari’s appointment was with a different department for an intern. Would the assistant have been familiar enough with Tessa to call security on Ari? The man in front of her was easily over six foot with shoulders that said he lifted weights heavier than Ari. She swallowed any fear and remembered to stay in character.

      “What? My interview has been canceled? I needed that internship. Do you know how long it took me to come here?” Ari kept to her lies for as long as she could.

      “Someone overheard you calling for a Tessa?” He watched her carefully. “How do you know Tessa?”

      “He must have misheard me. I had an interview with the marketing team. I got lost.”

      “Don’t worry. We can straighten everything out,” one of the men said without looking at her.

      They stopped and with a quick glance at the panel, she realized they were in the basement. Ari didn’t even realize they had a basement.

      “Stay calm,” Patrick whispered in her ear. “At first chance excuse yourself to the restroom. There are stairwells at each end of the building. Take it up and you should be able to exit to the outside. Just stay—”

      The phone in her ear cut out, static replacing his voice. She didn’t dare bring attention to the piece in her ear. As she stepped out of the elevator with the two men, the static cut out. This had to be a dead zone or something.

      “This way.” The man motioned with a hand for her to turn. At least he didn’t restrain her.

      Nodding in compliance, she fought down her anger and tried to play the nervous girl. Not that she had to dig too far for that emotion. They couldn’t arrest her for getting lost in the building. Could they?

      She stopped and turned to face the two guards. “I need to use the restroom.”

      “That can wait until later.”

      “Excuse me? I came here for an interview. That doesn’t mean you can force me to your basement. I have rights. I don’t think I care to work for an establishment like this. I’m leaving.” It was easy for Ari to pretend to be furious. Scared and angry aren’t as far apart as most people think.

      The men didn’t twitch or move an inch. “There have been death threats and averted attacks against this company. We take any trespassing seriously and will hand you over to the government as soon as we discover your motives.”

      “My motives were to get a job, which I no longer want.” She tried to push past them.

      They grabbed her arm hard enough to leave a bruise. “Trying to get on a computer that isn’t yours brings your motives into question. We wanted to do this the easy way, but I guess you opted to be more difficult.”

      Knowing things were just going to go downhill from here, Ari quickly twisted out of the guard’s hold. She struck fast, connecting with his throat. The other man stood behind his friend, blocking her from his grasp. She remembered one of her most important lessons about being overpowered and outmanned: when all else fails, run. Sprinting down the hall, she followed the twists and turns and wished for Patrick again to direct her to the exit. Her heart raced and she swore that she would train more.

      She didn’t see the stairwell until she passed it. When she turned to reach for the doorknob, the men slammed into her, taking her down. The heavy weight knocked her breath out of her, and she struggled under their weight. She wouldn’t go down without a fight.

      “Dammit,” a familiar voice sounded down the hall. “One guy comes with a gun and you guys think you can tackle anyone you want.”

      With each painful breath, Ari wondered if her rib was bruised or broken. Half her face ached as she remained on the floor, and her words came out weak. “Hey, Tessa. Long time.”
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      “Hey, Beefcake, get off the girl.” Tessa sounded from above.

      The security guard rolled off in a swift graceful movement, and left Ari gasping for air. Now that she found Tessa, she pushed up to her knees and took a few moments to catch her breath. Tessa continued her tirade at the security guards, complete with colorful words and creative metaphors. Ari had missed her.

      Once they left, Tessa offered Ari a hand to stand.

      “Thanks.” Ari rubbed her sore shoulder. “You wouldn’t believe how hard it is to find you.”

      “Not as hard as it is to find you,” Tessa countered. Her hair had gotten shorter since Ari last saw it. Bubblegum pink colored the top of her head while the rest was shaved and bleached a white blonde.

      “You look like an ice cream cone.” Ari motioned to her hair.

      “All the better for people to underestimate me. It’s been a challenge working for good old dad.” If her hair looked like dessert, the rest appeared to be the poison parents would warn their kids about. Heavy earrings lined her lobes, along with a spike through her brow. She had a new tattoo on her shoulder and looked dressed for a rave, not work. Guess there were perks for working for family.

      “It’s good to see you.” Emotion bubbled up in Ari and she pulled her friend into a hug.

      Tessa squeezed her tight, before pulling back. “Don’t get all mushy on me now. Let’s get coffee and catch up.” She motioned for Ari to follow.

      “I have a friend outside who will be worried about me. Can we go out of the building?”

      “No.” Tessa kept walking. “Roids and Godzilla were right. It’s not safe for either of us. Call your friend and have him come here. Not that here is really safe. We’ve been having random searches by the government for months now.” She lifted her fingers in air quotes when she said random safety searches. “There have been some close calls for me. You’re lucky to catch me here when you did. My schedule is very random.”

      As Ari placed a gentle hand against her sore ribs, Ari didn’t feel lucky, but admitted to herself that the situation could have been much worse. They didn’t get on the elevators that Ari came down on but continued to a private lift in the back. Once out of the basement, a short buzz of static sounded in Ari’s ear.

      She pressed the piece in her ear. “Patrick, you there?”

      A loud exhale filled her ear. “Thank God. Where are you?”

      “Tessa found me with security. She says it’s not safe to go out. Want to come up?”

      He didn’t reply for a moment. Ari realized in that empty space how it could look to him. She may have been forced to say that to trap them.

      “Patrick. I promise it’s safe. Or as Sketchy would say, smooth as ice.” She used a familiar phrase to let him know she wasn’t under duress.

      “Where are you guys?”

      She turned to Tessa. “Where should he go?”

      “Tell him to go to reception and tell them that techno sucks. They’ll direct him to the right place.”

      Ari conveyed the directions, which didn’t faze him.

      “Really?” she turned to Tessa. “Techno sucks is your big password?”

      “Well, it does. Fake music isn’t music. No matter how mathematically precise it is. The perfection is in the mistakes. Everyone knows that.”

      Despite her aches and pains, Ari couldn’t contain her happiness. “I’ve missed you. You know that?”

      “Yeah. I’ve missed you too. Even if all you seem to be is giant drama. Life gets boring without you.”

      “I’ll take it as a compliment,” Ari laughed, frequently turning to look at Tessa to make sure this was real.

      They rode up to a top floor and headed to her office. With large screens and oversized chairs, it was well set up to game. Perfect for Tessa.

      Ari brushed a hand over a large sofa. “What have you been up to? I heard you’ve been out of your games for a while.”

      She gave a scoff. “I still check on it now and then, but never publicly. A bunch of posers, governments, and other weirdos took it over. Too bad. That world rocked. I’m working on a new one with a retro twist.” She took a seat in a black chair and kicked her boots up on the desk. “The real question is what have you been up to. I take it that your island vacation wasn’t as much of a paradise as we hoped.”

      “Not quite.” Ari filled her in on what happened in the past year that they had been apart. When she got to her current residence, she kept it vague.

      “This Patrick, the guy you’re staying with now, he’s safe?” Tessa didn’t sound concerned, but she watched Ari. “How did he make his money? Mansions don’t grow out of the ground. Not in the real, even for warpers.”

      “Not sure exactly.” Ari bit the inside of her cheek, deciding how much to say. She knew the team had side jobs, like hacking and insider trading, but Patrick kept her out of that. Trust was hard for her, but her options were limited. “But he’s a good guy. We do important work.”

      “Important work, huh?” The disbelief heavy was heavy in Tessa’s voice.

      “Yeah. There’s a few of us. It’s good.” Ari lifted her chin, hating that she had to justify her actions.

      “Hey, don’t worry about me. I don’t care if you’re making cartoon VRs for babies. I just want to make sure you’re safe and this guy is treating you right. You always have other options, okay?” Tessa leaned forward with her elbows on her knees with an earnestness in her demeanor Ari rarely saw.

      Ari glanced down at her tight hands and slowly released them. She looked back up to Tessa. “Thanks. That means a lot to me. Right now, I’m in a good place. Learning a ton about my abilities. I feel stronger than I ever have, and I still have a ways to go.”

      Tessa watched her for a minute. “Okay then. Let’s see this mystery man.”

      “Open,” Tessa said, and the door swooshed open to reveal Patrick in the doorway.

      Ari wondered how long Patrick had been waiting.

      “As long as you’re safe.”

      Patrick walked in with their bags. “She’s as safe as possible, considering.” He looked Ari over.

      “I’m good.” Ari was grateful none of her bruises could show.

      “Want a drink?” Tessa motioned to the machine on the counter.

      “No thanks.” He sat in the closest available chair, a fuzzy purple armchair.

      “Tessa, this is Patrick. Patrick, my best friend Tessa.”

      “Hi.” He appeared pleasant, but the tightness around his eyes appeared only when he was on edge.

      How could anyone look unhappy sitting in that chair? Ari took a mental picture of him in the purple fuzzy chair and smiled.

      He caught her gaze and narrowed his eyes. “I don’t think we should stay here for long.”

      “I agree,” Tessa interrupted. “I have a plane on the roof. We can leave as soon as you want.”

      “A plane? For what?” Ari balked at Tessa’s affluence.

      “Well, I assumed you didn’t show up just to see my beautiful face. Did you want to see your family or just chit chat?”

      Ari started in surprise. Her family was that close?

      Standing, Patrick held a tightness in his shoulders. “How do we know your plane is safe?”

      “You don’t.” Tessa stepped towards him, challenging him by her posture. “But if I wanted to hurt Ari, I could have done it in several different ways since I knew about her power last year. I have money. I don’t need to use my friends to get more. Can you say the same?”

      Patrick stared at Tessa, as if trying to decide if he should trust her. Ari moved to stand in between them, trying to diffuse the situation. Patrick was used to being in charge, giving orders that people followed. Tessa hated anyone that even tried to tell her what to do. Ask any of her stepmoms.

      “I trust her, Patrick. That’s all that matters,” she told him.

      “Let’s go.” Tessa didn’t wait for his response as she headed out the door. “I have a place in the city. My security won’t talk, but this building is constantly watched.”

      Patrick stayed focused on Ari. “I trust your instincts. Just remember there is never enough paranoia for people like us.”

      “Got it.” They followed Tessa through several doors that required security retinal scans.

      After a short trip up a private elevator, they exited onto the roof. It wasn’t as open as she remembered. Small reflective mirrors on the edge of the building flashed an electric field that hid the roof from unwanted eyes. Tessa had mentioned it last time she was here.

      Ari stopped, remembering last year. With everything that happened, it felt so much longer ago. This was where her and Reed landed to drop off Marco and Tessa before continuing to the island. This was the last place she saw her brother.

      “Having second thoughts?” Patrick placed a hand on her shoulder.

      “No.” She shook her head and as they approached a small sleek plane. “Just old memories.”

      The thought of Reed weighed heavy on her stomach as Patrick stayed close. Even though she had made it clear there was nothing between them, part of her felt guilty. She wasn’t sure for what though. For her freedom, or that the choice he made to come with her last year cost him his world.

      Once on board, they buckled in. As if the plane was waiting for them, with the final click of Ari’s belt it surged upward.

      Ari leaned forward. “So is Marco and my mom close?”

      “Pretty close in this thing,” Tessa said, while putting directions into the plane’s computer.

      Ari pulled back. “Really? Where are they?”

      “Eight is Great.”

      “What’s that?”

      Patrick leaned forward. “A city whose name is a twist of the seven deadly sins. They think God left out one: virtual reality. The eighth deadly sin is the virtual world and Eight is Great.” His sarcasm was highlighted by a tight smile.

      “You really think that was the best place for them?” Ari asked Tessa, worried about her brother.

      “The best place to hide a needle is in a haystack.” Tessa finished on the screen and looked up. “What’s the problem?”

      Ari didn’t feel like spending ten minutes to list them. “Nothing. Just excited to see them.”

      “They have been doing well this last month. Just don’t be too surprised when you see them.” Tessa leaned back in her seat and closed her eyes.

      “Why?” Her anxiety curled in Ari’s stomach.

      “Don’t worry. Your brother is still getting used to things.”

      That statement left her brain spinning the rest of the way to the city.
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      It only took an hour to reach the city by plane. Patrick closed his eyes, but Ari could tell he was still awake. Tessa got Ari a drink and settled across from her. Glancing out the window, she watched the lights from the towns below flicker past.

      “Are you sure it’s safe to see them?” Ari had been wondering what they had been up to, but Tessa didn’t feel like getting into it.

      “They’re safe, Ari. I kept my promise. And I don’t make many promises, so feel blessed, okay.” Tessa pointed the bottle at her then took a swig.

      “I’m just nervous.” Once she found them, what was the next step? Visit once a year? Or maybe they would want to come back with her? Last time Marco didn’t want to come though. He liked to live his own life. Not that she blamed him.

      Nerves tumbled and twisted in her stomach.

      It wasn’t until Patrick stilled her hand that she realized she had been picking a cuticle until it started to bleed.

      “It’ll be okay.” His hands remained on top of hers.

      It was uncanny how much he could read her emotions. Living with someone could do that, though. She nodded and folded her arms in front of her. Then decided to take a drink; the cold soda tasted good.

      Ari had been avoiding Tessa’s intent gaze since Patrick had touched her. But there was nothing to feel guilty about. Lifting her chin, she met Tessa’s scrutiny.

      “You need a tab?” Tessa asked casually. “Something to help you relax?”

      Not wanting to be inebriated in the slightest, she declined. “No. I’m good. Why don’t you tell me about the new world you’re working on?”

      Her friend paused for a moment, seeing more than Ari would like, but after a few seconds set down her drink. “Sure thing, as long as you both know this has already been copyrighted. No snapping your fingers and creating it one afternoon just to screw with my business plan.”

      “I could never do any world of yours justice,” Ari promised.

      Tessa glanced at Patrick, assuming he must be a warper as well.

      He placed a hand over his heart. “Cross my heart.”

      “Okay. It started with a dream about my current cat. Who wasn’t my cat at the time, but I found during a dice game…” Tessa continued talking more about her cat, which Ari figured was more of a jungle cat than a house cat.

      The time flew by as the girls discussed the ins and out of the game and repercussions of owning a cat that could claw your eyes out in your sleep.

      “Can’t you cage her at night or something? Lock her out of your room?”

      “I’d never cage something that beautiful and she’s already torn up a couple doors. I’ve tried to release her back into the wild, but she’s smarter than that. She knows I’ll give her the real stuff. My fish guy is loving it.”

      “I bet,” Ari laughed as the city’s bright lights came into view, a myriad of colors lighting up against the sunset. A city like this lived mostly at night.

      And just like that, her nerves returned, and she shifted in her seat. Would they be happy to see her or angry they were stuck here because of her? Either way, she just prayed they were okay. For their own protection, Tessa hadn’t spoken to them for a while. She assured Ari if there was a real problem, they knew how to get a hold of her.

      Tessa sat up as the plane approached and headed to the controls. A few minutes later, the small plane maneuvered through town. It found its landing on top of a hotel.

      “Does your dad own this?” Ari asked, as the plane landed.

      “No. I’m checking in under an alias. I don’t want anything connecting me at this point.” Tessa typed something into the controls.

      The door slid open, and they exited plane. The roof had a sleek jet-black landing pad with highlight marked for the walkways. There was a handful of other planes coming and going. They followed a couple to the elevator. She wore a dress that shimmered in dark jewel colors, and the man, several years older, wore an expensive suit like they were headed out on a date.

      Ari, Patrick, and Tessa remained silent as they traveled to the floor level. The hotel was nothing short of exquisite with its modern decor, but Ari didn’t expect any less. It didn’t faze her though. Her thoughts were racing with seeing her family. Would they have changed in over a year?

      Patrick reached for her hand and pulled her back gently.

      “What?” She turned back to find Tessa and him behind her.

      “Hurrying right now is drawing unwanted attention,” he said.

      Tessa reached them in a couple strides. “Slow the hell down, is how I would have put it. You don’t even know where you’re going.”

      “Sorry, just excited.” Ari let Tessa led them out of the hotel and into the warm night air. Quite a bit warmer than their place in the mountains. She dropped Patrick’s hand to take off her jacket.

      Outside the city looked like every other expensive VR-driven town. Flashy signs promising the world at your fingertips. It blurred past Ari, the only notice she gave was as she searched the faces of everyone walking by.

      Security guards were placed sporadically throughout the crowds. They stood out with their uniforms and large protective shields. As they approached, Ari turned to glance across the street.

      Once past, Ari turned to Tessa. “Is there always so many guards?”

      She nodded. “Crowd control mostly. Drunks coming from shows or fights getting riled up. Just avoid their cams and you’ll be fine.”

      Ari would feel more comfortable if she could put her disguise back on. For now, avoidance will do. “How much longer?” she asked.

      “Not far.” Tessa motioned to take a right ahead.

      Several blocks later they turned down an alley. No, not an alley, but a small street. Like the large hotels were trying to push out the street as much as possible. Not somewhere Ari would like to be found alone at night.

      There in the back was a small building. As they got closer, Ari realized it was a church. The small spire was twenty feet high at least, but nothing compared to the other buildings. The red brick exterior looked aged. Ari wondered what this was a front for.

      They didn’t say anything, but just followed Tessa inside. The old door opened manually without a scan. The foyer smelled like dust and old books, with low ceilings. In the corner stood a statue of the Virgin Mary.

      “Is this a church?” Ari turned in a slow circle.

      “What did you think it was? I thought you actually had gone to church before,” Tessa said.

      “I have, but with you I thought it was maybe a front or something.”

      Tessa laughed. “This wasn’t my first idea, but your mom can be stubborn sometimes.”

      “True.” Ari had been dragged to church by her mom and abuela for the first ten years of her life. After her abuela died and her dad went in and out of VR comas, her mom had to work Sundays, and they stopped. Ari rubbed the chill from her arms. It had been years since she came to church or prayed. Years since she believed someone up there actually listened or cared, since her dad left.

      “This way,” Tessa said. “Unless you want to go to confession first.”

      “I’m coming.” Ari followed Tessa through the next door, into the chapel.

      Patrick stayed by her patiently, not saying a word.

      The chapel’s large ceiling gave the building a grand hallow feeling. A pulpit up at the front sat before a large statue of Christ. He held out empty pierced palms, his gaze tired and sad.

      A noise drew Ari’s gaze to the rows and rows of wooden pews. Down among the seats, someone was working and set down a hammer. He stood, dark hair falling into his face. With a familiar brush of his hand, he pushed aside his wavy hair and tucked it behind his ear. His face lit up as he recognized her.

      “‘Bout time you came back to church, sis. I’m sure you’ll have rosaries in the triple digits.” Marco smiled as he leaned against the pews.

      “I’m surprised the place didn’t start a flame when you stepped inside.” A warmth spread through her chest at the sight of her brother, and the banter felt natural.

      “Who’s to say it didn’t?” He cocked a familiar brow.

      She couldn’t keep it together anymore and rushed towards him.

      He picked her up in a big hug. “I’ve worried about you, little sis.”

      “Me too.” She held him tight, her heart ready to burst. She didn’t know how long they stayed like that. She only let go when she heard her name.

      “Ariana?” Her mother’s accent carried through the chapel like music.

      Air turned to find her mother, Cynthia, rushing towards them. She had lost weight, which she didn’t have much to lose. Her long hair was twisted into a familiar bun. Despite her small frame, she nearly tackled Marco and Ari as she wrapped them up in her arms.

      “Watch it, Mom. Don’t want to break Ari just when she returns,” Marco managed to say under their mom’s iron grip.

      Ari laughed and squeezed tighter. Her heart swelled, and her cheeks were wet with happy tears. After a long time, she finally felt hope.
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      Their reunion was interrupted by a priest who needed to start mass. Their small party moved to Marco and Cynthia’s room in the back. The modest bedroom held two beds, two nightstands, and a small dresser. Ari’s room was bigger and better furnished. Guilt burrowed deeper at what her family must have gone through because of her.

      It took them a while to catch up on what had happened the last year. They stayed in their country as long as they could. When some mercenaries went after Marco inside a program, he knew it was time to leave. He reached out to Tessa who helped them relocate.

      “But why a church?” Ari turned to Tessa. It might seem safe, but was it really?

      “Churches are some of the few organizations that don’t have electronic monitoring, especially old churches like this. The government keeps out of them, which is rare,” Tessa explained, sitting in one of the folding chairs while she sipped a glass of wine.

      “Where did you find wine?” Ari glared at Tessa.

      She pursed her lips. “Just picked it up along the way.”

      Ari’s eyes narrowed, glancing at her mom before speaking in a hoarse whisper. “Is that sacramental wine?”

      Tessa averted her eyes for a moment. “Maybe.”

      “There were other options,” Cynthia added, watching Tessa and Ari closely. “But when Tessa mentioned this, I thought it was time for us to go back to church. Refocus our lives to what’s important.” Ari’s mom sat next to her on the bed, clutching Ari’s hand in hers, as she had since they arrived.

      Ari had no intention of letting go.

      “And you’ve survived here without being plugged in?” Ari asked her brother.

      “I’ve survived.” His reservation and lack of jokes told Ari it wasn’t as easy a transition as his mother made it out to be. “What about you? You’re living in a mountain?” Marco glanced at Patrick with an apprehensive gaze.

      Ari had introduced Patrick to the others but gave them the least information possible. She wouldn’t threaten Patrick’s security after everything he did in getting her here. Patrick had been great in giving Ari and her family their space too. Ari recognized his uneasy stance with his tight shoulders and watchful eyes, ready to run at the first sign of trouble.

      Ari turned back to Marco. “I’m safe. Patrick gave me a place to live in a secure location with others.”

      “The church is safe. Why don’t you stay here with us?” Her mom squeezed her hand.

      Marco rolled his eyes, which thankfully his mother didn’t catch.

      “I don’t think spending the rest of our lives in this church is realistic,” Ari said. “And I have important work I do.”

      “With Patrick?” Marco asked, pushing for information she didn’t want to give.

      “Yes.”

      “You guys can’t stay here long term. People that actually come to this church may one day mention the family all working here.” Tessa set her drink down on the floor.

      “I agree with Ari,” Marco leaned forward from his spot on the other bed, placing his elbows on his knees. “Why don’t we get lost in a big town? Between the three of us, we can figure it out.”

      “I have a better solution,” Patrick interrupted. “Why don’t you and your family come back with us? We are always in need of help.”

      “Who are you again?” Marco turned to Patrick. “I mean beside a first name. Why are you helping my sister?”

      “Marco!” Ari scolded. “Patrick is a friend I met when I worked with VisionTech. He has helped me more than you know.”

      “That’s what worries me,” Marco stood. “Why are you interested in my sister?”

      Patrick stood up. “I think that is between me and your sister.”

      Ari stood as well, hating where this was going. She turned to Tessa and mouthed, “Help.”

      “Hey, I’ve been wondering the same thing, and I’m waiting to see how this plays out.” She put her foot on the bed and leaned back on the chair.

      With an impatient huff, Ari turned back to Marco. “I have no right giving away other’s secrets. Let me just say Patrick, as well as many others, has given me a safe place to live. He helped me find Tessa and you both and is our best bet to help get Reed back.”

      Marco’s jaw tightened at the mention of Reed. “And how exactly did he get left behind?”

      Reed was his best friend, and Marco did not take it well when Ari first told him what happened with VisionTech. Ari didn’t blame him.

      “Niomi, my old trainer, could only hide me on the boat. Security had already taken Reed and reported him.” Ari said again. “Patrick didn’t have anything to do with it. We had to get ourselves off the island. But we’ll get him back. The more I learn about my abilities, the more power and resources I’ll have to get Reed. I’m not forgetting about him.”

      Marco didn’t relax his tight posture, but nodded curtly and turned to his dresser. Ari had seen her brother mad more times than she could count. He’d be okay.

      She glanced at Patrick, gratitude in her eyes. He had done a great deal for her. Of course, in the last several months she had pulled her weight on the team. Somehow this felt like a gift, though. His face remained blank, not giving anything away.

      “We need to stay together as a family,” her mother said.

      Ari turned her attention to her mother. “I know, but it won’t be safe here, and—”

      Her mother lifted a hand, silencing her. “If we must leave, we will. I just can’t lose my daughter again.” Her voice wavered with emotion.

      Ari found her own emotions made it hard to talk. How could she have ever doubted them? “Okay, Mom. We’ll stick together.”

      It took another hour of planning, emotion, and short temper on Marco’s part for them to figure out the next step.

      “I just don’t get why we can’t get Reed now?” Marco asked. “You should be able to figure out where the island is located, and money isn’t an issue.”

      “It’s more than money,” Patrick explained. “We studied VisionTech for the past year for some of their business deals that seemed a bit too… easy, let’s say. They are secured for anyone that gets within a hundred miles. Connections run deep in nearby government agencies as they employ hundreds. We couldn’t ever extract Ari. She had to escape on her own.”

      “Can we help Reed escape?” Marco asked.

      “I doubt they left that option available to him.” Ari remembered the islanders and hoped none of them suffered for their help. “What about his mother?”

      “Last I talked to her, she still has the same job back at home. Her official position is that she disowned her son for running off with his trampy girlfriend.” Marco looked at Ari.

      “Hey.”

      “It’s what she had to tell the authorities to keep them off her back. They are watching her closely. She can’t accept any extra cash, but she doesn’t need it either. She has a new boyfriend and between the two of them, they do well.”

      The news cut Ari. Not that Reed’s mom had a boyfriend. She deserved it. Reed’s dad left the picture a long time ago. Ari was happy for her. The guilt of separating her from her son and putting him in danger ate at Ari. She needed to make it right.

      “Maybe Marco is right?” Ari’s thoughts sped along.

      “Even I think going to the island is stupid,” Tessa said. “And I’ve done stupid.”

      “No, not that,” Ari said. “But maybe the way to get back is to contact VisionTech directly. Put pressure on their practices, threaten to expose them. I’m living proof of their illegal manipulation and possible murder of political threats.”

      “La muerte?” Cynthia muttered softly.

      “We can’t do that here.” Patrick rubbed the back of his neck, his gaze distant, like during their planning meetings.

      “What about Tessa?” Marco suggested.

      “I’m not in that league. Even with my dad’s coverage, I can’t pull something like that off. Not that I’m not up to helping.”

      Ari watched Patrick. He had run these types of ops all the time. If they had a chance, he would know.

      “I’m not saying, it’s a go, but we can do some recon on it. Tricky has been working in VLEX lately going after Maxim, maybe she’ll have some leads.”

      “Tricky?” Cynthia asked.

      “Long story. We’ll fill you in when we get there,” Ari turned back to Patrick. “You think it will work?”

      “It’s worth trying, but we have other work as well, you know.”

      Ari nodded. They had lists of agencies they watched, trying to keep people in check, while searching for people like them, and making money to keep their peace and security intact. Patrick had a lot more to worry about than Ari and her boyfriend, but she had to ask. “I’ll work extra hours, and Marco is good at security as well. He can help.”

      “We can work it out.” Patrick’s gaze softened as he watched her excitement grow.

      A soft knock sounded on the old door. Marco opened it just enough for her to see the small boy. He spoke in Spanish. Ari could only catch something about policia. Marco obviously had better Spanish than Ari, and replied before turning to the others.

      “Is everything okay?” their mom asked.

      “Yeah. I just have to check on something while the pastor welcomes in the next mass. I’ll be right back.” Marco’s tight smile told Ari he was more worried than he let on, but he hurried out the door behind the boy.

      “Is that normal?” Patrick asked.

      “Yes,” Ari’s mother said. “He helps the pastor with the local authorities. That boy could sell pictures to the blind.”

      “Good,” Patrick said absently and moved to look out behind the curtain.

      “I did want to ask you something while Marco is gone.” Her mom turned to her.

      “Anything.” Ari turned on the small bed and hitched up a knee.

      “I want to check on your father before we leave the country.” Her large eyes pulled on Ari’s heart.

      She wished she could take back her last word. That wasn’t something she would be in a position to do. “Mom, it’s too dangerous. If they see any of us there…”

      Patrick let the curtain go and turned to the conversation. “I agree with Ari. I’m so sorry that—”

      “What about Tessa checking? They don’t know her.” Her mother’s pleas broke her heart. How could she tell her mother about the last time she went to see her father? He was mentally gone, in a different world. Even if he was still alive, he was just another vegetable fallen into a VR coma not wanting to return to the real world.

      “They are looking for me too,” Tessa said honestly. “And if they find me, then I can’t help you guys.”

      Looking smaller somehow, her mother dropped gaze to her hands. “Okay.”

      Ari squeezed her hands. “Maybe not today, but someday. I promise.”

      “Okay.” Her mother repeated, obviously not buying it.

      Before she could do anything else, Marco swung open the door. “We gotta move now. These guys aren’t the typical cops looking for extra cash. They’re tracking someone.” He eyes focused on Ari. “Someone worth tracking.”
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      Tessa knocked over the wine as she hurried to her feet. “Grab anything you can’t live without.”

      “Anything identifying,” Patrick added.

      Ari’s mother jumped up in a flurry of Spanish as she emptied the top drawer of a nearby dresser into a purse.

      “Don’t you need to get anything?” Patrick asked her brother.

      Marco stood by the open door watching outside. “Nope. I’ve learned to not carry much and live on less.”

      “Good for you,” Tessa said. “Let’s get out of here. I’ve had my fill of church for the decade.”

      Ari would have laughed or made some comment about Tessa’s soul, but there was no time. She grabbed her mother by the arm and followed the others out the door.

      Marco led them through the back of the church.

      “Is there a back way out?” Ari whispered to Tessa, who was right in front of her. The church looked pretty cornered in.

      Marco must have heard her. “I always have an exit.” Pushing away a rich, red velvet curtain, there stood a small door. “After you.”

      The door led them through the kitchen of a neighboring building. People rushed about, the smell of food and detergent welcoming them. Tessa led the others, not bothering the reply to the shouts of surprise. Once outside, they slowed down, tying to not draw attention as they maneuvered the crowded streets. Marco cut a quick path, avoiding security like he knew their route, which he probably did.

      Tessa stuck close to Ari. “I guess our reunion is cut short.”

      “I wanted to tell you thanks for everything you’ve done and—”

      Tessa held up her hand. “No time for sentimental blabbering. Marco knows how to get a hold of me through my games. I’ll get you back to the plane. If no one’s there, take it as far as you need. It’s untraceable on my end, but I’m sure you know not to trust anything too far.”

      “We’ll be fine.” Patrick spoke behind them. “I have arrangements.”

      They made it to the platform and said their goodbyes, and the four of them left on Tessa’s plane. As it took off, Ari couldn’t help but watch Tessa on the roof. How could she ever repay her friend? She may not know now, but one day she would.

      The plane took them to another city nearby, which then led to another time zone before they finally headed to the correct country. Her mom stayed close during the trip, leaving the details to Patrick. Marco remained unusually quiet as well. Ari tried to push away the guilt at turning his life inside out.

      The commercial plane they were on was large, with two decks carrying up to three hundred people. They didn’t want to draw attention by sitting together, so they sat in pairs. Patrick and Ari in front and Marco and their mom behind them. At one point when Patrick left to use the restroom, Marco slid into the empty seat next to Ari. A quick glance behind, showed their mom asleep in her chair.

      “Hey,” Ari nudged Marco. “You’ve been quiet.”

      “Just thinking.”

      “Be careful. You may break something,” she joked, one they both used repeatedly.

      “I might have.” Marco voice had a serious edge. “How much do you trust Patrick?”

      Ari took a deep breath, really considering the question. “I trust him, Marco. He saved me from VisionTech.”

      “Saved you or stole you?”

      She started to object, but he cut her off. “He just watches you with an intensity that tells me he wants you for more than your ability.”

      “Maybe he does,” she admitted. Denying his feeling was stupid. “But he respects my boundaries and knows my feelings for Reed. He’s even willing to help me get him back.”

      “So he says.” Marco’s dark mood bothered Ari. “I’ve worked enough jobs in my life that I can read people pretty well. I just like to have as much information as possible up front. Like where does he get all his money? Rich playboys don’t grow on trees, despite what your romance novels tell you.”

      She chuckled. “True. I’m not sure where all the money comes from, but he tries to do good. We go after bad guys and try to protect people like us.” The money thing worried Ari, but she knew Patrick was one of the good guys. Right? A nagging voice reminded her she had thought the same thing of VisionTech at one time.

      “If this is the way we have to do things, we can do it. The more we know the better, though. Just don’t get sucked into his altruistic side. Everyone has a motive.”

      “I get that.” Ari hated to think that way, but maybe Marco was right. “This was my decision though, and you’re going to have to trust me.”

      “I trust you, sis. Your boyfriend’s coming back.” He motioned to Patrick walking down the long isle.

      “Please don’t call him that.” Ari hoped her mother was still asleep.

      “Don’t worry, sis. Your secret is safe with me.” He winked at her and returned to his seat.

      Patrick sat down. “Everything okay?”

      “Yes. Just my annoying brother bringing out the worst in himself.” She spoke loud enough for Marco to hear.

      “It was your idea to get him,” he reminded her.

      “I have a feeling you won’t let me forget that either.”

      “Nope.” He smiled and buckled himself in.

      The rest of the flight was smooth and uneventful. They arrived in town the next day and retrieved one of their four-person all-terrain vehicles stashed in storage. It looked sturdy but well worn.

      The road back was quiet, and they made it by nightfall. They parked the vehicle in the detached garage and walked to the cabin. They timed just right for dinner.

      Harini rushed up to Ari and Patrick, welcoming them with big hugs, before moving onto the new guests. “You must be Marco, and Ari’s mom?”

      “Call me Cynthia.” She reached out a hand, but Harini hugged her instead.

      “I’ve heard a lot about you. I feel like we’re already family.” She even hugged Marco, who took it in stride. “Are you moving in?”

      “That’s the plan,” Ari said, taking in the curious faces around the room.

      Patrick set down the pack and turned to face the room. “This is Ari’s mother, Cynthia, and her brother, Marco. They will be joining us. We’ll get them integrated starting tomorrow. Blur?”

      The blond warper looked up from his meal. “Yes?”

      “I’m going to have him with you for now. He has a history in security and may be an asset.”

      “Great. I can always use another set of hands.” Blur gave Marco a brief nod and went back to his food.

      Not that Ari blamed him; she was hungry herself. Blur was never one to get worked up about much. He left that to Tricky, who was taking the arrival of Ari’s family surprising well.

      Patrick continued. “Sue, can you help Cynthia get acclimated? She will be working with you, mostly. Oh, and thank you for keeping this place standing while I was gone. I’m glad to see everyone, but I’m going to head to my rooms.” Patrick rubbed his neck as if it was sore, and Ari realized how tired he looked.

      She had been so caught up with her family, she never found a chance to say thank you.

      Before she could say anything, Tricky stood. “Can I have a minute of your time? I’ve made some interesting strides with my work.”

      “Of course. Walk with me.” He pulled up his pack, and headed out of the dining room, with Tricky hurrying to catch up.

      The others stood to welcome the newcomers. After the introductions, Joe and Sketchy brought another bed into Ari’s room for her mother. Marco got the small guestroom for now.

      By the time everything settled down for the night, Ari found herself in the bathroom thinking about Patrick. He had done so much for her, finally getting her family back. Since she never got a chance to say thank you, she headed towards his rooms. Set off away from the others, he had a couple of rooms for himself. One set aside specifically for their group meeting, and the other a mixture of an office and bedroom.

      In front of the door, she froze for a moment, wondering if he would be already asleep. He looked exhausted, and here she was bothering him again. Hand lifted to knock, she dropped it ready to leave when the door opened.

      “You think really loud, you know.” Standing in only sweats, he rubbed his face.

      Ari’s eyes flashed to his toned stomach, then, feeling guilty, focused only on his face. “I didn’t want to wake you.”

      “My door senses people lurking outside of it. How can I help?”

      “I just wanted to thank you for bringing my family back. It means a lot to me.” Her throat tightened and didn’t let the words out easily.

      “You’re welcome. I did take care of some work on our trip too.”

      Ari lifted a brow since he never mentioned anything about work while they were gone.

      “Every few months, I usually go to different cities and reach out to contacts from different electronic servers. Money to transfer, supplies to be secured. Nothing big. I just didn’t have a chance to leave since you got here, so you didn’t know. I would have done it for anyone here. We’re a family. That’s what we do.”

      Ari nodded, feeling stupid for Marco getting in her head. “Whatever the reason. I’m grateful. Um, goodnight.” She spun around and headed off, a little embarrassed.

      Several steps down, she faintly heard a “goodnight” in reply. Turning back, she saw the door close. They were friends, that’s all. The way it began in a pretend relationship in a virtual world had complicated things, but she was sure where her heart remained—with Reed. Back in their room, her mother knelt on the side of her bed praying while Ari climbed into bed.

      Settling in to sleep, her thoughts wandered. Part of her dreaded the guilt every time she thought of Reed, and the other half relished the sweet memories of their dates and kisses on the beach. Her thoughts transferred over to her dreams that night. She caught glimpses of Reed as he walked away, always too fast to catch. His words floated on the wind yet felt empty without him by her side. Every time she turned to catch him, he vanished. He dissipated in the darkness. As she woke in the middle of the night, a deep ache pained her chest. She wondered how long she could cling to fading memories and empty hope.
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      The following day, everyone was working like a well-oiled machine by ten in the morning. Early on, Ari had asked Harini how everything ran so smoothly here. “Patrick,” was her answer. Ari saw that today. He motivated people by working just as hard, if not harder than, everyone else. His kindness and intelligence saw not only what people could offer, but what people needed.

      Granted, his team all had financial holdings all over the world, including even Ari now. Paying people well helped too. But this felt like a family or team that strove for safety in a world where warpers never had much.

      By lunch, even Marco was impressed from his time with Blur. He sat across from Ari, while their mom helped Sue serve up enchiladas, a traditional dish from home. “He’s insanely fast. I can’t even begin to keep up.”

      “They call him Blur for a reason.” Harini sat next to her. “How could your mom cook this from what we had in the kitchen? It looks amazing.”

      “My mom can make almost anything from scratch. She took frugal to a new level when we were growing up.” Ari took another bite, letting the flavors of home take her back. Even while at home, her mom never had time to really cook. Not when working two jobs with two kids and a dead-beat husband.

      Looking over to the kitchen, Ari saw her mom laugh as she talked to Sue over the large dishes of food. Ari couldn’t remember the last time she saw her mom so happy. It felt good to finally make a good decision.

      “Ari, you never told me your mom could cook,” Harini said. “This is fabulous. Much different from the European food I’ve tried.”

      “This is what heaven tastes like.” Marco scooped up some beans with his fork.

      Patrick walked by and stopped behind Harini. “Marco, we’ll keep you in the guest room for now if that works. We have most of what you’ll need here, but if not, it’ll be another week before we do another supply run.”

      “I appreciate the room.” The previous animosity in Marco’s voice had disappeared.

      “It’s not much bigger than a water closet, but you’re welcome,” Patrick said. Blur called his name down the table, and Patrick strode off in that direction.

      “How’s Tricky?” Harini asked.

      “Good,” Ari said. “She has tracked down some of Maxim’s buyers and is determined to steal his money, destroy his company, and ruin him completely as a person.” Ari smiled as they often joked about Tricky’s bloodthirsty nature. Ari spoke loud enough that Tricky, who was approaching, would hear too.

      “We all have personal goals.” She sat next to Harini. Tricky’s long blond hair hung in a straight ponytail from on top her head. Her piercing blue eyes were beautiful and hard.

      Marco watched her a little too carefully. “Ari, you were pretty vague when you told mom what you guys do. She’ll need a new string of prayer beads.”

      “It can’t be that much worse than what you were into back home,” she told her brother. “We’re going after an international arms dealer. I’m sure Mom would say a couple prayers on our behalf.”

      “Not that I believe in that God stuff, but I’ll take anything that helps tip the scales in our favor.” Tricky took a bite, thought for a moment, then dug back in again.

      “Mom already denied me second helpings, so I’ll head back to work with Blur.” He turned his attention to Tricky. “Are you as fast as your brother?”

      “No one is as fast as my brother, but don’t worry, I make up for it in other ways.” She gave him a wicked smile, and that accent took it up to another level of sexy without even meaning it.

      Ari wasn’t sure if she should be more worried for Tricky or her brother.
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      The week continued smoothly with Marco and her mom getting along with the others better than expected. Her mom worked mostly with Sue in running the day-to-day meals and cleaning. She enjoyed becoming a mother hen, and most people would make extra trips by the kitchen whenever she was in it to see if they could sneak some food. Her mom was a lot more lenient with “snacks” than Sue was.

      On Friday, Tricky asked Ari to go on a hike with her. They were all expected to keep up their health since they were warpers, and most didn’t need reminding as their sanity was on the line. Tricky invited Ari not because they were close, but because their competitive natures pushed them both to go a little farther when they were together.

      The scent of the thick trees surrounded them. The security around here was top notch, and somehow being out in nature brought Ari a peace that little else did. They kept a steady pace as they hiked the loop around their cabin.

      “Let’s try up there.” Tricky pointed to the top of a large boulder. There were enough footholds to make it easy. It was a good thing Ari didn’t care much for her nails.

      At the top, they both took a seat, panting heavily as they sucked on their hydro packs. They looked over the small valley in the distance, pristine with the partly cloudy weather.

      “I want to go back online soon,” Tricky kept her gaze forward. “Are you up for it?”

      Tricky asked because no one was forced to go on jobs in the VR realms. Sketchy was proof of what could happen. The mental illness usually came slowly, but if something pushed them hard enough or stressed their minds their sanity and memory could be cut short. There wasn’t a magic number of how many hours a person could withstand. Exercise and supplements helped, but they all knew there was a line they shouldn’t cross, and might not know where it was until they were standing right in front of it.

      “Did we get new intel on where Maxim’s going to be?” Ari asked Tricky.

      “Not really. I want to search for him in some of the government communities. There are rumors that he’s been in and out of VLEX and VRUN. We shouldn’t have to use our abilities, just watch. He’s up to something, I’m sure of it. The money transfers we’ve been tracking proves it, but without eyes on him we simply don’t know what he’s planning.” Tricky turned to face Ari. “I just can’t figure out what. More weapons? Sex trade? I know it’s dark. That bastard’s only been a bane of society since his existence.”

      “I’m in. I’ll help.” Ari wanted to pitch in where she could here and using her abilities for a worthwhile purpose helped. Maybe she could even check up on VisionTech as well. “Hey, Tricky. How did Maxim first appear on your radar? Not that he isn’t a total piece of scum, but that is common in our world. Why Maxim?”

      Tricky remained still for a moment, focusing on the horizon, and it told Ari this was more personal than she thought. Patrick varied their jobs and never focused too long in one area, except for Tricky. She’d been on Maxim’s tail ever since Ari arrived, and with the mountains of data she had on this guy, she must have been following him for a long time.

      “We all have baggage we don’t talk about. You’re more open about your past because we found you and now you have your family with you.” Tricky tried to smile, but it came out sad. “Blur and I ran as far as we could from our past and we found Patrick almost two years ago. He offered us a haven, no questions asked.”

      “I didn’t mean to push.”

      “It’s okay. Since you’ve been helping me, you deserve to know,” Tricky said. “Maxim killed my mother. I never knew my father, but he may have worked for him. Either way, I will kill him one day. After I tear apart his livelihood piece by piece.”

      “I’m so—”

      Tricky lifted a hand. “Don’t say it. Blur thinks I just need to drop this and move on. He does just enough to appease me. I don’t need your pity, just someone to watch my back on the inside.”

      “I will,” Ari promised.

      After another moment of silence, Tricky stood and stretched her legs. “Race you back?”
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      After talking to the team, Ari and Tricky decided to go into VLEX at the beginning of the following week. They decided on VLEX because Ari wanted to check in on VisionTech. When she worked on the island with Reed, she had a long job inside VLEX posing as a government agent. Maybe she could find some information about them.

      Before Ari left VLEX though, she made a threat to the whole program that the warpers were watching them. It was a statement to prove herself to the team, and to tell the governments who played by their own dark rules to watch themselves. People like Maxim shouldn’t have free rein on the international virtual community that was quickly taking over world politics.

      After they laid down the plan, Patrick approved it. “You two will need to be careful. Blur will have a couple of profiles that you can take on to blend in. Remember, this is to observe and collect, only.”

      “Of course,” Ari said.

      With her family back, it had helped with things between her and Patrick. They got in a good rhythm of a friendly professional relationship. Granted they didn’t have much time alone anymore. And seeing Marco constantly reminded her of his other half growing up, Reed.

      Monday rolled around and Ari was finishing up breakfast with Harini when her mother came over an angry scowl on her face.

      “What did you do?” Harini whispered.

      “I was hoping it was you.” Ari forced a pleasant grin on. “Hey, Mom.”

      “Don’t hey me. I just heard what you’re doing today. Going in a program, again.” All five foot two inches rose in anger, which made her appear surprisingly bigger. “I know you have to from time to time. You told me that when we got here, but does it have to be so often?”

      “It’s my job.”

      “A job that’ll leave you just like Sketchy.” Her voice rose, heavy with her accent, which happened when she was mad, and the others began turning towards them.

      Standing, Ari lowered her voice. “Please. Let’s take this outside.”

      “Why? They all know.” She motioned to the others.

      Ari noticed Patrick in the back, with a kind look on his face. He wasn’t going to help. She couldn’t find Marco anywhere though. Ari turned back to her mom, pleading for some privacy.

      Her mom nodded and they moved into the currently empty kitchen.

      Once the door shut, Ari started. “Mom, this is my job. I’m careful. We all are careful. But if we don’t make it safe, then others will force me to do this for them.”

      Her mother exhaled with that realization, her anger deflating. “I see Sue worry and wish things were different. I don’t want you or I to do the same in twenty years.”

      Ari couldn’t tell her the average life span inside would leave her much less than twenty years. “I wish things were different too. But we are together, we are good, and I’m doing my best to be safe. I can’t promise any more than that.”

      Biting her lower lip, her mother’s eyes glistened with tears.

      Ari pulled her into a hug. “I love you.”

      After a few moments, her mom pushed back and wiped at her eyes. “You need to get back and finish eating. It’s one of the few ways I can keep you healthy and around here, so eat.” She turned on a heel and started on the dishes in the sink.

      “Okay.” Ari watched her mother fill up the sink with soapy water.

      Before she could leave, her mother paused but kept her gaze forward. “Marco told me how much they were paying you. Are you sure you’re not doing anything illegal?”

      Ari didn’t quite understand everything going on with the investments Patrick had the team running, but she didn’t think it was anything too bad. “We’re not hurting people, Mom. We’re trying to protect them. To make the world a better place.”

      “It’s a lot of money.”

      “It is. I’m saving for us. Maybe we can even move Dad to a better place.” Ari’s throat tightened at the mention of her father.

      It sounded like her mother was struggling as well. “When you have kids, you’ll know. I love you both so much, it hurts. Please be safe,” she said then began to attack those dishes with fervor.

      “I will.” Ari realized right then she had no intention of ever having kids. Her heart hurt too much as it was.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      After breakfast, Ari met Tricky, Patrick, and Marco in the VR room. Ari pulled back at the sight of her brother. “What are you doing here?”

      “I invited him. I needed some help watching you two and Marco knows his way around this tech.” Patrick motioned to the computer.

      What he didn’t say was that Blur didn’t like watching his sister go under. Ari heard that rumor before she knew about their back history with Maxim. And while she understood why Tricky had to do it, Ari also understood why Blur couldn’t stand to watch.

      “Is this where you were hiding out when Mom ambushed me over breakfast?” Ari asked.

      Marco smiled. “It’s about time someone else gets yelled at besides me.”

      “I liked it the other way better.”

      “You would.” He turned back to the screen. “You better sit down, if you want to catch the lunchtime rush.”

      They couldn’t see inside VLEX without being there—one of the security measures of most realms. They couldn’t even see who was there unless they hacked the realm’s main server which was protected beyond belief. They could monitor the filtered real time political feed from the VLEX and sometimes the amount of people going in and out. It wasn’t much, but they worked with what they had.

      “That it is.” Patrick watched the screen over Marco’s shoulder. “You two better get ready.”

      Tricky and Ari took their places in the reclined chairs and inserted the cable into the port in the back of their heads.

      “Ready in three, two, one.” Patrick counted down. “Be safe.”

      With his usual command, Ari closed her eyes and the program began.

      Marco placed Ari and Tricky at the corner, near a coffee shop. Tricky didn’t miss a beat but started walking down the narrow road. Ari wondered how she did that.

      It took Ari a minute to acclimatize to her surroundings. She remembered this corner and the lunch and coffee shops lining the street. Working for VisionTech, she spent several months here. She took in Tricky’s profile first, as to not lose her, which was difficult as it was created to blend in.

      Tricky took on the skin of a beautiful Italian women with brown wavy hair and olive-toned skin. Most people looked beautiful in here. Even if people kept their own physical makeup, they often cleaned up any blemishes and amplified certain features. For example, eyes. Why have blue eyes when they can shimmer like sea glass? A person with hazel eyes passed, and they shone like expensive gemstone.

      Looking down, Ari took in the profile that she had read about last night. This skin was darker, a deep chocolate, with petite hands and lightly painted nails. Her business suit kept her more serious than Tricky’s profile. Ari became the skin for the lunch hour, as the woman who it belonged to had already signed out. Staying in for an extra lunch hour, hopefully wouldn’t attract undue attention.

      Once comfortable with her skin, Ari turned down a different street. She continued with her detour for several minutes then met up with Tricky in a small cafe. Since food wasn’t a necessity inside here, these restaurants and shops were more set for meeting. With a nice drink, comfortable food, and a good atmosphere to play a backdrop in whatever meeting that was to be had.

      Ari spotted Tricky across the room and turned to head to the bar, each playing their separate role. Ever since Ari’s declaration last time she was in, there were too many eyes in here to take one step out of place.

      Tricky looked tense though, which set Ari’s nerves on edge. Did Tricky sense something that she didn’t?

      Ari ordered an espresso and tried to look bored. Behind her expression, she pulled back slightly from the intricate world around her and into the code beneath. While manipulating code felt as natural as coloring in a child’s screen, searching thousands and millions of code without alerting authorities wasn’t as easy. She watched for any mention of Maxim or VisionTech. Nothing popped up with bright red flags screaming “here I am, come get me,” and Ari realized she could sit here for hours and still not find anything. Tricky was faster at scanning code, probably since she shared genes with Blur.

      Ari pulled her attention to the screen in front of her set into the bar. It was a directory of worldwide governments and companies wealthy enough to purchase permanent office space here. As she scanned the hundreds of names, the thought entered that VisionTech probably had an office here. She never went to it before because she was never supposed to be associated with them in any way.

      Just as she thought, after scrolling to the bottom, she found a listing for VisionTech. They were in the electronic trade division not too far from here, even. She wondered how much she could look into VisionTech before getting noticed.

      Popping back into the code, she now searched for VisionTech where she knew they would be. Unfortunately, they held all real information close to their chest. They weren’t dumb enough to do otherwise. Ari did make note of the listed CEO and contact representative for out in the real. It wasn’t much, but who knew.

      Using the same method as she did with VisionTech, she scrolled for any of the shell companies that they knew that Maxim worked with, which turned out to be over twenty. When rich, immoral people want to hide things, they make it extremely complicated. On about her tenth name she was about to give up, but then found something. Windsor Corp traded stock from the Icy North of the Americas. It focused on European holdings. Maxim had used it several years ago, Ari remembered. It was a small company but knowing that it was big enough to get a holding in VLEX might mean something.

      She stood and walked over to Tricky’s table, where she pretended to read a book. Those eyes were blank though, not taking in the table in front of her.

      “Hi, do you remember me?” Ari extended a hand, keeping up the facade of their characters.

      “Yes, it’s good to see you.”

      “You too. I was just here for a meeting with Windsor Corp, but their representative stood me up.”

      “That’s too bad. I just saw their information cross my desk.”

      “Good to know.” Out of the corner of Ari’s vision, she saw an all-too familiar face.

      Reed?

      Ari looked out of instinct mostly, reflex like when someone looks just like your best friend and you can’t help but do a double-take.

      As she turned, the familiar-looking guy with a strong jaw and light brown hair scattered with gold turned slightly to glance in a nearby window. This was no doppelganger. It was Reed.
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      Heart speeding, reality ticked by like it always does, and Ari just stared. Reed’s hazel eyes scanned the store window as if he was looking for someone. For an instant, Ari wanted to strip her electronic skin and stand in front of him as herself. A woman on the street stole Reed’s attention, and his lips pulled up in a smile. God, Ari had missed that smile.

      “I think I found something.” Tricky remained at the table, not aware of the significance of Ari’s silence.

      “One second.” Ari walked out the storefront towards Reed. He had been in her thoughts every day since she lost him. What was he doing here? Why would VisionTech have him in VLEX?

      Mere feet from Reed, she stopped. Was it a trap? VisionTech could have put him inside to get her. A trap she was tempted to walk into, damn the consequences. Biting her lower lip, she remembered her responsibilities and glanced at Tricky who looked focused and angry.

      Ari struggled for a minute between finding out more about Reed and her responsibility to the team. He glanced up at her, as if feeling the weight of her gaze, and smiled. And for a moment she bought it, his soft lips drawing her in. Yet, something was off. There was no pull at the corner of his mouth that would make his smile a bit crooked. As he turned back to his conversation with the other woman, Ari noticed his stance looked off too, more relaxed. Reed would never be this relaxed in VLEX.

      She blinked, focusing her vision to the code that surrounded her but couldn’t find much out. This was the skin he entered with. This person wearing Reed’s skin wasn’t a warper, but that was just like everyone else who come in. This was a skin, maybe with only the eyes changed or the whole package. Either way it wasn’t Reed. Or was it?

      Ari. The pained words from Tricky pushed through Ari’s thoughts, a trick only warpers could do. Ari spun around and hurried back inside to find Tricky with her head in her hands.

      Ari rushed to her side. “What’s wrong?”

      Tricky voice came out in a pained, almost horse, whisper. “They are in my mind.” She looked up, her eyes bloodshot. “Get help.”

      Again, focusing on the code, Ari couldn’t figure out what code was attacking Tricky. Something was keeping her friend trapped here in this program while it attacked her.

      As she was trying to break the invisible chains on Tricky, the foreign code started towards Ari. A blinding pain started in her forehead. As a warper she could manipulate the code, change it as quick as a painter with a swipe of the brush. As she tried to delete the code that entered her mind, the pain increased. If Tricky couldn’t fight this, Ari didn’t know what she could do.

      “Get. Help.” Tricky bit out the world, and Ari knew she meant Blur.

      Ari pulled out of the program while she still could. Back in reality, spots danced in front of her vision. “Help Tricky!” she shouted as she yanked out her own cable.

      “What’s going on?” Patrick rushed to Tricky’s side.

      “Pull her out.” Ari almost fell out of her chair, and she fought the pain in her head to get to Tricky. “Pull out the cable!”

      With a quick twist of hand, he pulled it out. He began to say something, but Ari could no longer understand him. All of a sudden, Marco was holding her as her legs turned to mush and the world spun dark around her.
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        * * *

      

      Ari must have passed out, because when she woke she found herself lying on the ground. Her head was in Marco’s lap and Patrick stood over her, his eyebrows furrowed in concern. She felt alright, just a headache that often accompanied use of her abilities.

      “What happened?” The words came out gravely and she wished for a cup of water.

      “You passed out.” Marco’s brow rumpled with worry, an unusual look for him.

      “I’m in the real. I’m back.” Accidentally speaking her mantra out loud, she wasn’t sure if those were questions or statements. Sitting up, her headache increased, but nothing unbearable.

      “You’re in the real. What happened in there? Tricky is still out.” With gentle hands, Patrick helped her up and moved her to a nearby chair.

      Sue, the best medic they had, and Blur, stood over Tricky. An IV was placed in her arm, giving her nutrients that helped that the stress warping placed on the brain.

      “She was searching for Maxim and said she found something. Then I got distracted…” She didn’t know if she wanted to mention Reed right now. Not with Tricky still unconscious.

      “Distracted.” The way Patrick said it, Ari knew he wasn’t going to forget.

      “Tricky called out to me and by the time I made it to her she was frozen. There was a code of some sort attacking her, keeping her inside VLEX.”

      “What did she say exactly?”

      Ari bit her lip, remembering the fear in her words. “They are in my mind.”

      Blur snapped his head towards her words, his eyes wide with panic. “What the hell did they do to my sister?”

      “I don’t know…”

      He stepped towards Ari. “You saw the code, you said? What was it?”

      “I’m not sure. Why the hell did I not notice this sooner?” Ari wondered if Reed was there on purpose to distract her. Trying to figure this out didn’t help her headache, but how could she complain of a headache when at least she woke up. Trick’s gorgeous white-blonde hair hung down to the side of the chair, while Sue continued to check her over.

      Patrick turned to Sue. “Is it a classic VR coma?”

      “Her vitals are stable, but no. It’s different. In a VR coma the mind is active like they are dreaming, living or reliving whatever fantasy they choose to relive. This,” she motioned to Tricky, “presents more as a classic coma. I’m not giving up yet, though. Her mind is probably resetting or resting to protect itself.”

      “Thanks, Sue.” Patrick moved next to Ari. “Let’s replay what happened.”

      “I’m not sure. It happened so fast. Reed walked by the window, and I turned for a moment.”

      “Reed?” Marco turned at the mention of his best friend.

      Ari didn’t mean for it to come out, but she was still trying to figure it out. “It was him, or a skin programmed to look like him. They had his appearance down perfectly, but he seemed different, too.”

      “It was probably just a skin,” Patrick said. “A way to find you. Anyone that stares too long or tries to contact him will hit the program and alert them. Blur has done enough of them.”

      Guilt made Ari feel heavy at the idea that she could be so easily tricked. Could Ari staring at Reed have sent Tricky into a coma? She hoped not.

      “How can we be certain it wasn’t Reed? What if it was him?” Marco asked.

      Patrick shook his head, standing. “It’s a rooky move. They know your connection and that you’ll do anything to get him back. Don’t fall for it.”

      “But what if they are connected?” Ari stood as well, ready to do something to help. “Could this be an attack from VisionTech?”

      “I don’t know,” Patrick rubbed his neck and paced in the small room. “Ballsy, if so.”

      “I will bury them.” Blur’s voice held a cold edge.

      “Let’s figure out what’s going on in the program, and what can do this to one of us.” Patrick turned to Ari. “Do you think you can recreate the code they used?”

      “Maybe? It happened so quick. I tried to delete it, but that’s when it crawled to me. Leaving was the only way to help.”

      “We can work with ‘maybe’. Blur, we’re going to set up camp in the meeting room to work on this. Everyone will be on this.” He turned to Ari and Marco. “I’ll talk to the others and meet you there.”

      “Okay,” Marco answered.

      Blur nodded his agreement and continued to watch his sister. Ari remembered being in that same position a year ago, watching her brother and feeling helpless. But this was different, more dangerous. Someone was out to hurt warpers, and with Reed nearby Ari wondered if this attack was specifically planned for her.

      “Ari.” Marco tapped her shoulder, pulling her out of her thoughts. “Ready to go?”

      Patrick had already headed out.

      “Of course.” She walked out with Marco, heading down the hall.

      “I’m sorry.” He whispered next to her.

      “What?” She turned to him. “That wasn’t your fault. You weren’t even in the program.”

      He shook his head. “No, not that. I’m sorry that I put you in that position at school. I must have been hard.”

      “It was.” Watching people get stuck inside a program was hard. Difficult with her dad and now Tricky. But it was damn near impossible with Marco. She wanted to tell him that but didn’t. Those words would come out in a mess of tears and emotions, and right now Tricky needed her to work. “You’re here now though and can help with Tricky.”

      “I don’t have your ability, but I’ll do what I can.”

      “We don’t need my ability. We need to find out what this is and who sent it. You’re better geared for that any day.”

      They continued to the extra meeting room next to Patrick’s room and found their seats around the table, while Patrick set up various tech. Even Sue and her mom brought some drinks and light snacks. Ari worried that her mom would give another lecture—or worse, demand she quit—but it was quite the opposite.

      While Ari reached for a sleek computer and logged in, her mother stepped behind her and kissed the top of her head.

      She murmured a Spanish phrase Ari often heard from her grandmother, which roughly translated meant, “God protect you and guide your hand.”

      “Thanks,” Ari said as her mom continued out the door.

      Sometimes moms were just awesome like that.

      Patrick cleared his throat and stood at the front of the table. “Here’s what we know so far. Tricky was searching Maxim’s account records with Windsor Corporation. She said she found something and was attacked with a virus of sorts.

      “Now here is where we have to guess. Maybe Maxim left a file to decode, a trap and she triggered it. At the same time, Ari saw Reed, who she last left with VisionTech, and that is another avenue that needs to be explored. Until then VLEX and the realms will be restricted unless you talk to me. Even our off-grid offices in the VLEX will be abandoned.”

      He made assignments through the team. “While you guys work on the who, Ari and I will work on re-creating this virus she saw. Once we can figure out what this is, we can figure out a way to fight it. Any questions?”

      Everyone’s expression was serious and determined. There were no questions. Everyone appeared ready to work and nail whoever did this.

      With one final look around the room, Patrick said, “Let’s do this.”
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      Everyone knew about Sue’s coffee addiction. It was an essential staple to any morning meeting, and whoever was on grocery duty didn’t forget it if they wanted to eat the following week. Ari had never been so grateful for Sue before.

      They worked around the clock for two days. Patrick demanded people sleep, telling them if they need to go in the program, they have to be on the top of their game. So, between caffeine highs, everyone tried to catch what sleep they could. The only plus side of the round-the-clock work was Ari was too tired to dream about Reed or her father. Those memories brought a heartache that she couldn’t deal with right now.

      The downside to the caffeine was that it didn’t help her anxiety. After Tricky’s coma, Ari felt nervous around the VRs, like a panic attack from the old days just threatening to make an appearance. Maybe she couldn’t blame it completely on the coffee.

      Every morning and evening they sat around the conference table to report on their progress. The large screen in the corner counted how many hours Tricky had been under. It was almost up to forty.

      Patrick looked recently showered and waited for the team to be seated. Ari watched him. He was almost twenty-four, and shouldered responsibility for this whole team. She didn’t know many twenty-four-year-olds that could handle that. Maybe it helped that he learned that he was a warper at a young age. It sounded like his parents did everything they could to prepare him. She wondered where they were now.

      “Where are we with progress at VisionTech?” Patrick asked.

      “They are hard to track, at least with regard to Reed or any new programming positions. They have their fingers in a lot of pots.” Harini pushed back the floral headband that had slipped down. The messy ponytail that held up her black hair looked about to explode. “If they have anything to do with the virus, they are being very tight-lipped. They don’t really have a reason to attack Tricky, unless it was a warning that they want Ari was back. I did find an IP address associated with Maxim that I sent over for Blur to trace.”

      “Did it trace back to Maxim?” Patrick turned to Blur.

      “Not that IP address. It went higher up. Locked down by VLEX’s top security. I’m still asking around and will let you know when something comes up.” Blur’s dark eyes told Ari that he hadn’t been taking his prescribed naps. She didn’t blame him. “But Maxim has been busy. He’s hiring more and more programmers for better security. But the names I’ve heard that have gone that way work on the dark net. Maxim is paying a lot for it. More than he should, in fact. He has the motive and the money. Doesn’t mean he is working alone. The owners of VLEX, or any other of the worldwide virtual realms, would be more than happy to have a virus like this to keep people in check.”

      “Governments that work with Maxim will be going against the last Geneva accords. They can’t risk the world cutting them off,” Patrick said. “If Maxim wants to screw with us, then let’s show him what we’re really capable of. We’re not going for a front door attack. He’ll be prepared for that. Get creative, Blur. Hurt him where he doesn’t expect it. I’m going to work on the virus with Ari this morning. You’re in charge of the team, and we’ll meet up this afternoon.”

      Blur nodded his agreement, his jaw tight.

      “Let’s get to work then.” Patrick turned to Ari. “Follow me?”

      “Of course.” With a quick goodbye to Marco, who was in deep discussion with Joe, Ari followed Patrick out of the room. She had to quicken her pace to keep up. It didn’t take long to figure out where they were headed. He turned into the VR room, where Tricky and Ari last went online.

      She wiped her palms on her jeans and realized her old anxiety of VR programs decided to rear its ugly head again. Her phobia, created early on with her father’s VR addiction, had been a constant fear in her life. After school and her work on the island, it became more of a nagging reminder of the danger each time she entered. Watching Tricky be attacked had done a number on Ari’s anxiety levels. She would deal if it meant saving Tricky, though.

      “What’s the plan?” She turned to Patrick, who stood at the computer.

      “I know you’ve been struggling to identify or recreate the virus, but you’ve been working in reality where your abilities are constrained.” He typed a final key then looked up. “We’re going in a simple closed program where it will be easier to reconstruct code.”

      “That makes sense.” The tightness in her throat eased up. At least with a constrained program, it was limited to the confines of this computer with no access to the outside world. Ignoring her anxiety, she climbed into the chair and began hooking up.

      “Are you alright?” Patrick settled into the chair next to her.

      “Fine.” With a deep breath, she clicked the cable into place. Closing her eyes, she saw her father hooked up to the machines.

      Opening her eyes, she stared at the ceiling, a vise tight around her heart. I’m not my father. I’m Ariana Mendez, and right now my friend needs my help. Swallowing a couple times, she forced herself back into the program before Patrick noticed her absence.

      She awoke to a simple office, similar to Patrick’s. Her heart pounded from her earlier flashback of her father. Having that nightmare bleed into her dreams was one thing, but not here. Forcing herself to calm down, she turned in a circle, taking her environment in.

      Patrick stood by the desk. “I thought you’d feel more comfortable working somewhere familiar.” The smell of pine drifted in the office, and Ari wondered if he carried that into this realm on purpose.

      “It helps. Thanks.” She realized even his smell made the tension in her shoulders relax. She didn’t have the time or desire to dissect what that meant.

      A huge screen hung on the wall. He waved his right hand and code appeared. It was the basis of what Ari had been working on. It read as a simple break on a file. Or, in the VR world, it meant the file was a mind. She could get the basic outline of the code but not what trapped Tricky in the program and scrambled her mind.

      Ari played around with different versions and the possibilities filled the screen. Then she turned to the walls, lining them with options. “I’m missing something. Something important.”

      “This one.” He pointed to the one over the desk. “What’s that character doing in the code, like some hieroglyphic? What would that do?”

      “I don’t know, but there was something like that. Something that made her unable to get out. I tried to get her out, tried to break it.” Ari’s voice broke. She coughed, trying to hide the emotion.

      Patrick placed a light hand on her shoulder. “It’s not your fault.”

      “If I haven’t been distracted by Reed, I might have got a better look at what she was doing.”

      “Doesn’t mean you would have been able to stop it. These are expert organizations that will stop at nothing to get what they what. Don’t forget that and don’t underestimate how dirty they will play.” He watched her intently.

      They hadn’t been alone since the trip to get her family. She had ignored the spark of restless energy between them. Now that she felt it again, the nagging guilt about Reed settled in.

      She turned back to the code on the wall. The muted white numbers and characters turned and twisted as she tried to recreate the code she had only seen for a few moments. It almost felt like her old child’s toy where she could touch and move the letters to make different words. Instead of a screen, though, the code filled up her whole view, and they were way past simple words.

      “Let me try.” With a flick of his hand, Patrick pushed a section behind them and started a new line in front of them. Then he slowly went through variations as they flashed past. “Sometimes if we isolate sections it’s easier to get it right.”

      “Wait.” She grabbed his arm. “Go back.”

      “Which one?” He flipped through the options.

      “There. That one.” She dropped his arm and pointed to the screen.

      He enlarged the characters. “Really? This?”

      “It’s not exact, but it is the closest thing I’ve seen.” Ari knew she wouldn’t ever be able to fully recreate it. She didn’t have enough time with it.

      He stared at it for a while. “Okay. I’m not sure I understand how this works, but maybe Joe will have an idea. He has more experience with viruses.”

      The tightness in her chest lifted as they made some progress, but it wasn’t enough for her. “Patrick?”

      Turning, his intelligent eyes were intense. “What?”

      “I want to go with you and Blur.”

      “When?”

      “Against Maxim. I’ve seen him before and familiar with how he works. If you’re going after him, I want in.”

      “It’s too dangerous.”

      She stepped towards him. “Please. I feel responsible. I was there when it happened.”

      “I understand, but I’m not going to put my team at risk because of your guilt.” He reached for her hand, then pulled back. “Sorry.”

      “At least think about it. I’m an asset. You know that.”

      Glancing at the code again, he quickly transferred it to the outside computer. “I’ll think about it but can’t promise anything.”

      “Okay.” That’s all she could ask for.

      Ari closed her eyes and pulled out of the program. Blinking against the light, it took a minute for her vision to clear. Longer than it should, but she wasn’t going to say anything. Not now, with Tricky lying unconscious in the other room. No, she’ll rest after.
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        * * *

      

      Once out of the system, Patrick and Ari headed towards Joe’s office. “Why don’t you work with Joe and Marco for a bit on this new code and see what you can come up with? Maybe put some feelers out there on the dark web and see if anyone knows anything.”

      “I’m sure Joe has some ideas.” Ari didn’t know Joe much, no one really seemed to, but he was impressive to work with.

      “Don’t discount your brother either. He’s held his own with the team.”

      “I try not to think about where he learned his skills.” Ari always worried about Marco. He may be her older brother, but the dynamics were usually reversed.

      “Speaking of the devil,” Patrick motioned down the hall to where Marco walked towards them. “What’s going on?”

      “Joe wanted me to let you know if you weren’t already out. Blur headed in the program this morning. Just after you and Ari went in.” Marco looked uncomfortable, probably because he wasn’t used to ratting out others.

      “What?” In a flash, Patrick’s stress morphed into anger. Then, without another word, Patrick sprinted away.

      Marco looked between the two of them. “Is that normal for him? Should we follow?”

      “We better hurry.” Ari started towards the other VR room in the basement. “And yes, Patrick usually doesn’t sprint around here. But I’ve never seen someone go against his directions either.”

      “It is his sister.” Marco sounded sympathetic.

      Ari remembered Blur that morning, with the dark circles under his eyes. “Blur is running on caffeine and revenge. Going in by himself was stupid. We work as a team, to stay safe.”

      They arrived at the room. Blur was unconscious in the chair while Joe sat behind the screen.

      “I didn’t know he planned to go under,” Joe told Patrick, who watched the screen over his shoulder. “I needed to speak with him about what Marco found, and he was already in here. It looked like he went to one of the dark realms. One of Maxim’s regular joints.”

      “Get the address ready,” Patrick instructed Joe. “I’m going in.”

      Before Patrick could reach the other chair, Joe raised his hand. “Wait. He’s back with us.”

      Blur blink his eyes open.

      “You better have a hell of a reason to go against a direct order.” Patrick stood over him, anger and worry focusing those steel eyes.

      “There was a rumor that Maxim was in the Dark Caves Realm.” Blur removed the cable and got out of the chair. The empty look in his eyes didn’t speak positively of his trip. “I had a short window and didn’t have time to interrupt your little date.”

      “What the hell are you talking about? We got a lead on how the virus works.” Color dotted Patrick’s face as his voice rose in anger. “Don’t give me weak excuses to cover your ass. You could have taken Joe or anyone else to help. You were stupid and reckless to go in alone. If you were attacked, we would have learned nothing.”

      “I wasn’t attacked. I kept a low profile. I’m fine.” He pushed past Patrick toward the exit.

      “What happened?” Patrick stayed close behind him.

      Blur stopped in the doorway. Hanging his head down, he placed one hand on the wall, the other on his neck. Whatever he did inside took a toll on him. “He’s connected to the Board.”

      “Who?” Ari asked, assuming he meant the board that ruled the realm of VLEX. Since VLEX was the most used international political realm, the Board had more power and influence than anyone.

      “Maxim,” Blur spit out. “I went in on a tip from that IP address Harini had me trace and it led back to the CEO of VLEX.”

      “Are you sure?” Patrick kept his distance, while his body lost its angry stance.

      “I heard from multiple sources and traced some of his accounts.” Blur scrubbed at his face with both hands. “I just can’t believe they would ever entertain that murderer. Don’t they know what he’s done?”

      “What does that mean?” Ari asked. The implications could vary in degree and magnitude.

      “It means our battle just got a hell of a lot harder.” Blur’s bloodshot eyes glared at her. “Board dealings are not recorded, and every electronic footprint is supposed to be erased.”

      “Not exactly,” Joe said from behind the screen. “It means we dig deeper. Nothing is ever completely off the grid. Even if he financed the virus, it doesn’t mean he worked alone. Maxim is the starting point, and we need to connect the dots.”

      “You need to get some rest before you can connect anything.” His stance may have softened, but the anger in Patrick’s voice was still present as he spoke to Blur.

      “I’m f—”

      “Don’t say you’re fine. You can’t plug in again until you take something and sleep for a few hours.”

      Everyone knew Patrick was right, even Blur, but it didn’t mean he took it any better. He pushed past Ari and Marco as he stormed out of the room. As he left, the energy in the room deflated a couple of notches.

      Patrick drew both hands through his hair and closed his eyes briefly. “God, sometimes being in charge just…”

      “Sometimes life is too much, and there’s not much you can do about it.” Marco spoke for the first time in a while.

      “But we can do something about it, can’t we?” Patrick turned to him. “Call the others for me.”
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      At the meeting, the team expressed a mix of shock and anger at Maxim’s meeting, and a new fear that they missed something. Harini visited Tricky right before they came together and reported no changes. She left Sketchy behind to watch after her. Harini’s eyes were rimmed red as she dabbed at her nose. She had been taking Tricky’s coma hard. Maybe Harini and Tricky were closer than Ari had assumed.

      “We need to get moving with this new information.” Patrick stood at the head of the table. “We need to see what the connection between Maxim, the virus, and the board is.”

      Joe raised a hand to speak.

      “Go ahead,” Patrick nodded at him.

      “I was looking at the code you and Ari came up with. It looks similar to something I saw a long time ago. It sped up the deterioration of the mind, overloading it, and triggering its own stress chemical until it freezes up. It never worked in code. They had to administer chemicals in conjunction with the program for it to work.”

      “What?” The shock on Harini’s face was evident.

      Ari didn’t know much about Joe, but if he was working on that kind of project, she wondered just how he got out.

      “It was a dead end. Someone must have created something similar.”

      “Why didn’t you say something earlier?” Marco asked the question Ari was thinking.

      “He mentioned it to me,” Patrick said at the front of the room. “It was a possibility. That division Joe worked with is no longer around and everyone he worked with is dead. As far as a lead goes, it is very limited.”

      Everyone turned to Joe.

      His face remained impassive. “No, I didn’t kill them. They killed themselves by playing with things no one should.”

      The heavy silence had Ari’s mind spinning with a million questions she didn’t dare ask.

      Patrick brought everyone’s attention back to the front. “The reality is that now someone has a weapon that is very effective against warpers. We have to be careful where we tread inside and run at the sign of trouble. Ari and Marco, I’m not discounting VisionTech either right now. The timing with Reed is too convenient for me. Take that angle for the next day and see what you can find.”

      Sketchy stuck his head in, interrupting Patrick. “Hey, Boss, Tricky is stirring.”

      Everyone straightened with his news. Harini jumped to her feet.

      Patrick stood as well and waved her down. “Everyone head to lunch. I’ll let you know how she is.”

      “Patrick, don’t you—” Harini started to argue, but didn’t get far.

      “I know I can’t keep you away, Harini. Let’s hurry to see how our girl’s doing?” The two of them headed off while the others slowly filed out.

      Ari wanted to go too but knew the small room would already be filled.

      “Ready to eat?” Marco said.

      “No, but I don’t think I have a choice. Mom would track me down.”

      “That she would.” He nudged her with a shoulder. “Sucks to be cared for, huh?”

      “Totally.” She smiled at him and they continued down to lunch.

      No one had a great appetite, even though the food was great. Even the conversation was dampened as they all waited to hear the news of Tricky. It wasn’t only Tricky’s life on the line; it was all warpers. If they had something that could kill them, then everything became more dangerous.

      Patrick appeared in the dining room and the room quieted immediately. “She woke for a few minutes.”

      A collective exhale went through the room. Ari let go of the breath she was holding, even though she knew they weren’t out of woods.

      Patrick waited for it to settle down again before continuing. “She said a few words to Blur, then slipped back under. Sue thinks it is her brain’s way of protecting it from overload. Like turning off a car before it overheats. It’s still a waiting game, but definitely a good sign. I’m going to go back and check on Blur.” He left again just as quick as he came.

      “That’s good, right?” Marco said. He knew the ins and outs of VR comas as he was even older when their dad had his troubles. “She was conscious for a few minutes.”

      “Definitely good. Now we just need to figure out how it all happened,” Ari reminded him.

      “We will, sis. We will.”
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        * * *

      

      Ari and her brother spent the rest of the evening working on VisionTech. They hadn’t worked together since their mom made him tutor her in programming for her exams. In the past, he was usually distracted by gaming or girls. But the vibe was different between them now.

      “Want some coffee?” she asked as she got up to get her own.

      “Sure.” He kept his eyes glued to his screen, while his fingers tapped absently against the table.

      They worked in the conference room, which was empty except for them right now. Harini and Blur were probably with Tricky. Ari assumed Patrick was working with Joe. She filled up their mugs and returned to the table.

      “I wanted to say thanks, by the way,” she said, before sipping the steamy mug.

      Marco pulled up his gaze from the screen and noticed the drink. “What are you talking about?”

      “Not only did you manage to keep Mom safe while I was gone but look at you. You’re working hard and it’s not even about you.”

      “Have you not seen my paycheck? It’s a little about me.” His lips pulled up into a familiar sarcastic smile that Ari could easily see beyond since growing up with him.

      “I have seen our paychecks, but we have a while until we find a safe place to spend them.”

      He took a drink. “True.” Then reached for the cream that Ari put on the table. “It goes beyond money though.”

      Ari figured that but didn’t want to say anything.

      “There’s Reed.”

      His name hurt Ari a little to hear it. “Yes, Reed.” She echoed his phrase.

      “Did you really see him?”

      “I think so. It looked exactly like him, but he was acting a bit weird. Of course, he didn’t know it was me, and he was talking, maybe flirting, with some woman.” Ari was too worried to be jealous. After all, it probably wasn’t even him, and what better way to get Ari to react in VLEX than have her see her boyfriend flirting with someone else.

      “Well then it must be him. He sucks at flirting,” Marco said.

      “Does not.” Ari realized how young she sounded as she said that.

      He shrugged, not bothered by her disagreement. Then he set down his drink. “I want to go in.”

      “Why? I don’t think Patrick will go for it.”

      “Why not? It doesn’t put any of his people in danger. And will anyone suspect me, someone who isn’t a warper?” Marco’s hand tightened into a fist on the table.

      Ari realized he was serious, so she slowed down to think it through. “It’s hard to get into VLEX. Only certain people are authorized, and you have to assume one of their skins when they’re not online to even enter. We all have skins of people we mimic. Ambassadors that are on lunch. Secretaries that called in sick. We hack into their addresses. No alarms are raised, and we can change our appearance if needed.”

      “I can’t change my appearance at command, but you can feed me a skin before I get in. You know I can blend in and sneak around better than anyone. If it’s Reed in there, I’ll be able to get at him without you getting into any danger.”

      “I wouldn’t let you go in alone. Not after seeing what happened to Tricky.”

      “We don’t even know if that works on normal people. Maybe it’s just a warper thing.”

      Ari flinched when he said normal people, even if she knew he didn’t mean it in that way. “And maybe it isn’t just a warper thing. But you alone, unprotected, won’t work.”

      His nostrils flared as if he wanted to fight more, but he didn’t. Dragging a hand through his hair, he leaned back. “Not sure we should tell Mom, though.”

      “It might be one of those ‘ask forgiveness not permission’ things,” Ari said. Ari wasn’t sure how she just got talked into Marco going into VLEX, but that’s how her brother worked. “The tricky part is going to be convincing Patrick that it’s needed. Blur’s the best at hacking in and getting us lines. He’s out right now. They don’t care about finding Reed. They want to find the virus.”

      “What if they are one and the same? I agree with Patrick. I don’t believe in coincidences that much.”

      “Neither do I.” A sinking feeling started in her stomach. If it wasn’t a coincidence, then what role did Reed play in the virus? “That’s what worries me.”
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        * * *

      

      They waited until the following morning’s meeting for Marco bring it up. Even though the others knew Ari better, she knew he had the gift of persuasion in the family. When it was his turn, he remained seated but used his hands to accentuate his point. “They are on the lookout for warpers. If they are smart, and I’m sure they are, there is probably some sort of trigger or warning system in place for code manipulation. Maybe that’s what Tricky hit? I don’t know. But I know Reed, or someone looking like Reed, was there for a reason. He’s our only real lead right now, and I’m best suited to go after him.”

      “Best suited how?” Patrick asked.

      The fact Patrick didn’t dismiss Marco outright made Ari think they had a chance.

      “Look at my history. I know about sneaking through the cracks in the system. I survived with my mom for months with a price on our heads. And if that really is Reed, I’ll know. I spent nearly every waking moment with him growing up. I would know if it was him or someone pretending to be him, maybe even better than Ari.”

      She narrowed his eyes not wanting to agree with that statement. He wouldn’t know how Reed kissed, she thought instead. She wasn’t childish enough to say it aloud, though.

      “Let’s talk it out. What does everyone think?” Patrick opened the floor for discussion.

      Harini spoke first. “It makes sense. The only hard part would be getting him a good cover. Then if he looks different how would Reed recognize him?”

      “It doesn’t matter what I look like. He’ll know it’s me.”

      When Harini gave him a questioning look, Ari said, “They grew up together in and out of VRs, best friends since they were six. If it’s really Reed, he’ll know it’s Marco.”

      Patrick nodded at Joe for his opinion.

      Joe rubbed his chin. “He knows the threats, and he’s right. If you take away our abilities, he is just as capable as us.”

      Patrick didn’t agree or disagree, just turned to Ari. “You’re okay with your brother going in?”

      “I think it’s a great idea, especially because I’m going with him,” Ari said.

      All of a sudden everyone had an opinion. Harini and Patrick were the loudest as they voiced their displeasure at the same time. Ari tried to appear confident about her decision.

      Marco turned to his sister. “I almost had this settled. Are you sure you need to be there?”

      “I’m sure.”

      Patrick cleared his voice and waited until everyone quieted. “Why would we chance you going in? If Reed is the bait, then it is you who they want.”

      “This goes beyond just me. They are attacking all warpers.”

      “Exactly why you shouldn’t go in.” Harini spoke up.

      Ari and Harini had grown close since Ari arrived, but she didn’t need Harini’s concern right now.

      “Two reasons: first, I won’t contact Reed or go near him. I’ll just watch the code and see if anything is suspect. Second, Marco needs protection if this goes south. If they do attack him, I’ll need to come back and manually pull him out. Don’t tell me any one of you would have your family go in there without backup.” Ari looked at the others around the conference table, daring them to argue with her.

      Patrick leaned forward in his chair. “We consider each other family, Ari. Everyone here is a brother or sister. That is why we are worried. I never thought of sending Marco in without backup. But since you just went in with Tricky, and since VisionTech is hunting for you, I think it best for someone else to go with him.”

      Ari took a deep breath, fighting to keep emotion out of her argument. “I appreciate your concern. Everyone’s, really. But being in there with Tricky…” Ari swallowed a lump in her throat. “That’s why I need to go back. If this is VisionTech, and I got distracted when this thing attacked… well, no matter what everyone says, I need to make this right. I need to go in.”

      Everyone was silent for a moment, while Ari tried to reel in her emotions.

      Joe finally broke the silence. “If it was me, I would go. As much as I don’t feel comfortable about it, I think you earned the right.”

      “She won’t be alone,” Marco reminded him.

      “Neither of you will be. I’m going in as well.” Patrick stared at Ari as if daring her to object.

      “What?” Harini asked, the fear evident in her eyes. “Why risk it? We all have enough money to go our own ways and never have to go back in. We may act like gods inside, but we’re not. We’re destructible, look at what they did to Tricky.”

      Patrick’s gaze softened as he turned to Harini. “You’re right, but I never did this for the money.” He turned, letting his gaze rest momentarily on everyone in the room. “If they can use this virus against us, think of the leverage they will have on other warpers. Again, corporations can steal, manipulate, and threaten warpers to do their business for them, but they’ve never had the ability to take out the competition entirely. People’s lives are on the line now. I can’t sit here and let anyone do that, but I can’t expect anything from the rest of you. I won’t pressure any of you in the slightest to go back in.” He turned to Ari in particular. “If anything, I’ll try to keep you out of it.”

      “I’m in. You know that,” Ari said.

      “So am I,” Joe said to Patrick. “I wouldn’t be alive if it wasn’t for you.”

      “Me too,” Harini said.

      Then, walking through the door, Sketchy added, “Me too. I’m always up for a good time.”

      The mood in the room automatically lightened. “We count on you for that. Please have a seat.” Patrick turned to Ari and Marco. “You two can go in, but not without me. We’ll need to get ready.”
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      It took longer than Ari wanted to go back into VLEX to find Reed. Security was beyond tight. Governments, corporations, and other worldwide dignitaries went there. You not only had to have a paycheck to afford that VR realm, you had to have a reason to go in. Joe worked on finding skins. Patrick never liked using the same ones repeatedly if possible.

      A couple of days into working on covers, Blur surfaced from his time with Tricky. The dark circles under his eyes hadn’t changed. Tricky continued to wake up for short periods but not long enough for anyone to evaluate her mental state.

      “Any change?” Joe said keeping his gaze on the screen—a common habit of these guys that drove Ari crazy.

      “Same.” He scratched his head. He looked like he could use a good wash. He pulled back his hair into a tight, short ponytail in back.

      Ari and Marco worked on the other side of the table. She had been showing him the layout of VLEX so he would look like a regular when he went in. She pushed aside the screen, needing to get something off her chest.

      “Blur?”

      He turned, looking half alive.

      The guilt eating a hole away in her gut wasn’t going to lessen anytime soon. “I wanted to say that I’m sorry, Blur. I tried to help her, but it wasn’t enough. I was too slow—”

      He cut off her rambling with a hand. “No. I’m not going to talk about that. Not yet. I’m here to work. That’s all.”

      Joe patted the seat next to him. “I could use the help. This woman from Croatia is looking very promising.”

      Biting her lip, Ari buried her remorse. Blur had the right to not be reminded of his sister for one moment. He had to the right to choose how he dealt with it.

      Marco patted her shoulder in understanding. “Want to walk me through where you found Reed again?”

      They continued working, wanting to be prepared for whatever they found in there. Blur, of course, sped up the process, turning days of work into hours. After an evening meeting with Patrick, they were set to go early the following morning.
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        * * *

      

      Ari woke to her alarm at five in the morning, thinking she’d beat everyone else up. Her mother wasn’t in their shared room though, and by the time she made it to the kitchen Patrick and Marco were already eating. Steaming eggs and bacon mounded their plate, Marco’s nearly gone. He always had a good appetite.

      “I don’t know how you talked me into this,” Patrick said when Ari came down.

      “I didn’t talk you into it, that was all Marco.”

      “No, it was both of you. The same way your mother talked me into a big breakfast. It must be in the genes.” He reached for the coffee and pushed his plate away.

      Ari reached for a strip of bacon off his plate and bit into it. “Sorry.”

      Her mother walked into the kitchen. “Get your own plate, Ariana.”

      “He isn’t finishing his.” She covered her mouth when she spoke to hide the bacon.

      Her mother gave them both looks of disapproval.

      “We won’t be in that long. We’ll get breakfast when we’re back.” Ari realized there were tears glistening in her mother’s eyes. She forgot how hard it must be for her to watch her children do this, when she already lost her husband to it.

      Ari hugged her. “We’ll be back before you know it.”

      “No, you won’t, but I’ll be here waiting and praying, mi nina.”

      “Love you too.” Pushing back her emotions, she stepped back and searched for the coffee.

      Cynthia picked up a mug for her. “I already made it just how you like it with cinnamon and spice.”

      “Gracias.” Ari snagged another piece of bacon and realized Marco and Patrick already left. “I better catch up,” she told her mom and headed back down the hall.

      “You left me there on purpose,” Ari told her brother.

      “I already had to deal with her crying over the pan of eggs. It was your turn.”

      Ari swallowed the sarcastic remark she planned on, and realized he was right.

      They headed down to the basement to the larger of the two VR rooms. While Ari powered up her chair, Patrick logged into the computer. There were four virtual reality chairs in this room, large leather recliners that took up most of the space probably meant for a bedroom. The small desk in the corner held the computer and ran cables to the chairs.

      Joe and Harini came in as well, both with large coffees. Ari wondered how they made it out of the kitchen without eating a full meal. Maybe her mom listened to other people when they turned down food.

      “You didn’t think you guys were leaving while we were asleep, did you?” Harini looked tired, with dark circles under her eyes, but managed a slight smile at Patrick.

      “You didn’t have to.” Ari worried about Harini taking care of herself with everything going on. She had seemed stressed lately, but wasn’t everyone?

      Joe ignored her comment and sat behind the screen as he sipped his coffee. “I’ll watch everyone’s vitals while you’re inside. If there are any big spikes in heart rate or blood pressure, I’m pulling you out. We can’t waste time waiting for you guys to tell us one of the others is in trouble.”

      “I think that’s smart. Keep that in mind, both of you, if things get dicey. And don’t wait to be pulled out. If we’re attacked,” Patrick looked straight at Ari, “leave. Promise me you won’t be stupid. I can’t have another member of my team lying unconscious without answers.” His face hid all emotion, but she heard it in the roughness of his voice.

      “I promise. I’ll pull out if I’m in trouble.” She met his gaze, trying to convey a wealth of emotion and words that she wasn’t even sure of herself.

      “I’ll see you both on the other side.” Acting like this was any other VR trip, Marco plopped down in his seat and snapped the cable into the base of his neck.

      She watched Patrick lie down and plug in as well.

      He glanced over with a soft glance.

      Nodding, she lay back, closed her eyes, and drifted into the other world.
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        * * *

      

      As previously planned, Marco entered the program a couple of blocks in front of Ari and Patrick. Ari recognized the profile that her brother wore. He was taller, older, with gray sprinkled into his short black hair, and his tanned skin now a deep chocolate. Marco was right though, his experience and work in and out of VR made him an excellent choice. Ari just worried about him getting too comfortable inside these programs.

      Ari’s mother reassured her that Marco hadn’t been in the VR since they moved to the church, so a couple of months at least. He straightened the collar on his suit and, with a confident glance over his shoulder, strode away.

      “We’ll keep an eye on him.” Patrick laid a soft hand on her shoulder. “Let’s go get comfortable.”

      She kept her breathing nice and even, trying to calm the nervous energy in her stomach. Ari and Patrick needed to keep a low profile. Nobody thought it was wise for Ari to get near to Reed, if it even was Reed. She could trigger something and link it back to the team.

      Patrick led the way to an Indian restaurant. The two of them ordered drinks to blend in and found a dark corner to sit in. It looked intimate, but it was ideal for the business dealings that often took place inside VLEX. Food was optional, so were drinks. They didn’t cost anything in this realm, since nothing was real. It was a stage for people to relax.

      “How long do you think it will take? He sounded confident it wouldn’t take long to find him.” Patrick sipped the steaming tea in front of him. They had planned for Marco to go to the same café Tricky and Ari had seen Reed at, and around the same time. They would only stay inside for an hour to avoid notice, so this could be a one-day or a two-week mission.

      “Depends. Marco gets easily distracted. A pretty diplomat that can offer him a business opportunity,” she did air quotes around business opportunity, “could keep him occupied for a good hour.”

      Patrick’s eyes widened. “He wouldn’t?”

      “I hope not, but honestly I don’t always know. He seems like he has changed, but he did set up an illegal VR ring at our school.” She hated the nerves that tangled in her stomach.

      A chuckle escaped Patrick, it looked good on him. “Good thing we can keep track of him and make sure he stays on task.” Patrick’s eyes glassed over as if he was staring off in space.

      As a waitress passed their table, Ari leaned forward and placed a hand on his arm to make his expression less noticeable. It took Ari back six months ago, when she was pretending to be an aide and he was pretending to be her boyfriend. A twisted game that turned out to save her life.

      Patrick had not worn a skin back then but wore his true face in the VR, a dangerous move considering. Looking back, Ari wondered why. She’d had to ask him when they returned to the real. Now she watched Patrick wear the skin of an older man, Caucasian, with blondish brown hair and a prominent nose. No one was ugly in VR, not with the skins they had, but this one wasn’t particularly attractive to her. This skin must have been close to this person’s real face.

      The skin Ari wore was similar to this man in nationality, but this skin was for looks. Her slender body curved in all the right places. Her golden hair flowed in waves around her while she tapped her long pink nails on the table.

      He blinked a few times and Ari knew he returned. She pulled back her hand, but not before he glanced at it. Nothing was said.

      “Your brother is pretty smooth. His talents were wasted on old tech. He could sell a lot more than illegal programs.”

      “It is his talent and his curse. None of my girlfriends were safe from his charms.”

      “Sounds like his friends weren’t safe either, if you ended up with Reed,” Patrick pointed out.

      Glancing down, she pushed back the embarrassment that crept up when she talked about Reed to Patrick. It shouldn’t bother her. She scolded herself and looked back up. “Guess not.”

      “Seems like no one is safe from Cynthia either. I think I’ve gained five pounds since your mother started cooking.”

      “You needed it,” Ari told him, then it was her turn to check in on her bother. They knew the path Marco was taking inside the VLEX, so combing through the code of the program didn’t take her long. She didn’t touch or alter the code in any way, nothing to alert anyone of their presence. They just watched to make sure he was okay. Ari found him leaving a coffee shop and flirting with an attendant.

      She pulled back to Patrick in front of her. “Is it possible that it was all in my head, seeing Reed? Maybe it was a hallucination. A symptom of the virus.”

      “Do you think it was? You’re experienced enough to know,” Patrick said.

      Ari shrugged. After she arrived, she had told Patrick of the experiences she had with her father. She was scared that the insanity ran in her family. He explained that using her power inside a program can produce true hallucinations. Just like the headaches and other side effects from her body were trying to warm her.

      “Can we move a little closer, just in case?” Ari asked.

      “Let’s stay here. He’ll move closer in a minute. We blend in more here.”

      Glancing around, Ari realized he was right. The restaurant held small tables, hushed conversations, and dimmed lights. Patrick and Ari looked more like lovers than a business transaction.

      Patrick faded out to check on Marco.

      She sipped her drink and pretended to interact with him. A word here, a touch there helped perpetuate the act to anyone who might be watching.

      “Something’s wrong. Well, not wrong, but feels off. He’s talking to a man. I can’t tell who. Maybe it’s Reed.”

      Ari shot to her feet, faster than she meant too. “Let’s go then.”

      “Wait.” He grabbed her arm with a grip that surprised her.

      “We’ll keep our distance. Promise.” Her nerves wouldn’t let her sit still. Ari could probably see the code for herself but reading the subtleties of Reed in code was more difficult than it sounded. Part of her wanted to see him again as well. Part of her knew it was crazy, but she thought she could will him into existence.

      Standing, Patrick buttoned up his suit jacket. “Alright. Just remember, no changes.”

      “Of course.” With them not knowing if their abilities activated any type of alarm, she wasn’t tempted to use them. Not yet at least.

      They started walking and Ari struggled to keep her pace relaxed. Finally, Patrick took her hand. It soothed her and reminded her of the role she played.

      They walked for a couple of blocks. The click of her heels on the stone paths kept a steady rhythm. Then they pulled up short and there he was… Reed. He stood an arm’s width apart from Marco.

      They spoke about something, but Ari couldn’t hear what. She should have dived into the code to see, but she was still in shock that he was here. A rush of memories flooded her mind as she took him in. His hair looked freshly cut, but that could be the program. His shoulders were strong and wide. Her body wanted to puddle in the middle of the walkway, real or not, while at the same time, guilt gnawed at her stomach. She had left him behind. He was supposed to be safe, not here in VLEX.

      Patrick pulled her to the side as to not upset the flow of pedestrians. “Hey, you still with me?”

      She snapped back to the present. “Sorry.” She stepped close to a shop. The crowds pushed them close together, closer than any business acquaintances should be, but her attention was on Reed and Marco.

      Just then, she felt a tall presence behind her, breathing heavily. “And here I thought you missed me.”
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      Ari didn’t need to look over her shoulder to know it was Reed. His voice, rich timbre tones, resonated in her ear. VisionTech had even got the smell down, his spicy warmth tugged at her emotions. She cursed her body’s immediate reaction to seeing him.

      Turning her head, Ari saw the other Reed still carried on a conversation with Marco. Her brother didn’t realize they had more than one Reed here. As she turned around, she found the skin was modified slightly. VisionTech couldn’t have little clones walking around here, that would be too obvious. Even though she didn’t know how they got these two inside the program at all.

      The person before her wore Reed’s face, but it had matured ten years or so. He had a little more weight in his cheeks and longer hair that was neatly pulled back into a ponytail at the nape of his neck.

      An odd feeling crept over her, like they had entered some aging stimulation to see how they looked when they grew older. It was disturbing, really. She realized his eyes were wrong, too dark and narrow. Enough that the average person wouldn’t recognize it, but Ari did. She who had studied that face for longer than she’d want to admit.

      It wasn’t Reed. But it if wasn’t him, who was it?

      Patrick stepped around her, putting space between her and the fake Reed. “Maybe we should take this discussion to another location.” He motioned down the street to Marco and the other Reed.

      This fake Reed shook his head. “This way.” He turned, waiting for them to follow.

      Ari looked at Patrick, questioning. “If they were going to attack, it would have happened by now.” Blur’s theory of warping triggering the virus could possibly be right.

      Patrick nodded, and they hurried to catch up. He turned into an alleyway that opened to a private courtyard containing small benches and a few trees. She never remembered it being here. “That’s far enough,” Patrick said, stopping at the entrance. It still gave him a visual on Marco.

      The impostor turned, a sick grin on his face.

      “What do you want?” Ari asked, tired of the games.

      His dark eyes held pleasure as he watched Ari. “I guess what you want is pretty obvious.” He motioned to his body, then waltzed towards her provocatively. “What is it about this form that draws you in? I would have thought you’d put your boyfriend in this skin by now if that’s what you’re really after.”

      Patrick stepped in front of her before the man could reach her. “You’re going to a new low. Where does VisionTech find scum like you?”

      Anger pounded in her heart, and she forced herself to control it before Joe pulled her out of the program. “Don’t protect me.” She spoke in low tones. “I could take him out with my bare hands.”

      “Please,” the impostor spread his hands out wide in invitation.

      Ari stepped next to Patrick. She didn’t need her abilities as a warper to attack. Even though she couldn’t do real physical harm, she’d love to try. She’d hate for Niomi’s training to go to waste.

      “I’ll ask you again.” Patrick spoke calmly. “What do you want from us?”

      “To turn yourself in. You play by different rules and act like gods in here with no thought of the real world.”

      “God, Reed,” Marco said from behind. “Do you get uglier by the minute or what? That makeover is the worst. At least the last prick had the common sense to keep the hair short. Reed could never pull off long hair. He tried it once in the sixth grade. I spit gum in it on purpose just to do the poor guy a favor.” Marco pushed past the others and sat on a nearby bench.

      “So the last one wasn’t him either?” Ari hoped one of these skins would be the real deal.

      “Hell no. Didn’t have the nerdy charisma that drew you to him.” Marco lifted a leg on the bench casually, but Ari knew him enough to know he could be off the bench in a second.

      “You had a long enough conversation with him,” Ari said.

      “These wannabes are fun to chat with, aren’t they?” He motioned to the skin in front of them.

      “Personally, I’m not enjoying it.” Patrick kept his eyes focused on the impostor.

      Without warning, Ari felt the presence of others at her back. Two men and a woman. They weren’t there by accident. Ari stepped closer to Marco, trying not to feel intimidated.

      “I didn’t think VisionTech had this many resources.” Patrick motioned to the others, while turning so they were no longer at his back.

      The fake Reed shook his head. “This is bigger than VisionTech, when you had your girl announce to the realm that we couldn’t police our own. VisionTech is paying its dues and so will you.”

      “If you had the virus, you would have used it by now,” Patrick called his bluff.

      Ari wondered if that was true. If this was bigger than VisionTech, it had to be government related. Maybe whatever group ran VLEX was behind this. All of a sudden, Ari felt very small and very outmanned. Patrick and the team had resources, yes, but nothing like VLEX. They helped run the world. Sweat gathered at the nape of her neck. She tried to swallow and not be overwhelmed with the ramifications just yet.

      The imposter just smiled at Patrick. “I wanted you to spread the word. We can go on killing warpers like you, such blood-sucking ticks. Or you can join our forces, and become functioning members of society for once in your life. Either way, your other teammates deserve a chance.”

      Marco strode forward. “Functioning members of society? Do you hear the crap you’re dishing? Please tell me you’re making millions reciting this script?”

      Ari stepped next to Marco, not wanting him in a line of fire clearly directed at her. “Please, Marco, let me.” Without hesitation, she punched the fake Reed in the face. He didn’t deserve to wear that face.

      “Nice,” Marco said.

      As the man recovered, Marco stepped forward fists up. Several others appeared behind the imposter who now held his bleeding nose. The alleyway exit that had been open to the public was now closed off. Either they were warpers or had one hell of a program.

      Patrick swore under his breath. “They want us to use our abilities.”

      “Don’t worry. I don’t need to.” She turned and sprinted towards them. Niomi had taught her doing the unexpected in a fight always had interesting results. She ducked low, hoping to take out a woman’s legs. Before she connected, she was flung back into reality, gasping as she stared at the ceiling.

      Her limbs tingled as if ready to strike, but now had nothing but air to fight. Her head throbbed, the usual headache from her time inside. Rubbing her temples, she closed her eyes, trying to ease the pressure.

      I’m Ariana Mendez. I’m eighteen. I’m in the real.

      Patrick interrupted her normal mantra. Evidently, Patrick didn’t want to give anyone time to wake in the real. “That was so irresponsible and reckless. How dare you pull a stunt like that? We could have learned more by talking to them…” Patrick continued ranting while Joe came over and checked everyone’s vitals.

      Ari winced as his loud tone aggravated her headache. Opening her eyes, she squinted against the bright lights. She turned her head to see Marco, who was already unplugged with a big smile on his face.

      He turned to look at her. “That’s one hell of a hook. Where did you learn that?”

      Laughter bubbled out of her. Completely inappropriate laughter. Yes, Reed was in danger, warpers were threatened, and who knew what came next. The world may be going to hell, but at least her brother approved of her fighting. He would have loved Niomi.

      Patrick stopped talking and looked between the two of them, shaking his head.

      “How mad do you think he is?” Marco asked her as if Patrick wasn’t standing there silently.

      Ari pushed up, ignoring the lightheaded feeling and black dancing dots. “Patrick, I know I may have been rash back—”

      “You think?” He raised his brows.

      “Sarcasm isn’t your color,” Marco interrupted.

      “Please, Marco,” Ari glared at him.

      “Does he ever know when to shut his mouth?” Joe stepped back after finishing with Ari.

      “No, unfortunately,” Ari told Joe then turned back to Patrick. “I know it didn’t go like you hoped but look at what we learned.”

      “What? That you have a hell of a hook?” Patrick repeated Marco’s words. Patrick’s frustration kept him from seeing things clearly.

      “We know they probably had warpers, but they weren’t that good. Not like anyone here. And the fact they could change the program in the VLEX during main hours means that either they don’t care if they are caught or something else. There was a reason they didn’t attack us. Maybe something we did triggered the virus.”

      “Or they chose not to attack us,” Patrick said, sitting down on a nearby chair.

      “Maybe… but why wouldn’t they?”

      Joe returned to his computer. “Hoping that the virus is only triggered by our abilities is unrealistic. I think our abilities make us targets, maybe triggering an alert inside a realm. But if they really have the code for that virus, then they could use it on anyone. I think they were after something else.”

      Patrick moved to look at Joe’s screen. “What did you find?”

      “While you guys were inside, multiple people were hitting pretty hard at the IP addresses we had for you three. They were organized, focused, and would have broken through in seconds if I had let them. Both Blur and I worked furiously to counteract them to buy you enough time. I had to pull you when I knew we’d exhausted all our tricks.”

      Marco cussed under his breath as he brushed the hair out of his face.

      “You were talking to one of the impostor Reeds for a while. What did he have to say?” A small part of her couldn’t help but be disappointed that none of them were the real Reed.

      “I knew right off that it wasn’t him. But they did a pretty good job replicating him.”

      “How did you know?” Patrick asked, turning back to the two of them.

      “I referenced the first and only girl we ever fought over, and he was clueless.”

      “Who?” It slipped out before Ari could stop it.

      “No need for jealousy, sis. It was our first-grade teacher.”

      “What did he say he wanted?” Patrick brought the conversation back on track.

      “He wanted to make sure Ari was okay. Wanted my help to get out. He asked more questions, wanting info, but I hinted that I was hiding out in the Ritz.”

      She remembered rumors of the Ritz from when she lived at home. A fancy neighborhood Ari wasn’t even allowed to come within a mile of. “They’ll think you’re with Tessa.” Ari worried about the backlash with her friend.

      Marco shrugged. “Probably, but she can take care of herself. Her dad’s into enough sketchy stuff, and they are well protected.”

      Patrick picked up a nearby tablet and typed something in. “This is bigger than VisionTech. What they did in there without triggering an alarm… It could go as high as the board that controls VLEX. But why would they partner with VisionTech?”

      “Maybe because of the affirmation you made me do before I could join the team,” Ari reminded him. Not that she completely disagreed with that decision. Governments needed to know the lengths companies are going to manipulate the vote, but she didn’t love being the poster child for that.

      “We have protocols in place.” He tapped the screen one last time and looked up. “We expected a backlash, but not a virus. Genius really, if it wasn’t killing us. I need to go talk to Harini.” A determination steadied his eyes, and Ari knew that look. He left without another word.

      Joe followed behind him.

      “Are we supposed to follow?” Marco motioned to the others.

      Ari shrugged. “He’ll go over it tonight. So, unless you want to follow Patrick, picking up the crumbs of thoughts he leaves along the way, I’d wait.”

      “O-kay.” Marco jumped off the chair and headed to the computer.

      “Whatcha doing?” Ari followed him.

      “I just wanted to look at their attacks. Make sure we’re secure. If they tracked the skins we went in under, it’s not too long of a chain to find us.”

      A chill went down Ari’s back, realizing that despite their remote location in such a large world, it can be very small with a single technical error. She watched over Marco’s shoulder as he flipped through the firewalls in place, double checking for a glitch in the system.

      “He covered our tracks,” Marco motioned to the screen. “But they were definitely keeping us there as long as possible. It’s good we left when we did.”

      “See, sometimes my rash decisions pay off.”

      Marco chuckled.

      “What’s that?” Ari pointed to a file sent to Patrick’s IP address.

      “Huh? Let me scan that before I open it.” Marco’s fingers flew over the keyboard. “It’s message of some sort. Could be a warning from VLEX security for an IP we hacked. Give me a minute to see if I can see it without it coming back to bite my backside.”

      Joe stuck his head in, “Hey, Marco, Patrick wants an extra pair of hands to run a test.”

      “Sure thing.” He turned to the screen and it was still processing the file. “Let me know if it is anything,” he said to Ari before heading off.

      Ari waited until the file opened. Inside was a message. She couldn’t tell who it was sent from, but the code at the top was instantly recognizable as longitude and latitude, followed by a date and location code. “If you want Reed to remain alive, be there.”

      Ari stepped back until she hit the wall. After the shock faded, her mind sped through her options. Moving towards the fate that lay in front of her, she memorized the coordinates. Then, with a click of the mouse, deleted it.
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      Standing in front of the screen, Ari realized the weight of what she did and ran through the consequences. There was no way she could leave Reed to that fate. None. But she couldn’t put others at risk rescuing him, not when they had so much on their plate with Tricky and the virus.

      Even Marco had become a member of the team, enjoying his job, which Ari never thought possible. If she involved Marco in lying, sneaking out, and defying orders, there was no way to tell if Patrick or the others would welcome him back. They may even kick her out, but that was a risk she’d be willing to take.

      “You okay?” Harini asked from the doorway.

      Startled, Ari tried to smooth out her features. “Yeah, I’m good. What’s going on?”

      “Patrick called everyone into Joe’s office. You coming?”

      Ari checked her HUB and noticed a message from Patrick. “Yes. Of course.” She flipped off the screen and followed Harini down the hall.

      Joe and Marco were intently working on the screens in front of them, Patrick watching from behind.

      When Harini and Ari entered, Patrick lifted his attention. “Thanks for coming so quick. I had some files and people that needed to be vetted.”

      “What happened this morning?” Harini asked.

      “Ari can catch you up with the details, but the overall take away was that our targets have changed. While VisionTech may have played a role, there is someone bigger behind the attacks, possibly members of the Board.”

      “Oh…” Harini’s shocked face seemed a bit exaggerated given the news.

      Maybe these players were worse than Ari imagined.

      Marco glanced up at his sister. “What did that last file contain?”

      Ari stiffened. “Nothing.”

      Raising a brow, Marco watched Ari intently.

      “What file?” Patrick turned to her as well.

      “Nothing, an empty file. Something Marco found looking over some of our IP addresses.”

      “Ahh, good. Thanks for checking.” Patrick turned back to the screen.

      However, Marco didn’t seem as easily convinced. He held Ari’s gaze for a few more seconds, his brow furrowed and eyes narrow. When Ari gave nothing away, he turned back to his screen.

      Another shovel of dirt for the hole she was digging for herself. She didn’t have another option. It wasn’t fair to ask Patrick or the others to divert resources to help rescue Reed. Not when Tricky was still unconscious for most of the day. Anyway, these types of projects weren’t their forte. They excelled in computers, not hand to hand combat. She needed her old trainer for that, but that wasn’t an option either since she worked for VisionTech.

      He glanced back up at Harini and Ari. “Joe has sent you the files.”

      “Great. We’ll get to work.” Harini turned to leave, and Ari followed.

      Harini asked about what happened, and Ari went through the events of the morning. She was grateful for the distraction. Yet even with the conversation, there was a little nagging reminder in the back of her head that the real trouble hadn’t even begun.
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      The next couple of days were filled with work, work, and more work. The information on those behind the virus came in bits and pieces. Thankfully, Joe’s contact on the dark web helped fill in the gaps and missing pieces. Unfortunately, Ari hadn’t come as far along with figuring out how to get to Reed.

      The coordinates for the meeting spot were in the European Union, specifically the Spanish corridor. Ari had no clue how to make it there in the next week. If she had to make a late night run for it, it’d have to be soon. Traveling across the ocean didn’t leave a lot of options with a tight schedule.

      Since it was the weekend, Patrick called for a movie night for the group. He did group activities every now and then to help with stress and group morale. With everything going on, it had been a while since the last one. They also held a ping-pong tournament with chores and food on the line. The bets went high, and Patrick was just finishing up toilet duty after he lost to Blur.

      Tonight though, Marco helped download a recent movie. Ari’s mom made cheesy popcorn while Sue made cookies and chocolate candies. There was enough junk food mounding the table to feed the neighboring town.

      Large over-stuffed couches filled the room, and everyone spread out. A couple of people had pillows and took up positions on the floor. The only one missing was Blur, who was with Tricky. She had started waking up every day for ten or fifteen minutes, but Ari hadn’t been able to talk to her yet.

      Patrick stood up in front of the screen. “I wanted to touch base about—”

      “This isn’t a meeting,” Harini said from the couch with a bowl of popcorn on her lap. “This is movie night, Patrick.”

      He held up a hand. “I know, I know. Sorry. But I wanted to let you know. Joe made a big breakthrough. He found the physical location of one of the designers of the virus.”

      Words of surprise and excitement ran up through the room. People congratulated Joe, who looked completely uncomfortable with, or maybe just annoyed by, all the attention. Ari wasn’t surprised by Joe’s ability but impressed.

      “I’ll soon be searching for a security team to retrieve it.” Patrick had to raise his voice to get everyone’s attention.

      Harini threw popcorn at Patrick. “No more work.”

      “Okay, okay. It is now time for The Zombie Void.”

      Another round of cheers sprang up as it started. Patrick took a seat near Ari. He offered a kind smile then turned his attention to the movie.

      Ari couldn’t concentrate on the movie, even with half-dead people roaming around eating brains. Her thoughts kept going back to what Patrick said and her problem with Reed. Her timeline was narrowing down and her options running out.

      She sat up and scooted over to Patrick.

      He glanced at her but kept his voice low. “What’s up?”

      “Thinking about what you said earlier.”

      He nodded to show he was listening.

      “About the security team.” She leaned towards him in an attempt to keep their conversation private. “It’s dangerous to involve outside help. And if they get the drive and realize how valuable it is, they may not hand it over. I think I should go and retrieve it.”

      His gaze flicked towards her, eyes wide with surprise. “Too dangerous.”

      “I trained with Niomi and proven myself more than capable—”

      Harini threw popcorn at her. “Be quiet. No work allowed.”

      “We’ll talk after the movie.”

      “Fine.” Ari scooted back to her side just as another throat was torn out. Not able to watch any more of this, she left.

      Wandering to Tricky’s room, she found Blur asleep in the chair next to his sister. Ari nudged him gently. “Why don’t you head off to bed? I can sit with her awhile.”

      He stirred, wiping the sleep from his eyes. “Actually, I could really use a shower. I can be back in fifteen minutes.”

      Ari wanted to push him more to rest and sleep, but she remembered when her brother was in the same position. “Take as long as you need.”

      He left and Ari took up the watch in his chair. Tricky’s fair skin took a pale and ghostly appearance. Her golden hair brushed over one shoulder. Her beauty was only highlighted as she slept. Tricky would have hated that.

      Ari reached for her hand. Tricky’s painted black nail polish had started to grow out, showing the white half-moons underneath. Her hand was cold, icy. It reminded Ari of death and she held it tight, trying to transfer her warmth. How could Ari fix this mess she helped cause?

      “You know I have an opportunity to find who’s behind the attack.” Ari’s voice came out in a strained whisper, tight with emotion and guilt. If anyone could possibly understand this decision, it was Tricky. “No one else knows about it, someone has Reed, probably the same ones who put him in VLEX. I assume they want me in exchange for him. I don’t want to ask more of the team. Patrick has done enough for me. This is my battle to fight, my baggage that I dragged to the team, but is sneaking off ruining what trust I built here…” Ari trailed off, keeping one hand on top of Tricky.

      “Go.” Tricky’s words were hoarse but startled Ari.

      She flinched, then looked around for a drink. Should she notify Sue or Blur? Unsure, she turned back to Tricky. “Do you need a drink? What can I get you?”

      “Go get the bastard who did this.” Her ice-blue eyes were sharp. “Go get them.”

      “She’s awake.” Sue hurried into the room. “I just got the notification. How are you doing Tricky?”

      Ari stepped back as Sue went to work testing vitals and bringing Tricky a drink. Rooted in place, she thought of Tricky’s words. Go get them. Soon Blur hurried back in with wet hair. Ari moved by the door to give them room to work, and Harini appeared next to her.

      “She’s awake?” Harini asked, worry etched into her brow. She had been by Tricky’s bedside almost as much as Sue.

      “Yeah. Movie over?” Ari tried to act normal, which took effort with the whirlwind of emotion going on inside from Tricky’s words.

      “Just about. It wasn’t that good.” Harini rubbed her bare arms.

      “You’ve been here a lot with Tricky. Almost as much as Sue. I never knew you two were so close.” Ari felt guilty for not being here more, helping, even though there wasn’t much to do.

      “Hard for anyone to be close to Tricky, besides her brother. I just figured if we are supposed to be a family, we should act like it.”

      Ari tried not to be defensive. “We’re all worried and working as much as we can.”

      “I know.” Harini watched Tricky, something unsettled in her expression. “She’ll make it. She’s stronger than most.”

      “True.” But what then? Ari needed to make this right. More than ever she needed to convince Patrick to be on the team to find the programmer. “I gotta go.”

      Hari stepped into the hall and found the others headed her way.

      In the midst, Marco was complaining. “I’m not buying that the zombie really loved her. He kept looking at her as a midnight snack.”

      “Who knows?” Patrick replied, but was focused on Ari in front of them. “Joe, do you have a minute to talk with Ari and I?”

      Joe nodded.

      “Let’s head to my office.” Patrick looked around at the people still visiting.

      “What about business?” Marco asked.

      “Your sister had a proposition she wanted to discuss.”

      “Nothing big.” She told her brother.

      “Care if I join?” Marco said.

      Ari said, “No,” at the same time Patrick said, “Sure.”

      “Great,” Marco placed a hand on her shoulder. “Lead the way.”

      She couldn’t help but roll her eyes as her nosy brother joined them on the way to the office. Patrick and Joe were up ahead, and Marco stayed near with a hand on her shoulder.

      “I know something is up, little sis. You can’t hide it from me.”

      “Just shut it for once. Okay.” She glared at him.

      Turning into the office, they all took a seat around the table.

      “Do you want to tell them or should I?” Patrick asked Ari.

      Ari focused her argument. “I think that hiring an outside security team to get the designer will be too dangerous. It exposes us as a team.”

      Looking around the table, Joe and Marco didn’t protest. Her argument made sense, but neither of them outright agreed either. Marco gave her a familiar questioning look.

      “And…” Patrick pushed her to continue.

      “And I think with my past training, I should go and retrieve.” She tried to look confident, a lot more confident than she felt. It wouldn’t be easy to retrieve it, but it would give her an excuse to leave. She’d have to figure out how to rescue Reed and retrieve the drive.

      Marco chuckled. “That’s a good one. Yeah, Mom would let you go out alone to steal a drive from some dirty programmer.”

      “She wouldn’t have to go alone.” Joe’s calm demeanor actually appeared to be considering it.

      Ari wanted to go alone, though. “I don’t want to endanger anyone else.”

      “That isn’t your call to make,” Patrick told her, some bite in his voice. He wasn’t happy about Joe’s agreement. “I won’t send you out alone, if I send you out at all. I’ll respect you enough to have a discussion about it. Joe knows this contact the best, so I wanted his opinion.”

      Everyone turned to Joe. “I agree. An outside security team is only motivated by money, and someone would have to go out just to retrieve the drive. Dealing with those kinds of people is always tricky.”

      “You think we’re capable of retrieving the drive on our own?”

      Joe shrugged. “I don’t know, but it’s worth the recon to find out. There are rumors of a guy that goes by Echo on the dark web, but they are rumors. I don’t know who or what we’ll come into. I had to pay a lot and dig a ton to get this address. Finding what’s there and what we’re up against would be smart before we decide our next step.”

      “If it’s recon, then Ari doesn’t have to go. I can.” Marco leaned forward.

      “No.” Her abrupt response had everyone turning towards her. She couldn’t give her hand away now. “I want to go. I want to be the one that helps Tricky. I was there when she went under.” Ari stared at her hands on the table. It helped that this lie was partly true. After a difficult swallow, she turned to Patrick. “I want to go, please.”

      “Since everyone is so eager to go, how about all three of you?” Patrick purposed. “I can’t leave right now, but I trust you three to stay out of trouble.”

      Marco’s grin grew a little too wide.
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      That night, Reed came to her in her sleep. He stood in the middle the road in VLEX with shops and restaurants lining both sides of the street, except the VR morphed around them. Shops changed color or grew twice their size. One rolled backwards, a new store popping up in its place. It felt like a warper took too many tabs and couldn’t think straight. But amid all the confusion, Reed remained focused on her.

      She tried to step forward and reach out for his hand, but with every step the distance between them grew. As her steps increased the distance still didn’t change, like she was on some sort of treadmill. Finally, she screamed out his name and flung herself forward.

      Sitting up in bed with sheets twisted around her legs, she panted as if she had been running a mile. Turning to see if she woke her mother, Ari found Cynthia already gone. Checking the time on her HUB, she realized her mom must be getting an early start on breakfast.

      Without dwelling on her dream and the knot of guilt in her stomach, Ari hurried to get ready for the day. The sooner they left, the sooner she could find Reed. There was a red-eye flight that night to Central Europe that she wanted to be on.

      Once in the sky, Marco continued to give her sideways looks. She ignored him and kept her emotions tucked nicely away. Ari lucked out that the programmer was a day away on a tram from the meeting point with Reed. A plane might be an option, but security would be harder. That gave her a bit of time to work with Marco and Joe then figure out a way to lose them. It’s not that she discounted their mission or even lied about her desire to help. Even if that message about Reed never came, she’d want to be in on this.

      The guilt about Tricky had gnawed away at her. It just combined with all the guilt she felt for Reed, and she would do whatever she could to save them both.

      Joe traveled quietly and sat apart from Ari and Marco. He thought it best to avoid undue attention. Ari tried to sleep as much as possible on the flights. Any conversation with Marco led to questions Ari didn’t want to answer, and feigning sleep helped avoid lying. Marco watched her a little too closely, but she ignored him and focused at the job at hand.

      They arrived in the middle of the night, but amid the cosmopolitan town they didn’t stand out. They landed in the German sector of Europe, but simple translators helped with any needed communication. Grabbing a cab, they drove to a hotel for the night. They caught a few hours of sleep and then headed out with the rest of the morning rush.

      Ari found a small cafe near Echo’s apartment. Busy enough to blend in but close enough to get a feel for the land. They sat on the outside patio, a cool crisp chill to the air countered by the steaming latte in front of her. She picked at her muffin while Marco pulled out a smoke.

      “When did you start doing that again?” Ari asked.

      He shrugged, not answering.

      “He is an ant in a hive,” Joe ignored her worry and focused on the twenty-story apartment building across the street. “How do we step inside without tripping the alarm?”

      “How do we even catch a glimpse of this Echo without setting off every alarm he has in place? And trust me, he has more than we can imagine.” Marco took another drag of his electronic cigarette.

      “I can put up some discreet cameras and watch the building. We should be able to rule out most people as we use their face to research their digital history,” Joe suggested.

      Joe would suggest something like that, Ari thought. He could sit for hours waiting, combing through data. She didn’t have that kind of timeline.

      “How about I approach?” Ari wasn’t scared of some antisocial hermit programmer.

      Both Joe and Marco disagreed.

      “No,” Marco exhaled. “We need to see what we’re dealing with before we chance that he might research you and find out more than we want.”

      Ari bit the inside of her check and wondered how to chase a rabbit from its hole. “How about a fire?”

      “Flush him out?” Joe arched a brow in interest.

      “They have cameras, expert fire suppressant systems, and more. We can’t just flick a switch and he appears,” Marco said.

      “Our answer lies in the building.” Joe stood up, signaling they were leaving.

      Ari grabbed the last bite of her muffin and picked up her coffee to go. “Guess the sight-seeing tour is over.”

      Marco chuckled. “Can you see Joe on a tour?”

      Joe ignored them both and headed in the direction of the hotel a few blocks away. Marco trailed behind, letting the space between them widen.

      “What are you planning?” He spoke in quiet tones, but loud enough for her to hear.

      She glanced at him dismissively, then turned her gaze forward. “What are you talking about?”

      “You’ve never been able to lie to me, so don’t try to start now. You look like that time you snuck out to go dancing.”

      Ari didn’t want to know how he knew about that. “I’m just nervous about Tricky.”

      “Ariana. Don’t lie to me. You better not be planning anything stupid with this guy Echo. Trust me, you don’t know men like this.”

      Ari was surprised and happy, her brother was so off track with her intentions. “And you do?”

      He took another drag. “Yes, I do. I worked with them a lot. They are more paranoid than all of us put together and have the smarts to protect themselves.”

      “So how are we going to get the drive then?” Ari asked.

      “Not sure. But we’ll come up with something.”

      They spent the rest of the day placing cameras all over to cover the building. They couldn’t be too conspicuous, so they took turns, planting them in any bushes or vegetation, on the back of streetlights, windowsills, and anywhere else Joe could think of. Then, back in their room, they began the process of elimination, painstaking and boring.

      Marco picked up dinner, and they all sat around the small table in their room eating an Asian-inspired dish.

      “Only you, Marco, would pick up an Asian dish while in the German sector.” Ari picked at a noodle.

      “It was close and smelled amazing. Don’t be picky.”

      As she took another bite, she realized she was grateful for his choice.

      “We will be here long enough to try all the local food.” Joe told her as he opened a bottle of water.

      Her fork froze in her dish. “What do you mean?”

      “I messaged Patrick and told him the situation. We’ll be here for a while until Echo surfaces.”

      “A while?” Ari would have to jump ship sooner rather than later. It wasn’t like she was abandoning them, though. This was just gathering information. Nothing they couldn’t do without her.

      “What’s wrong? You need to get back?” Marco asked.

      “No.” She shook her head. “Just didn’t think it’d be that long.”

      “We’ll need to start hitting up local VR joints to see if there is any hint of him around. Here’s his list of aliases.” Joe pulled up his screen, and they began discussing the case again.

      Ari struggled to stay present, her mind continually wandering back to the clock counting down. For all she knew, that cryptic message was fake or some kind of trap, just like seeing him in VLEX. Or maybe, just maybe, it was Reed trying to find her. It didn’t matter. She had to find out for sure. She’d gladly give up her freedom for his. Whatever her old trainer, Niomi, promised, it evidently hadn’t worked. Reed didn’t deserve to pay the price for her choices.

      

      The following day passed in a blur of takeout and staring at their computers. The third day, Ari woke with a headache and chased it away with caffeine, aspirin, and a hot shower. She dressed quickly and packed a few extra toiletries in her bag. With less than a day remaining until the meet-up, this was the day she had to leave. She just hadn’t figured out how yet.

      She stepped out of the bathroom to find Marco and Joe already back at work. They had made progress in their search, narrowing it down to two guys and one woman. While they continued to watch over Echo’s apartment building, they expanded their search.

      Various breakfast items were scattered on the dresser, and Ari picked up a bagel. Marco stood and stretched his back. Joe used the only desk, so Marco and Ari made makeshift desks on the beds. Marco grabbed a drink and leaned against a dresser. “Did you get a chance to go through the list of local VR forums?” he asked Joe.

      “Yeah, most the Sprawl game series. But a few local ones for socialization.” Joe leaned back in the chair and focused on Marco. “Want to start going in?”

      “Sure,” Marco shrugged, but Ari worried it meant more to him than that. He had the propensity to be a VR addict, wishing he could live in the VR instead of out of it.

      “Maybe you should go in,” Ari turned to Joe, “being a warper and all.”

      “There’s a lot of places to check out,” Joe said. “It’ll need all three of us to find info about a local programmer for hire. Locally is probably one of the few places he shows his face.”

      She glanced at her brother but didn’t say a word.

      He must have noticed her worried look. “I’ll be fine. I have barely been in and it will be for shorter stints.” Marco smiled his salesman smile, and then turned to Joe, who had been watching them, to explain. “I had a little episode a year ago with the VR, and my sister worries, but I’m fine.”

      “I trust you to know your limits.” Joe pushed back from his desk and stood. “I have to do some work with the cameras we installed and add a couple more near the closest VR joint. I’m hoping we’ll get some matches between them. So, if both of you can hit up the VR joints today, I’ll take the shift tonight or tomorrow.”

      With the bagel halfway to her mouth, she froze. This was her out. They both would be busy and wouldn’t realize she was gone for awhile, but Marco…

      Her brother had been in a VR coma not even two years ago and would now be spending the day back inside. And if she left, that would make even more work for him, putting him at more of a risk. What kind of sister would do that?

      Marco set down his drink, oblivious to Ari’s dilemma. “I’ll head out in a bit. I’m going to take a shower first.” Glancing at Ari, he added. “Don’t worry, sis. I’ll be fine.”

      Swallowing the sick taste in her mouth, she set down her bagel. Disgust and guilt never tasted good. Marco went to shower, while Joe packed a bag.

      He glanced up at her. “You alright? Marco has been doing very well. I’m sure he’ll be fine, but if you’re worried you can talk more to him. It’s okay if we stay longer and just you and I go in the VR.”

      Pursing her lips, she nodded. “Thanks for offering, but you’re right. He knows his limits.” She wondered who she was trying to convince: Joe or herself.

      “Alright. I’m heading out then. You’ll probably be gone by the time I return. You know how to get ahold of me.” Joe motioned to their HUBS on their wrist. They had an encrypted channel he set up for the three of them to use.

      Alone in the room, she stared at the electronic watch on her wrist. The seconds ticked by, and she realized it was now or never. If she saw Marco again, she wouldn’t be able to hide it from him. Or face him, feeling like she was picking Reed over him. Her justification was that Marco would want her to do that. He loved Reed like family. Before she could change her mind, she grabbed her bag, and headed out of the door.

      Nerves made her heart rate pick up, and she left the hotel. She messaged her brother that she was headed out to start on the VRs, then added an additional message to be delivered at lunch. She didn’t want to worry them when they found out she was missing.

      

      Flipping through her HUB, she considered whether to take a plane or tram. There wasn’t a flight for a couple hours, and she worried Joe would be able to track her in the airport. With tighter security, she’d have to use the identification Joe created for her to get on a plane. That wouldn’t work. After checking the tram station and schedule, she turned off her HUB and disconnected the battery. If anyone could figure out how to track her HUB, it would be Joe.

      Marco would be mad but would get over it. Since he also cared for Reed, hopefully he would understand why she had to do it, and without him. She couldn’t chance Marco becoming another piece for VisionTech to manipulate her with.

      It only took twenty minutes for her to make her way to the tram station. She soon had her route scheduled to get her to the Spanish sector. She took a couple trams to get her there in time.

      Despite the quiet dark tram, she couldn’t sleep. She closed her eyes and leaned back against the seat, but instead of resting she obsessed about her plan and all the ways it could go wrong. That same edgy nervous feeling followed her through a few different sectors of the European Union. She made it to the Spanish sector as the sun rose.
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      In the tram’s bathroom, Ari had put on new fingerprints and pulled out the new identity. She wrapped her hair into a low pony and put on a ball cap that she’d taken from Marco. It wasn’t the best disguise, but it would have to do. She spent the next couple of hours scoping out the area. She’d stolen some spare cameras from Joe and placed them indiscreetly at store fronts and along the street.

      Keeping the video feeds linked to the HUB on her arm, she went out for breakfast and privacy. The Spanish sector of Europe felt the closest to home than Ari had felt for a while. Ari never learned to speak Spanish fluently, though her grandmother used to speak it when Ari was a child. Ari let the words and smells of the country comfort her as she prepared for the meet up.

      Even at breakfast they used a spicy chorizo that would challenge her mother’s. Ari enjoyed her meal at a small café under a sunny sky and soaked it all in. The potted flowers on the nearby building and the old men gossiping over coffee felt almost normal, like she could pretend she lived here and had an average life. A life where she lived in one city, had a job she could be proud off, and Reed. Her life would always include Reed.

      She glanced at her HUB again, flipping through the cameras. Unfortunately, there was nothing to see. Even reviewing the recorded data, there was no one familiar or out of place near the meeting site. She would continue watching until they showed up. She had no intention of showing until she saw Reed, and even then she hoped for an opportunity to grab him on the way to or from the meeting site.

      Ari’s table sat outside near an alley that provided an easy exit if needed. Finishing her drink, she glanced on her screen and flipped through the different camera views again. The meeting spot was only a couple of blocks away. She wondered why VisionTech would pick this spot. If they wanted to take her against her will, there would definitely be a scene.

      Unless there was something she missed. Watching nearby shops from behind her dark glasses, she scoured the cameras for possible exits and found none. There were a few storefronts to drag someone into, maybe. Or maybe VisionTech had enough leverage she would go with them willingly. Across the street there were apartment buildings, making it a great viewpoint for whoever wanted to watch.

      With less than thirty minutes until the meet-up, she kept a close watch on her HUB. An uneasiness crept under her skin, a feeling that she missed something. Only a few minutes left until noon. She pushed back from the table to find a better viewpoint.

      “Have a seat. I think this is a much cozier meeting spot for old friends than a street corner. Don’t you think?”

      Ari’s stomach dropped at the sound of the voice. Memories flooded her, both good and bad. Of all the people to use Reed against her, Ari didn’t think it would be her.

      Niomi took a seat on the other side of the table. “Please, sit.” She still had the bottom half of her head shaved beneath platinum hair that fell to her chin. Gone was the bright red lipstick though, and now it was a dark plum to match the rest of her dark outfit.

      Startled, Ari couldn’t help but show her surprise. When Ari was fleeing her servitude to VisionTech, Niomi convinced her to leave Reed with promises that he’d be taken care of. With every sense on alert, Ari had no clue if this was a friend or foe. Of course, Niomi worked for VisionTech, so that said something.

      “I like the new look.” Ari motioned to Niomi’s hair.

      Niomi shrugged it off. “You look… taken care of.”

      “I am.”

      “So then why are you here?”

      “For Reed. I assume you sent the message.” Anger began slowly building in her body and she forced her hands to remain relaxed.

      “No boy is worth that, Ari. If I knew you were that stupid, I would have never worked with you.” The familiar sneer pulled up her dark lips. “And this wasn’t my idea. I told them it would never work.”

      “I liked you too.” Ari glared at her. “Where’s Reed?”

      “Not here.” Niomi leaned back, nonplussed by Ari’s anger. It never did bother her.

      “Then I’m leaving.” Not trusting her shaking hands, Ari stood to leave, swearing at herself for falling for this stupid plan. Was it too late to get away in one piece?

      “Don’t you want to know where he is?” Niomi’s demeanor turned sickly sweet.

      Slowly returning to her seat, Ari checked her temper. “How do I know you’re telling the truth?”

      “I guess you don’t, but it would be easy enough to check. He could be anywhere in the world. Don’t you at least want a head start?”

      “In exchange for what?”

      “At this point in the game, there is no more negotiating, Ari. You were stupid enough to show up here, so your options are limited. Just like mine are working for VisionTech.”

      She ignored the threat. “Where is he?”

      “Home.”

      Ari pulled back in surprise. Could it really be that simple?

      “Once we created a profile and skin for him, we really didn’t need him. Did we?” She leaned forward and quieted her voice. “I told you I’d take care of him, didn’t I? They were happy to let him go home and leave a trap for when you return. You really shouldn’t have come here. There is only so much I can do to protect you.”

      “What do you mean?” Ari readied herself to bolt.

      Something stung her in the neck. Reaching up, she found a small device, an electronic bug. As she looked around to see where it came from, her vision began to blur around the edges.

      “What did you do?”

      “Everything I could to protect you.” Niomi must have moved, but Ari didn’t see it, because all of a sudden she was helping her stand. “I told you to stay home.”

      Ari’s legs worked fine, but not really on her command. As the drug entered her system, each movement took concentrated effect. She had only tabbed a couple times in her life, so she didn’t have much to compare it too. Ari was furious at Niomi’s betrayal, but somehow her body couldn’t register it.

      “You drugged me.” Ari’s words come out slow and awkward.

      “Not me.” Niomi’s eyes flickered around them. “I was forced to come with the team to retrieve you. A friendly face, you could say.” Niomi turned her around and began moving down the street. “They’re idiots if they think I’m their lapdog though.”

      A tall man in a gray shirt and hat walked towards them. Ari knew she should stop, should move away from him, but with Niomi pulling her along, her legs continued to move without her command. The noises on the nearby street blurred together as the effect of the drug continued to grow, and it became like white noise rolling in and out as waves.

      Finally, Niomi stopped near the entrance to a park and leaned Ari against the iron rod fence. Her eyes remained on the man mere feet away from them. Glancing around, Ari found another man coming from behind with that same close-cut hairdo and sharp eyes.

      Niomi pulled out a thin stick and kept it near her arm to not draw attention. Ari had seen her use the electric baton before, and Niomi was impressive. But these men didn’t even flinch at the weapon.

      “I have her from here boys. I’ll meet up at the plane.” Niomi kept her voice soft, but her stance ready.

      “Our employer doesn’t trust you to deliver the package. We’ll take it from here.” The man’s athletic build and curled hands looked eager to attack.

      “I don’t want—” Niomi stepped forward innocently then struck at the man’s neck, electricity sizzling on contact.

      An obvious professional, the other man didn’t flinch, still several feet away, and shot something at her. With an electric jolt, Niomi stumbled to the ground. The drugs in Ari’s system muted the shock she should have felt. She pushed herself off the gate and dropped next to Niomi.

      “Niomi?” The fuzzy feeling in Ari’s head didn’t mute the pain of watching her old trainer, her friend, lay in a heap on the ground. Niomi was hurt bad and not getting up.

      As Ari tried to help her up, Niomi pushed her hands away. “Go. Run.”

      Ari almost wanted to laugh. She couldn’t walk a straight line, let alone run. Frantically scanning the area, Ari tried to muster the energy to move and came up empty. Then she noticed Niomi’s weapon at her side.

      As rough hands pulled her up, she grabbed the baton. An alarm sounded in the distance. Maybe the police? Niomi struggled to stand as the man dragged Ari away. She had wanted to talk to Niomi more, tell her what she was doing, what she had learned. But instead, the trainer she thought was invincible could barely move.

      Rage surged in Ari, and she struck out at the man with the weapon. It made connection and sparked from the heat. He shouted something as he fell, taking her with him. She pushed away from him, but her world tilted on its axis.

      Other men appeared, but she didn’t know who they were with. Local police or VisionTech. Shouts rang out, confusing Ari. Between the fast moving forms and the effects of the drugs, Ari couldn’t focus enough to find the threat. Niomi, she remembered. Where was Niomi?

      Strangers filled Ari’s vision, and she was unsure who to trust. Panic and confusion colored her thoughts. As more men charged the scene, weapons fired with snaps of electricity.

      Ari spotted Niomi’s platinum hair nearby, and she crawled towards her. Why wasn’t Niomi up? A taser wouldn’t keep her down for so long.

      As she made it to her trainer and placed a hand on her arm, Ari saw blood pooling on Niomi’s stomach. Whatever struck Niomi was a more deadly than a taser. Why would they attack their own person?

      Because they didn’t want Niomi, she realized. They wanted Ari and Niomi got in the way.

      Shaking her arm, Ari tried to contain the emotional storm that threatened to overtake her. Her voice came out in ragged pieces. “Niomi, get up. We have to move.”

      Niomi’s steely eyes were glazed over. The fire that had always been in them now missing. Her gaze flicked to Ari. “If I taught you anything, it’s don’t be an idiot. Get out of here.”

      “I don’t think I can.” Ari wanted to lay down next to her and give up. The siren in the distance drew closer. Hopefully the police? It didn’t matter anymore.

      “Yes, you can.” For a few seconds, a spark returned to her trainer, then it fled as quick as it came as she coughed blood. “Yes. You. Can.” She bit out.

      Ari knew that it was goodbye. No matter how much she wanted it not to be, this was the end. Whatever they had gone through, Niomi had sacrificed a lot for Ari—no, she had sacrificed everything for Ari.

      Strong hands lifted her up and Ari struck out. Everything Niomi had taught her, all the rage building inside of her came out. Her elbow connected to something, causing a sickening crack. She stumbled backwards, finding leverage on a nearby bench. The world spun around her and two men grappled in front of her. The drug pulled on her, and she blinked to clear her vision.

      Soon gentle hands guided her forward. “This way.” The warm familiar voice soothed the panic inside.

      With a quick swoop, she was in his arms, wrapped in his smell. A comforting feeling poured over her. Before she could say anything, darkness swallowed her.
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        * * *

      

      Turning over, Ari rubbed against the rough pillow and wondered why it tasted like a cat threw up in her mouth. She tried to swallow but wasn’t able to with the cotton ball mixed in with cat vomit taste.

      “Here have a drink.” Patrick sat on the bed next to her.

      The sound of his voice made her want to crawl back into the darkness, cat vomit and all. She screwed up. She knew that and right now didn’t feel up to fighting to explain herself.

      He didn’t say anything at first though. With gentle hands, he helped her up and gave her a drink of water. “Are you okay?”

      “They hit me with some kind of drug.” She rubbed the spot on her neck where she still felt the lingering pain of the needle’s bite.

      “So it would be easier to extract you.” There was a tightness in his throat.

      “Can I…” She struggled to voice what she needed. More than a bathroom, she needed a shower, to scrub disinfectant all over her body. “Is there a bathroom or shower here?”

      “Are you able to shower?”

      Ari assumed since she couldn’t walk very well, that was a valid question. She wanted to ask him a million things, like how did he find her, why did he come and was he alone? But with his answers, he would have questions for her. But she needed a few more moments to clear this foggy feeling from her mind and body. “I think so.”

      Slowly sitting up, she moved her feet to the floor. They tingled as if they had been asleep. “It might take a moment.”

      “We have time.” His kind features worsened Ari’s guilt.

      Slowly, she stood and after a few minutes felt steady. “I think I’m good.”

      Patrick stepped back but looked prepared to catch her just in case. “I ordered up some clothes and stuff for you. I wasn’t able to get your bag back.”

      She made it to the bathroom and turned back. “Thanks.” It seemed pathetically inadequate.

      There was nothing but worry and caring in his gaze. “Keep it unlocked,” he told her. “I won’t go in unless I hear you fall or scream.”

      “I’ll try my best not to do either.” She turned into the bathroom and shut the door.

      Staring in the mirror, her dark eyes were lined with red, an empty look that bothered her. Ignoring the reflection, she brushed her teeth with the new toothbrush he must have bought her. Twice. She took another drink of water and then headed in the shower.

      As the time the steam drifted away, some of her confusion left with it. Reed was home. That was what Niomi told her. Could she be right? They were just done with him, so they let him go back home. Maybe that was for the best.

      If she showed up to see Reed, the government would have her in minutes for being a warper and running out on her assigned duty. And Ari knew the authorities would be watching Reed closely in case she showed up. At least he could be home with his mother. As much as he claimed to not be homesick on the island, Ari had seen it in his eyes. He had only followed her out there because of their budding relationship, but he had always left a part of him back at the mainland. Maybe home was the best spot for him. If he was actually there.

      Ari wondered precisely how much she could trust what Niomi said to her before the assault started. She dried and combed out her wet hair, untangling the knots as well as her thoughts. As much as she wanted to hide out in the bathroom for another hour, she knew it was time. Time to face Patrick.
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      When Ari walked out of the bathroom, she found Patrick in a chair with his head back and eyes closed. Dark, tired shadows rimmed his eyes, and his hair looked disheveled. The stress on the team had been high, and she hadn’t helped things with her escapade.

      She didn’t want to hurt him, hadn’t meant to hurt him, but she had other responsibilities and promises made to Reed and her family. How could she explain things to him? She dismissed the notion to explain herself but, if anyone understood the life of a warper, it was probably Patrick. Yet that notion didn’t displace the guilt heavy in her gut.

      “Patrick, you okay?” She sat on the bed across from him and he didn’t open his eyes.

      His shoulders tight with tension, he pinched the bridge of his nose. “Just got some bad news.”

      “What?” Ari’s first thought was about her family and others on the team. “Are Marco and Joe okay?”

      He nodded. “Tricky found out that Maxim is regularly meeting with several members of the VLEX board, diplomats and elected officials from all over the country. Nothing good is going to come from this.”

      “And on top of it all, you had to chase me down.” Her shoulders sagged with the weight of her actions. “I’m so sorry, Patrick. I didn’t mean to drag you into this mess.”

      His gaze lifted, a sadness in them. “Is that why you didn’t say anything? Even to your brother?”

      “I didn’t want them to use him as another bargaining chip.”

      “I almost thought maybe you were going back to them, choosing to live with Reed and VisionTech. Only problem was your family was back with us.”

      “No. I didn’t tell anyone because no one needed to get hurt because of my mistake.” Emotions rose up in her that she didn’t expect. Regret, guilt, and fear came off in waves. She dug her fingers into her palms, telling herself not to cry in front of him. What almost happened to her hit her pretty hard.

      “But we were hurt.” He sat up, a sharpness edging his voice.

      “I didn’t ask you to come. I don’t even know how you knew.”

      He held up a finger. “It’s not about me coming, but we’ll get back to that. If I didn’t come and you got taken that would have hurt your mother, Marco, the team, and me. What hurt me the most was you not trusting me enough to share the message.”

      The tenderness in his features struck Ari. He slowly interlaced his fingers. She yearned to reach out to comfort him with a slight touch, but one touch could change everything between them. And would it be to comfort him, or to comfort herself? She didn’t like looking at that selfish side. “I’m sorry. I know it’s not enough, but I am.”

      He glanced down at his hands. “I found the file you deleted and jumped on a plane. I wasn’t sure if you saw the file or not, but I knew if I told you, you would go. And if I messaged Joe or Marco, you would either convince them to go with you or figure a way to escape. So instead, I found a couple hired guns and came myself to see if I could find Reed.”

      “You came to save Reed.” Ari straightened. Every time she thought she knew Patrick, he surprised her.

      “I’m not completely selfless. This gave me a good look at our enemy as well, and…” With a frustrated sigh, he turned away, dragging a hand through his dark hair. “I’ve been talking to Joe and Marco, and we’re to meet up with them as soon as possible. Marco is not thrilled with you, by the way.”

      Despite her intentions, Ari reached out and stilled his hand. Their heat and electricity was undeniable. “Wait. What were you going to say?”

      He looked down at her hand. His gaze sent goosebumps running up her arm, and she pulled it back. How could his gaze affect her so much?

      “I shouldn’t.” His words came out in a whisper.

      She wasn’t going to push him.

      He ran a hand through his hair again and stood up, pacing in front of the bed where she sat. Finally, he stopped in front of her. “I know you have a boyfriend, and my team always comes first. But you’re right, you have the right to know how I feel. I care for you. More than I want to admit. While I’m willing to do almost anything for my team, somehow with you the lines get blurred. I’m willing to risk my team for your boyfriend because I know it would make you happy. And maybe with him in the picture, whatever this is between us would fade.”

      “This feeling…” She stood in front of him. It would be stupid for Ari to try to deny the feelings between them, but she loved Reed, would always love Reed. It felt like the deepest betrayal to even admit anything between them.

      Before she knew it, Patrick’s hands cupped her face, and he kissed her. A wave of warmth flooded her body, a body that ached to be loved and comforted, a body that wanted him more than she was ever willing to admit. She reached for him, but as fast as it started it ended.

      He stepped back. “I’m sorry.”

      Her legs continued to hold her up, but she couldn’t feel them anymore. What did she just do? A cold realization seeped back into her reality. “I can’t betray him.”

      “I know.” He glanced down, “and I need to focus on the team, especially with everything going on. But you wanted to know. Not telling you has been eating me up inside, and I would be lying if I didn’t admit that you are a bit of a distraction.”

      Ari reached out, then realized what she was going to do and stopped, dropping her hand. She would have liked to blame the effects of the drugs, but it wasn’t true. Her body had a mind and a desire, neither easy to subdue.

      Patrick had saved her and her family, but it wasn’t just that. His bravery, his commitment to creating a better world, and his selflessness to everyone around made Ari admire him, and maybe something more. She had to remind herself there wasn’t anything in her future but Reed.

      “I’m going out to grab supplies. Be ready to leave in an hour.” He reached for a jacket and left without a second glance.

      Touching her lips with one hand, she sunk onto the bed. A cold empty feeling took over as she glanced around the small apartment. Maybe it was the right decision, but it didn’t mean it hurt any less.
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        * * *

      

      As they boarded the tram, an awkwardness settled in between them. They traveled through the night. A landscape covered in darkness. Ari leaned back in the chair, watching the world fly by as sleep eluded her.

      How did she get here? From a poor girl in the Americas, to riding through Europe in the middle of the night with an attractive and powerful man. It sounded like some VR program that her old friends from school would run. She was no longer that innocent girl.

      She had a strength in and out of the VR that she owed mainly to Niomi, and even Patrick. Sadness pressed down on her as she thought of Niomi.

      Turning, Ari found Patrick still awake as well. “What happened to Niomi back at the cafe?”

      “Who’s Niomi?” Patrick asked.

      “My old trainer. The woman with the silver hair.”

      “Oh, her? She was in the middle of the fight for some time. She looked injured, but not down.”

      “Oh.”

      “You still worry about her, after everything she did to you?”

      Ari had gone through a lot with her trainer. “If it wasn’t her, it would have been someone else. And behind all her tough exterior, she taught me a lot about how to take care of myself.”

      “You must not have been listening on the day she taught hostage negotiations. You don’t just give yourself up and hope for the best.”

      “But she tore into me pretty good about what an idiot I was for showing up.”

      “Good. Someone should.” He kept his voice down. “What was their excuse for not having Reed? I followed them to you and didn’t see him at all.”

      She looked down to the lap. “They sent him back home.”

      Silence sat heavy between them for a moment, until Patrick finally spoke. “And you believe them?”

      “Why would Niomi lie? She said they got all they needed from him and took him home in hopes that I’d show up.”

      He was quiet, and Ari lifted her gaze. He watched her carefully as if trying to pry into her thoughts. His lips pursed into a tight line.

      When he did speak, there was a controlled anger, soft and sharp. “You’re going to try to get him. Right? Put everyone in danger, including your family?”

      She opened her mouth to argue, to justify and explain, but the words were woefully inadequate, so she snapped it closed. He was right. She didn’t know her next step. If Reed was back home, getting him would be difficult. Everyone would be watching his house around the clock, teams on standby—especially after her incident the day before—to capture and bring her in. It would be suicide to try, and that was assuming he was even there.

      Or if he wanted her to come at all. She’d turned his life upside down and abandoned him. He probably was better off without her.

      Right now, she should be focused on her team, on Tricky’s recovery and everything else.

      “I don’t know.” Turning back to the dark landscape rushing past, she tried to push out of the haunting thoughts of what could have been.
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        * * *

      

      They arrived back in the German sector by morning. After grabbing a peace offering of coffee and pastries, they headed to meet up with Marco and Joe. Sugar and caffeine may work for Marco and Joe, but she’d have to do a lot more to make things right with Patrick. Though his words gave nothing away, Patrick’s cool demeanor spoke differently. Inside the stucco white apartment building, she buzzed the door.

      Marco opened the door, a serious expression on his face. Then he nodded at the coffee and the white bag. “Cinnamon?”

      “Of course.”

      The edge of his lip curled. “Okay. Get in and explain yourself.”

      She handed Marco the bag and set down the drink carrier. Grabbing one of the coffees, she headed over to Joe, who sat behind the screen. “I had to guess how you took your coffee. It’s black and I brought cream and sugar if you want.”

      “Black is perfect.” He reached for the cup. “I’m glad you made it back okay.”

      “Thanks.”

      She went back for her own cup and leaned against the dresser.

      Sitting on the bed, Marco dug into the bag to pull out a cinnamon and sugar twisted pastry. “I finally know what Mom felt like, Ari. I wanted to track you down and tie you up once I heard what you did. I get why, but you should have told me.”

      “I didn’t want to chance you being used against me.”

      He glared at her. “You’re an idiot.” Then turned to Patrick. “I hope you told her that.”

      “She’s been told that more than once.”

      “Good.” He bit into the pastry, while still glowering at her. “So, what happened?”

      Patrick lifted a hand. “While you catch him up, I want to see what Joe is working on.” He moved to the other side of the room and pulled up a foot stool to sit beside Joe.

      Ari explained what went down: Reed was supposedly at home, and VisionTech had been making a play for her. The warm liquid settled her stomach as she realized just how stupid she had been to walk into their blatantly obvious trap. Maybe Marco could have helped her, or maybe things would have been worse.

      She tried to push away the past and concentrate at the job at hand. “What is going with our programmer? Any hints of Echo in the VR community?”

      “Actually yes.” Marco nodded and moved off the bed towards Joe and Patrick. “Our programmer appears to be a lush.”

      “Lush?” Ari wasn’t familiar with the term.

      “A drunk, a tabber, a gamer, or overall a huge addict.”

      “Really?” Ari questioned how the deadliest virus in VR realms was created by a lush. “Does drinking promote creativity, maybe?”

      “Not how he does it,” Marco commented as he sunk into a nearby chair. “He appears lonely and self-destructive. We worried we wouldn’t get him out of his apartment. That isn’t going to be the problem. I followed him last night. He was pretty wasted and focused on the next program.”

      Ari felt like there was a story Marco wasn’t sharing, but she didn’t want to know. “So, you befriend him, Marco, and get back into his room.”

      “He’s not into friends. Marco tried to approach him,” Joe said from his desk in a way that again suggested there was more to the story. “He’s a loner.”

      “No,” Marco said with a little force. “I can work him. Set it up where I save his butt, then I’ll get upstairs. It may take a few days. A week at most.”

      “A week that Tricky remains in and out of consciousness,” Joe said.

      There was something going on between them, but Ari couldn’t say what. Patrick stayed focused on the screen and ignored them. Ari’s gaze flitted back and forth, waiting for one of them to spill. Neither one did.

      “What is it, Joe?” Ari asked.

      “Echo has a weakness for women. Most of his VRs revolve around women,” Joe said with almost an apologetic look on his face.

      Marco shot to his feet. “You’re not asking my sister to be a prostitute.”

      “She doesn’t have to sleep with him, just get him upstairs.”

      “Just act like some common—”

      “Stop.” Ari spoke over the both of them, then turned her heavy gaze to Marco. “Don’t act proud now. I’ve seen the girls you’ve been with.”

      The anger in her brother’s eyes flared more, but his mouth remained shut nonetheless.

      “I don’t have to do much. I just need to be nice. Flirt maybe. Given the lack of exercise he gets, I should be able to handle myself. If I can get him upstairs, then I can knock him out with a simple drug or something.” After her run in with Niomi, Ari could testify how well they work.

      “Joe’s right.” Patrick turned to join the conversation. “Ari can fight. And though Echo is big, I doubt he’ll be a problem. Once he’s out, Joe can head in. An hour in his room would be priceless. It will be a simple op.”

      “An op in the real. This isn’t a VR.” Marco’s fingers tapped against his thigh.

      “This will be safer.” Patrick stood. “You two go shopping and get what we need for the night. I’m going out to touch base with the others. Joe, you find something to knock Echo out for a couple hours.”

      Joe began shutting down the computer. “Be back before five. He has plans in a fantasy realm that I want to be in before he finds his date.”

      Marco grumbled about dating and left without a goodbye.
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      Ari ran to catch up with Marco outside the apartment and together they began the path downtown. Tired of traveling, she opted to walk instead of using the tram. There was a market less than a mile away, and moving would keep her eyes open. She braided her hair and zipped up her maroon jacket to keep out the bite of fall in the air. She enjoyed the scenery, very green. It was different, though, to her life on the island with more bushes and full trees. She enjoyed the plants that lined every storefront as the green grass grew up in between the cobble path.

      She spared a glance at her brother, who was still brooding. “You know, I’ll only have to flirt with Echo. It won’t be hard.” They walked across a street and back onto the sidewalk. “What’s really bothering you?”

      He ran a hand through his hair, and Ari noticed the dark circles under his eyes. “Nothing… I just…”

      “What?” Ari prodded.

      “I’m sorry.”

      Ari briefly closed her eyes in confusion. “What are you talking about?”

      “I’m talking about when you got your assignment for school.”

      “What does that have to do with now?” She couldn’t follow his train of thought.

      “I told you to take the assignment.” He kept his gaze in front of him. “If you didn’t take it, we would still be home. You and Reed would probably be together, and you wouldn’t have to hit on some weirdo tonight.”

      Glancing around, she was glad no one was close enough to hear that last part. “You can’t blame yourself.”

      “But I do. I haven’t been around. Dad wasn’t around. If we were, maybe things would be different.” Marco always hid his true feelings, but Ari never knew just how much.

      She stopped and pulled him to the side of the street. “Marco, you had no clue about my abilities. And if I didn’t have a fear of VRs, they would have been discovered much sooner. My life would have been inside a cage, even a well decorated cage, serving the government until my brain turned to mush. Life would have been worse. At least the way I discovered my abilities allowed me a choice, and regardless of how things have turned out in the last year, they are better now, because you are here, not stuck in some VR. You’re here fighting for our family. If anything, this is my fault. If only I could have stayed in the programming course at school, then my biggest problem would be Garrett.”

      “Garrett,” Marco laughed at the mention of his old friend. “He was a such a loser. What did you ever see in him?”

      They started back towards the market. “Like you can talk. You went through several girls when you were at school. It didn’t leave a great reputation with the teachers by the time they taught me.”

      “I set the bar low. When you showed up, all the teachers loved you.”

      Ari laughed at that idea. “What? The girl who couldn’t learn anything in programs? They were insulted at the idea they might have to teach. Not that they did. They just gave me the old programs.”

      “You were such a nerd.”

      “Thanks.”

      A couple more blocks and they approached the market. “Does Patrick really think I’m going to go shopping with my sister to pick out a slutty dress to grab a programmer?”

      “Who says it has to be slutty?”

      “You didn’t see the girl he went home with last night. There was more skin than dress, and her dress may have actually been painted on,” Marco said seriously, then in a lighter tone, “I asked Joe if he thought it was paint or fabric, but he had no comment.”

      “Yeah, I can’t see Joe having that conversation with you.” Ari walked into the store. “Don’t worry. Not every girl has to be near naked to grab a guy’s attention.”

      Marco mumbled something she didn’t quite catch, but she didn’t care. Surprisingly, Ari sounded more confident that she really was. Niomi taught her about men, about flirting, and how to entice them. During the lessons, Ari had made sarcastic comments, and she had been grateful VisionTech didn’t require that of her inside the VR Realm. Her fake relationship with Patrick was the closest thing to forced flirting. Even though she joked through her lessons, this past year had taught her about guys, more than she wanted. Maybe she had to pretend to be easy, maybe she didn’t, but she knew she had to catch Echo’s attention.

      It took a while for Ari to find the outfit that said what she wanted. With bags in hands, they had lunch at a nearby restaurant, and then headed back to the apartment to find the others still gone.

      Marco dropped the bags on the dresser. “Do girls really need this much to get ready, or are you just especially challenged in that department?”

      “Challenged? Really? Don’t be an idiot.”

      He shrugged off the insult and kicked off his shoes. “Wake me up in an hour.” He looked like he needed a lot more than an hour.

      She watched her brother face plant onto one of the two queen beds and found a tender spot in her heart just for him. His long hair curled around his ears, just like when he was young. They had been through a lot, but they had always done it together. She knew he worried about the upcoming mission. Maybe he was right to worry.

      Just as she was about to head into the shower, Joe and Patrick returned. Patrick noticed Marco, who didn’t bother stirring when they entered, then turned to Ari. “You get everything you need?”

      “Yes.” She gathered the bags that held the clothes.

      “Hey, can I see what you got?” Joe reached for the bags.

      “Why?” She wasn’t in the mood to be questioned about styling choices by Joe.

      “Just want to see if there is room for alterations. Nothing anyone will notice.” He held his hand out, not giving anything else away.

      Reluctantly, she handed over the bags and headed into the bathroom. Who knew Joe had a thing for clothes? Whatever Joe was up to, she had a date to get ready for. A date Echo didn’t even know he was going to have.
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      The muffled sounds of conversation floated through the bathroom door as Ari finished her transformation with a shimmery, almost golden, lipstick. It had taken some time for her to find this outfit, weighing the need to look appealing versus the need for practicality. She couldn’t be impeded by design and wanted something she could move in as well as hide the drug and a knife or two. Thinking of it, she slipped a knife into the side of her boot. With a high heel, the sleek black boots were more of a cosmetic choice, but at least they could hold a weapon if she couldn’t run properly.

      Even though she knew logically she made the right choice with the outfit, standing in the bathroom with the guys outside made her palms sweaty. Sweaty wasn’t a look she wanted. She dabbed her makeup. She went light on the makeup with sparkly gold highlighting her eyes.

      Finally done touching up her makeup, she looked herself over in the mirror one more time. She left her hair down in loose curls over her bare shoulders. The top was something she had fallen in love with the moment she saw it in the store: a gold corset built with tech, with a glimmer of code running up and down it. It showed enough skin that hopefully nerdy programmers felt the same way. The outfit ended with black skintight leather pants. While attractive, they had enough stretch for her to move and made her feel tough.

      Joe had handed the clothes back to her while she blow-dried her hair. They didn’t seem much different. There was some extra wiring inside the corset, but she wasn’t sure what for.

      She couldn’t hide out in the bathroom forever and reminded herself she liked this outfit. With a deep breath, she stepped into the bedroom. Not wanting to be on display, she moved straight to her packages to pull out the new purse she bought. Slowly their conversation weaned off, and she realized their attention was focused on her.

      “What? I don’t need your approval.” She turned around, narrowing her gaze at her brother.

      “I think it’ll work.” Joe looked her over like a piece of bugged code. “Just make sure you’re not too intimidating. Smile a bit.”

      “I think you should wear a jacket or shawl. Nothing says sexy like being warm,” Marco said.

      She rolled her eyes. Sometimes immaturity called for immaturity. “I’m sure you said that plenty at the clubs.”

      When she turned to Patrick, he had a wistful, almost hungry, look in his eyes. When he caught her gaze, he smiled not trying to hide his desire. Then without a word, turned back to the desk. Sitting on top was a small device, no bigger than her pinky. He picked it up along with a slim black container.

      “The drug is Nalcom. Once pricked, it should take sixty seconds to knock him out, so be prepared for some backlash. Too early and we won’t get in his room.” Patrick handed over the device. “The needle is concealed. Just press the top to expose the needle and hold it down to release the dose.”

      “Okay.” She took the needle and wondered the best place for it. Glancing at the guys, she wasn’t about to hide it in her cleavage in front of them.

      “I was so busy wiring the corset, I forgot about where to put the drug.” Somehow Joe must have read her thoughts. “Don’t put it in your bra though. Echo will see it too easily.”

      “Gross.” Marco slapped Joe’s shoulder. “That’s my sister.”

      Joe shrugged off the blow. “She’s got to hide it somewhere. Would you prefer to be the one to suggest where?”

      Marco turned, his face flushing.

      Ari looked down at her corset, considering the best place to hide it. With the code and tech running through the corset, one black tube, not much wider than a pen and half in length, could hide easily. She picked at the bottom hem, trying to find a place for it.

      “Here, let me.” Patrick took the vial and knelt in front of her. Pulling out a pocketknife, he cut a couple stitches and maneuvered the vial under a wire to hold it securely in place.

      She found it really hard to breathe, and she tried to think of something besides Patrick’s proximity to her stomach. Averting her gaze, she found Marco scrutinizing her and Patrick. The look on his face took more in than she wanted. She shouldn’t feel guilty. She had done nothing wrong. Turning to the window, she focused on slowing her pulse.

      “There.” Patrick turned back to the table oblivious to the unspoken exchange between the siblings. “It should be secure but easy enough to pull out.”

      “Thanks.” She checked the vial, and it seemed easy to access. She tugged lightly on the corset to make sure it was secure, and then picked up her purse. “Joe, do you have another ID for me?”

      “I do. Just finishing it up.”

      She walked over and looked at the screen. “Maria.” She tested out her new name.

      “Maria Laticia Elizabeth Catiano.” Marco corrected her.

      “Great. I worried two names would be too easy for me to remember.”

      “We have to be authentic,” her brother said.

      “Here,” Joe handed her a table. “Start memorizing the details while I create your new prints. Not that Echo will care too much about your birthplace, but in case you run into any authorities.”

      “I’m just a nice girl who randomly wants to go to his place?” Ari worried if he’d buy it.

      “People believe what they want too.” Joe pulled out a small printer to create new prints. “These prints won’t be as good as the ones Sketchy makes but will protect your identity at a club.”

      “I’m sure they’ll work fine.” Ari didn’t plan on scanning into any games.

      “Back to Echo,” Marco said, worry tightening his eyes. “If he really gets as wasted as you guys say he does, how do we know he isn’t already compromised?”

      “I don’t think so. It took a lot of work to find him. Not many people could, and how many people even know about this software? For all we know, Tricky is the first victim.” Joe looked up as the printer began its steady hum.

      Patrick sat in one of the chairs. “Or Tricky is one victim in a long line. We can’t go making assumptions.”

      “True,” Joe agreed and turned to Ari. “How is the profile coming along? I tried to keep it simple. I have another camera and audio bug to put on you as well. We’re going to be nearby the whole time.”

      “Great.” Ari wasn’t sure if that came out sarcastic or not. She was grateful for the backup, but having them all watch her hit on another man would be awkward.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 23

          

        

      

    

    
      As the sun descended over the small German town, Ari studied the profile of the girl she would pretend to be. Marco quizzed on her new skin while Patrick picked up food. The nervous knots in her stomach wouldn’t let her eat much. The nerves before a mission were worse than the mission itself.

      Joe had been gone for a while following Echo’s movements. He had checked into CLUB IV, and Joe had been monitoring what he could electronically and visually. Marco left next to get in position at the club for extra backup. Ari clenched and unclenched her hands while she watched the clock. Just two more minutes.

      “You okay?” Patrick reached out a hand, then switched directions and smoothed out a spot on the bed instead. “Nervous?”

      “No. Yes.” She rubbed her bare arm. “Just ready to get it over with.”

      “Well…” He motioned to the clock as it ticked by and it was time to go.

      Standing, she looked over her outfit one more time. Was the needle still in place? She tugged on the corset.

      He placed a hand on her wrist, and she stilled.

      “You look great. I wish I could be there, but your brother fought for the position. I’ll be close. Not that it matters, because you got this. You are amazing in and out of the VR.” He didn’t look at her clothes but stared deep into her eyes. “But, I do ask one thing.”

      Sometimes she thought she had everything figured out, but when he stared at her that way, she could feel all sense and will power crumbling away. She hated he could affect her like that. Her voice disappeared on her and she nodded. He could ask a lot of her.

      “Be safe.” He stepped back, dropping her hand.

      Glancing away helped her to compose herself, and she focused on the role she needed to play. She was no longer Arianna for the next couple hours. “I will.”

      Once she stepped onto the street a strange sense of calm washed over her. While donning a different skin, she pushed back her normal worries and focused on the mission. The mission was imperative, she owed Tricky that much. Ari would get that program, if she had to claw it from Echo herself.

      With a confidence she hadn’t found until she was all alone on the street, Ari strolled out of the hotel and grabbed a car to take her to the VR district a couple of blocks away. Stepping out of the automated car, she headed towards the VR bar. Walking with a sway in her hips, she casually scanned her surroundings. The nightlife filled the walkways with noise and music. Couples flirted and smoked at the store fronts. Ari walked past several stores then turned into Club IV.

      It was late and the bar was packed, standing room only. IV was popular because it went beyond the normal VR experience, as if plugging your brain into a machine wasn’t enough. Club IV set up a separate blood line to dose you according to what you do in the VR. Do drugs in the program, you’ll do drugs in the real. Jump out of a plane, get a shot of adrenaline. People wanted to get the VR as close to the real as possible.

      Echo was that type of person who, for some reason, had too much of reality. Ari scanned the crowd but didn’t see anybody she knew. Joe had seen him come in a couple of hours earlier. And if Echo followed the same pattern that he did for the last few days, then he’d be due out any minute. She ordered a drink at the bar, alcohol and drug free, not that anyone else would need to know that.

      A young man with long braids intertwined with a metal of some sort approached Ari. “Already hit the IV or on the wait list?” His accent sounded French.

      “I’m actually meeting a friend.”

      “A friend or a friend?” He raised his eyebrows while emphasizing the last word.

      Remembering who she was supposed to be, she softened her eyes and licked her lips before responding. “The night’s still young, and I’m always up for making new friends.”

      “I see. Well if it doesn’t work out, I’ll be in the 8pm game if you want some company or someone who can be more than a friend.” He brushed a light hand across her arm, which she struggled not to hit away.

      She knew her role though, and the more other people that bought it, the better. The time ticked on as she flirted and drank at the bar, ignoring the nagging worry that she’d missed her chance. Maybe he went home earlier, and Joe’s hacked surveillance didn’t catch it.

      Then motion in the corner of her eye caught her attention. There were two men, no, actual employees carrying someone out. On closer inspection, it was Echo. His dark greasy hair fell into his eyes, but under it all, it was Echo with his tanned skin, full cheeks, and cleft chin. He must have been over six foot and weighed close to three hundred pounds. What happened to him?

      She strode towards him, ignoring the looks of others. Her next few steps flew together without much effort. “What happened to him?” She glared at the two men in dark polos shirts, the company name on the pocket.

      “He maxed out his card. His time to go.”

      “Go?”

      “To the curb.” The light skinned one had little sympathy like this was a regular occurrence. “He doesn’t have the credit to dry out in here. We don’t run a free shelter.”

      “I’ll take him.” As soon as the words left her mouth, she realized they were about to hand him over. Nothing she could do with a semi-conscious man of his size. “Can you give him anything to help him wake up?”

      “Can you pay?” the man asked.

      She blew out a huff of frustration stuck out her arm, offering the HUB on her wrist for payment. “Not too much, just enough so he can walk.”

      “Can’t promise anything.” One man scanned her HUB for payment.

      The other man moved behind the bar to work up the cocktail. More drugs probably wouldn’t help Echo’s heart, but Ari needed him able to move, yet not too sober that he would be bothered by a strange woman helping him home. Given his history, this would be like any other night. Maybe his condition was a blessing in disguise. Soon the employee returned and administered a shot in Echo’s upper arm. It took seconds and his eyes flashed open bright red.

      He lashed out and Ari hurried out of range, barely missing his meaty claw. The employees restrained him, but even then it was a struggle. Not missing an opportune moment, Ari rushed forward.

      “Hey, Echo. It’s me. You’re okay, baby. You’re safe. Just another bad trip. I’m gonna get you home and make sure you’re comfortable.”

      His red eyes flashed confusion, but that was normal. He was too stoned to know if his own mother sat in front of him, so Ari kept talking to him.

      “You’ll be okay in a couple minutes. They had to wake you up. Remember we had plans tonight. Just relax and everything will be okay.”

      It took a couple more seconds before the large man came around. “We made plans?”

      “Yep. Before we went in. You promised to show me a good time. I’m Jewel, remember.” Ari knew her cover was Maria, but any girl in a joint like this wouldn’t go by her real name. Especially one that worked men for a living. Shoving down her revulsion she continued the act, pressing her body into him. “Let me take you home, baby.”

      He nodded and slowly the employees released him. “Take him out of here before he passes out again, okay? The MAT shot we gave him won’t last forever, and I don’t want to carry him out.”

      She shot the worker a dirty work. “Will do.” Then, turning back to Echo, she added, “Can you walk?”

      Still obviously confused, he nodded. “Yeah, I don’t live far.”

      “Okay. Let’s go.” She offered him her arm.

      “Are you coming with me?”

      With a warm smile, she moved closer and cupped his face with one hand. “Of course, silly. We made plans, remember?”

      “Good.” He mumbled and leaned heavily on her arm to get up.

      She stumbled slightly in those useless three-inch high-heeled boots. At this point, he wouldn’t notice if she wore heels or combat boots. Wrapping his arm over her shoulder, they maneuvered through the crowded bar. Once outside, Ari was grateful for the gush of cool air. She didn’t realize how much manual labor would be involved with seducing him.

      Turning him towards his complex, she weighed the options of taking a car the half block instead of walking. Once in a car, she might never get him out. Walking it had to be.

      “How do you know where I live?” he asked. “Have I got you before?”

      She needed to be more careful, he may be more conscious than she thought. “You said you lived close by. This is the closest living complex. Unless you live in a home?” Homes were rare and very expensive. Maybe he could have afforded one with his talent, but how he wasted it on drugs and VR no one would really think so.

      “Yeah, yeah.” He staggered slightly. “All the way up there in a little box inside a big box spinning on the hamster wheel like everyone else.”

      She forced a light laugh. “That’s why you have to live it up while you have the chance, right?”

      “Live it up. Live it up.” He spoke the words as they entered the lobby. With a hand scan they boarded the lift. Once inside, he watched her through the reflective glass inside. “How do you live? Why do you live?”

      She ignored his depressive monologue. At least he wasn’t handsy in this state. She had to be grateful for small mercies. She worried about how Joe and Marco would make it up the lift though.

      Turning her thoughts back to his question and her cover, she replied, “I live in the moment, live for the good times. What else is there?”

      Watching her closely, he shook his head, a soberness to his gaze. “No. You’re more than good times.”

      She forced herself to soften her smile. Maybe that drug sobered him more than she wanted. “You’re drunk, baby. We’ll be inside soon. Don’t worry. Then I will take care of you.”

      Leaning against the wall, he closed his eyes as they traveled up to the thirty-eighth floor. The doors opened, and he still didn’t move. Ari gently shook his shoulder.

      “We’re almost there.” With effort, she moved him down the hall. “Which one is yours?” she asked, already knowing the answer.

      “Right here.” He used an arm to hold himself up while the security scanned his retina.

      As bloodshot as his eyes were, Ari worried it wouldn’t work. The click sounded though, and with a swoosh the door opened. She followed him in.

      The smell of body odor and stale food hit her together. Cluttered electronics and left-over food containers filled the small apartment. He half-walked, half-stumbled to the kitchen that stood on one side of the room and grabbed a dirty mug to fill. She glanced around at the cluttered kitchen table. Instead of couches or a social area, a large desk sat against the wall with monitors scattered on old tables. The bedroom door stood ajar and was just as messy as this room. The other door must be the bathroom.

      “Give me a minute, and I’ll be up and going again. I just need to find that TAB.” He opened a filthy cupboard in search of the tab, shoving random cups and papers out of the way.

      Any drug that would get him up and going was the one thing Ari didn’t want. “Can I get a drink as well?” She slipped out the needle while his back was turned and approached.

      He turned around with a colored cup in hand, and after he took a drink, handed it to her. She swallowed her disgust and reached for the cup. It wasn’t water, but some other type of liquid or drug. She barely swallowed the sickly sweet drink before setting it down. The few drops that made it past her lips tasting of citrus and honey.

      Forcing a seductive smile, she stepped towards him, the needle hidden in her other hand. “Hey.”

      As he pulled her close, she stabbed him in the side, the needle easily piercing his shirt. Before she could inject the full the full amount, he swatted her hand away.

      Confusion flashed over his face. “What did you do?”

      “Nothing, Echo. Just relax.”

      Anger focused his attention on her. “What did you just call me?”

      “Echo? You told me that was your screen name.”

      “No. I’d never say that.” He gripped her by her shoulder, squeezing. “Who the hell are you?”

      Trying not to be overwhelmed by his size or his smell, she forced herself not to fight. “I’m Jewel.”

      He shook her once, then paused blinking repeatedly. “What the hell did you do to me?”

      “I promise, I’m not here to hurt you. You’ll be okay.” As his hold lessened, Ari stepped back, leaving him next to the kitchen counter.

      He staggered, trying to balance. Eventually, he slumped to the ground. His eyes were still open, but there was no fight left.

      A light knock sounded on the door. “We’re here.” Joe’s voice sounded through the com behind her ear. Ari hurried to the door and let them in.

      Joe evaluated the room with a quick once-over and headed through the bedroom door without a word. His calm, commanding presence soothed her nerves. The sooner they got out of there, the better.

      “You did well, sis.” Marco stood next to her. “Want me to watch over him and you can help Joe?”

      She shook her head. “You’re better at that stuff. I’ll watch him and see if I can find anything out here.”

      “Okay. Holler if you need anything. He doesn’t seem to be as out of it as Patrick said he would be.” Marco motioned to Echo, who remained on the kitchen floor, eyes still open and partially aware.

      Ari worried about the same thing. “They gave him MAT at the club. Maybe there’s some weird interaction?”

      “MAT is a heavy duty stimulant, but I have a feeling this guy is a walking pharmacy. Who knows what he is on? Be careful.”

      “I will.” With another disapproving glance at her outfit, Marco headed off into the bedroom with Joe.

      Ari searched through the papers on the round kitchen table. She found small tech, but nothing that held their program. Echo had to be smarter than that.

      “That’s your brother?” Echo’s deep voice startled Ari.

      She cursed Marco when she realized he had called her sis. Turning around, she found him watching her.

      He coughed slightly. “Are you robbing me? I don’t have money. Not much anyway.”

      “We’ll find any tech we can sell.” She knew money was the better option for most thieves, but it was a lie, anyway.

      “Take it all. I don’t care anymore.”

      She tilted her head and wondered if he really meant that. If he wrote that program for Maxim, he should have enough money to retire on. Could he have really blown through that so fast?

      “Why?” she asked sincerely.

      He laughed. “Why do you care?”

      “I don’t,” she remained callous, cold. She had to. “But I’m curious.”

      “We torture each other in virtuals, commit acts we’d never do in person, and then wonder why we’re dying. We’re dying inside. Every bit of poison trickles into our heart, our body, and our minds.” He tapped the side of his head.

      Ari struggled to follow his drunk speak, but there was something there. Some truth of his fighting to get out. “Then why do you keep going back?”

      “To die.” His eyes still red, held a sadness in them, and she realized he was being truthful. “I’m a coward. I kill people with characters and die byte by byte.”

      Was he referring to his actions in the VR program, or the virus sitting on one of his hard drives? Either way his conscience was getting to him like a good old drunk. She wished there was something to knock him out. Maybe if he felt guilty enough, he would help them out. She decided to push him for more information.

      “Who do you kill?” she asked, hoping to clarify his drug rambling.

      A scowl appeared on his face. “You’re going to rob me and judge me at the same time?”

      “Maybe. Maybe your past sins have led us here.” She hoped she didn’t give too much away. Not that there was anything he could do about it now, and by tomorrow morning he would have realized what they had taken.

      “Are you telling me you’re an angel come to exact vengeance?” He chuckled, which turned into a cough. Then his bloodshot eyes turned to her body. “Although with that body you could be an angel or a devil.”

      Rolling her eyes, she turned to another table of junk to sort through; mostly takeout wrappers.

      “Have you ever made a mistake? Like hitting on men then stealing from them?”

      It was her turn to chuckle. She didn’t bother answering his question but continued looking through his stuff.

      “You’ve never done anything you regret?” His voice sounded scratchy and raw, but more sober than she liked.

      Her hands stilled for a moment. “Everyone makes mistakes, but not everyone’s mistakes kill.” She pushed aside her history at VisionTech. She never willingly hurt anyone.

      She glanced back to find him still sitting on his kitchen floor watching her. He didn’t have a HUB on to call anyone and there was no other tech in his hand. He didn’t look too worried about being robbed. He was silent, but his eyes looked calculating. Even drugged he was probably still a genius. Anyone who could have created that virus had to be smart. Though, after his behavior lately, she wasn’t positive.

      “What are you here for?” A small beeping emitted from the bedroom. After a second, his eyes widened. “You can’t be here for that. Do you know what you’ve done?”

      She finally hit where he was sensitive. “Why don’t you tell me?”

      “You’ve alerted them.”
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      The clarity and fear in Echo’s voice made Ari’s chest tighten. “Who is them?”

      He swallowed and blinked a couple of times as if trying to clear his head. “Hey, guys. Stop what you’re doing. Stop!”

      The short beeps continued, all the more unnerving to Ari because they were not loud like an alarm, but quiet and regular like a countdown.

      She stood in front of Echo, commanding his presence. “What are you talking about? Who are they?”

      “Whoever paid me to create it. Stupid girl. Did you really think you could just copy it?” Echo’s features hardened, his eyes dark and angry.

      “Or take your whole hard drive with us.”

      “They would still come. One way or another.” Echo swore and frantically looked at the exits. “They have built-in security to alert them if I try to move or copy any of my research. They only let me keep it because they needed a recent update.”

      Marco appeared in the doorway. “What’s he’s hollering about?”

      “Stop what you guys are doing.” Ari avoided using first names after she referred to Joe. “There may be more security than we know in place. That beeping is freaking him out.”

      “It’s already done.” Marco came out of the bedroom. “We’re just finishing checking the other drive.”

      “You’re all freaking dead.” Echo rolled to his hands and knees, struggling to get up.

      “Watch yourself, big guy. Don’t make me shoot you up again,” Ari warned.

      “With what? Clayvox? Is that what you used on me? It might work for normal people, but I hit a double dose every night just to go to bed.” No matter what he said, Echo still wasn’t standing upright. He had a hand on a counter, one knee down on the floor, and breathing hard.

      Marco started towards him, but Ari put a hand out. “Wait. I don’t think he wants to hurt us. He’s trying to warn us.”

      “About what?” Joe appeared, wearing a small backpack.

      “You got what you need?” Marco asked, his gaze still on Echo.

      “Yes.”

      “We need to go now,” Ari stepped back. “He said there was a trigger on that program. Alerting someone.”

      “I disabled it,” Joe said.

      “Then why do I still hear that incessant beeping?” Ari struggled to keep her voice calm.

      Echo chuckled and it turned into a deep cough. “No. They know. Trust me. They are darker and bigger than I ever thought. I wanted to take VR to the next level, instead I gave them a weapon that kills through the wires.”

      “Let’s go.” Marco tapped Ari’s arm and, with one last look at Echo, turned to leave.

      “Is there another way out of the building?” Ari turned to Echo who now stood at the counter, sweat dripping down his temple.

      He had some type of TAB in his hand and tossed it in his mouth. “No, sweetheart. The only way is through them.”

      In horror, she watched him swallow another pill. She didn’t know what it would do, but Ari felt responsible. She started forward to help.

      Then with a sudden grunt, he fell to the floor in an ungraceful heap.

      “No.” Marco grabbed her hand. “I don’t know what he took, but we can’t save him.”

      Echo’s breaths came out in ragged gasps and part of Ari wondered if anyone could save him. Would those who they alerted fix him up so he could work some more or just roll him out with the morning trash and find another hacker?

      “I didn’t mean to push him over the edge.” She swallowed bile creeping up her throat and told herself Marco was right. Yet somehow, she felt like the catalyst to all this. Like she played a part, no matter how small, in this man’s death. Marco pulled her to the exit, the beeping a continued warning they were not out of danger. With one last look at this hacker she would never forget, she turned to follow her brother.

      Once out of the apartment, Marco placed something in her hand. It was an electric gun, light and sleek. See didn’t have as much experience with guns, but she could manage. She also had the knife in her boot, but she hoped she wouldn’t get close enough to use it.

      As the beeping noise faded behind the apartment door, the rush of a plane sounded overhead. She frantically looked at the two guys. “Is that what I think it is?”

      Joe swung around his backpack and opened it, pulling out a small device.

      “What’s that?” Ari’s words came out a whisper. She knew what it looked like—a bomb—but surprise forced the question out.

      “He’s prepared,” Marco said moving back beside Ari.

      “We can’t hurt bystanders,” Ari said.

      “It’s more of a distraction than a weapon.” At a fast pace, Joe headed to the elevators, Ari matching him step for step.

      As they approached, she noticed the numbers descending from the top floor. “Hold up.” She skidded to a stop.

      “Ari’s right.” Patrick sounded on their coms. “They are headed your way. Head to the service elevators in the back.”

      They turned and sprinted down the hall, Ari internally cursing her choice of shoes. She kept up behind Marco, though, with Joe pulling up the rear.

      “Another left,” Patrick spoke calmly as Ari’s heart pounded in her ears.

      The elevator sat waiting and open for them. Patrick must have hacked the building’s mainframe. Inside, Ari pressed the button for the basement. “They’ll probably have the street covered.”

      “They have the basement covered too.” Patrick told them. “Get off on five but push it at the last minute. You guys can take the fire escape. I’m headed to pick you up now. Only a block away.”

      “We’ll be out.” Joe spun the small device in his hand, staring straight ahead.

      Marco swore quietly next to her then, as they hit level six, he quickly pushed the button to exit on level five. “Let’s go.”

      The carpet on the stairs muffled their steps, but they weren’t silent. Legs burning, she focused on the steps in front of her. One misstep at their speed could break something.

      “I’m parked out front, but you’ve got company. Every entrance is blocked. This will probably be your best bet,” Patrick’s calm voice sounded in their coms. His voice strengthened her resolve as she looked over the handrail.

      As they approached the bottom, Ari noticed dark-clad people waiting for them. “I see them,” she whispered.

      “We’ll make it through,” Marco whispered.

      “Through?” She remembered those were the same words Echo said. She paused for a moment, then hurried to keep up with Joe. There were only a few flights left.

      “You better have more than a flash and bang in that bag,” Marco said.

      For once, Ari agreed.

      “I do. Just keep moving. They will want us alive.” He tapped the piece on his ear that connected them to Patrick. “Plan on extraction side B.”

      She double checked her gun was on and with a short glance realized they were only a floor or two away. Joe paused and she stopped a few stairs down and turned around.

      “Put that in your corset.” He motioned to her electric gun and turned to Marco. “Put your gun in your bag as well.”

      “Why—” she started to ask.

      “No time. Don’t stop moving no matter what.” Joe pulled his bag to his chest while the others put away their tasers. Once secured away, he threw the small explosive over the handrail and motioned for them to move.

      Obeying, she rushed down the stairs with Marco at her side, expecting Joe to follow. Instead, as the loud explosion roared through the stairwell, she caught Joe jumping over the handrail to the chaos below. The bright light kept her from following his progress all the way down. What kind of crazy ninja was Joe? After this she was definitely sitting down with some questions for that guy.

      But now, as adrenaline pumped in her veins and some of her senses were numb from Joe’s explosion, she hurried down to catch up with Joe. Marco stayed at her side. Once the blast died down, Marco pulled out his gun and Ari followed suit.

      The first soldier in full riot type gear appeared before they made it down the stairs. Both Marco and Ari fired without hesitation. Electricity shot from the weapons, but the shots seemed absorbed by the gear somehow. He turned his gun on Marco, but it malfunctioned, possibly due to Joe’s earlier blast.

      Stepping closer, Ari aimed the weapon at the exposed skin on the base of his jaw and fired. The soldier fell back with little resistance, shaking from the blast.

      They both continued rushing down the stairs. Smoke burned her eyes as she continued forward. As Ari rushed the closest soldier, he was slow realizing his gun was useless. Ari stepped close to get a clean shot and tased him on his hand. The jolt shot through him and he dropped to his knees.

      In her peripheral vision she saw Joe fight, beautiful and deadly. She wished she really could watch him, but the men in front of her prevented that. She swore if she made it out of here, Joe would be her new teacher.

      Most of the assailants focused on Joe, making Marco and Ari’s exit easier. The door in sight, she turned to find Marco grappling with a soldier. Marco took a hit to his leg and it crumpled under him. Coming up from behind the soldier, she fired her gun into the back of the man’s neck, and he went down. She was starting to like this electric gun.

      She reached to help Marco up. Pulling him up, she found he wasn’t that steady yet on his leg. Good thing he was thin.

      “I’m trying,” he muttered as he walked on shaking legs.

      She glanced at Joe, and for a brief second met his eyes and he glanced at the door. Go. Receiving the implied message, she planned on coming back once Marco was safely tucked away. Once outside, she found a crowd gathering on the street, a fire alarm ringing in the distance. She moved from the lights, hoping for refuge in the shadows.

      Ari continued across the street. Most cars were at a standstill because of the crowds and chaos. She found Patrick sitting in a light blue car across the street. Once he saw her, he jumped out and opened the back door. Before he could move to help, Joe appeared and helped with Marco’s other side.

      “A bit slow tonight?” Marco joked as he was tucked into the back seat.

      “Getting out of shape hanging out with you and eating donuts.” Joe shut the door on him and hurried to the other side of the car. “We better hurry. The only thing that saved us was they don’t know their tail from their head yet, but they will.”

      Sitting in the back with Marco, Ari looked him over for any other injuries. Red filled his weary eyes. They were lucky the soldiers were trying to capture them, not kill.

      Patrick swerved up on the sidewalk around the stalled traffic, forcing pedestrians out of the way. She scooted onto the seat and scanned the area. “I can’t think why they’d let us get away so easily.”

      “You thought that was easy?” Joe said, the first sign of a joke she had ever heard from him.

      She shrugged. “But why aren’t they following us now? And what happened with their weapons?”

      “That explosion was a small EMP blast so they couldn’t communicate with the others. I wired faraday cages into your corset and our bags to keep our weapons working.”

      “You could have told me beforehand.”

      “I was hoping we wouldn’t need them.”

      “What about the stuff you took from Echo’s apartment?” she asked.

      “It’s good.” Joe tapped the bag.

      “Next time can you let me know what you’re planning?” Ari asked. “I thought you were jumping to your death for a moment there.”

      “You know how to fight. I’ve seen you before.”

      Ari thought back to her practices but never really remembered seeing Joe. Maybe he was more like a ninja than she thought. “Still, next time, heads up would be helpful.”

      He shrugged.

      Patrick finally got out of the congestion and let out a big sigh. “Okay, now that I can breathe right. How about you guys start from the beginning?”
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      They had caught Patrick up with what happened by the time they arrived back in their room. While Joe looked through what he took out of Echo’s apartment, Patrick, Ari, and Marco started to pack. They shouldn’t have any reason to suspect the authorities were on to them, but they weren’t going to hang around to give them a chance to find them.

      Ari quickly changed out of her outfit and took a shower to wash off the smell of that club and Echo. Though the adrenaline had worn off and the memories of what happened to Echo began creeping in, she pushed them away and busied herself with getting ready to leave. Leaving the bathroom, she found the apartment cleaned and the bags on the bed.

      “We need to head out under the hour. Marco, did you need to shower?” Patrick motioned to the open bathroom.

      “Yeah, I’ll be quick.” Marco grabbed his bag and headed in.

      “I’ll go wipe down the car and make sure it can’t be traced back to us.” Joe slung his bag over his shoulder and left.

      Ari turned to her bag, planning and packed her dirty clothes in her duffel bag.

      “Ari, we need to talk.” Patrick stood by the door.

      The serious edge to his words stilled Ari’s busy hand. Zipping up the bag, she turned to face him. “What’s up?”

      “Let’s go out for a minute.” He motioned to the door, his face not giving anything away. “Bring your bag.”

      “O-kay.” Ari couldn’t figure what he would want to talk about that couldn’t wait until they were on the plane. And why the bag? Did he need an errand run before they took off?

      As she followed him out into the hall, she noticed a small black bag in his hands. Joe was already gone, and Patrick headed towards the stairs. He kept forward, not bothering with small talk.

      “I think I’ve had my fill of stairs today,” Ari tried to joke to lighten the mood.

      “I bet you have.” He paused for a moment to let her catch up, then continued down the stairs. “You were pretty spectacular back there. You know that, right?”

      “You didn’t see Joe. He was amazing.” Ari wished she could have recorded it and replayed it in slow-motion.

      “Yes, he is, but that’s Joe. He’s been at this game for a while.” He opened the door and exited into the side of the lobby. The night sky gave the lights an eerie glow to the deserted lobby. “But you kept a level head and rolled with everything that was thrown at you. You were better than anyone could have expected. I’m lucky you chose to join our team.”

      “Thanks. I feel pretty blessed to have found you too,” Ari replied, then realizing how it sounded quickly added, “and everyone on the team.”

      His words were kind, but the look in his eyes told her there was something more. Something he didn’t want to tell her, something hard to say. She stepped forward and reached a hand out. “Patrick, what’s going on?”

      He handed her a bag. “This is for you.”

      “What’s this?” She opened the bag to find a new phone, several cards, and other papers. It was a new identity. Turning on the phone, she saw an airline ticket across the ocean to the Americas. Home. An icy chill crawled up her skin as she lifted her chin to meet his focused gaze. Was he telling her to leave? She searched his face for an answer.

      “I want you to go find Reed. See if he’s really there.” Besides his intense gaze, Patrick’s face showed no emotion.

      “But what about the mission? I can’t leave Tricky, and—”

      “You can and you are.” His tone took an icy edge. “I can’t have you half here, sneaking off whenever you catch a hint of Reed. You’re either all here or you’re not. You’re a liability, as is Reed. Bring him back, stay there, whatever you want. Message me in thirty-six hours with your decision. If I don’t hear from you, I’ll assume you’ve been compromised and have to relocate the team. Your brother and mother will be safe regardless, you have my word. Both have proven to be valuable members of the team, and while they don’t replace my most promising warper, they have permanent places in my family, safe and wanted.”

      Emotion swelled up squeezing her chest. “Patrick…” She reached for his arm, struggling to find the words to explain how she felt for him, when she wasn’t sure herself. “I…”

      He stepped back, letting her arm drop to her side. “This has nothing to do with how I feel. I need a team member to be one hundred percent here. Someone we can all count on and won’t disappear in the middle of a mission. Leave now, before your brother comes down. I have a car out front for you.”

      She bit her lip, trying to hold in the flood of emotions. Despite feeling like she was abandoning her brother, her mother, her whole new family, she nodded and turned towards the door. Patrick was right. She needed to see Reed and know for sure. Walking outside, she wiped at a stray tear and promised things would be better next time she saw them all.
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      With tears swimming in her eyes she drove to a convenience store. Locking herself in the small bathroom, she stared at the beat-up mirror. There wasn’t time for tears anymore, she had a job to do. Going back into her country, she needed enough of a disguise to hide from electronic eyes.

      She found the silicone pads that she applied to change the shape of her face. Those pads, under several layers of darkened makeup that was a couple of shades deeper than her natural tan, changed her face dramatically. With heavy makeup and dark black wig, even Reed wouldn’t be able to recognize her.

      It wasn’t until she was on the plane that she acknowledged the pressure in her chest. What she was about to do, what she left behind… mulling it all over in her mind was enough to drive her crazy. What would she do once she got there? Would Reed be willing to come back with her, and would that even be possible? She didn’t have any papers for him. Or maybe they could figure a way to stay in touch, and they could be together later. Then she was forced to acknowledge that sinking notion that maybe he wouldn’t want to come back.

      He may be perfectly happy to live the life he always planned on. Uprooting cost him a lot. More than she ever wanted him to sacrifice. Maybe he deserved to be left alone.

      And then, coming back home, the memory of her father haunted her as well. This trip was going to be difficult, and in ways that went past the fake disguises, forged papers and silicone fingertips.

      Chewing on the inside of her cheek, she finally ordered a TAB in her drink. Something to relax her nerves, but not enough to make her stupid. She couldn’t afford stupid, but she couldn’t afford to break down either. Act now, feel later. It was beginning to be a mantra for her.

      She landed in a neighboring country and rented a car for the rest of the four-hour trip. She hit the rush hour traffic when she crossed into her country. The underpaid security guard glanced at her credentials as she scanned her fingerprints. With a slight beep she was waved on. “Thanks,” she said and turned to drive off.

      With every mile closer to her home, the surreal feeling grew. Soon landmarks became familiar but somehow it was all different. She was different. Gone was the fear and intimidation the government instilled in her. Fear of VRs, fear of her future, fear for her father and family… most of what she remembered growing up was clouded by these perpetual fears. Now, she had tools that could drive that fear away, or at least put up a good fight.

      With only a few hours of sleep on the plane, she grabbed coffee and food to refuel on the last leg of her trip. Then once in town she found herself back at her usual coffee joint and ordered a tall Mexican latte with enough spice to finally wake her up. Sipping her warm drink, she realized the odds of catching Reed at home right now were slim.

      Inside the bag Patrick gave her was information on Reed and his mother. She still had the same job at the factory and now Reed worked there as well. A solid job actually, with decent pay. The government obviously forgave him for his role helping Ari in leaving the country. Glad he settled in nicely, she tried not to think of what this visit would do to him.

      Since neither Reed nor his mom would be off for a couple of hours, she had time to waste. Trying not to think about seeing Reed, her mind kept wandering to the one place she didn’t want it to—her father.

      He had been in a VR coma for years now. She’d finally gone to visit last year, when she’d snuck out from school. Risking much to see him, she had thought her ability in the VR could save him, could force him out of the program and back into the real world. His addiction had stolen much from Ari and their family. Not only did they not have a father or husband, but they had to pay for him to be fed in the program.

      Even though Ari left her father in the program, angry and disgusted at his mental addiction, she wondered if he was still in the VR. If they weren’t there to pay the bill, would the government really let him die? They could pull the cable out of his neck, but they couldn’t pull his mind from the alternate reality it chose to reside in. Maybe they kept him in there as bait for Ari, like they did with Reed?

      Even though she told herself over and over that it didn’t matter, she found herself heading towards the last place she knew her father was. Her father had died years ago, when he chose the program over reality. But part of her needed to know what happened to him in the real. This probably would be her last chance to do so. Ari owed it to her mother if nothing else. She drove on in hopes of finding the truth.

      First, she drove by her old apartment building. The tan stucco three-story building looked just as bad as did a couple years ago. Thinking of her past created a strange, almost sad detachment. Small children played in front of her old building, their high-pitched voices carrying down the street.

      It wasn’t her home anymore. No. Just ghostly memories.

      Even with her disguise in place, she didn’t chance staying there for long and continued down the street. She rented the oldest car she could so she wouldn’t stand out, but in this neighborhood people didn’t even have cars. She continued a few more blocks to the center where she last visited her dad.

      Inside the car, she touched up her face and reapplied lipstick. Then as a second thought, added a hat as well. The less face the cameras could see the better. Keeping her gaze low to avoid cameras, she walked into the center. The smell of bodies and cleaning solution made her rub her nose. The entrance room had been recently remodeled. Large thick doors blocked further entry and several large screens were set off the side.

      As she approached a screen, it lit up. “Who are you seeing today?”

      Ari swallowed, forcing her voice to change slightly. Who knew if they had voice recognition too? Better to pick a character and stay in it. “Enrique Mendez.”

      It took the computer mere seconds. “Mr. Mendez no longer resides here.”

      Her stomach dropped, expecting the worst: that they moved him to a high-tech building and were stringing him along like some vegetable. “Where is he?”

      Then the screen flashed with information. “I’m sorry, but Enrique Mendez is deceased.”

      Even though she knew it was a possibility, the confirmation struck her hard. Something inside of her, a hopeless dream, finally broke like the last strand of a rope releasing its cargo. There wouldn’t ever be a happy ever after for her family. If she was being honest, their chance at a happy ending shattered years ago. Silent tears dropped heavy onto her cheeks. The tears felt hot and empty, similar to the emotions racing inside.

      Her gloved hand gently touched the screen that provided information. He had apparently passed a couple months after she left for school. Did her mother even know? Ari didn’t know if she should be angry at Cynthia if she had kept it from her. A numbness spread through her body. Her father had been gone from her life for so long, it was hard to believe he still wasn’t back there tied into a machine. At least he was free now. Free from the wires, and free from his addiction.

      “Is there anything else I can help you with?” the electronic voice rang.

      “No.” Stepping back, she dabbed at her eyes.

      Just then a worker sounded from the other side of the barrier. She tensed, worried checking on her father may have triggered an alarm. Keeping her gaze low to avoid cameras, she left and headed straight to her rental car.

      The knot in her stomach made it hard to focus on driving. Finally, she pulled over in the back of a parking lot. Gripping the wheel, she let go of the shaky breath trapped in her chest. She had a complicated relationship with her father. He had hurt them in so many ways. His absence and neglect caused a hole that was never filled. She wanted to hate him, yet he was still her dad.
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      It took a while for her to put herself back together, physically and mentally. Finally, she made it to Reed, parking behind a liquor store a couple of streets from his apartment and deciding to take the back streets over. Growing up here, she knew five different ways to travel between Reed’s apartment and hers, mostly because she’d often have to search for her brother when he missed dinner.

      It didn’t take too long to find their apartment. As she stood at the door, for a moment she worried that maybe they moved. Ari had no clue what the government did to them. Fear lurked in the corners of her thoughts as she rang the panel on the side of the door.

      No answer.

      Maybe she could go in and see how things looked and leave a message or something. Feeling behind the panel, she felt the familiar notch and began prying it open when the door swooshed open. Startled, Ari moved back to find Reed’s mom standing in the doorway.

      Anita had lost weight, lines etching her tight lips. Her brown hair, now shorter and scattered with silver, framed her face. “What do you think you’re doing screwing with my box?” Anger sharpened her voice.

      For a moment, Ari forgot she was in disguise, and not expecting his mother home so early, she struggled to find her worlds. “I’m here to leave a message to your son.”

      Anita’s hazel eyes narrowed as she pushed a stray hair out of her face. “What do you want with my son?”

      Taking a deep breath, Ari let her accent from her childhood fill her words. “I promise, Ms. Walker, I’m just here to talk. I’ve been here enough to find my brother, but today it’s just for me.”

      The woman’s eyes flashed in surprise as she studied Ari more.

      Ari didn’t dare take off her disguise, not here outside with who knew what camera was watching. “I’ve changed, I know.”

      Recognition sparked in her eyes. “Yes, you have, girl. What did I tell you about calling me Ms. Walker? I’m Anita.”

      It was an argument they had several times when Ari was a teenager. But Ari grew up with a grandmother that demanded Ari respect her elders, so it stuck.

      “Come in.” She stepped to the side to let Ari through.

      “Thank you,” Ari swallowed the Miss. “Anita.”

      Inside, everything looked familiar. The old tattered brown couch sat sadly in the front room, and a small kitchen sat on the other. Reed’s mother led her into the kitchen and motioned to one of the chairs.

      “What can I get for you?”

      “Water would be great.” Ari couldn’t remember the last time she ate, but with the nerves in her stomach she didn’t think she could.

      “I’ll make toast,” Reed’s mom said to herself as much as Ari. “You’re too thin.”

      “So are you,” Ari replied.

      “Maybe.” Anita turned and watched her for a moment. “What did you call the stray cat Reed and Marco found?”

      A light smiled pulled up her face as she remembered the mangy feline. Neither mother would let them keep the cat, so they worked hard to feed it from the scraps. Soon it had enough of the kids and left, but it kept them entertained for a whole summer. “Sparks.”

      “Just had to make sure,” Anita nodded, not any happier to see her, and turned to open a cabinet.

      “Where is Reed?” Ari couldn’t hold in the question any longer.

      Anita didn’t answer at first, instead sticking the bread into the toaster. After pouring a glass of water, she set it in front of Ari. Then she went back to work on the toast, leaving Ari with the raging thoughts in her mind.

      Glancing around, she found a picture of Reed on the mantel in the front room. He stood surrounded by friends. It looked like it was taken at work at the factory. His smile lit up the whole room. Ari didn’t think she could take another minute when Anita finally spoke.

      “It’s not that I don’t care for you, child. I watched you grow, and your mother and I always did watch out for each other’s children.” Her gaze skittered to the door. “But with you, always comes trouble. My son has finally found some peace. He’s finally happy again.” She motioned to the same picture Ari had been looking at earlier.

      Biting her lip, Ari nodded. One of her biggest fears was that she hurt Reed, along with those she loved. Anita was right. Ari’s life, chaotic and crazy, hurt those she was around no matter how she tried to help. Coming back to see Reed was purely selfish. Did she really think that he would just leave his mom, his home, and run around the world with her with the threat of death or imprisonment always hanging over her head? She loved him more than that.

      Pushing back from the table she stood, heat flooding her face. “I understand. I just needed to know that he was safe and okay.”

      “He’s working right now and is showing great promise. Management material is what they call him. I recently got laid off, but he has a good job down at the plant. Makes a decent wage, despite leaving school early. He’s a smart boy with many prospects here.” The way she said prospects, Ari knew it referred to the opposite sex. Reed was always popular, and girls at school were always eager to talk to him.

      “Glad to hear it.” Ari had to leave, before she broke down completely in front of Anita. “I’m sorry I came and put you at risk. Like I said, I had to know for sure.”

      As tears burned her eyes, she spun towards the door. It swept open without her command and standing in the doorway was Reed. Her Reed, with his perfect hazel eyes looking kindly down. He had let the stubble on his face grow in more than usual. She reached out a hand, her heart aching with every passing moment. Then she stopped. This wasn’t her Reed. Not anymore. She didn’t deserve him.

      He glanced at his mother. His eyes questioning, before returning to her. She realized hot tears flowed without restraint and he must think her insane. Seeing him now didn’t make any difference. His mother was right. It was best for him if she just disappeared. The knife had dug just a little deeper in her heart when she stared at his beautiful face and he didn’t even recognize her.
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      Realizing how she must look, a strange woman crying inside his door, Ari turned her head and hastily wiped at her tears.

      “Mom?” Reed turned to Anita for an explanation.

      “Just a friend, dear, going through a hard time. Excuse us as I see her out.” Anita stepped behind Ari, helping her out.

      “Oh. I’m so sorry.” Reed stepped around them and with him, taking her heart.

      Anita placed a hand around Ari’s shoulder and escorted her outside. The door closing behind them, leaving them alone outside. Ari clenched her hands, reining in her emotions.

      “Just remember,” Anita said. “Family has to come first. You know that.”

      As she tucked away the pain and hurt, a coldness spread down Ari’s back. “I understand. I guess I just thought we were family.” Then she headed down the walkway, not looking back.

      She didn’t blame Anita for protecting her son. It was something Ari had wanted to do since Reed first left the country with her. But that realization didn’t ease the pain she forced back.

      In the lot, a strange car sat idling with no driver. The shiny silver sedan without a hint of rust stood out amid the half-running heaps that littered the street in Reed’s neighborhood. Maybe she had alerted someone when she checked on her dad. It would make sense the next place the government would check would be Reed’s. Instinct kicked in and she continued to the next apartment complex.

      Once she hit the alley, she picked up her pace, jogging quietly to not draw attention to herself. She was grateful she parked her car behind the liquor store. In between the dumpster and tow truck, no one could see her small car from the street.

      With a quick glance at her watch, she realized she had only hours to find a secure connection and leave a message for Patrick. She itched the wig on her head and hurried to the car. It wasn’t until she was miles away on the highway that she tore the pins out of the wig and pulled it off. Then the emotion she forced down to get past the major city checkpoints finally broke.

      The sobs came out between ragged breaths. Tears blurred her vision and she had to pull over on the side of the road. She never imagined this loss would wrack her body with such pain and sorrow. Aching pain tore through her as she realized there would be no more Reed for her. That love and light in her life had come to an end. Reed stood for safety, for home, and she didn’t know she could live without him.

      But she had to. For his sake. If she really loved him, she’d let him be. It went against every instinct she had. While her gut told her to turn the stupid car around, she knew she couldn’t. His safety and peace meant more to her than her own selfish needs.

      Time that she didn’t have sped by as her tears ran dry. Patrick was right. She needed to close this door and focus on the future. The team needed her. Tricky needed her.

      The bottled water was warm, but she finished it off, wiped her face, and drove back onto the highway. These bastards that stole her life from her would live to regret it.
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        * * *

      

      Before boarding her plane, Ari got a message off to Patrick at one of the many IP addresses they regularly checked. She had the long plane ride to reaffirm her decision. The past was the past and unless she did something, her future didn’t look all that better.

      It took almost a day to get back to the cabin between the varied transportation. She messaged that she was back in town, and they said they’d send someone to pick her up. Restless, she started the path towards the house. The sun was falling but gave plenty of light to guide her path.

      The roar of the vehicle sounded, and Ari stepped off the path, but remained visible. As it slowed to an idle in front of her, she was surprised by the driver. She thought one of the others would pick her up, maybe even Marco, but it was Patrick.

      He turned off the Jeep and got out. Straightening her back, she steadied her nerves, though she had no clue why she was nervous. She didn’t plan on pursuing a relationship with Patrick. It wasn’t fair to anyone. Ari planned to work, nothing more.

      “How did the trip go?”

      “Smooth. No glitches with the documents and fingerprints you gave me.”

      “Good. You find what you need?”

      Ari swallowed, her throat tightening. “He was there with his mother.”

      “I’m surprised you didn’t bring them both back.”

      She had wanted to, had walked into that apartment with those exact intentions. “They were better off where they were. He is safe and has a good life there.”

      His face softened. “I’m sorry.”

      “Are you?” Ari couldn’t help the bitterness that crept up.

      He kept his distance but watched her carefully. “I am. This life takes a lot from us. It isn’t fair.”

      “No, but what is?” She swung her bag over her shoulder not wanting to talk about it. She buried those emotions and wasn’t going to dig them up in front of Patrick. “I’m here, one hundred percent, and ready to work.”

      He watched her for a minute, like trying to decipher her intentions. “I wanted to let you know what you missed while you were gone.” His serious tone put her on edge.

      “What?”

      “While you were gone, Maxim used the virus to infect the Vice President of China, who also happens to be a diplomat and their country’s representative on the Board of VLEX.”

      Ari dropped her bag in shock, but Patrick continued talking.

      “It wasn’t inside of VLEX but in a Realm inside of China. And the real kicker is: guess who replaced the Vice President?”

      “No, they wouldn’t?” Ari shook her head.

      “Maxim is now on the Board.” Patrick ran a hand through his hair. “While we’ve been chasing emails and praying for a crumb of information about Maxim, he’s been murdering dignitaries and putting himself in control of the world’s political stage.”

      “Why would they put him on?” Ari knew there were only ten seats on the Board, mostly assigned to government officials.

      “We need to figure that out, along with a host of other things.”

      “I meant what I said. I’m ready to work.”

      “Good, then let’s go.” He turned back to the Jeep.

      Once buckled in, they began the journey back. Patrick kept his eyes on the road. “I do have some good news.”

      “I’m ready for some good news.”

      “Tricky’s awake.”

      Ari straightened. “Really? For good?”

      “She still sleeps about 12 hours a day, but she’s back to demanding her computer and goes to meetings when she can.”

      Ari exhaled with relief, happy at the good news. “That’s great news.”

      “Her brother is constantly torn between giving her what she wants and trying to keep her offline for as long as possible.”

      Ari was familiar with that struggle with her own brother after his VR coma. “Has she said much about how it happened?”

      “Yes. Maxim.” His jaw tightened for a moment. “Maxim is at the center of this web, but we need to figure out his game plan before others get hurt. He has a weapon that could hurt millions and now sits in a position of power he stole.”

      “Maxim needs to die, and for once I wish I could do it.” Ari wasn’t usually the violent type, but Maxim had dealt with everything from weapons to the sex trade, and everything in between.

      “I agree, but it’s not going to be easy. They figured out a way to hurt people online. To infect people’s brain. And as much as I’d love to use this tech against them, I’m also terrified of what that means.” He glanced her way, and back to the road. “Virtuals will never be safe again.”

      “They never were.” Ari thought back to the last time she saw her father, and the news she’d have to give her mother and brother when she returned.

      They drove in silence the rest of the way. Ari found comfort in the thick trees that hid them from the rest of the world. They pulled into the basement garage.

      As he turned off the engine, Ari turned to him. “Patrick?”

      “Yes?”

      “I want to thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      “No. I really mean it.” She had a long time to think on the flight and realized how much this team, how much Patrick had meant to her. “Not only did you help me escape VisionTech, you helped me rescue my family, you let me tie up loose ends with Reed, and the biggest thing was when I was gone I didn’t worry about Marco and my mom. I don’t think I can ever repay you.”

      His steely gaze never left hers. “You repay me every day by being here, by helping with Tricky, working to keep us all safe in a world that is trying to weaponize our kind.”

      She realized how much her life had changed because of Patrick. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.” He broke off eye contact and turned to leave.

      The cabin felt like home in a way nowhere else had for a long time. The others greeted her with hugs and the familiar smell of onion and spices enticed her stomach. Before she could make it to the kitchen, her mother appeared before her and wrapped her in a fierce hug.

      “I’m not happy with you, chica, but I’m glad you’re back safe and sound. No more trips for a while.”

      Ari laughed. “I’m back. No need to worry anymore.”

      Her mother pulled back. “You are not a mother or else you would know. It is a mother’s job to worry. It never stops.”

      “Well, I’m back. You don’t have to worry.”

      Cynthia gave a dismissive ‘umpf’ and turned back to the kitchen. “You are too skinny. Come eat. We will talk later.”

      “Of course, Mom.” Ari had arrived just in time for dinner.

      Dinner conversation revolved around work. Even Harini, who was a stickler about work time and personal time, let it slide. Everyone hypothesized Maxim’s next move. Even though the outlook with Maxim was bleak, Ari couldn’t help but be happy that she was home. Marco had kept his distance though, which was unlike him. Maybe this Maxim thing was getting to him. The cold shoulder meant things were bad.

      Ari waited until the dinner rush faded, and everyone went their separate ways. She followed Marco down the hall. He must have been going to work with Joe or Blur. “Hey, Marco.”

      He stopped, his back stiffening, but not turning or saying a word.

      She hesitated for a moment, then continued forward. “Can we talk?”

      As he turned around his still demeanor disappeared, and he shrugged his shoulders. “Sure, why don’t we talk. You can talk to me about ditching me yet again. Talk to me about seeing my best friend, and how the world revolves around you.”

      “That’s not fair.” Ari did notice the irony of how she recently told Patrick life wasn’t fair, but Marco didn’t need to know that.

      “I was his best friend for years. You dated him for, what, a year? Get over yourself.” He shot a hand through his hair. “I was forced to leave my home for you. Mom and I were displaced. Then you just drop us off at the next place and take off again. Ever think of what would happen to us if you didn’t return?”

      “Patrick would have taken care of you.”

      “Sure. Another guy who has the hots for you. So generous.” His gaze turned ice cold. “I don’t blame Reed for not coming back. You’re not worth it.” Turning, he headed off.

      Ari wasn’t sure how or why the next part spilled out. “He’s dead.”

      Her brother stopped but didn’t turn back. “Dad?”

      “Yeah. I stopped by the center.”

      “If we were still there, he’d be alive.” Marco said the words Ari feared.

      “I know.” The truth burned raw in her throat. If it wasn’t for her, they still would be back home as a family. “Reed has a good job at the factory. If you wanted to go back, maybe you could. I can talk to Patrick.”

      “You don’t know what Reed had to do to get that job, or what was done to him by the government when he returned. I don’t need any more crumbs from you.” Then he stormed down the hall, hands fisted at his sides.

      Ari didn’t try to follow. When she turned around, she found her mother there, frozen with tears streaming down her face.

      “Is it true?” Her mother’s voice came out as barely a whisper. “Is he dead?”

      Biting her lip, Ari nodded. “I didn’t mean for you to…” To what? Find out like that? Hear Marco tear into her dark, selfish core?

      She placed her hand over her mouth to hold back the sob that erupted.

      “I’m sorry, Mom.”

      Her mother stepped back. “No, Arianna. It is not your fault.”

      The words felt empty and false. Before Ari could say anything else, her mother spun around and left. Ari stood alone in the hall, the heaviness of the last few minutes threatening to pull her under. She almost went to talk to Patrick or Harini but changed her mind. Ari didn’t deserve compassion or kindness. It felt surreal as she walked to her room, took a sleeping pill, and then sunk into oblivion. Tonight, she’d let herself grieve for what she lost, for tomorrow she would seek revenge.
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      The next morning, Ari headed to Tricky’s room. Blur had looked better over breakfast, but still tired. Harini told Ari that while Tricky was conscious longer she hadn’t returned to her herself, physically or mentally.

      When Ari knocked softly on her door, she didn’t know what to expect.

      Tricky opened the door, underweight with a ghostly complexion. “Hey, I wondered when I’d see your mug around.”

      “Hey, stranger.” Ari hugged her friend and to her surprise Tricky grasped her back tightly. “I thought I lost you for good.” Her voice hitched with emotion.

      “No way in hell I’d let Maxim off that easy. You on your way to breakfast?” Tricky joined Ari in the hall.

      Ari didn’t want to go to breakfast, didn’t want to see Marco and her mother, but she couldn’t avoid them forever. Not when they lived under one roof. “I’m not that hungry.” Maybe she could just avoid them for another hour or two.

      “I can eat both of ours then.” Tricky pulled her along. “I want to talk shop, anyway. I have a theory on how to trap that devil Maxim.”

      “No devil-talk over breakfast,” Harini snapped at them as she joined them in the hall.

      Tricky mumbled as they continued into the kitchen.

      Ari remembered their last conversation before Ari left. Tricky wanted her to find the connection between Maxim and who unleashed the virus. She felt a twinge of quilt at not helping Tricky in that regard. If Maxim had the virus, then there was some sort of connection between VisionTech and Maxim. But Ari barely survived the encounter with VisionTech, never mind finding anything useful to Tricky.

      At breakfast with Tricky the morning meal carried on as usual with the exception that Marco purposefully avoided Ari. Harini raised an eyebrow at her once in question, but Ari shook it off. Her mother came in to refill a basket of muffins, her eyes rimmed red. When she was in reach, Ari squeezed her mother’s hand. Her mom gave her a short nod then hurried back to the kitchen.

      Ari wasn’t sure what was worse, her mother’s heart-wrenching expression or Marco’s silent anger. She tried to not let the darkness drag her down and focused on the breakfast discussion to catch up on everything that happened.

      Soon everyone was cleaning up breakfast and heading off for the morning meeting. In hopes of catching her mom in the kitchen, Ari went to grab another cup of coffee. Sue was loading the dishwasher, but her mother was nowhere in sight.

      Sue must have noticed her expression. “Looking for your mom? I told her to go back to bed. She’s struggling since the news.”

      “She told you?”

      “About your dad? Yes.” Sue wiped her hands on her apron and turned around, leaning on the counter. “We’ve grown close, since she’s arrived. She assumed he had passed, but assuming and knowing is different.”

      “Yeah.” Ari grabbed that extra cup of coffee and headed down to the meeting.

      In the room, she nabbed a seat next Harini and sipped at the hot, bitter liquid. She appeared to be the last one, and Patrick cleared his throat to signal everyone to be quiet. He clicked a switch to turn on a projector.

      “It took some careful hacking on Joe’s part, but we’ve finally got a good look at the program that they used.” Patrick clicked a button and code appeared on the screen.

      Ari’s ability to read code had improved drastically over the past year. Characters and symbols stood out as the others blended into actions without extra thought. Similar to any language, it told stories or instructions. There, right at the end, was something she had never seen before. That row of characters looked foreign, but how? If it was original, then how would the systems register it.

      “Tell the mundane here what I’m looking at?” Marco leaned back in his chair, several spaces down from Ari.

      Patrick circled the new section.

      “How can that be?” Tricky stared at the screen and mirrored Ari’s own thoughts.

      Joe leaned forward, elbows on the large table. “It has to be in the hardware.”

      “But it happened on our end,” Ari pointed out. “How could they mess with our machines?”

      “Through the basic processing system,” Patrick said. “There are only two main companies that make VR machines. The smaller companies may or may not be affected as well. We’ll need to take apart our machines and see what we’re dealing with.”

      “Do we have anyone capable of doing that?”

      “Not an expert, no.” Patrick clicked the button and a list of companies involved in the manufacturing of VR machines and software filled the screen.

      “Sketchy and I can see what we’re dealing with,” Blur said, sitting by his sister.

      “And if necessary, we can hire someone. There are enough black market techies that it shouldn’t be difficult,” Patrick said.

      “I probably have a lead or two on that,” Joe rubbed the back of his hair, which looked recently washed.

      “In the meantime, you’re telling me we can’t plug in?” Tricky asked.

      Patrick focused on Tricky, frustration evident on his face. “That is exactly what I’m telling you.”

      “It’s not like these guys are everywhere. Any hint of trouble and we can run.”

      “Wait,” Ari cut off Patrick’s rebuttal. “Why can’t we use this to our advantage?”

      There was silence for a moment and Ari realized what she was saying. She wanted to use this program on other people. They had stolen, manipulated, and lied to help their cause and safety, but Ari just suggested they go to the next level and hurt people. Hurt people in the real, where they might not recover.

      “What do you mean?” Joe asked.

      “We are warpers, why don’t we use this tool to see exactly what these people are up too. Maxim and the board aren’t using this to save orphans and puppies. The world needs to know this is out there too. How many people never wake up from their trip and get written off as another VR coma? Everyone deserves to know that the VR is no longer safe for anyone.”

      “You think that will matter?” Joe, sitting across the table from her, steadied his gaze.

      “Maybe not to everyone, but to some,” Ari said.

      “Let’s sit on this for a bit. We don’t know enough about the program yet.” Patrick clicked off the screen. “While Sketchy, Blur and I check out the machines, everyone else take it easy. Get your exercising in and relax a bit. We all need to be mentally and physically ready to go. We’ll meet up soon.”

      Marco was the first out of the room without even a glance for his sister. He needed time. She tried to focus on what she could control.

      “Joe,” she called him before he left.

      “Yes?”

      “I saw you fighting back in the stairwell.”

      He nodded and waited for her to continue.

      “Do you think you could teach me?”

      Narrowing his gaze, he answered, “You sure?”

      “I’m positive. I was practically useless back there, and I don’t ever want to be a victim ever again.”

      “Okay. I’ll change. Meet me down there in five.” He left the room, leaving Harini and Ari.

      “You really want to learn to fight in the real?” Harini asked. They all fought in the virtuals, but not many knew how to in real life.

      “My old trainer taught me some. It’s nice to feel… well, not weak, empowered even. After what I’ve gone through in the last year, I never know when I’ll need it.”

      “Maybe I’ll come watch and do some cardio.”

      “Great. An audience while Joe kicks my butt.”

      Harini smiled. “Every good butt-kicking needs an audience with appropriate mocking.”

      Ari stood to leave, bringing her coffee with her to finish on the way. She may need it.

      After a quick change into flexible pants and a loose tank top, she hurried downstairs, a mix of excitement and nerves. She always had worked out, especially when she learned about the connection of her mental and physical health, but she hadn’t grappled for a while. Joe stood on the mat, stretching out his arms. After she was warmed up, he began with some basic techniques. Similar to what Niomi had taught her, but he moved with a speed and a grace that Niomi could never match.

      Sweat poured off her skin as they speed up the exercises. Harini stayed on the elliptical machine watching them, and even Tricky stopped in to see what was going on. The two of them offered encouragements and criticism where needed; of course, Harini was the cheerleader while Tricky rode her butt.

      Marco appeared briefly in the basement, but once he saw Ari on the mat, he turned back around mumbling something about going outside.

      The hour sped by and ended with Ari in a sweaty pool on the mat, sitting with her arms on her bent knees. “Thanks, Joe.” Ari had to get it in now, because tomorrow she may be too sore for gratitude.

      “I’m going to get some reading in before lunch,” Harini said as she headed upstairs. “See ya.”

      Tricky had already left by then, so it was just Joe and Ari in the basement.

      He grabbed a towel and dabbed at his temples. “You need to make it right with your brother.”

      Ari pulled back slightly. It wasn’t like Joe to get involved in anyone’s personal life. He was always silent when it came to things like that, taking it all in, but never participating.

      “I apologized.” She stood up, uncomfortable having the conversation with her on the ground.

      “Apologizing is not the same as making it right. I was with him when you left. Both times. And I have the feeling it happened before. You don’t run out on people you care about, or when you return things are not ever the same.”

      For the first time, it sunk in a bit. Ari had always worried about herself and what was happening to her. Even when she went back for her mom and Marco, it was for her own peace of mind. Marco’s world was just as scrambled as hers, no fault of his own. Even when their dad fell into his VR coma, only Ari got to go back in to see him one final time. To her credit, she did apologize, but that wasn’t enough. Problem was, she didn’t know how to make it right.

      “I’ll talk to him.”

      “Sooner than later. We need our team to be cohesive. We can’t afford to be any less than our best.” He threw the towel in the nearby hamper and left.

      Despite her desire to sink into the mat and never get up, Ari followed Joe out of the basement, in search of Marco.
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      Ari found her brother on the back porch smoking. “Patrick says exercise and you start smoking?” She glared at the cigarette.

      “It was a bit too crowded down there.” Grumpy didn’t look well on Marco. His normally jovial eyes narrowed and creased his forehead.

      She kicked at a stray rock and it skittered across the grass. Never tiring of all the green that surrounded her, she took a deep breath. Somehow, even though they were at a higher elevation than home and the oxygen was thinner, she found it easier to breathe here. Not as suffocating as the dust and cactus back home.

      She needed that extra breath to not jump into their normal bickering. Looking at things from his perspective, she needed to find compassion. This was her brother that she loved. She didn’t have so much family that she could risk losing any of them.

      She took the seat next to him on the large wooden swing. He didn’t acknowledge her, just took another drag. They sat in silence, letting the small noises of nature surround them. He exhaled a large plume of smoke into the dense trees.

      After trying to gather her thoughts, Ari broke the silence. “I need to apologize.”

      He didn’t say anything.

      “Marco, I’m sorry for dragging you here. Sorry for not thinking through how my decisions affect you.”

      “Thing is, that doesn’t change anything. It doesn’t change the fact we’re in a foreign country with people we barely know. It doesn’t change the fact that Reed is back home working in the factory, and it doesn’t change the fact that Dad is dead.”

      “No, it doesn’t.” Emotions tried to claw their way up her throat. She reached over and grabbed his e-cig and took a drag. Coughing, she remembered way too late that she hated smoking. Yet right now, she welcomed the discomfort that kept scarier emotions at bay.

      “Patrick says exercise and you start smoking?”

      “Yep.” She took one more drag and handed it back. “How can I make this right?”

      A bitter laugh escaped him. “Not sure you can. I can’t get back my life, my dad, or even my friend.”

      “Reed isn’t dead. It would be more difficult to contact him, but have you met Joe and Blur? With them, anything is possible. But if you do,” Ari swallowed the knot in her throat, “Just don’t tell me about it.”

      “How did things end with you two? I have a hard time believing he wanted to stay. Despite what I said earlier, he has been watching you for some time. The only thing that held him back was me, I think.”

      She willed herself not to cry, not to open that box filled with old memories and regret. “I hurt him and his mom a lot. They finally got things in order and didn’t need me messing things up.”

      He cocked his head to look at her, confusion creasing his forehead. “Did you even talk to him?”

      “I had a long talk with his mom and spoke briefly with him for a moment.”

      He started to say something, but she placed a hand on his arm. “Please, Marco, just drop it. It’s for the best.” Her voice betrayed her as it tightened with despair. “I already said my goodbyes, and I need to focus on our work here.”

      His pinched mouth softened. “Okay, I won’t say anything else.”

      “Thanks.” Her hand fell away, and she turned back to the forest. “Are you happy here, Marco? I know you always liked your independence. We can talk to Patrick, find you a job somewhere. I don’t want you to feel trapped in this life, even if you can’t go back to your old one.”

      He thought on that for a moment, his finger tapping against his leg. “Yes, I’m still angry about what we left behind. Not so much at you, but just at life, you know. This is the hand we’re dealt, but it doesn’t mean I have to be happy about it. But we’re safe right now, we have money and resources we never had before. So maybe I’m not happy but I’m as close as I’m going to be. I want to stay with you and Mom. We’ll see how this next mission plays out. Things may be changing, not just for us, but for everyone.”

      “They can destroy people through the cables. I never thought it would happen.” She rubbed a cold spot on her arm as the fear of the repercussions of such power crept into her mind.

      He huffed. “I’m honestly surprised it didn’t happen sooner, but maybe that was the plan. Get everyone hooked, then control them how you want.”

      “Can you even imagine a life without it?”

      “I haven’t been plugged in for a while, so I think I can.”  He finally slipped his e-cig back into his pocket. “Were you serious about weaponizing the program for our benefit? It doesn’t seem like you.”

      She shrugged. “I’m not sure, but we have to do something. What they do in VLEX? It isn’t right. People have lost their humanity long ago, everyone is just another part of the program. Lives are created and destroyed at the whim of those in charge.”

      “It may just up the stakes, making everything more dangerous.”

      “That’s probably why Patrick didn’t want to do it. Plus, it would be hard to hurt people when you’re not even sure who they are on the other end. But if push comes to shove…”

      “Maybe Tricky is rubbing off on you?”

      “Is that a bad thing?” Ari admired Tricky’s strength and determination.

      “Look how that ended up for her. She’s lucky to be back among the living and she’s now mentally closer to Sketchy than her twin now.” Marco stood to leave but stayed watching the trees. “So, now that Reed is gone, you going to end up with Patrick?”

      “It’s not like that.” There was an obvious attraction with Patrick, but it had no bearing on her decision to leave Reed.

      “I see how he looks at you. The others have even mentioned it.” He didn’t look at her, but she heard the disgust in his voice.

      “We’re both committed to the mission and the team, that’s all.”

      “And here I thought you were smart.” He started to walk away.

      Ari got up, catching his arm. “Marco, I don’t want to fight with you.”

      His face softened. “Don’t worry. We’re good. I’m just dealing with my own stuff.”

      “You want to talk?”

      “Nope, but thanks for the offer.” He rubbed the top of her hair. “Just stay safe in there, okay.”

      “Always.” She watched him walk away. Things weren’t perfect between them, but it never was. It wasn’t supposed to be. They were family, they loved each other, and that’s all that mattered.
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      The rest of her day was spent reading and helping her mom in the kitchen. It had been years since they cooked together. They made tamales, from Ari’s abuela’s recipe. It was a long task but in the steady rhythm of work, they found contentment. The silence was lit with sorrow for the loss of her dad, but they were together. That’s what mattered.

      Everyone showed up for the evening meal, and Ari felt a little guilty for her day off. Obviously, Patrick, Sketchy, and Blur had been hard at the machines all day. It wasn’t anything Ari could help with. While she could fix a simple bot or most of the electronics—since she had to out of necessity—VR machines were a whole different level. One that Ari avoided as much as she could.

      The progress was slow and finding an expert they could trust was proving to be just as hard. Most turned them down, and the only possibility was a thousand miles away. This wasn’t something that could be done over the cables.

      Dinner was good, laughter and conversation flowed throughout the room and the spicy smell of the food highlighted the evening. Ari realized this was enough, surrounded by family and friends. But would it last?

      Between them all, they were fugitives from at least ten different countries and that only because the other countries didn’t know about them. They were fighting powers stronger than all of them combined. Their power was only in the VR and the board had just taken that away too.

      Patrick must have noticed her forlorn thoughts. He stood to clear his plate and stopped by Ari to pick her up. Leaning over her shoulder, he spoke quietly. “Are you okay?”

      It shook her out of her melancholy. No use in worrying about tomorrow. “Just lost in my thoughts. I’m good.”

      “Come by my office tonight if you could. I’d like to discuss something with you.” He walked off with dishes in hand.

      A heavy feeling sank to the bottom of her stomach. What would he want to talk about? Was Marco right? Did Patrick still hold feelings for her? He couldn’t really think she’d be ready for a relationship so soon after leaving Reed back there.

      She sipped her water and pushed away the thoughts. Getting stuck in her head didn’t help things. Instead, she turned her attention to Sketchy and Sue.

      Sketchy scratched his head and then put his cap back on top. “After my buddy messed with my translator, he snuck it back in my bag. So, while I was trying to sell my old car, they thought I meant my wife. If I had known when they asked how much my wife cost, I would have never said, cheap, cheap. I would have said, free, free.”

      Sue whacked him on the arm, while the table roared in laughter. Sketchy acted like he had been mortally wounded. Ari couldn’t help but join in.

      “You should have seen Marco as a boy,” Ari’s mother said as she came back in from the kitchen. “Every time I turned around, he was in trouble again. If I didn’t get a call from the teacher every week, I had to make sure he attended classes.”

      “I can see that.” Tricky gave Marco a sly smile.

      “You should have seen the day everyone was supposed to have a special lecture from the government, via VR. Marco switched out the programs—” Ari couldn’t help the laughter bubbling up from the memory.

      “Hey, they didn’t have a good naming system for their files,” Marco protested.

      Ari held up a hand to quiet him. “He switched out the programs, but the audio still kept with the original government program. While the kids hear the yearly announcement from our government leaders, they got the visual of a sexual education virtual. I was in the library, the only kid not plugged in, so I heard the continued snickering from all the way down the hall. It took the teachers a good ten minutes to realize their lecture wasn’t that funny.”

      Another round of laughter filled the room.

      Marco stood to clear his plate. “I’m innocent until proved guilty.”

      “You are never innocent,” Ari said with a smile.

      “Well it was good for the kids. If the President isn’t good birth control, I don’t know what is,” Marco said.

      Laughter erupted out of Ari at the memory of their President with his curly black hair and oversized nose. Laugher that made her belly ache, and she savored every second of it.
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      Dinner went longer than usual with jokes and stories that rang into the night. Catching glimpses of who her teammates were before they came here, only endeared them to Ari more. Everyone came from vast backgrounds and carried different experiences and assets. Ari would bet money that Joe was a full blown ninja in his previous life.

      She mulled over these warm thoughts until she found herself at Patrick’s door. Anxiety crept around the edges of her mind, and she scolded herself for being a coward and hit the buzzer on the keypad.

      The door slid open, and he spoke from another room. “Come on in. I’ll be there in a moment.”

      She walked into the front office with the familiar desk littered with HUBS, screens, and other tools. She didn’t want to pry, but she couldn’t help but see the partially packed bag on the chair.

      He walked in, hair damp from a recent shower, and dressed in jeans and shirt. “Sorry about the mess.” He moved the bag and offered her the chair.

      “You going somewhere?” She motioned to the bag.

      “Yes.” He continued holding the back of the chair for her. “I’m leaving tonight to reach out to our most promising hardware guy for help. I can’t risk plugging anyone in until we know we are safe.”

      “Of course.” Ari took the seat.

      He patted her shoulder once, friendly and brief. Then Patrick moved behind the desk and shuffled some of the hardware out of the way. “You probably wonder why I called you in here.”

      “I do.”

      He glanced away for a moment and took a deep breath. “I know in the past things have been awkward with us. Especially with how we first met. Pretending to be romantically involved, even if not with our true identities, started us out on an interesting foot. In retrospect, I don’t think it was one of my wisest recruitment methods.”

      “Oh.” She supposed he was right, but it shouldn’t have mattered. She had Reed, or she used to have Reed.

      “Anyway, that is behind us. While I do care for you, I think we need to focus on the next step with the team.”

      “Okay? Not to be rude, but why are you telling me this.” Again, she added mentally as it felt as if they had covered this already.

      “Because you’re still avoiding me. Flinching when I barely touch you.” He looked at the shoulder he recently tapped.

      “Sorry.” She didn’t think she was so obvious.

      “No need to apologize. I also catch you looking at me sometimes, with that contemplative gaze. The same one I’m sure you’ve caught me doing. There may be something there, but neither of us can afford to be distracted by that right now. For us to work closely together, we need to have everything clear between us. Wouldn’t you agree?”

      She let a shaky breath go. He was right, but talking about it created an uneasiness in her, like admitting there was something there. Something she wasn’t ready to do. “I agree. Let’s focus on work.”

      “Good.” He grabbed a tablet off the tablet. “I should be gone for two days, three tops, but I realized after your disappearance that if anything should happen to me, I should be prepared.”

      “Is it that dangerous? Shouldn’t you take backup then? Joe, maybe?”

      He waved away any of her concern. “No. I think I’ll be fine. Just want to be prepared, and we need Joe here. Anyway, I wanted to talk to you about what would happen if I don’t make it back.”

      That stark reality that there was no guarantee for any of their safety made Ari lean back in the chair, silent.

      “I want to leave my position as head of the team over to you.”

      “Are you crazy?” She couldn’t understand what he was doing. “Why?”

      “You won’t be alone. I talked to Joe about taking over the tech side of things, but I’d like you to be in charge of the house.” He pulled up a document that said just as much.

      “I’m the newest member of this team and one of the youngest.”

      “I think you’re the best suited, and I’ve talked with this through with Joe and Harini. They both agree you would be the best for the job.”

      “Why not choose Harini or Blur?” Ari asked. If there was a mother on their team, it would be Harini. And Blur was technically the brightest by far.

      “Blur and Joe are intelligent, but they don’t like to deal with people or the practical side of things. They will try to push and direct you, plenty, but I’m counting on your reason. And Harini? I love her like my sister, and her heart is the size of the moon, but she doesn’t have the stomach to make hard calls.”

      “And I do?” She realized that this role came down to the process of elimination and that didn’t make her feel any better.

      “Yes, you do. You ran away from your country. You were a spy in an elite realm and escaped an island in the middle of the ocean. You have made the hard calls, leaving family and loved ones behind when needed. I know you’ll make the hard calls here as well.” His eyes were intense as they watched her.

      “If I agree to this, you’re not allowed to go anywhere.”

      “I don’t plan on it.” A smile grew on his face.

      “Stop smiling, I didn’t say yes.”

      “But you will.” His grin grew even bigger.

      She grabbed a nearby pen and threw it at him. “I’m not happy about this.”

      He grew somber. “I know. I’ll be safe. Promise. Just the first time I met you, even though you wore a different skin, I knew you’d be a great addition to the team. We have hackers and tech guys. But what we really needed was you.” He handed her a table. “I need you to memorize this.”

      “What is it?” Ari looked at the document. It gave the IP address for a chat room, and also a location.

      “I told you I have several emergency protocols in place. I need you to memorize the location of this apartment. Sue and Joe have memorized the other two. Depending on who is compromised, you can use it to help the team regroup. Money and supplies will be available to you there.”

      “I better not need this.” She continued studying the information, just in case. Then, once it was locked in, she handed it back to him.

      “I pray you don’t.” Pushing back his chair, he stood. “I have to catch a plane.”

      “Of course.”

      He escorted her to the door.

      Turning to say goodbye, she couldn’t help her urge to hug him. He probably thought she was an idiot, but he returned the hug. He smelled of shampoo and soap and felt strong and capable. She needed a friend and that what he was. Maybe one day that would change, but she had no desire to go there now.

      Pulling back, she looked up to him. “Be safe.”

      “I will.”

      Leaving his room, she rubbed her goose-bump-riddled arms. Things finally felt right between them and he had to run off. That was how life worked sometimes.
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        * * *

      

      Nothing really changed the next couple days because Patrick was gone, except they didn’t bother with any meetings. They all touched base enough throughout the day and with nothing new coming up, they each kept to their own projects. While most of the team helped work on the hardware problem, researching old models of the first VR machines to find differences, Tricky still focused on Maxim. She even recruited Ari to the job.

      The afternoon had set in, and Ari returned to the meeting room with two cups of coffee. She found Tricky asleep with her head resting on her arms folded on top of the table. Ari didn’t want to wake her, since Tricky had been sick she had needed a lot more rest that she wanted to admit.

      When Ari sat down, Tricky stirred. “Damn, I fell asleep again.”

      “You needed it.” Ari pushed the extra mug across the table.

      She gave a grunt of disapproval and sipped the warm drink. After a few moments, she stood up and stretched. “I don’t have time to rest. Maxim and the Board have teams of people geared to tackle the threat of warpers. We’re too understaffed to take someone on like them.”

      “Yet we have taken them on, and we have power they don’t have, like Blur, and Joe, and you.”

      Laughing, she shook her head. “I’m nothing in comparison. Not anymore. You saw all the tools Maxim had at his disposal on the inside.”

      “Be patient with yourself.”

      She glared at Ari and sat back down in front of her screen. “We don’t have time for patient. He’s now a major piece in world politics, with a new weapon, and a list of crimes that deserve a firing squad.”

      Ari wasn’t going to argue with Tricky, especially when she was right. “Well, you dropping back into a coma because you wear yourself out isn’t going to help anything either.”

      Tricky didn’t counter so Ari knew she got that point in.

      Ari pushed a button, and the screen Tricky was last working on flashed up on the projector so they could both analyze the information. It was a financial log Blur acquired from a not-so-legal source.

      “I’ve tracked Maxim’s accounts for so long I found those easily. He’s been making friends in VLEX for a while. He can pay the board members to look the other way when countries complain about his international violations. His end game could be sitting on the board to get a free pass to do what he wants, like a little boy who doesn’t like being told no. And so far it’s working and there’s nothing we can do about it.” Tricky began getting worked up, the agitation evident in her voice and her white knuckles.

      “Maybe they hired more than one to see who would succeed?”

      “That’s likely. Maxim paid a lot and nothing that bastard touches is good.” She threw a pen at the projected images. It hit the wall and fell to the floor.

      “We’ll get him,” Ari promised her.

      “How many more lives will he destroy until then? How many innocent people killed or tortured or abused until he’s gone?” Her voice tightened with emotion.

      Ari sensed there was something else eating at Tricky. Her friend had been more fragile and raw since she woke from the coma, but Ari couldn’t help but wonder if she was missing something. “What is it?”

      Tricky pushed back from the table and ran her hands through her platinum blonde hair. “I’ve met him once, you know?”

      Ari’s mug plopped down in surprise. She knew that Maxim killed Tricky’s mom, but not the specifics. “What happened?”

      “I was sixteen.” Tricky stared off in the distance as if she was in another place. “We were poor. Dirt poor. Lucky if we got one meal a day. My mom knew Blur and I were special. Finally, she contacted someone who contacted someone. She only wanted a better life for us.”

      Tricky took long pauses as if it were a struggle to relive it. Ari remained silent, giving her time. Tricky continued, her accent thicker than Ari had heard it.

      “We worked for someone and once they realized what we could do, what we could really do, they moved us to a different city. We worked and worked not seeing our mom for weeks. We had soft beds and full stomachs but kept asking about our mother. So, we ran away in hopes to find her.”

      “They dragged us back, beat us, and then killed our mother in front of us. And there in the corner, Maxim sat watching the whole thing.” Her eerie voice faded out as she continued staring off while a silent tear fell onto her cheek.

      When it was apparent that she was done, Ari reached out a hand and placed it on her arm. “We’ll get him, Tricky. I promise.”

      She shook her head, coming back to the present and wiped at her face. Then she returned Ari’s gaze. “It’s me or him Ari. One of us will die very soon.”
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      Patrick came back in the morning and in less than thirty minutes everyone was seated around the table in yet another meeting.

      Tricky leaned back in the chair, feet on the table. Something she would have never gotten away with before her accident. “You know while you were gone, we went three whole days without a meeting, and we survived. No spontaneous combustion or anything.”

      Harini snickered and covered her mouth with a hand. Only Tricky or Sketchy could get away with that attitude.

      Patrick smiled at her. “I missed you too.”

      Blowing him a kiss, Tricky put her feet down. “How did my brother get out of this?”

      He turned his attention to the group. “He said he was working on something and would be a few minutes late.”

      “Lucky,” Sketchy said from the opposite side of the table, which was ironic since he wasn’t required to attend. He came to this one though because he’d been working with the others on the hardware problem. He might not be able to explain what he is doing, but his hands worked with a brilliance of their own.

      “Okay.” Patrick ignored Sketchy’s remark. “The guy I worked with was not willing to help us or, more specifically, I couldn’t trust him to help us.”

      A couple people moaned or echoed dismissive tones.

      “Money or promised protection was not enough to get him to take on the board that runs VLEX. He had been on the run, avoiding them for some time and was pissed I even showed up at his place.” He glanced at Joe who had found this guy from another friend on a different group. “In exchange for me telling him how we tracked him down he did offer me a small nugget of information.”

      Ari set down her mug and straightened at the mention of information. This team could do a lot with a nugget. “Which is?”

      “I have a list of machine models that are safe to use. The new models came out about ten years ago.”

      “Ten years?” Sketchy asked incredulously. “Ten years might as well be one hundred years in tech age.”

      Marco and a couple of others voiced their agreement. Finding an old VR machine that had the capabilities to sign into any of the current worldwide realms would be hard if not impossible. Even Ari worried about their ability to do that.

      Joe, who remained quiet to this point, spoke up. “We may be able to find them but getting them back here undetected will take a lot of time and makes us vulnerable.”

      “We don’t have time.” Tricky slapped the table. “They just started with this program. Give them time and they’ll have killed off all of their opposition.”

      “She’s right.” Blur appeared in the doorway, breathing hard.

      “What did you find?” Patrick asked.

      He tapped on his HUB and projected it to one of the large screens in the room. News accounts scrolled past with photos of comatose people, hundreds of them. So many that they lined hospital rooms. The news reporter mentioned India and a widespread sickness that triggered VR comas. Planes and other transportation were shut down. The whole country was on quarantine.

      Patrick muted the feed. “How many?”

      “Thousands so far. There isn’t an official total yet.” Blur’s bleak eyes held rage behind them, and he looked more like his sister.

      “Why?” Ari asked the obvious question.

      “Because he is an evil bastard. Do you need more of a reason?” Tricky snarled at her.

      “Sometimes the why holds the way to stop him.” Patrick turned to Blur. “What else did you find?”

      “The Indian embassy has been a big opponent against Maxim stealing finite resources from their country. Reading through VLEX sessions, I found they also protested his assignment to the board. They were the minority, but they recently put forth legislation to look into Maxim’s conflict of interest by his position on the board.”

      The pictures continued to flash by of people, even teenagers, lying unconscious and without the resources to take care of that many people, Ari knew they would die. Would there be any other option for these people? Tricky recovered because she was manually pulled out of the system. These users didn’t have that option.

      “We no longer have months,” Tricky reiterated.

      “You’re right.” Patrick turned off the projection and rubbed the back of his neck. “I still can’t put anyone back in a vulnerable machine.”

      “Wait,” Ari lifted a hand as the mass whirlwind of thought settled into an idea. “What if instead of bringing the machines here, we go to them?”

      Her gaze flicked to Patrick and she continued, “If we’re going to take on Maxim and who knows how many members of the VLEX board he’s in bed with, we’ll need to come at him from several different locations. Hit him all at once and hard. The others also need to know that Maxim is using VLEX, their trusted worldwide realm, to run his business.”

      “Could we just forward the information to the country heads and let them deal with it?” Harini asked.

      “Do you think the information would even get to the right people or would Maxim shut them up before they get a chance?” Tricky asked. “They have turned a blind eye over and over against these elitists. We need to use their own program against them.”

      “It’s too dangerous,” Patrick said. “If we unleash this program to the public, we don’t know where it could end up.”

      “It’s already out there,” Ari pointed out. “Every country will be studying it to see how to weaponize it. The people need to know about this. We can’t trust the governments not to be under Maxim’s influence. And I think I know how.” The ideas started building in her mind like a snowball gathering speed.

      “How?” Patrick asked.

      “Give me a chance to work through something, but I’ll let you know.”

      “We need to draw Maxim out.” Tricky’s voice carried a bite to it. “We need to kill him.”

      Blur took the empty chair next to his sister. “Maxim is a collector of all things unique and important. Warpers are no exception.”

      “Before any decision is made, let’s do the research. We have a couple of aliases, but we’ll need to use these ancient machines. It will take work. Let’s see if it is even possible before we plan any further.”

      “We’ll meet back here after dinner.” Patrick clicked the screen off, signaling the end of the meeting.

      Ari remained seated for a minute, the images from the news report still flashing in her mind. Would it stop in India? From the reports, they tried to blame a sickness of some kind, something transmitted from person to person. Maybe they didn’t want to know the truth, that the disease was online. It would be a hard truth for humankind to believe. And if government leaders wouldn’t stand against people like Maxim, they really wouldn’t know.

      “Are you okay?” Marco placed an arm on her shoulder.

      She touched her cheek and realized she had been crying. Quickly wiping them away she stood. “No. I’m not okay, but nothing really is right now.”
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        * * *

      

      The afternoon speed by seamlessly. Ari wasn’t sure if it was a sign, but she took it as one. Since the older models of VR machines were not in abundance, it narrowed their searched quickly. But with fewer options, they could focus on what they did have. Joe and Patrick led the research assigning countries to focus on. Most were poor, small without the resources to upgrade their machines. But that worked in their favor as well. The poor countries should be easier to sneak into.

      Their biggest challenge will be working within the confines of the old tech to get new skins. Why would an important diplomat use a second-class machine in the middle of nowhere? Blur was writing a new program for that, using a closed circuit VR machine to speed up the process.

      With the others working on the VR machines, Ari had time to follow through with her idea. If the governments were influenced by Maxim, then how could they distribute information to the people without the governments’ approval? The first person that came to mind was Tessa. With her father in the entertainment industry, and Tessa’s games having almost a million followers, they had access to the people.

      She had sent Tessa a message. They didn’t dare chance meeting in the VR, but they had a chance to talk in an encrypted gaming room. Tessa was willing to help get a message out to her followers and gave Ari the name of some other influential gamers with access to other countries. Every country had regulations about gaming and information coming in. It took a while for Ari to understand the red tape, but soon it looked like her idea just might work.

      Ari left her workstation to head down to the kitchen for a late afternoon snack. Marco met her in the hall, walking out of the VR room.

      “I thought everyone gave up on working on the hardware?” She thought it peculiar that he was in there.

      “Yeah.”

      An uneasy feeling rolled around in her stomach. “Were you in a VR?”

      He kept his aloof demeanor. “Yeah, had to make a quick trip with some connections back home. Nothing big.”

      “Nothing big?” Ari didn’t mean for her voice to raise like it did. “There’s a program out there that kills people. It’s not safe.” Never mind the fact you’ve been a VR coma, making you more susceptible to them.

      “Relax.”

      She hated when he blew her off like that. “It’s really irresponsible for you to endanger yourself.”

      He stopped and faced her with a smirk. “Irresponsible like heading to meet VisionTech to rescue Reed by yourself? I already have a mother, Ari. Please stop trying to be mine.”

      As he turned to leave, Ari felt glued to her place in the hall. Her face warm with embarrassment. He was right, but it didn’t change how she felt. At the same time, he wasn’t cruel, just the same brother that always ignored the rules and her. Patrick came upon her, snapping her out of her stupor.

      “What’s wrong?” Patrick placed a hand on her shoulder, a simple action that shouldn’t have felt so good. Especially not when she still had feelings for Reed. She may have left and tried to close the door on him, but her dreams and subconsciousness had other plans.

      “Nothing. Just bickering with Marco like usual. Hey, did you know he was using the VRs?”

      “Yeah.”

      “What for? I don’t think he should risk—”

      Patrick lifted a hand in the air. “I’m going to have to stop you. He asked me to keep it private and I’m respecting it.”

      She started to protest again.

      “Please don’t press it. You have your secrets, let him have his. If I thought he was in danger, I wouldn’t have allowed him access, I promise.”

      “Okay.” She trusted Patrick, though she wasn’t giving up on what her brother was up to. Not yet.

      “Great. Are you coming to the meeting?”

      “Meeting?” She looked down at the HUB on her arm and realized she missed a message.

      “Yes. Those lovely gathering everybody wants more of.” Sarcasm brought his mouth up in a grin.

      “You know us so well,” she replied as they walked together.

      A few others were already there, including her brother, who was already in deep conversation with Blur and Joe. Tricky stood by the drink station. She had just dumped one cup and began brewing another. No Sketchy this time. Ari sat next to Harini, who had her screen up, flipping through notes.

      “Anything new?” Ari asked.

      “Just flipping through the available VR ports and double checking the countries’ security.”

      “Please say I’m going somewhere with a white beach?” Ari’s nervous energy came out in a joke.

      Harini gave her a look and returned to her screen with a seriousness that unnerved Ari.

      “Just joking.” Ari tried to ease the tension.

      Once Tricky found a seat next to her brother, Patrick pulled up a chair at the head of the table. “Let’s get started. Joe, do you want to go over the schematics of the program?”

      Joe opened the program he created and explained the basics. Everyone would need to upload the new firmware into the VR machine they used. Most of the older machines weren’t geared to access the well-known realms.

      “How are we going to get Joe’s program installed?” Harini asked. “It’s not like owners will allow random programs inserted in their machines.”

      Joe turned to Harini. “Hopefully with how old these systems are, they will have less security. But yes, that will add another layer to this mission. I recommend we go in pairs to make it easier.”

      “I was thinking of pairs as well.” Patrick added and turned to Blur. “Do you have the requested skins?”

      Blur pushed back his blond hair, which looked stringy and unwashed. “Yes. Some of them are pretty flimsy, but considering this is a quick attack, I figured they would be okay.”

      “That should be fine. Send them out after this. Harini, what are our choices of machines?” Patrick asked.

      She flipped her screen up onto the projector, the lights dimming to adjust. “I tried to find countries with easy access, where people would blend, and where there were limited warrants out for us.”

      “With this group, that sounds near impossible.” Tricky played with a pen, spinning it in between her fingers.

      “Nothing is impossible,” Harini said, with more optimism in her voice. “I have six countries to choose from. They are poor, so flying in directly may draw more attention. But they are near big cities, so we should be able to get there quick enough.”

      Patrick studied the list along with everyone else.

      “I’ll take Taiwan,” Joe said. “I’ll blend in there.”

      “You’ve been before?” Patrick asked, worry in his voice.

      “Not since I was a child. No one would recognize me.”

      “Good,” Patrick agreed. “You take Marco with you since it’s the farthest away.”

      Ari bit her lip, worried about her brother. He’s an adult though, and she needed to trust him to make his own decisions. And during their last mission, Marco proved he knew how to handle himself. He was an asset to this team.

      Patrick continued to make assignments. Ari and Blur were assigned to a Spanish country not far from where she had her run in with VisionTech. Tricky was going to stay home. She was obviously not happy about it but didn’t look surprised either. Patrick probably talked to her outside the meeting. That left Patrick and Harini going together to India. It looked the sketchiest of all the locations. Patrick wasn’t the type of leader to send others to do the dangerous jobs.

      “Now that the assignments are set, let’s talk about the mission. Even though the politicians have proved to be unreliable, I still want to get the information out to them.” Before anyone could interrupt, Patrick lifted a hand. “In addition, Ari has figured away to get the information out to the people, going around the government. Do you want to share how to distribute the information?”

      Ari straightened as everyone turned to her. “I’ve been working with my friend Tessa. Using her gaming channels, we can release the information in the Americas, Asia, and Europe. It’s not everyone, but hopefully is starts a big enough push among the people that even Maxim can’t shut down.”

      “Great. I’ll get you the message to send out today. Harini, could you help with that as well?”

      “Of course,” Harini said with a smile.

      Patrick clicked a button on his HUB and a projection of various men and women from different countries appeared. “Now, these are the heads of the UN. They are not on the Board but are powerful figures that seem to have no connection with Maxim. They are currently preparing for the upcoming voting session and have been spending overtime inside VLEX and other UN approved political realms.”

      The screen rotated, assigning each team one or two politicians. “We won’t be able to get to close by using our abilities. If they know we’re warpers, they will pull out immediately and alert security. But we need to get this file about Maxim and the Board’s activities to them.

      “We have enough proof to show Maxim’s involvement in the murder of the VP of Asia and the creation of the virus.”

      Ari leaned forward studying the screen. “You think it will be enough for them?”

      “I don’t.” Tricky threw her pen at the women in the navy blazer. “I think she’s in bed with Maxim. Not literally, though that wouldn’t surprise me either.”

      “We’re letting the people and the leaders we trust know. It’s all we can do at this point.” Patrick gave a tight smile.

      “Not all,” Tricky mumbled, everyone knew her desire to personally take Maxim out.

      Patrick ignored her comment. “Anything else we need to cover?” Patrick glanced around the room, but everyone remained silent. “We’ll head out in thirty-six hours. Harini will send you the exact travel assignments. Rest while you can.”
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      Ari never had spent a lot of time alone with Blur. Not for any particular reason other than their work never seemed to overlap much. For the trip, he cleaned up but wore a hat to cover his blonde hair. Even then he attracted the attention of other travelers, especially women. He and his twin were stunning, almost exotic with their features. More than once as they boarded the plane, she wondered why Patrick assigned Blur to this country. His pale skin and blonde hair would stick out.

      At least their plane landed after nightfall. He shouldn’t be as conspicuous as they made their way through the city. Most people thought they traveled together, so while many travelers appreciated his looks, they didn’t appreciate his companion.

      They flew in silence most of the way. Only one passenger sat by them, wearing earbuds and watching a movie on his screen. Ari’s stomach tied in knots, not just about the mission ahead of them, but about Blur and Tricky.

      “Hey.” She slightly tapped Blur’s shoulder.

      He turned off his own ear buds and turned to her.

      “You have a second to talk?”

      Glancing around, he noticed the other guy as well. “What’s up?”

      “I wanted to apologize about your sister.” The words were way overdue, and she hurried to get them out. “I shouldn’t have been distracted. The day that she… got sick.” Even though everyone looked engaged, she worried about people overhearing her. “If I had been more observant, it wouldn’t have happened. I’m sorry.”

      He paused for a moment, glancing around. Emotion fought behind those beautiful ice-blue eyes. Then as if settling on a thought, he finally lifted his gaze. “She’s alive. She’s back. Let’s not dredge up what happened or could have happened.”

      Ari knew Blur felt deeper than he’d ever admit and cared for his twin more than the world. “Okay. I just wanted you to know.”

      Nodding, he flipped his music back on, the base leaking through just enough for Ari to hear. She faced forward, wishing that made her feel better than it did. Not that she was looking for absolution.

      The rest of the trip went smoothly, and they found their way to the hotel. They had to wait the night and were scheduled to go into the program at ten the following morning. Between the time zone change and her anxiousness about the job ahead, Ari struggled to sleep. Blur must have had the same problem, as she found him up at three in the morning watching a movie.

      “Wanna watch?” he offered, and flipped the screen so they both could see.

      Ari couldn’t have remembered what the movie was about, some old sci-fi flick. The movie helped pass the time, though. Soon the sun rose on the foreign town and they started getting ready.

      She messaged Tessa again. The announcement Patrick gave Ari would be going out soon, and Ari wanted to make sure everything and everyone was still on track. Tessa didn’t reply right away, but that wasn’t uncommon. After a couple cups of coffee, Ari and Blur headed to the address that Harini gave them.

      “How do you want to play it? Want me to insert it while you distract the owner or make a diversion?” Blur wore dark glasses and he scanned the crowd around them as they walked to the shop.

      “I think it would be easier the other way.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah, especially if the worker is female. You’ve caught quite a few glances from women.”

      He shrugged. “I haven’t been out in a while.”

      “You forget you’re good-looking?”

      He gave a dry chuckle. “No, I just don’t care. It helped me to get away with a lot growing up, but now it just seems… stupid. Anyone can go inside and be as beautiful as they want.”

      “I get it, but let’s use that face today.”

      “And if the person doesn’t lean my way?”

      “Then I’ll swap you for it. The art of manipulation isn’t my best quality, but I can distract and annoy people with the best of them.” Ari didn’t think it would be too hard with an old VR joint.

      “Deal.”

      As they approached the store, a message beeped on Ari’s HUB. Encrypted. “One second,” she told Blur, then added in a whisper, “It’s probably from Tessa.”

      Ari was right about Tessa but wasn’t prepared for the message.

      Abort mission. I’ll release to my players but can’t ask anyone else. I’m going dark, and upping security. It’s worse than we thought. One gamer sent out the message early and here is the result.

      There was a link to a video from a small country in Europe. A cold chill set every nerve on end. She showed the message to Blur. “Can I watch this safely?”

      “Let’s watch it on mine. I have extra precautions in place.” He typed in the video’s address and they muted the sound.

      The video was only twenty seconds long. A lone female gamer with teal hair sat at her desk, tear-stained eyes pleading with the screen in front of her. A man’s body appeared behind her. His head remained out of the shot. The gun didn’t.

      In a flash it was over and the woman lay dead on her desk.

      Blur swore.

      Ari trembled as the icy realization of what she just saw struck her. “What did I do?” Looking around, she thought she was going to be sick.

      Another beat passed, then Blur reached for Ari’s hands forcing her to look at him. “You didn’t do anything. He pulled the trigger, not you. If anything, we need to do this more than ever.”

      “What if Tessa…” Ari couldn’t finish that sentence.

      “She has the means to take care of herself. And the best way to make her safe is to take out Maxim. The best way to make all of us safe is to take him out.”

      Biting her lip, she nodded.

      “The store isn’t far. Can you do this?” His face was kind, but strong.

      She drew from that strength. “Yeah.”

      Blur notified the others of what happened. Now getting their intelligence to the few allies they hoped to find in VLEX became even more important.

      When they arrived at the store, Ari double checked it was the correct address. It looked more like a thrift store than a VR joint. There was a feminine touch to the store, with bright colors that mocked Ari. How can things be so bright, when the world was going to hell?

      The door slid open and they walked into the cluttered store. An older woman stood behind the counter, her long dark braid hung over her shoulder, and she wore a floral dress with puffy sleeves. The way she looked at Blue, they both knew he was up to bat. Ari couldn’t have flirted right now even if she wanted to. While he leaned forward and spoke to the women through his translator, Ari turned to take in the shop.

      Old tech lined the front, everything from electronic cooking gear to hard drives. Any extra space on the wall was covered by electronic pictures of cute animals that Ari found disturbing. Continuing further into the store, Ari found the VR area. It wasn’t even a room, just four machines tucked into a space behind racks of used goods.

      An older man was plugged into one of the machines, unconscious, though his eyes fluttered. While Blur chatted away with the woman, Ari turned to the computers. Two of them flashed welcoming messages. The woman must have turned them on while she talked to Blur.

      Glancing around her, Ari began to load the firmware. It took a couple minutes, during which Ari prayed the tech would be compatible. Something stirred behind her, and Ari jumped and spun around. The old man in the nearby chair mumbled something. With his eyes closed, she could see the movements behind those closed lids. She exhaled a breath. He was still plugged into his own world.

      As she turned back to the computer, Blur and the woman’s conversation drew closer. The program continued uploading, as Ari swore under her breath. This old tech moved so slow.

      The competition box flashed, and Ari exited the screen, removing the USB. The manager entered the room with Blur as Ari slipped the drive into her pocket. Her hands trembled with nerves.

      “Can I help you?” The woman asked in a heavy accent.

      “Just waiting for you.” Ari turned to Blur.

      “Let’s get going then.” Blur laid down in the chair.

      Ari gave him one last look and saw his eyes swimming with emotion at what they were about to do.

      “Of course.” Climbing into the chair, she plugged in and melded into the program.
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      Ari had spent so much time in VLEX while she was working for VisionTech that the world became intimately familiar to her. So, as she awoke in the program, she immediately recognized her surroundings as the center of town. Her skin was that of a woman, not too far from her own nationality. Harini had given them the skins of junior diplomats from the same country.

      Blur and Ari didn’t have time to waste in the program, since the people who really owned these skins were only offline for lunch breaks. Blur took off, his pace a little too fast. He excelled at hacking and coding, but maybe not so much at wearing others’ skins. The goal was to blend in, not sprint across the square.

      She hurried to catch up. “Let’s not draw too much attention to ourselves.”

      “We’re on a timeline,” he said, but slowed his pace a bit.

      As they headed to the industrial section of VLEX, filled with tall buildings and offices from all over the world, Ari gave him a slight tap as she veered to the correct building. While he may know the code part better, she knew the layout. Maybe that’s why Patrick placed her with Blur.

      They found President Salomon’s office and stepped on the elevator. From their previous research, Ari knew she was an older woman who had worked hard. She was the president of a smaller country in the South Americas but had proved herself through years in world politics, and was recently elected to be Vice President of the United Federation of Virtual Countries.

      Arriving at her office, they were prepared for a variety of scenarios they went over last night. Starting with basic and proceeding to them using their power and forcing a download through her connection. That was the last resort, of course. Most people would take that as a full attack. Either way, she was going to get that file and hear them out.

      “Hello,” a young male assistant greeted them as they entered the office. His dark hair was styled to perfection, matching his sharp suit. “How can I help you?”

      “We have a meeting with President Salomon.” Ari took lead on the conversation. She showed him her credentials and waited for him to search for a meeting that she never scheduled.

      “I can’t find anything on the calendar.” He scanned the screen in front of him. “I would have remembered anything from your office.”

      “Check again.” Blur stepped forward. “We must show her edits from the BIO 2B bill. It’s going up this afternoon, and it’s important she sees it beforehand.”

      “One minute.” The assistant turned to his computer and typed on the keyboard with the speed of a hummingbird.

      Blur manipulated the code while the assistant continued to work.

      Finally, he turned to them. “I must have missed it before. Odd. She can see you right now for a few minutes.”

      They were escorted to her office. The bland professional décor of her office highlighted a large picture of a woman with her hand lifted in the air. Her face had a sad yet inspiring look to it. Ari wished she had the time to learn the story about that picture.

      President Salomon moved from behind her desk. Her short black hair curled around her face as her dark serious eyes watched them. Her file said she was around fifty, she looked a lot young inside—most people do.

      The woman reached forward to shake their hands. “Hello. I’m sorry I don’t have time to sit down with you. Hopefully, you can understand given that the session is about to close. I didn’t know there was any additional input for the BIO 2B bill.”

      “We won’t waste your time. There is something you need to see.” Blur handed over the paper file he created on the way up.

      In a virtual, a file could be transferred in a variety of methods, but for this purpose they felt giving her the paper form would be the fastest for her to read. As she opened the file, an alarm sounded throughout the entire VR realm.

      Ari’s heartbeat spiked and she glanced around. If Maxim wanted a fight, Ari was ready to give it to him. The freshly buried rage began to surface. But no one appeared as the alarm continued its incessant screaming.

      The assistant arrived in the doorway of the office. “President, we need to leave.”

      Beep. Beep. “This is not a drill. Please evacuate as soon as possible.” An announcement sounded from overheard. “This is not a drill.”

      “Is this because of you?” the president asked, looking between them.

      Ari had to hand it to President Salomon, she was made of strong stuff to not run at the first sound of trouble. Ari’s heart raced as she wondered who in their team set it off. She prayed it wasn’t them.

      “Maybe,” Ari said. “The powers that rule this realm don’t want you to see what’s in that file.”

      “Is it about the virus?” The president didn’t move to open it.

      “Yes.” Blur remained where he was, his hands open with vulnerability. “It shows the murder, illegal money and weapons laundering, and human trafficking that the VLEX board members are knowingly let happen. And the virus Maxim unleashed on India.”

      “Maxim? As in the new board member?” Her eyes narrowed. It was obvious she wasn’t a fan of that name. “You don’t work for President Torres’s office? Who are you?”

      Ari stepped forward. “I’ve worked in VLEX long enough to understand that you’ll want to know what’s in that file. You fight for the underdog. You fight for your country. Please fight for it now.”

      The woman nodded. As she started to read the file. She scanned the first sheet, the surprise evident on her face. As she turned the page, it fluttered to the ground along with the rest of the folder. She collapsed in front of them, gripping her temples.

      Her assistant hurried forward.

      Ari rushed to her side and yelled at the young man. “Go! Now! Pull her out.”

      He left with no hesitation and within seconds the woman followed.

      Kneeling on the ground, Ari tried to reel her breath back in. With most of the people in VLEX gone with the evacuation, Maxim must be targeting whoever was left. Taking a moment to look into the code, Ari realized someone had been testing Ari and Blur’s defenses. Attacking them without successes, and eventually they stopped.

      But while Blur and Ari used safe VR machines, this woman hadn’t. Ari prayed Salomon made it back in one piece. She wasn’t exposed for long.

      Standing, Ari turned to Blur. “Do you think she saw enough?”

      “Maybe.”  Blur’s eyes turned icy cold but vacant, as if he watched code float by. “It looked like she downloaded the file before she was attacked. I’m not sure the file got across with the virus, but she should survive.”

      With Ari’s heart racing, she searched the code herself. “Where is everyone else?”

      “Patrick and Harini are in the building over. The others are already gone.”

      Ari stood up. “I know we should go. You should go. But if Patrick and Harini are still here, they may be in trouble. I’m going to stay.”

      “Me too.” His hand remained clenched and his anger almost had a hungry feel to it.

      They would need that anger, Ari thought.

      They could have gone down the elevator and walked over to the other building, but they were warpers. And with most of the inhabitants of the program gone, they had nothing to hide. Ari concentrated on the code and found Harini and Patrick. Within seconds, Blur and Ari appeared next to Harini and Patrick.

      They stood in a large conference room across from Maxim, the only person to wear his true face. Blur tensed at the sight of him. She was surprised Harini and Patrick remained inside. They all were supposed to leave after delivering the information. This was an unexpected departure to the plan they had, but maybe it would work in their favor. Ari itched to tear him apart.

      “Oh, I see some more friends showed up. All the better,” Maxim said with a smile.
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      Maxim waved a hand towards the chairs that surrounded the sleek table. It appeared like a typical conference room with seating for fifteen or so people and a food cart in the corner. Boring in comparison to Maxim’s normal digs. But the thirty-story view overseeing VLEX was more his style.

      “Please have a seat.” Maxim wore his black hair short with a neatly trimmed beard. This time, though, he wore a dark suit and a striped tie that spoke of money.

      His pleasant demeanor unsettled Ari. Did he think he still had the upper hand? She scanned the code and found an impressive defensive code built around him. She wondered how he’d feel about all those programmers he hired when they tore that code to shreds.

      When no one moved, Maxim repeated the invitation with a smile. “Please. We don’t want to hurt you.”

      Ari glanced at Patrick who nodded his approval, and she moved to take a seat. Blur was the only one that remained standing, she could feel him at her back. In the VR, warpers could attack just as easily sitting or standing, but it was hard for Ari to sit still and pretend to be cordial with this murderer.

      “I’m grateful for the opportunity to talk for a moment. I believe we’ve met before,” Maxim flashed a smile at Ari.

      A cold chill scratched along her spine. He shouldn’t have known it was her; she’d worn a different skin last time they met. She didn’t give him the satisfaction of agreement.

      He crossed his legs and leaned back in the chair. “You’ve created some problems for us in the VR realms.”

      “You caused them when you started treating people like price tags,” Blur said from behind.

      Without losing his smile or missing a beat, Maxim continued. “I know we’ve disagreed on certain things, but it doesn’t mean we can’t get along.”

      Blur started again, but Patrick lifted a hand to silence him. “No, we disagree on most of the things you do. So, how do you suggest we, as you put it ‘get along’? I’m not going to let you continue this genocide until everyone bows to you.”

      Maxim shrugged. “You know what I’m capable of. It doesn’t have to be this way. I’m willing to provide you all positions within my company. If you choose to decline my generous offer, I only ask for you not to return. I cannot guarantee your safely in any realm anymore.”

      “I’m not interested in employment or compromise.” Patrick kept his hands still on top of the table, with a patience Ari couldn’t feign. “We alerted a variety of diplomats to your activities and illegal behavior. You’ll be done. There will be other realms that the world uses to host the governments.”

      “One realm is just as easy to overthrow as another. And while there may be a rumor of danger in the realms, the world would never give up on virtuals. It’s the break, the drug, the love, and the living everyone is scared to do in the real world. Everyone’s life is a pathetic shell in comparison.” Maxim sat up now, straightening his suit jacket before continuing.

      “I’m not worried about the diplomats or gamers you thought you alerted. You can keep trying, and I’ll keep putting you in your place. You guys aren’t leaders. You’re the worker bees created for the good of all. And you’re dying off quicker than you can repopulate. And while your gifts are valuable—”

      “How did you know about the others?” Ari couldn’t fathom where he got the information on the mission so fast. There was no way he could have known… or was there?

      “People find security in working for us.” He kept a pleasant grin pasted on, as if he was a child holding onto a secret. “My offer for employment wasn’t false. One of your friends has already taken me up on it.”

      Ari spun towards the others. Did that mean what she thought it did? Someone on their team worked for Maxim? No. No one could ever stoop that low. Fury etched deep in every line on Patrick’s face as he pieced together the traitor before Ari could. His hot gaze rested on Harini.

      “Harini?” Patrick voice sounded vulnerable. “I thought we were family.”

      “A family that hides out in the woods? And, what? You’re the dad, feigning no romantic interest in anyone until she shows up?” She motioned to Ari with her chin. Harini pushed back from the table tears in her eyes.

      “Don’t.” Patrick reached a hand towards her. “They’ll use you up and then what?”

      “Then I’ll have the money to rest comfortably. Not bumble around like Sketchy.” Harini’s hands trembled with emotion.

      “You don’t get to even say his name. Not anymore,” Ari said, her throat tight with rage. Harini had been the first person she really bonded with on the team, the first person she really trusted. “This isn’t about money. Why did you do this?”

      “You haven’t been around long enough to know what it’s really about. It’s been the golden era since you arrived. And you’re so not worth it.” The contempt on Harini’s face was etched into ugly lines as she stood to move into the chair next to Maxim.

      Patrick paused for a moment. In the real, he was closest to Harini if he wanted to stop her. It depended where he thought the biggest threat was. She already made her decision and betrayed the team. What more could there be? Turning back to the others, Patrick still had his mask in place, only now it had an edge to it.

      Ari could feel Blur grip the back of her chair. Having been around longer than Ari, Harini must have known what Blur and his sister went through with Maxim and she still chose to betray everyone.

      Reeling in shock, frantic thoughts of all the implications of Harini being a traitor spun through Ari’s mind. Did she tell Maxim when Ari and Tricky went inside VLEX? Was Tricky hurt because of her? She remembered Harini’s help while Tricky struggled in her coma. Was it guilt? Ari blinked back the outrage and fury at Harini and concentrated at the bigger threat.

      There wasn’t time to think about Harini. This meeting wasn’t over. Not at all. One of the most dangerous people in the world sat across from them with a smile on his face and, because of Harini, he knew where they all lived.

      Maxim let them soak in the betrayal and then continued. “Would you three please reconsider my offer? I value your gifts. Mankind always has a dark side. If we can monitor it and keep it under control, mankind benefits in the real.”

      “Really?” The disgust turned Ari’s stomach. With losing her dad to a VR addiction, she had firsthand knowledge of the darker side of the VR. “Don’t try to tell us that dark dealings are for the benefit of mankind. They are for the benefit of your pocketbook. I’ve seen what you do.” She had studied him enough with Tricky and those nightmares were hard to shake off.

      “That is all I can offer.” Standing, Maxim dusted his hands as if he got dirty by just associating with them. “Please head our warning, we may not be allies, but we don’t have to be enemies.”

      Patrick stood as well. “If you think I’m going to let you steal my people, filling their heads with poison and lies—”

      While Patrick continued his string of attacks on Maxim, Blur began slowly tearing apart Maxim’s defenses. Concentrating on the code around them, Ari witnessed Blur’s beautiful anger. Though he was systematic in not triggering an alarm, he forgot that Maxim now had a warper on his arm.

      Harini pushed back, challenging Blur. But no one usually got the upper hand on Blur’s speed.

      She motioned to Maxim. “We need to leave.”

      He chuckled, obviously not ready to admit defeat. With the tools and power at his disposal, he posed a major threat. And who knew what Harini was willing to do for him.

      Maxim tried to attack Blur with the virus. The code fell away, doing nothing. Maxim’s eyes widened in fierce anger. It didn’t faze Blur. He continued towards him, wiping away the business room, the expensive décor, and pointless office.

      Ari continued to watch Harini, making sure she didn’t interfere. The hatred built and soon she realized she was on her feet walking towards the traitor. She didn’t know what she would do and didn’t care.

      Harini stepped backwards, then in a last ditch effort flung something at Patrick and left the VR. Confused at why she left so easily, Ari turned to find Patrick was on the ground, hands clasping his temples. Harini had infected him with the virus.

      The moment of strength she felt stalking her prey shattered on the ground as she sprinted to Patrick’s side. She shouted to Patrick, gripping his shoulders. Why wouldn’t he leave?

      The pained expression remained on his face, and he struggled to not call out. Ari scanned the code and the familiar virus flowed into him. Searching the code, she found what kept him there. A small line of characters that kept him tied to the program. It was something she had never noticed before. Similar to what Tricky had, and Ari could do nothing to change it. Why didn’t the old tech protect Patrick?

      Harini. She set him up. He was supposed to be on the old tech, but if Harini was his partner who knew if she installed the right firmware to protect him. She knew he would die in here while she ran away.

      Fighting down the rising panic, Ari continued working in the code. Despite her efforts, she couldn’t touch the virus that ate away at Patrick’s mind. Blur appeared at her side, and with a quick glance she realized that Maxim had left too. Her chest tightened as the seconds ticked by, Patrick’s eyes now dark and unfocused.

      “Why isn’t he leaving?” Ari practically screamed at Blur.

      He focused on Patrick, an empty look in his eyes that told Ari she was working in the code. “He’s trapped. We can’t help from inside here.”

      “We’re not near him. He can’t be trapped. He’ll never…” Ari couldn’t say it.

      Harini better be running far and fast, because Ari would strangle her with her bare hands if she ever found her. How could she leave Patrick trapped? Stuck in a VR with this virus eating up his brain?

      “I can’t leave him.” Ari’s gaze turned blurry with tears. As she lifted her eyes to her friend, her world blackened around her.
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      Ari choked on a sob as she woke up in the small VR shop. The onslaught of pain shooting through her mind was nothing compared to the ache for her friend. They were thousands of miles from Patrick. Harini, who she’d counted on as a friend, was gone, leaving him to die alone. Ari shoved back the grief and the dark hole she wanted to bury herself in. She needed to get to Patrick.

      Ripping out the cable, she found Blur already up and grabbing their bags. “We have to get a message to the others.”

      Joe and Marco were in Taiwan and much closer to Patrick. They had pulled out early, probably already delivering the file and missing the confrontation. They could get there in within the day if they pushed it.

      Ignoring her skewed vision, she pulled on her bag. “Let’s go.”

      She followed Blur through the now busy streets as he sprinted through the crowds. If Harini worked for Maxim now, they weren’t safe. No one was. Her head throbbed with every step, but she ignored it. She had to focus on Patrick.

      My name is Ari. I’m eighteen. This is the real. I can do this. We can get to Patrick in time. Her mantra changed, but it helped focus her scattered thoughts with her pounding headache as she followed Blur.

      “Here.” Ari pulled Blur into a nearby motel. It looked more like a brothel than a motel, but hopefully it had a connection they could use to contact the team.

      Blur turned back and with a quick nod followed her in. She paid for the room as Blur worked on the HUB on his arm. They had protocols in place for a breach like this. Not that anyone would dream that the breach would be from Harini. Being warpers, they valued their privacy like gold itself, they all had chat rooms and extra IP addresses that they used. Having paid for the room for two hours they headed to the back.

      They didn’t speak, but just pulled out their small computers and started the alarm system for the others. Those at home would have to know they were in danger, and any predestined meet up wasn’t safe either. Anything Harini knew, they had to assume Maxim knew as well.

      “I’ll reach Tricky and those at the house if you contact Joe,” Ari said.

      “Tricky already knows.” He didn’t even glance her way. “We have an emergency signal through a couple of channels no one knows about. I messaged her while we were running. She’s going with the others to find a safe place. She’ll reach out when they are settled.”

      Ari let out a deep breath. “She’ll take my mom with her?” With Harini and Patrick out of commission, Ari worried how committed to the team everyone else was. Maybe it was everyone for themselves?

      “And Sketchy and Sue.” He paused for a moment, his eyes bloodshot and ragged. That last meeting in the VR cost him more than showed. “She’ll take care of them. She knows how to survive.”

      Biting her lip, Ari nodded. “Thanks.”

      He went back to his screen. “I sent Joe and Marco a message that we’ve been compromised. They may be in the sky right now, though. We’ll need another way to contact them not using our regular channels.”

      “We have to assume Harini told them everything.” She struggled to believe that Harini would betray everyone like that, but Ari remembered her cruel face. It was unlike anything she had ever seen. Maybe Ari didn’t really know her at all.

      Ari paused, letting her thoughts travel. Blur and Tricky had a way to connect as siblings. Of course, they were twins and a little closer than her and Marco, but where could she find Marco and get a message to him?

      “Tessa’s game!” Ari bent back to her screen and searched for the chat room associated with Tessa’s game.

      “I can help.” Blur moved next to her, his computer on his lap. “Will he recognize the address?”

      “Yes. It’s how he and Tessa communicated over the last year.” Ari pushed the last key that sent the message off.

      They both froze staring at the screen as if willing for a reply.

      “We’ve done what we can,” Blur said and began packing up his gear. “We shouldn’t stay here much longer. If Harini hasn’t given our destination away yet, it’s only a matter of time.”

      A bing sounded on Ari’s computer, the most beautiful noise she had ever heard. “It’s him.”

      Blur hurried back to her side as she messaged back and forth with her brother. Joe and Marco had no problems delivering the file and were out before the alarm sounded.  With no time to waste, they signed off with Marco and Joe promising to find Patrick. Finally, Ari shut her screen, her heart heavy as the reality of what Marco and Joe would find sunk in.

      “Tricky was in that virus for minutes and we saw what happened. Patrick has been in there ten times that already and will be in for hours by the time they get there.” Her throat tightened as she packed her gear. She couldn’t fall apart yet.

      “Don’t go there.” Blur told her. “Not yet. Someone there could pull him out. Or maybe that bitch Harini’s heart melted just enough to pull him out before she left.”

      “Maybe…”

      “You ready to go?”

      Ari nodded. “Are we going to join up with Tricky?”

      “That’s the plan. Regroup and decide what’s next.”

      Pulling her bag on her shoulder, Ari shoved her grief aside for her dear friends and she almost imagined her heart icing over. If she couldn’t let herself feel the loss of Patrick and betrayal of Harini, she’d feel the anger and hatred she had for Maxim and those that did this to them.

      “If Tricky can keep the others safe, how about we go somewhere else?”

      He turned back from the door. “Where?”

      “A safe VR, probably not in this town. Do you still have the virus?”

      His eyes narrowed in question. “Why?”

      “I can’t go back, spending weeks in meetings trying to rebuild what Patrick did while protecting us from Maxim. I can’t.”

      “What do you want to do?”

      “You know where he is?” Ari asked. Since Tricky got sick, Blur had delved into Maxim’s world, learning as much as possible. If anyone knew Maxim, it was Blur or his sister.

      “Not particularly, but with an ego his size I don’t think he’ll be hard to find.”

      She pictured Maxim and the glum smile that she wanted to tear off his face. “Good. I’m not done with him yet.”
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      Ari had counted on Blur’s drive for revenge, and he didn’t disappoint. They quickly got out of town. Worried about being tracked on any electronic device, Blur hacked into a car at a mall and they drove the green two-door vehicle away.

      Ari turned to look out the window as the city flew behind them, her chest loosened slightly. She fidgeted in her seat, trying to block out all the thoughts she didn’t really want to think about. Patrick…

      She rubbed her hands on her pants and turned to Blur. “What’s the plan? We should have a plan, right?”

      He glanced at her obvious unease.

      “How the hell do you remain so calm? Are you turning into Joe or something?” Ari couldn’t help the panic bubbling up inside of her.

      “No, but what other choice do we have? We all go by nicknames for a reason.”

      “To protect our privacy.” Ari knew that, but never thought beyond.

      “Because we’ve been betrayed more than once by people we loved, people that were family. Harini… it hurts because I liked her. Hell, we all liked her. But she’s human like everyone else.”

      With that depressing thought, Ari turned back to the window and saw a small town approaching. “How about there? Big enough to get lost in and have a VR hookup?”

      “You think we should go farther maybe? Just to be safe?”

      “We only have the element of surprise. The sooner we go back in the less prepared they will be.”

      “Okay. They would probably assume we’d regroup with the others first, anyway.” He took the exit towards the city.

      “I only hope Maxim is back online. Would he have gone into hiding?”

      “He isn’t one to hide in fear. From what I saw, his whole enterprise is based online. VLEX has never gone down, not since its creation five years ago. The Board can’t afford to keep it down. Not with voting sessions finishing up. If they can’t keep the pretense that everything is okay, then countries will start going elsewhere. If VLEX is up, we’ll find them. They are in crisis mode and the Board should all be there trying to put on a good face.”

      “I’m counting on it.” Ari watched the sun fall behind the horizon and the colored lights of the city slowly begin to flicker on. Another city, another skin, it didn’t matter who or where she was anymore. They needed to be safe, then she could run and never plug in again.

      The city teemed with a night life, people walking on the streets drinking without care.

      “I think there’s some type of festival going on,” Blur said.

      “Looks like it.” Ari hoped it would give them extra coverage.

      Pulling out one of the many IDs he had, Blur checked them into a private VR room. Ari was grateful they didn’t question him. With his bloodshot eyes and solemn demeanor, it looked like he was ready to murder someone. Ari probably didn’t look too much better. Maybe that was their cover as they both probably looked like VR junkies going for a fix.

      “Are you sure you know how to use this?” Blur asked as he worked on the computer that the machines were linked to.

      “I think so. Just copy the code and insert it into their mental feed.”

      He nodded. “And you know we don’t have secure machines? They’re recent, a couple years old actually.”

      “I know. If things turn south, I’ll pull out right away.” Ari turned to him. He had been quiet on the drive, and she worried something was wrong. “Make sure you get out in time as well.”

      His gaze looked empty and haunting, and he didn’t reply.

      “Blur, promise me. Because Tricky will kill me if anything happens to you. Are you well enough to do this?”

      He rubbed his face for a moment. “Yeah. I’m here. I can do it. Just tired from the last trip.”

      “Yea, me too. But you’ll run? I want him as much as you, but it’s better to live to fight another day, right?”

      “Right. I will. It’ll only take a few minutes to load the virus.” He finished with the computers.

      Ari paused for a moment. “Is this the right thing? Patrick left me in charge if he…” She couldn’t finish that sentence. “And instead of making sure everyone’s safe, I’m running to—”

      “To rid the world of Maxim and those that abuse their power. None of us will ever be safe. Hell, no one in the world will be safe until he’s gone. They can kill anyone with the touch of a button. No one should be trusted to hold that kind of power alone.”

      “Except us? We’re going to use that same weapon on them.”

      “We’re protecting our family.” His jaw tightened, and his eyes held a well of emotion.

      Ari’s stomach tightened, and she wasn’t sure which way to go. Was she running toward a disaster, or preventing one in the future? The screen in her backpack beeped. Pulling it out she found a message from Marco.

      “They got there faster than I expected,” Blur said as she read it.

      She stared at the screen for a while, not ready to accept the words in front of her. No. It couldn’t be real. A numbing sensation poured over her body, and she felt cold, so cold. Her world shattered around her with shards of painful glass that all showed her the same thing: Patrick was dead.

      Blur came to her side and read the message for himself. He placed a hand on her shoulder. “Of all the places I’ve gone to, Patrick started to make this one feel like home.”

      The taste of blood entered her mouth. She lifted a hand and realized she’d bit her lip. The pain didn’t register though. Nothing did, except Patrick was dead. They may not have been a couple in the romantic sense, but there was something about him that made people feel like they belonged. How could she care so much for a man when she didn’t even know his last name? But that’s how Patrick was. He instilled hope in people that didn’t have any.

      Dark thoughts crept in. Old fears from when she first learned about her power. From day one, she had tried to make those around her safe, protected, and even happy. She took the assignment from school to help provide for her mother. Look how that backfired. She’d tried to make those she cared about safe. It got her family kicked out of their home country, and Reed kicked out of school and stolen by VisionTech. He was only safe now because she left him alone. Everything she touched seemed to fall apart somehow. Even Patrick was now dead.

      Instead of ignoring those dark words that told her she was a ticking bomb that destroyed those around her, she used it. She had power, and if she was a ticking bomb, then she would destroy those that started this. She turned to Blur. “Let’s do this.”

      He moved to his chair and they both plugged into the ports at the back of their necks. They glanced at each other once last time, no words spoken. Then Ari turned towards the ceiling and melded into the program.

      This time VLEX appeared dimmer, like the sun was setting. There was no sunset in VLEX. As Ari and Blur appeared in the center of VLEX, next to the large fountain, she noticed a large sign.

      It reported the recent security breach and that VLEX was in lockdown mode. It limited the people inside and uploads allowed. Thankfully, being warpers they weren’t bound by those same rules.

      “We don’t have long. They know we’re here,” she turned to Blur, who wore the same assistant’s skin as before.

      “There.” He pointed to the tallest building inside this virtual world, one with spirals on top. “Top floor is where we’ll find them. Follow me.”

      Figures. Ari eyed the top floor, a good fifty stories or higher. When she looked at the code it appeared there was some sort of barrier, like they would have to unlock a file or door of some sort.

      He crouched down and waves poured off him. He was doing something in the code that the program didn’t know how to translate into the virtual world. Then he shot into the sky, flying.

      Huh? Looks pretty badass. Ari focused on code and then followed Blur into the sky. She didn’t have the finesse of her friend, but it worked. They flew towards the top suite.

      “Remember: no talking. Just attack. I’ll take Maxim, you take the next one in line. Anyone with Maxim will be armed.” Blur spoke in a normal tone as they were less than a foot apart, not as if they were flying through the sky with the wind rushing in her ears. Normal rules obviously didn’t apply to Blur, or her for that matter.

      Turning to the job ahead, she focused on the code, flashing back and forth between the code and the virtual. It was easy to find Maxim’s office. It was the only one she couldn’t see through. Locked away, just like Blur said.

      But then she watched Blur work. He began tearing apart the code, not hacking it but using his ability to tear it to shreds. Ari followed his lead and by the time they reached Maxim’s office, they burst through the glass windows effortlessly.

      Alarms sounded in the distance. Maxim was in the room, along with many other men. Too many to count. Blur was true to his word and began attacking Maxim. As Ari turned to attack, she hesitated. Did theses strangers deserve to be affected by the virus? Possibly, but despite her anger she didn’t have the stomach for it.

      With a wave of her hand, she pushed everyone else out of the window and sealed it up after them. Their screams echoed even through the glass. It wasn’t real, she reminded herself. And the pain of the fall should push them out of the system.

      Turning back to Blur and Maxim, she found Blur kneeling in front of Maxim, blood dripping from his ears. How did that happen so fast? Blur wasn’t infected with the virus though, not yet.

      Ari charged. Running towards him she focused on the code, inserting the virus right where Blur told her to. The problem was it kept moving. How was his mind moving? Did he have a protection against the virus? She wasn’t sure how that was even possible, but a few months ago she wouldn’t have thought anyone could be killed through a virtual.

      Tired of chasing Maxim’s slippery mind, she struck out with her fist. His faced recoiled with the punch, and he froze for a moment, his head tilted to the side. As he slowly faced her, he dabbed at his lip with the edge of his shirt.

      “You’re going to pay for that.” Maxim struck out with a speed she would have only thought possible from a warper. He wasn’t a warper, but somehow his programmers had given him abilities inside.

      She dodged the first two swings, but a kick took her down. Rolling to the side, she jumped back up and attacked again. If she could keep Maxim busy, maybe Blur could finish him with the code.

      Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Blur stand, holding onto a nearby table. He may be down, but not out. How could Maxim still be in here, fighting like a warper? Who or what did he have in his arsenal?

      Just like Niomi taught her in training, Ari continued to push harder and faster, searching for an opening in the code. Then an explosion sounded. She watched a bullet or missile of some type speed by. Then she saw the code, and embedded inside of it was a virus or hack of sorts. Blur sent it towards Maxim and then collapsed to the floor.

      She had a fraction of a second to decide if she should pull out and unplug Blur or end this once and for all. Knowing Blur and Tricky, she knew what they would want. She followed that bullet.

      As it pierced Maxim’s defenses, Ari grabbed onto his mind. She pushed the virus into the code of his port, and watched as it began to eat at him. If she let him go now, he would only have a headache, at worst maybe a coma for a few days. She held on with everything she had.

      Remembering the code that kept Patrick stuck inside the VR, she duplicated it. Repeating it over and over, she couldn’t give Maxim a chance to escape. At the same time she attacked him, he began poisoning her. She felt the warm tentacles of the virus wrap around her brain. She didn’t have anything left for a defense and could only focus on holding onto Maxim’s mind. At first the pain lived behind her eyes, black dots dancing in her vision. Then it continued growing into a bright light that blocked out all else.

      There were sounds. Someone screaming in the distance. Maybe Maxim? She couldn’t let go. If she died, Maxim would die with her. She had to make things safe for her family and friends. The faces of her old family and new flashed in front of her. Sketchy and his wife Sue. Joe, Tricky and Blur. Marco and her mom blipped by in a warm memory as the pain intensified, and she couldn’t hold the scream in.

      Then Patrick appeared. Patrick who was kind and lovely, who she could have loved in a different life. Lastly, she thought of Reed. She wanted so badly to make things safe for Reed. She never could, and part of her never could really think of a future without him. In a snap, all the light went out.

      In the pure silence of darkness, she began floating away.
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      Ari floated in the darkness with no concept of time. It could have been hours, days, or years. It didn’t matter. In that darkness, she wasn’t cold or scared. A silent numbness poured over her mind, protecting itself, floating in a cocoon of warmth and peace.

      After some time, the safety started to melt away. Pieces of the darkness broke away, making way for dreams. Dreams were not always a safe place for her. Maxim’s face, frozen in anger, stared at her. Unable to move or run, she was forced to watch the man she tried to kill. She had no idea if she accomplished it.

      Then the face morphed, and the dreams became more like memories. Her life flashing before her in snippets, like a puzzle with pieces scattered all over the board. They didn’t go together right, but she recognized some of them.

      She picked out her father first. Tall and strong, he smiled at her. “Ariana.” The curl of the “r” rolled around his mouth and it was the first sound she heard for as long as she could remember. He didn’t say much else, but kept her small hand inside his, keeping it safe and warm. She wasn’t alone.

      Then a particular face kept reappearing, turned sideways, inverted, or something just perfect. It was him. There wasn’t a name to that face at first, but she knew that he was special. The curve of his jaw fit her hand perfectly. The twinkle in his eye made her smile. She ached to touch his soft lips, but for some reason she couldn’t reach that far.

      She couldn’t remember his name, but that didn’t matter. Something in her was tied to this perfect face. Leaning into the sound of his voice, she could almost feel the touch of his soft hand against her face.  With that single word, her insides warmed, and she realized she was home.
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One Year Later

        

      

    

    
      Waves crashed at the shore, startling Ari out of her thoughts. Not that she could remember what stole her attention. Maybe she was napping again. As the water pulled back out to sea, she rubbed an arm absently. The sun began its descent behind her, and a slight chill blew in from the ocean.

      Someone from behind wrapped a blanket around her. She jerked back to see who it was. She shouldn’t be that easily surprised.

      “Sorry, I thought you may be cold.” Reed’s voice wrapped around her, doing more to warm her inside than the blanket.

      “Thank you.” She lifted her chin in demand.

      A demand Reed was more than happy to fill as he leaned down and placed a soft kiss on her lips. He left too soon and sat in the chair next to her. His hands reached out to her feet and placed a sandy bare foot in his lap.

      “How’s the ocean treating you today?” His kind smile lit the whole beach as he asked the familiar question.

      “It’s happy today, but I think it’s getting restless.”

      “A storm coming in?”

      Ari shrugged. “Maybe.” She turned back to the sea and they watched in silence.

      The past year had been a series of waking up, or re-learning life all over. When things got too overwhelming, she came to the ocean. Its rhythmic pushing and pulling reminded her that it didn’t have to all come today.

      They say she was lucky to be alive. She didn’t remember what happened but had pieced together the past year from what others say over dinner. Blur and Ari both slipped into VR comas. They had enough credits on their card that no one kicked their unconscious bodies out for a day, which was enough time for Marco and Joe to find them. Rumors confirmed Maxim’s death. That was a good thing, they told her.

      Blur woke from his coma first. He didn’t have as much trauma. He and his sister lived not far from Ari and her family. They came over sometimes. Tricky was trying to learn how to surf. Ari remembered watching her freeze in the harsh cold. There was no surfing today though.

      “You’re right. Tricky is coming over on Sunday,” Reed replied.

      Ari didn’t realize she spoke that last part out loud. “Who’s here today?”

      “Your mom and Sue are cooking soup. Sketchy is working on the shed.”

      “Sketchy is always working on the shed,” she replied to the familiar comment.

      “Yes, and maybe one day it will be complete.”

      She rubbed a spot on her knee. A familiar scar but she couldn’t remember from what. Agitation crept into her arms as she struggled to recall the accident but couldn’t. Rubbing her arms, she tried to change the subject.

      “Don’t you have to work?” she asked. She couldn’t remember when he came back into her life or why. He was gone and now he was back, a warm comfort she couldn’t image life without.

      “I finished my work for the day. Now I’m enjoying the view.” He kept his eyes glued on her.

      “Marco?” She remembered Marco. He brought Reed back, sneaking off on VR trips behind her back. Marco was sneaky like that. “Marco brought you back, right?”

      “Yes, I came as soon as I heard what happened.”

      “Your mom hates me.”

      He chuckled. “No, she doesn’t. She happy living with Tom, and I’m happy here with you. Marco’s still out working with Joe. He’ll be back in time for the holidays.”

      Panic gripped her as her heart sped up. “He’s not going back in the virtuals, is he?” She couldn’t remember why she should be worried, but her body responded with fear.

      “It’ll be okay. Remember, he’s helping Joe with the antidote to the virus. He’s being cautious. Everyone is being warned.” He rubbed her cold arm. “Want to go back in?”

      A silent tear plopped on her hand and she wondered where it came from. From what she lost? A silent echo in her heart told her something or someone important was missing, she repeated what she knew.

      I’m Ariana Mendez. I’m eighteen years old. I fought for freedom, for my family, for me.

      “You okay?”

      She nodded and stood, pulling him up with a hand. Things may be missing, from her mind and from her heart, but she couldn’t change that today. Reed’s warm touch centered her, called to her when she was lost and alone. It filled those pieces that she worried she’d never get back. And for today, that was enough.
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        Thank you for sticking with Ari through HACKED, the conclusion of the Hard-Wired Trilogy.
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        Sign up for DeAnna’s newsletter for the latest news, free releases, and new release information HERE

      

      

      
        
        If you’re looking for more from DeAnna, turn the page for a peek into her urban fantasy series, the Dark Rising Trilogy.

      

        

      
        Want a peek into the Dark Rising world? Don’t miss out on the prequel novella, EVIL ETCHED IN GOLD, now available!

      

        

      
        Do you want to share your exciting discovery of a new read? Help others add it to their To Read lists by rating and/or writing a review:

        Goodreads

        Amazon US

        Amazon UK

      

        

      
        Or you’re welcome to come for a visit at: Deanna’s website

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Dark Rising Series

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Thirty years ago, dark magicians unleashed new power on the earth fueled by demons. Governments toppled, millions died and magicians ended up on top of the food chain. Pick up Deanna Browne’s DARK RISING series and binge read now!
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        DEMON RISING

        Some sacrifices cost more than death…

      

      

      

      
        
        UNHOLY SUNDERING

        Survival isn’t guaranteed…

      

      

      

      
        
        DARK ALLIANCE

        Peace comes at a price…
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