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            Chapter 1: Lucas

          

        

      

    

    
      None of the kids in Lucas’s class had the slightest idea what he had been through last night, and having a mysterious secret thrilled him. He sat there listening to the teacher drone on about Alexander Hamilton and something to do with pirates, which might have interested him… except that he had gone into a videogame. Not only gone into a game, but done so awesomely.

      It had started with winning his favorite game, only to find out that, when he went to help his mom with a spider, his older sister Madison had somehow gone into the game. He followed with his best buddy Jacob and went through a series of zombie-killing adventures to reconnect with her. That’s when they found out about the billionaire, Simon, and the promised reward if they could stop the rogue AI that was messing with his super realistic virtual-world experience.

      But when they finally managed to get to the AI, they learned her name was Ralli and that she believed her world was real. Not only real but invaded by Simon.

      Lucas leaned back, staring up at the ceiling as he remembered the way Ralli had hugged him, and how great that had felt. After that hug, he had no doubt that she was telling the truth and Simon needed to be stopped. How he was going to put a halt to the world’s richest tech genius was beyond his comprehension, but he was certainly going to try.

      “LUCAS!” a voice called, snapping him out of his thoughts.

      He realized the whole class was staring at him, and the annoying kid named Mars—yeah, that’s not even a name—had his finger up his nose and was sticking out his tongue, as if that was some sort of teasing. Lucas frowned at the guy, then smiled at the teacher, Mrs. Gray, and said, “Present.”

      “That wasn’t the question.” She shook her head in frustration, then pointed at the clock right as the bell rang. Somehow, class was already over. Talk about time flying. Mrs. Gray sighed and waved her hand, admitting defeat. “Class dismissed.”

      He stood to follow the rest out of there, then caught Jacob’s gaze as his buddy walked past the door.

      “Wait up,” Lucas said, but Mrs. Gray stepped into his path to intercept him.

      “Lucas, are you feeling all right?”

      “Sorry, Mrs. Gray, I just have a lot going on lately.”

      She arched an eyebrow. “You were clearly distracted in class today, so I have to ask—is everything okay at home? I mean, I know… You’ve managed to cope so well, considering…”

      Lucas shifted uneasily, knowing that she was referring to his dad missing. She was more than just Lucas’s teacher; she had been a family friend and bestie of his paternal aunt, Jessica. Nobody knew for sure what happened to Lucas’s father, but many people, including Mrs. Gray, speculated that he’d run off on them, possibly with another woman. Lucas had overheard her say so, making him decide he didn’t like her very much. And now he had to stand here and see that look of pity, and that pissed him off even more.

      “Sorry, I really gotta run,” Lucas said, and side-stepped Mrs. Gray to catch up with Jacob in the hall.

      “Giving you a hard time?” Jacob asked, grinning wide.

      “You know.”

      “Same—I mean, how am I supposed to focus on how to properly divide complicated fractions after what we’ve done?” He lowered his voice. “Isn’t fighting dungeon slimes more important?”

      Lucas put a finger to his mouth, glancing around to ensure nobody was listening. Then he whispered, “We just need this day to end so we can get back there.”

      “Back to her, you mean.”

      Ignoring the silly grin from Jacob, Lucas shook his head but couldn’t deny it. “Ralli is… cool. Of course I’m excited to learn more of what she has to say.”

      “Sure, sure. What gets me is that you’ve got a crush on an AI. I mean, talk about complicated!”

      “You think that’s all she is?”

      Jacob frowned, then shrugged.

      They kept walking, realizing most everyone else was out at lunch already. Lucas glanced over to his friend, anxious to get back into the game with him that night, but then he froze at the strangest sight—his sister, leaning against the short wall that separated their schools. She motioned them over, but Lucas only stared in confusion. One thing she had made perfectly clear was that they were never to talk to her at school. At least, that’s how it had been ever since their father went missing, and she and Lucas started growing apart, with him turning to videogames as an escape, her turning to friends and school activities. They reacted differently, and since he was younger, she often told him not to risk dragging down her social status.

      “She’s looking at us,” Jacob whispered. “What do we do?”

      Lucas laughed nervously but wasn’t sure what to say.

      A slight nod sideways told them to come over, so they did so. When they reached her, she turned around to pretend not to be talking with them. “You two aren’t talking about things that you shouldn’t be, are you?”

      “Madi—” Jacob started.

      “Quieter,” she hissed.

      He continued, whispering now, “You were there with us. I mean, why aren’t you more excited?”

      “Give me a break,” Madison said, actually turning to face them. “This is the real world.”

      Lucas couldn’t believe the way she was acting. Just last night they were in the game, and she had been as enthusiastic as they were. He almost wondered what had changed, until he noticed a couple of her friends over by the vending machines glancing their way and giggling. This was a defense mechanism! He had learned all about them just a couple of days ago in a counseling session over being anti-social. Apparently, his teachers were concerned that he didn’t branch out from his one friend more. Even Jacob attempted to get out there, despite being shy.

      “Ralli’s depending on us,” Lucas said.

      Madison turned to him, eyes momentarily sparkling with excitement until she glanced back at her friends again. When her gaze returned, her eyes were hard. “Childish games, that’s all. So keep it down, will you?”

      With that, she turned on her heel and strolled off to join the girls, but they were already walking away without her. Her shoulders slumped, head down, and she went off in another direction.

      “What’s up with her?” Jacob said.

      “Forget it,” Lucas replied.

      They were about to, but they heard a shout come from the direction Madison had gone. Lucas spun and saw a larger girl with spaghetti sauce on her, tray clattering to the ground.

      “Little popular girl thinks she can bump into me?” the large girl said, and then shoved Madison to the ground.

      Lucas had his hands on the wall, ready to jump to her defense, but Jacob put a hand on his shoulder and hissed, “Dude, this isn’t a game!”

      “That’s my sister,” Lucas replied, seeing two more large girls and a couple of boys step up to the one covered in her spaghetti. “You think I’m afraid of a couple of kids after what we’ve gone through? We took down a dragon!”

      “Nerds,” an older kid said as he passed, and Jacob pulled at Lucas again.

      “Maybe she’s right,” Jacob said. “We keep it down, for now. Tonight will be our time.”

      The larger girl had a fist raised and Lucas was still considering going to her aid when he saw Madison turn his way and subtly shake her head. In an explosive burst of energy, she spun, and leg-swept the larger girl, then rolled over and hit her with an elbow. He’d never seen her do anything like this in the real world.

      He was impressed but wasn’t looking forward to the talk their mom was going to have with Madison that night. Worry about her getting grounded and that somehow affecting their ability to go back into the game raced through his mind. Not the most pressing issue at the moment, though, because the large girl’s friends had suddenly converged on Madison.

      “We have to help,” Lucas said, hopping the wall.

      He didn’t even know if Jacob was following, but it didn’t matter. Not even halfway there, he slowed in awe as Madison had leg swept another kid and then grabbed the dropped tray, using it to block a punch before tossing it to hit one of the other large kids in the head.

      “Madison!” one of the lacrosse team girls said, coming to pull her back, while two teachers joined to put an end to it.

      “You’ll pay for this,” the large girl covered in spaghetti sauce shouted as the teachers pulled her back, as the school security guard got involved, getting in between them.

      At least Madison knew better than to struggle, and more of her friends came to her side, hugging her and telling her she had been so brave to stand up to bullies. Lucas didn’t know the big kids, but from what he was hearing, it sounded like they were known to be problem starters around campus. And from the way they were shouting at his sister, he had no doubt they were going to come back to her for revenge the first chance they had.

      “Dude,” was all Jacob could say.

      Lucas nodded in amazement, not sure what to do. His stomach rumbled, reminding him that he needed food. Time to get to it and do their best to act like normal people for the rest of the day—as difficult as that may be.
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      “That was insane,” Genie said, sitting with Madison in the waiting room. “What came over you?”

      Madison shrugged. Genie was one of her friends and the goalie on their lacrosse team—a tall girl with short, black hair cropped to just below the ears and a line of freckles along her nose and upper cheeks. They had been friends for less than a year, but for some reason this girl had come to her aid when most of her other friends had been ignoring her.

      Why, though? Had they sensed something was off? She had come to school still excited about going back to the game world to help Ralli, but now she was starting to wonder. Had it really happened at all? She was too old to believe in fairy tales, and every minute that passed left the memories of that world blurrier.

      “Earth to Madison,” Genie said, waving a hand in front of her face.

      “What? Oh, sorry.” Madison leaned back to see that spaghetti girl was walking out of the principal’s office and giving her the stink eye.

      “I was asking what’s going on with you today.”

      Madison’s mind reeled, trying to come up with an excuse. When she couldn’t, she shrugged. “You know…”

      “The game?”

      “The game—yes.” Madison grinned, having practically forgotten about the upcoming lacrosse game. At least that gave her something to divert her attention to or blame her anxiety on.

      Through the window, she saw a boy give her an impressed nod. That was Kal, a somewhat cute and very popular boy who was sort of a mystery to all. While he hung with the cool kids, nobody really knew much about him. His amber eyes and thick eyebrows gave him a very distinct look.

      “What’s going on there?” Genie asked with a giggle, and Madison turned away, blushing. When she looked back again, the boy was gone.

      “Your turn,” the lady at the front desk said, but Madison was suddenly surprised to see her mom come storming in, moving right past her with only a quick, sideways glance.

      Madison stood, looking to the front desk lady for answers, but all she got was a shrug.

      “Oh, snap,” Genie said. “Was that your mom?”

      “Yes,” Madison replied.

      “You’re in more trouble than we thought. I’m outta here.” Genie went for the door, where she paused and added, “Good luck,” before heading off and out of sight.

      Madison, meanwhile, slid down in her seat and put her hands on her face. She had no idea what was going on here, and almost wished she was back in that underwater maze fighting slimes or spiders. At least then the answer was simple—attack. What was her move here?

      “Bad day?” a voice said, and she looked up with a mixture of horror and confusion at the sight of Zairn. He was the captain of the male soccer team, and with his muscular form and chocolate eyes, hard not to stare at.

      “Hey, Zairn,” Madison said, tucking her hair behind her ear. She’d had it straightened recently, and looked up at him and his curly hair, wondering what he thought about that.

      He grinned, clearly aware and enjoying the way she was looking at him. “I saw the way you handled yourself out there. Real cool. Maybe you can come by the gym sometime?”

      “Gym?”

      “Me and some friends train in MMA—I bet you’d be great at it.”

      She gulped, mind racing with the idea of rolling around on a mat with Zairn Hendricks. Her mouth was dry, no words coming quickly enough, so she simply nodded.

      “Great, anytime,” he said, heading for the door. “Just give me a call so I can make sure to be there.”

      “Great, anytime,” she muttered, then bit her lip in annoyance that all she had done was repeat his words.

      He glanced back with a humored grin, then left.

      The principal’s door creaked open, and Madison turned, ready for her fate. Her mom emerged and motioned for her to follow, not even meeting her gaze. Madison didn’t feel sure if she was supposed to leave without talking to the principal, but since her mom cleared her throat and motioned again, she followed.

      At the door, Madison glanced back to the front desk lady, but she simply shrugged in response.

      “What’s going on, Mom?” Madison asked, catching up down the hall.

      “I need to speak with you. They were talking about suspension, but that won’t matter or apply soon,” her mom replied.

      “What? Why wouldn’t it matter?”

      Her mom sighed, then motioned her out to the path along a garden just outside. There, she looked unsure how to say her next words before finally blurting out, “We’re moving.”

      “What?!”

      “I didn’t want this on your record or whatever, so I asked if they could not bother with the suspension, considering the move. And I know it’s not easy on you, so…”

      “I don’t understand. Moving where?”

      Her mom hesitated, then said, “To Arizona. We’ll be staying with your aunt, at least until we get our feet back underneath us again.”

      “Money?”

      “That’s none of your concern.”

      “Mom!”

      “It’s not—you’re a kid. I’m the adult, and I’ll figure it out… somehow.”

      Madison couldn’t believe this. Without a doubt, they were moving because of money problems. The promise from Simon came back to her, and she wondered… All she had to do was help him rid his game of a rogue artificial intelligence, or AI. Sure, she had believed the night before that she wasn’t exactly an AI, but instead was a living being in a world that Simon had found a way to invade with technology. It was like Narnia, in a sense—but way crazier. Though wouldn’t an AI say that? Couldn’t it be possible that it was only a game, and if Madison managed to help, she could get the huge reward Simon had promised? Her mom’s problems would be over, and they wouldn’t have to move.

      Her mind flashed to Zairn’s smile, and then to Genie and her friends. The last thing she wanted at the moment was to move.

      She would figure it out, somehow. She would find a way to make sure they wouldn’t have to move.
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      Lucas frowned at the sight of his mom and sister waiting by the school’s front office. He had been called over the school speaker but couldn’t understand why. His sister had been the one to get into a fight, not him.

      “What do you think it is?” Jacob asked. His eyes went wide. “Wait, she wouldn’t have told everyone about Simon and Ralli and all that…”

      “Don’t be ridiculous.”

      “But I mean, they might be trying to call Simon, or I don’t know, worse—maybe they already talked to him, and he knows what we’re planning.” Jacob put a hand to his mouth. “We gotta run! They’re going to try to stop us, to keep us out of there.”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “But—”

      “Jacob, stop.” Lucas motioned toward the parking lot, then around the school campus. “There’s nobody watching us. No guards, nothing like that. First of all, I don’t think most adults would believe us. Especially not my mom. Second, if Simon knew we were going to betray him, don’t you think there’d be a bunch of people in black suits and sunglasses or something?”

      “What, like Men in Black?” Jacob scoffed but looked uneasy. “I… guess.”

      “Men in what?”

      Jacob shook his head. “Dude, you’re supposed to be the nerd here, not me. Don’t ask me about one of the coolest alien movies of all time as if…” He suddenly scrunched his nose, then laughed. “You’re messing with me.”

      Lucas hit him in the arm, playfully. “Of course! I introduced you to the movie in the first place, duh. Will Smith at his finest.”

      Jacob grinned, nodding. Lucas’s attempt at defusing the tension had worked.

      “Don’t worry about it,” Lucas added. “I’ll call you after school and we’ll get in, help Ralli… and make all of this right.”

      “Deal.”

      With a quick fist bump, Lucas headed for his mom and sister. The day was warm, and he enjoyed the cool breeze blowing past, rippling his shirt. A couple of kids glanced over, wondering why he got to skip out of the second part of the school day.

      “What’s going on?” he asked his mom and sister.

      “I need to talk to you both,” his mom said.

      “Go ahead?”

      “Not here.”

      That was enough to cause Lucas and Madison to share a worried glance. As he followed his mom and sister to the car, he turned back to see Jacob staring after them in confusion. Lucas waved, then shrugged, and jogged to catch up with his mom. Even in the car, she didn’t speak up, instead opting for some opera music. She only played opera when she was really going through a rough time—it hadn’t stopped playing for the first six months after their dad had taken off, meaning that it was best to leave her to her thoughts. If she didn’t clear her mind, she was likely to explode.

      Lucas sat in the back, Madison in the front. He leaned against the window and watched a long line of cars at the hamburger restaurant, causing him to realize he had barely eaten. His stomach grumbled and he decided to go for the gamble of interrupting the opera music.

      “Please tell me we’re going somewhere with food?” he asked.

      “You’re hungry?” His mom turned down the music.

      That was a good sign, and the scolding glare that Madison had sent his way vanished with a surprising nod of approval.

      “For sure,” Lucas said.

      “Actually, I could eat too,” Madison added.

      “Pizza and root beer floats then,” their mom said and turned down the road that led to their favorite pizza place, Pizza and Pipes. The old place had almost gone out of business, but some young tech wiz thought it would be fun to invest in a place where so many families had fond memories, giving it a comeback. Inside was a mixture of pizza, fun arcade and virtual reality games, and a large organ with a movie screen that constantly played old silent films. It was the strangest mix of new and old, and everyone in the city seemed to love it. Everyone, that is, except for Lucas’s mom. She was insistent on never eating there because it was so unhealthy, which meant this talk was likely an even bigger deal than Lucas was ready for.

      He braced himself, trying to focus on the deliciousness he knew the pizza would provide, and when they arrived and had entered, ordered, and found their seats, he focused on the ice cream foam in his float until she was ready. Finally, a waiter brought out the pizza. The organ started to play its groaning music, and then she blurted it out.

      “We’re moving.”

      Lucas had just taken a scoop of ice cream and root beer and was about to put the spoon in his mouth, but he froze. “Huh?”

      “Moving.”

      “No,” Madison said, then pushed her pizza away. “You must be confused with what the word means, because we’re most def not moving houses, and as far as I can tell, we’re sitting in a booth at the most amazing pizza place in the world. So, simply put—no.”

      Their mom took a deep breath, hands flat on the table, and repeated herself. “We’re moving.”

      This time, both Lucas and Madison stared at her for a long moment as the music echoed around them. A couple of younger kids ran by with tickets from the arcade, and finally, Lucas spoke up.

      “You don’t mean a couple of houses over. Otherwise, it wouldn’t be such a big deal.”

      “That’s right.”

      “Why? A new job?”

      “Worse… no job.” Their mom took Madison’s root beer float and took a swig, ignoring the foam mustache on her upper lip as she continued. “You know it’s been hard, and now it just got harder. We have a couple weeks, and then we’ll be moving in with your aunt in Arizona.”

      Madison’s jaw dropped and Lucas felt his heart clench up. They’d be leaving all their friends—well, that only meant Jacob for him, but it was a lot of people in Madison’s case. And Jacob was a great friend! Plus, with what they had discovered of the other world and Ralli, Lucas couldn’t understand how this was actually happening.

      After a good minute or two of silence, Madison pulled her pizza back over and took a bite. She looked lost, distant, and Lucas watched as suddenly her eyes went wide and then darted back over to their mom.

      “If we were able to find a way,” Madison began with a full mouth, “would that change things? We could stay?”

      Their mom frowned. “Dear, I don’t see how—”

      “Just hypothetically. You know, play pretend.”

      “I… suppose. But—”

      “Great!” Madison bit into her pizza again, gaze meeting Lucas’s.

      He stared back at her in confusion, and then it hit him that she was talking about the reward from Simon. Was she considering going back on what they had decided about Ralli?!

      “I need to speak with you,” he hissed and motioned to the door. “Now!”

      “Wait,” their mom said, but Lucas was already up and stomping off.

      He stopped outside the door and turned to see Madison still at the table, not looking his way. “Madi, NOW!”

      Even above the noise of the pizza joint, his shout had been loud. His mom stared at him in shock, others turned to see what was going on, while Madison finally stood and ran over.

      “Are you nuts?” she said, shoving him out the door and pulling him around to the side so that those within couldn’t see them. “This isn’t the time to lose your cool.”

      “Lose my…?” He pushed her hands off him. “You’re the one talking about going back on your word, on betraying Ralli.”

      The rage in Madison’s face vanished, replaced by anguish. “I’m not moving.”

      “Your friends are important—I get that. I don’t want to move either.”

      “Not only them. What if, I mean… What if Dad tries to come back, and we aren’t there for him to come home to?

      Lucas blinked in confusion. “Dad? Dad’s dead.”

      “They don’t know that.”

      “I…”

      It was true that they never found more information on what happened to their dad, but it’s what everyone assumed. The police had thought it likely, considering that reports said he went for a walk during lunch at work and never came back. After searching the nearby woods and riverbed, they eventually called it.

      “Listen, I’m not saying anything one way or another about Ralli, but I’ve been giving it thought,” Madison said. “Don’t you think everything she’s told us is exactly what an AI in her situation would say?”

      “I…”

      “And Simon, I mean, we know he’s real. And we know he has a real reward, or at least that he’s certainly capable of offering such a reward, and that we could use it.” She leaned forward, lowering her voice as a mom and her son walked past, entering the restaurant.

      “I…”

      “I—I—I… Will you stop it and just say something real? If we had Simon’s reward, none of this would be a problem. Mom would be set, rent paid, and we could stay here to be with our friends. Or… friend, in your case.”

      Lucas frowned, not liking how much sense she was making. Still, he remembered the images of Ralli’s world, the creatures and beauty she had shown them before sending them home. And his connection with her. It had felt more real than anything he had ever experienced. Maybe that in itself was enough to give him doubt? A girl who was that friendly to him could certainly be fake and only operating based on how she was programmed. He hated that Madison was making sense. He turned to see his mom opening the door to check on them.

      “Just… think about it,” Madison said, then faced her mom and added, “We’re good. Let’s finish off that pizza.”

      “Lucas?” their mom asked.

      He stood there, processing everything, and said, “Yeah, just give me a minute.”

      When they went inside, he leaned against the wall and watched the cars drive by on the road, wondering about the reality of another world out there, accessed via a tech portal in his VR headset. He had to admit, it didn’t sound very realistic. The longer he was here in the outside world, the more all his adventures in that other world felt like a videogame and nothing more—as if he had dreamed the realness of it. A police car pulled over someone, drawing his attention, and Lucas found himself lost in the rhythm of the flashing blue and red lights.

      Maybe Ralli really was only an AI and not really alive, but if she was telling the truth that Simon had invaded her world and wanted to take it over, he certainly wasn’t going to sit by and let that happen. He needed to get to the bottom of this, and that meant logging in as soon as possible. He determined to finish his pizza and root beer float to get his energy up, and as soon as Jacob got out of school, they would go back in and find their answers.

      The other question was, if they were moving, how in the world was he going to tell Jacob?
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      As delicious as the pizza and float had been, they weren’t quite sitting right in Madison’s stomach as she practiced with her secret training sword in her room. Despite her conversation with Lucas, she still wasn’t entirely certain how to feel about the Ralli-Simon situation. She took a break for water, only then realizing that it might have been her confusion over everything that was causing her stomachache, although the food probably wasn’t helping.

      She only knew that she wasn’t ready to leave her friends and move to Arizona. As if it weren’t enough that her aunt was annoying and maybe a tad crazy, she couldn’t stand the idea of starting over. Before her dad had gone missing, she had been a quiet, shy girl. He had vanished and left her in a state of despair, until one day a girl named Jessie had pulled her off to tryouts for lacrosse and she had thrown her all into it, making the team. That’s how she had met Genie, and then the others until she had her new family in that group. Of course, her mom and brother were still around, but they had always been so sad that Madison found she couldn’t spend much time with them if she wanted to stay sane.

      Her mom asking her to leave her friends was like asking her to go through the grief of losing her dad all over again. Madison still remembered the way that she, Genie, and Jessie had all gone to that K-pop concert six months back. They had met up with the rest of the girls there and gone wild as lights shot out over the audience and smoke filled up the stage. When the band emerged, all the girls did their best to sing along and dance, and the night had ended in them all reclining on the hillside nearby while they waited for their rides, sharing secrets and sharing stories about vacations to Hawaii or Venice, Italy.

      While Madison’s adventures had been limited to local lakes and camping trips from when her dad was still around, she had loved closing her eyes and imagining traveling to these other places with her girlfriends. What an adventure it would be, seeing people in those colorful, fun masks of Venice, walking among the canals.

      Of course, now she knew what a real adventure was—fighting dragons and zombies, sailing with skeleton pirates. She tossed her wooden practice sword onto her bed, hating how conflicted she was. Her mom needed money, so what was the problem? It was a stupid game, nothing more! At least, she kept telling herself that, despite the gnawing feeling in her gut that she knew it wasn’t true.

      “Just… a… game.” She sat on the edge of her bed, face in her hands. If it wasn’t just a game and she helped hand over some alternate dimension world to Simon, would she ever be able to forgive herself? Was there some other way to get out of moving, like living with a friend until her mom figured life out? God, she hoped so.

      She tucked her training sword under the bed, then walked out to peek into the living room. Lucas sat on the couch playing a handheld game. That had been his thing during that time when she had turned to new friends. At least he had met Jacob, so he hadn’t been completely consumed by games.

      Their mom went walking by with a box that had a dark brown cloth sticking out, and suddenly Lucas was up, telling her to put it down.

      “Not Dad’s old renaissance fair stuff,” Lucas protested, then had the box out of her hands, pulling out a book with orcs on the front. “And his D&D books? You can’t get rid of this!”

      “Dear, it’s taking up space,” their mom protested.

      “It was his!”

      “I know, but when we move we won’t have room. Speaking of which, you two have a lot of stuff that you’ll want to go through and—”

      “No!”

      He took the box and escaped to his room.

      “I’ll go after him,” Madison said, leaving their mom to stare after them in confusion.

      “Sorry,” her mom said, shaking her head and wrapping her arms around herself. “I don’t want this any more than you two.”

      “I know.”

      Madison turned back to follow her brother and found him on the bed simply holding the box and staring at it. When she entered, his eyes slowly rose to meet hers.

      “Maybe—maybe Ralli has a way,” he said.

      “Not that again.”

      “What then?”

      Madison bit her lip, not really sure. “It could have been a dream. Some sort of shared… dream.”

      “Both of us know it wasn’t.”

      “Yeah…”

      “We go in, look for answers. Make sure we know for sure what’s going on.”

      She nodded, seeing where he was going with this. “If there’s a chance Ralli’s real, we help her. But if we can agree she isn’t, do what’s necessary and get our reward from Simon.”

      “Sure.”

      “Don’t forget, other kids are in there.” Madison took a deep breath, hating to even have the thought. “They might get the reward before we even have a chance. If we’re slowing down because of our decision to weigh both sides—”

      “Stop.”

      “What do we do about the other kids?”

      Lucas’s eyes narrowed as he thought, then they went wide. “Recruit them! We convince the other kids to join our side—whatever side that ends up being.”

      “And split the reward?”

      “There’ll be more than enough, right? Mom probably needs, what, like enough to cover not having a job until she finds one again?”

      Madison considered it. He wasn’t wrong. Knowing Simon, the reward would be certainly large enough to cover them, even if divided over a dozen or so others. She considered his proposal, then nodded.

      “Deal—we go in there, try to probe both sides, and gather allies for whichever we decide on.”

      He smiled in agreement, and she had the feeling he was thinking that he already knew which side that would be, and that would be with Ralli. But Madison was leaning the opposite way. Simon’s company had created a game with such amazing tech that the artificial intelligence within had been able to confuse her. A virtual woman touching Lucas’s hand and hugging him had been enough to convince him, but she wasn’t persuaded so easily.

      She was debating getting back into the discussion when the doorbell rang.

      “Jacob!” Lucas said. He set the box of Dad’s old stuff aside, then bounded for the door. They would have to find a way to get in without their mom catching on, but other than that it was time to dive back into the game and figure this all out once and for all.

      Madison was about to join them when she heard a dinging sound from her room. That had to be her phone, and she figured it was Genie or one of her other friends checking in. Except, when she went into the room to check, she saw a name she hadn’t expected along with a picture she had come to know recently—Simon.

      She took her phone and closed the door, then snuck into the closet for extra privacy. Clicking on the “Accept” button, she answered, “Hello?”

      “There you are,” he said, and sure enough it was Simon himself, sitting in an office. Behind him was a painting of his headquarters as they had seen it in the other world, and it even had the undead dragon flying overhead. That brought back so many memories.

      “Mr. Simon, I—I was just thinking about you.”

      “And my reward, no doubt.” He smiled, steepling his fingers under his chin. “I’m confused though—you three were the closest to getting to the AI than anyone else, and then you… vanished.”

      “Kicked out of the game,” she said, lying. She hoped he couldn’t tell, but shifted from one foot to the other uneasily. “We figured it was time to get to school, so nobody would get suspicious.”

      “Smart thinking. Not surprising from you. However, I must alert you to the fact that others are growing close. At least two groups are in the maze beneath the water now, and others are sailing with the skeleton pirates.”

      “To get the key,” Madison said, nodding. “My bet, they’ll either get defeated or kicked out of the game at the same point as us.”

      “Indeed. Lucky us, I can get you back in. When will you be ready?”

      She nodded, then lowered her voice. “Excuse me for asking but… how big is this reward, exactly?”

      He grinned. “One billion dollars. Seeing as I risk losing five times that much if this goes south, and even more in potential future gains, I think it’s worth it.”

      Her knees went weak at the thought. Never in her wildest dreams would she have thought she had the chance of earning a billion dollars! Her mind raced with thoughts of a new house, a fancy car when she turned sixteen, and all manner of clothes and sporting equipment she would be able to buy with that much money.

      “So, you’ll be rejoining the game shortly?” he asked.

      “Yes, of course. I look forward to proving myself.”

      “Simply call me when you’re logging in, and I’ll be sure to be ready for you and the two boys.” With that, Simon gave her a nod and then signed off.

      Madison sat there, staring at the phone, and then heard a creak of her door.

      “Madi, you in here?” Lucas asked.

      She opened the closet door and stumbled out, a bit off-balance after having spoken with the real-life Simon. “Just… getting dressed.”

      “In your closet?” Jacob laughed.

      Lucas gave her a suspicious look, eyeing her outfit. She only then realized that she was wearing the same clothes, so added, “Well, looking for something comfortable to wear when we go in. Couldn’t find anything.”

      “Except we chose what we wear when we go in,” Lucas said, then waved her off. “Anyway, ready?”

      “How’re we going to distract Mom?”

      “Easy.” Jacob beamed. “My mom’s going to be working late and I set up the bed and sleeping bags to look like we’re passed out, so when she gets home she’ll think we’re asleep.”

      “And I convinced Mom to let us have a sleepover there,” Lucas added. “She thought it weird that you wanted to go, but I convinced her we were going to be playing a new sporting game, and you wanted to check it out to see if—”

      “Spare me the details,” she said, cutting him off. “Let’s go. We’ve wasted too much time already.”

      The boys beamed, as ready as she was to get in there.
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      Lucas couldn’t help but be humored at the way Madison glanced around before entering Jacob’s apartment. Clearly, she didn’t want anyone to see her entering his place with them. It wasn’t far, at least, so she lucked out.

      “You’re sure this is going to work?” she asked.

      “I’m often by myself after school,” he replied. “Mostly practicing ball out back, or gaming. So, yeah—nothing out of the ordinary.”

      “I think you’re a bit young to be alone.”

      Lucas gave her a “shut up” look, and Jacob laughed.

      “What other options are there?” he asked. “Dad lives halfway across the country and Mom can’t afford to put me into any sort of classes. Plus, I mean—not really. Getting older every day.”

      She laughed it off. “Sure, sure.”

      Lucas unslung his backpack to pull out his VR headset. “How about we stop chatting and get into the fun, huh?”

      “Of course, but first…” Jacob led them to the fridge and pulled out a couple of lemonades and a piece of cheesecake. “Ta-da!”

      “Now you’re talking!” Lucas took a fork and didn’t waste any time before digging in. He nudged a fork toward his sister and grinned. “You know you wanna.”

      She eyed the raspberry topping on the cheesecake, then picked up the fork. “Fine, but we need to hurry.”

      “I asked my mom to buy the cheesecake when I came up with this plan,” Jacob said, mouth full. Little white pieces shot out as he talked, so he covered his mouth as Lucas laughed.

      “Nothing like a cheesecake to start an adventure,” Lucas said and took another bite. It was the perfect amount of sweet and rich, and he went for even another forkful before finishing chewing the first bite. The lemonade hit the spot, too, and after quick bathroom breaks, they all gathered in Jacob’s room around the stuffed sleeping bags—seriously genius—and were ready.

      “I guess we only need one headset,” Jacob said, nodding for Lucas to do the honors.

      “Here goes!”

      Lucas powered on the headset, eyes darting from his friend to his sister and then back to the headset, then put it on. The other two scooted over and grabbed his arms, and then he saw the light morph into an “Accept” button, and he pressed it.

      In a flash, they were all in, no longer in Jacob’s room but in a dark dungeon with stone walls and floor. Most likely, the same maze where they had been before, he figured. Madison released his arm first, and Jacob did after Lucas had cleared his throat and given him a nod.

      “We’re back here?” Jacob asked.

      “Or another dungeon or maze,” Madison said, stepping out and touching the stone.

      Lucas did the same, amazed at how cold and real it was. He had almost expected the whole thing not to work, or to come back only to realize it wasn’t as realistic as he had remembered.

      “Weapons check,” Jacob said, and he held up his ax as if victorious. “Ax at the ready, spells…” He waved his hand as if it were magic, and he nodded. “Ready to cast.”

      “What spells you looking at now?” Lucas asked as he drew his sword, grinning at it. His screen popped up to confirm its volcanic path. He was level five, and did a quick scan to remind himself of his Beastmaster class track. Those wolves could come in handy for sure when the timing was right. He would need to ensure he used his mana carefully.

      Madison had her sword too and pulled it from her back. “I love this sword so much.”

      “I’m sure it loves you, too,” Lucas said, but then glanced around, let down. “Where’s Fido?”

      “And Easter,” Madison added.

      The fact that neither were there gave Lucas an uneasy feeling. A thought hit him, and he turned, calling out, “Ralli? Ralli!”

      Nobody moved for a few seconds, waiting for a response. None came.

      “Something’s not right,” Jacob said, and then he was moving along one wall, then the next.

      It hit Lucas that his buddy was looking for a way out. There were no doors and no exits visible! He started searching as well, going to the other two walls. He frowned and was about to turn to ask if they had found anything when he noticed Madison wasn’t there.

      “Jacob!” he hissed, not sure if he should be loud considering he didn’t know what was going on.

      “Keep trying,” Jacob replied, now using the blunt side of his ax to hit against the stones, as if that would help. “There’s got to be a way out.”

      “I agree, especially since my sister is gone.”

      “What?” Jacob spun, eyes going wide. “How-what-when?”

      “As if I know!” Lucas bit his lip and stepped out into the middle of the floor, checking each step as he imagined he might fall through. That never happened, though. When they had checked every inch of the room, they turned to each other in exasperation.

      “This is insane,” Jacob said. “She couldn’t have just vanished.”

      Lucas put a hand to his mouth to stop himself from blurting out what he was thinking. This made sense in a weird sort of way, maybe. If she had called for Simon, or somehow signaled him, it was entirely possible that Simon would have come for her.

      “We might be able to get through,” Lucas said. “I mean there’s got to be a way. We just need to find her.”

      “Right.” Jacob grinned. “The girl—always about the girl.”

      “That’s not true.”

      “Sure, keep your secrets.”

      Lucas chuckled nervously, not sure what to think about the word “secret,” considering he still hadn’t told his only friend that they might be moving. For a second he closed his eyes, debating if he should, but finally just sighed and opened his eyes again.

      “For all I know, Ralli’s just on the other side of this wall,” Jacob said, kicking a wall and then limping away.

      A buzzing sounded, and when Lucas spun, he saw a large hornet. It came at him, and he drew his sword to slice it in two.

      “Where…?” he started, but more buzzing sounded. Focused, he was able to narrow the sound down to one corner of the room. Up above! He looked at the ceiling and then finally saw it—a glint of light.

      “Come on, help me here,” he said, then went to the wall and lifted one leg up. Jacob was there a second later, kneeling so that Lucas could use his knee as a steppingstone. One good push off and a jump, and Lucas’s hand went right through stone! He released his sword so that it vanished, then used both hands to lift himself, with Jacob helping from below.

      “What do you see?” Jacob asked.

      Lucas saw two sights—a glimmering light like a portal, and another hornet coming through. He summoned his sword again and thrust but missed. As he dodged the creature’s massive stinger, he fell back and almost through the ceiling.

      “Hold on,” Lucas said, then was up again and hacked off one of the hornet’s wings. It went careening out of sight and fizzled when it hit the barrier of light around the portal, before pixelating out.

      It was some sort of energy field, likely put there by Simon to keep Ralli from being able to access them. Without wasting any more time, Lucas reached back down and held out his hand, then gripped Jacob’s and pulled him up.

      “Let’s just…” Lucas reached out his hand and summoned his sword to penetrate the energy field. Except, as he did so, it shoved him back and he almost fell.

      Jacob grabbed hold of him by the arm, and said, “What if we try this instead…?” He then put a hand out and said, “Ralli, we’re back!”

      Light from the energy field shot out and an opening formed to reveal Ralli’s face. She turned and smiled, but then she looked shocked before fading. The light pulled away, and a strange humming echoed as mountains came into view beyond.

      “What’s… happening?” Jacob asked.

      “I don’t know,” Lucas replied. “Look out!”

      Another wall of energy was coming in the form of a massive wave. He shouted and ducked, but then saw Ralli’s face in the wave.

      “Wha…?” He stood and held out his arms, taking the chance that this might be a portal or something, except it hit Jacob and sent him flying back to land next to Lucas.

      “Down!” Jacob said, pulling Lucas to his side as the energy wave washed over them. It stopped, then began to flow back their way. Without a doubt, Ralli was there, eyes wide as she was hurled over toward them in the translucent wave. Jacob shouted, “I’ve got you, Ralli!”

      The energy wave exploded and she was gone, and a form swooped down upon them. It was a monstrous griffin, with the front half of its body like an eagle, the back half like a lion. Lucas shouted and fell back, waving his sword. The griffin went right over him, turned back around, and then went for Jacob.

      “Move!” Lucas shouted, staring in horror as his friend stood still, frozen.

      Massive talons closed around Jacob’s arms, and it had him, pulling up and then taking off into the sky, out of sight.

      Lucas stared, horrified and alone.
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      Madison had barely gone through the energy field, having whispered, “Simon, I’m back.” That’s all it had taken, and she had noticed a portal opening for her to step through. As soon as she did so, she was in a room with white walls, the dungeon nowhere in sight.

      He sat in front of her with his eyes closed, cross-legged and wearing a pure-white karate gi. Instead of a belt, he wore a red and orange sash that flickered and danced about as if made of flames.

      “Ah, one rational thinker among the bunch,” Simon said, opening his eyes and smiling.

      “What do you mean?” she asked.

      “Looks like they’re betraying me.” Simon gestured to a shimmering light that appeared from a device on his wrist—a holographic screen. On the screen, Madison saw her brother and Jacob pushing through the energy field of the room, and then Jacob was suddenly swept away, something grabbing him.

      “What was that?” Madison asked, reaching for the hologram as if she could go into it. The image faded, so she turned back to Simon. “Get me to them.”

      “I wish I could, but they’ve chosen their path. I see you aren’t so foolish.”

      “But they’ll be fine… right?”

      “It’s only a game.” He pushed himself up, then stretched. “Assuming we are able to destroy this rogue AI that’s causing such a kerfuffle, they’ll be fine.”

      “And if not?”

      He glanced her way and shook his head. “Don’t even think it.”

      Madison gulped at that, staring at the point next to him where the screen had been. Ralli would help them, right? Whatever they were up against, she wouldn’t let them be hurt, Madison hoped. Even if she was just an AI, she seemed to really be worried about them.

      “I see you’re distracted,” Simon said. “But we don’t have time for that. So far, you are the only one to have reached the end of the maze. So I must ask—where is it?”

      “Sir?”

      “The key. Hand it over.”

      Madison gulped, realizing that she had been the one to take the key, but that she wasn’t ready to hand it over—even if she could find it, which she wasn’t entirely sure about.

      “The reward… how big are we talking?”

      “Guess.”

      “You said more than I could dream of. I can dream of an awful lot.”

      Simon grinned and held out his hand. “Give me the key right now and I let you walk with one million dollars in your parents’ bank account. Or give me the key, stay, and… we shall see.”

      “Why would I walk?” She frowned, confused by that idea.

      “For all I know, it was your brother and his friend who really earned the key. Or you three as a trio. And I don’t know, but perhaps the AI got to you, and you don’t want to fight her. You give me the key, go home, and that’s fine—you helped yourself and me. This way, you didn’t do any lasting damage to your new friend… A friend who is a computer program, I should remind you.”

      Madison gulped, hand going to her back pocket as nonchalantly as possible. Sure enough, there was something there that hadn’t been before, and she figured it was most likely the key. She could give it to him. One million dollars might be enough to help her mom out, but how much money would she be giving up? Walking out of here without knowing was unthinkable.

      “And if I stayed, how much then?” she asked. “How much is ‘more money than I can dream of,’ exactly?”

      His smile widened, fingers on his outstretched hand twitching. “Give me the stupid key, Madison.”

      “What?”

      “Give it to me now, or I swear your mom will not only lose her house—that will be the least of her problems!” He moved toward Madison, but she took a step back and summoned her massive sword.

      Simon summoned a sword that moved as if alive. As he swung it, the blade bursting into flames similar to his sash. Madison blocked, but the flames leaped out to lick her hand. She dropped her blade and pulled her hand away, and without another thought was up and running. Clearly, she had made a terrible mistake coming here.

      Except, as she looked around she realized that there were no doors. No way out, it seemed. She went to one wall and saw it light up as the flaming sword came at her. Dodging, she ran to the corner and summoned her own sword again, turning and sliding along her knees as she struck out at Simon. He jumped and came back with another strike that nearly got her, but she laid down and rolled.

      Another wall was close, and she called out, “Ralli, get me out of here!”

      Energy seemed to tug at her from the rear, so she spun, half expecting Ralli to be there in the fight or opening a portal. But all she saw was Simon glaring at her.

      “You have one more chance, girl. One more chance to save your family.” He took a step toward her, the room suddenly dark except for the glow from his fiery blade and sash. “Hand. It. Over.”

      Again that tug pulled at Madison, but this time she was able to consider it with a level head. It wasn’t a random tug but had come from her back pocket.

      The key!

      Dodging left, she pulled out the key and instinctively thrust it forward. Where a wall had been a second earlier, now a door appeared! The key moved over to insert itself into the correct spot, causing the door to open.

      Before she was fully through, a hand grabbed her by the foot and yanked so that she fell flat on her face.

      She rolled to see Simon starting to come through the entrance and was surprised that there actually wasn’t much of a door, but a metal gate with spikes on the top.

      “This is more like it—” Simon started until Madison scooted forward and kicked the gate shut right on his hand. He yelped like a child and looked like he was about to shout, but when she kicked the gate again it hit him in the face and closed.

      Then the strangest thing happened. As she watched, that gate flickered, and her head swiveled from left to right to see that the metal went on for miles. Then it flickered again with a muffled shout from the man behind it. “Say goodbye to your chance at the reward! I will find a way through!”

      Madison pushed herself through the grass to get distance, half expecting the gate to explode. Instead, it flickered like a strobe light and then vanished. She blinked in confusion, staring at rolling green hills, and wondered what in the world had happened.

      She felt the grass in her fingers, still amazed at how realistic this place was. Her mind was racing to put the pieces together, though. When they had last come through, Simon had sent them into the underwater maze to find the key. He had said the key would get them into the inner sanctum. Now she was there and that might have been great if she was trying to destroy Ralli. However, she had recently become aware that Simon might not be the nicest person, and, as far as Madison could tell, she was in a massive grass field all by herself.

      “Hello…?”

      Madison pushed herself up, brushing off her pants and turning to look for any sign of, well… anything. The rolling green hills continued in every direction. Scattered trees provided patches of shade, and the warm sunshine made her want to lie down and take a nap. Wispy clouds moved slowly along the sky, one of them looking kind of like a cat.

      It was real, but maybe too real. Too much like a scene from back home. Except for that cat cloud.

      “It’s not real,” Madison said. “Right, Ralli?”

      “Good to see you,” Ralli’s voice said from the cloud, and then it formed fully into a massive cat that jumped out of the sky and stood over her, eyeing Madison with skepticism. “The question is, what’s your plan?”

      “Plan?” Madison gulped. This cat was as tall as a two-story house, and she imagined it could eat her in one gulp.

      “You came here to betray me, so what’s the deal with that little charade, kicking the gate shut in his face?”

      “You saw that?”

      “I’m aware, even if I can’t see it all. Our world works differently than yours and can be affected in unique ways. Such as the key. So… do you have an answer?”

      “About Simo—”

      “S-Man,” Ralli quickly interjected.

      “Um, okay. About S-man and all that?” Madison frowned. “If you saw how he was acting—”

      “Ah, I didn’t. Wherever he is, there’s a sort of fog. And more patches of fog seem to be creeping up throughout the world.”

      “In that case… He went all nutty. Crazy like a tiger and I was his dinner.”

      “Not hard to imagine.”

      “Me being dinner?”

      Ralli chuckled. “No. So you figured out the key and ran?”

      “More like it figured me out. It tugged at me, I guess.”

      “Tugged?” Ralli finally shifted out of massive cat form and into a tween girl like she had been before. She stepped closer to Madison with a frown. “That’s impossible. It’s just a key.”

      “Well, I felt it.”

      Ralli considered this, then nodded. “Fine, I accept you.”

      “What?”

      “I accept you—as my champion. Even though you were about to sell me and my world out to S-man, I think you have a special connection to this place and are here for a purpose. At the moment, you’re going to have to find those boys and save them.”

      “And you? Can you help me?”

      “It depends on the fog. At times I will be able, but others, less so.”

      “I don’t understand—isn’t this your world?”

      “It is, but I think he has the boys in some sort of bubble. Like an area I can’t fully access. I’m working to break in but will need your help. Get to them, call out for me while activating the key, and it should work as a beacon to help me find you.”

      Madison frowned. “So what now?”

      “It’s time to go!”

      “I don’t know how…” Madison looked around as if she would see a way.

      “Just use the key,” Ralli said. “You’re in my inner sanctum here and can come and go freely as long as you hold the key. In here, you can move about to different parts of the rest of the world.”

      “Won’t S-Man be able to just show up and stop me?”

      “I can stall when possible, and throw the forces of my world against him,” Ralli said. “But… to be safe maybe you should change up your look. At least a bit.”

      “I can do that?”

      Ralli grinned and pointed to a door. “Go ahead.”

      Madison wasn’t sure what to think but went to the door and opened it. Inside was a mirror, showing Madison as she had seen herself last time she had entered this world, with the pointy ears and an outfit that seemed to have come from a fantasy movie. Otherwise she was herself, with her straightened black hair and brown eyes.

      “Go ahead. In this room, you can make some adjustments,” Ralli said.

      “Like… turn myself into a cat?”

      Ralli laughed. “Maybe, but I imagine you’d be better at helping your brother and his friend—and me—if you stuck to your general persona. Think of it as more fun than anything, but maybe you can change your hair color to keep yourself off his scans.”

      “If I change my hair, his systems might not be able to easily spot me?”

      “And maybe your outfit.”

      Madison considered, then looked around for any sort of hair dye or clothes. “How…?”

      “Just make it happen. Think it, and let it be so.”

      “Think it…” Madison tilted her head, considering what it would be like to have blonde hair. Suddenly her hair was yellow, but she thought it didn’t work. Trying again, she went for pink. Better, but not quite there. Pursing her lips, she added a bit of yellow back to the bottom of her hair—perfect.

      Next, she looked at her outfit and imagined jeans and a T-shirt. She couldn’t run around fighting baddies like that! Considering herself and what would be fun, she decided to try something more interesting. In a blink, her outfit changed again, and it was perfect. A sleeveless dress with a belt at the waist of blue, purple, and pink, with matching leggings and boots. She loved it.

      “Done!” She spun to show off her outfit.

      Ralli grinned and gave her a thumbs up. “Perfection! Let’s get you out there to save Lucas and Jacob. But first—I think you’re missing someone else, too.”

      “Easter? You have her?”

      Ralli shook her head. “I think you can get to her, and Fido, too. Trust me.”

      Madison had already turned against Simon, so she had no choice in the matter—she was all in with Ralli. Whether the girl was purely an AI or not was a question that would hopefully find an answer in due time, but for now what mattered was that they needed to get back to the boys, and that Simon was a Grade-A jerk.
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      Climbing gave Lucas time to think. On the one hand, he was focused on how mad he was at Madison for abandoning him, if that’s what she had done. If she was going to run off to Simon, she could at least talk about it with him first! This had to be something they agreed on, otherwise they would end up with her fighting against him, and he wasn’t sure what that would look like. He imagined that their weapons would do actual damage to each other.

      Next, he considered the barrier Jacob had tried to attack. He thought Jacob was probably right that it was something Simon had put there to keep Ralli out, but at the same time, he wondered if Ralli was somehow also keeping Simon from getting to them. Maybe something about their interaction when they had last seen her had given her more power, so she was able? After all, wouldn’t Simon have come for them right away otherwise?

      Then he realized—they had been in the maze, and Simon was forced to send them and others in his stead. Meaning, he couldn’t go!

      Ralli had that power down there.

      As long as they were in the maze, they were mostly safe from Simon. Except that his sister had gone into that cave, which meant it was likely some sort of back door, like how one could be built into a program.

      From what he could tell about this world, it worked like computer programs, though not exactly like them. Magic and programming were, perhaps, not so different? He grabbed a handhold and figured that the way it worked here was probably somewhere between Lord of the Rings and The Matrix, and since those were two of his favorite films, he actually found himself smiling even as his muscles ached from the climb.

      “Jacob!” he shouted, not sure how much more he would have to climb, but hoping he was close.

      No sound came other than the howling of wind that had started to blow over him, rippling his sweatshirt. He climbed on, refusing to give up. Annoyingly, his hands began to cramp, and his muscles were twitching. If this had been only a game, that never would have been the case. As it was, he worried he would fall at any moment. Knowing he shouldn’t look down, he turned to have a glance anyway.

      He had expected to see the box they had appeared in, or maybe that it was a room in a castle or something fun like that. Instead, he was on the edge of a cliff with strange glitches beneath him. One instant there would be waves crashing against jagged rocks below, then bursts of flames from the water—even though that made zero sense—and then it all turned to a fluffy cloud for a second before repeating.

      His best guess was that somehow Ralli and Simon were both impacting the world, or this part of it, and doing some sort of hacking fight to control what was beneath him. As he watched, the water-fire-cloud started to rise, and he realized that he needed to move faster, or he was going to get caught up in that chaos.

      The only problem was, when he reached for the next rock to grip on, his fingers wouldn’t move! They were cramped into a position like a claw.

      “No, no, no,” he said, glancing back down again to see that he didn’t have much time. “Ralli! Jacob! Fido!”

      It didn’t matter who he called out for or how many times he tried to hook his clawed hand over that rock, it wasn’t working. One time, he nearly slipped and lost his grip on the other rock. Only one thought came to him, and he had to hope it would work.

      Taking a deep breath, he held out his cramped hand and summoned his sword. It appeared there in his grip, the hand forming around it as if on its own. Score! Except, he didn’t exactly have any enemy here to slay. Frowning, he looked down as a flame burst close enough that he could feel the heat.

      “Here goes everything,” he said, taking a gamble. Pulling back as far as he dared, he then thrust the sword forward and into the rock. It went in, and then he used his lava attack for an extra push. It worked and, amid bursts of steam, the pressure sent him flying up and into the sky. He passed by ten, twenty, and then thirty feet of cliff that he would have otherwise had to climb! Except, then he slowed and before he knew it, was falling again. Again he thrust his sword into the cliff and caught himself, then blasted off and was flying up for a second time.

      Again and again, he went like this, flying into the sky until, finally, he went flying right past a massive nest with Jacob in it!

      “Lucas?” Jacob called, waving his hands frantically. “Watch out!”

      “Huh?”

      As the air started to slow around him, Lucas noticed that Jacob was pointing at something. Lucas turned to see what was up and came face to face with that scary griffin. It was flying for him, talons outstretched.

      “AHHH!”

      He waved his arms and even considered attacking with his sword—but before he could do anything of the sort, the griffin had him. It swooped up and seemed about to release to toss him into the rocks when a spell came from below. Not a spell, Lucas realized when he saw it again, but a blast of sparks caused by Jacob’s ax hitting stone. Stone fragments shot out, nearly hitting the griffin to distract it.

      Lucas thrust out his sword and it stuck into the cliff face, but one of his hands slipped. He nearly lost his grip, hanging on barely and screaming. His muscles were exhausted, so when he tried to reach up with his other hand, he was shaking and barely managed.

      “Don’t fall!” Jacob shouted.

      “Thanks for the wonderful advice!” Lucas replied. He needed to act quickly, or he would fall far below. He attempted to use one of his sword skills again, but nothing happened. He imagined he had used up the last of it.

      A screech pulled his attention and he turned to see the griffin circling around again for another attack. Its eyes glowed red, its talons glinting in the sun. There was something else glinting, too, and Lucas frowned at the sight, trying to make it out. Little, shining objects flew close to the griffin.

      As they got close, he squinted and was able to see that they were like little scarab beetles, half a dozen of them moving about close on the griffin. Maybe that wouldn’t have mattered, except then he noted the red eyes again and remembered the robot around the zombies before. Hadn’t the robot been some sort of tool used by Simon to control the zombies? Could this be a similar situation?

      Six scarabs, definitely keeping to formation with a specific distance from the griffin. He considered, watching the griffin’s approach, and then realized his plan. His arms were losing their energy, but his legs were good. With a deep breath, he timed it, swung over, and then pushed off from the wall with the strength in his legs to leap from the cliff and out into the sky. To his relief, it worked—his feet landed on two of the scarabs and they maintained their course. The griffin screeched and turned to him, but in that moment the red vanished, and the griffin swiped out at the scarabs to the other side of her. One went out of formation, and then the griffin had two in its talons, crushing them.

      The two beneath Lucas’s feet swerved and he had to bend his knees to keep his balance. He wasn’t falling yet, and noticed one remaining scarab heading for an opening in the nearby cliff. It wasn’t far off, so Lucas took a gamble and summoned his sword, then jumped and sliced to cut the scarab in two.

      He spun, swinging again to take out the two scarabs he had been riding, and then started to fall.

      “Help!” he shouted, looking up to see the griffin turning to take down the last of the scarabs.

      Rocks passed by as Lucas kept falling.

      “LUCAS!” Jacob shouted from above, voice already sounding distant.

      “Help! Help! Help!” Lucas continued, and suddenly a gust of wind caught him and then talons.

      The griffin had him! It pulled him up and over the nearest ledge, depositing him in the nest right next to his friend. With a gust of air and flashing feathers, the griffin landed at the ledge beside them. Its large, yellow eyes watched as Jacob threw his arms around Lucas, laughing.

      “Dude, that was insane!” Jacob said. “How—how’d you get the bird-lion-thing to help you?”

      Lucas stared at his friend, dumbfounded, then back at the griffin. “I… don’t know.”

      “What?” Jacob took a step back, then turned to the griffin with fear. “Wait, you did help my friend, right? I mean, you didn’t just bring him here to eat us both?”

      “Your friend helped me, first,” the griffin said. “He saved me from whatever those flying robots were that had me under their control. For that, I am eternally grateful.”

      The griffin bent one knee and bowed. When it came back up, Lucas wasn’t sure what to do, so he bowed as well.

      He stood straight again, then said, “You can talk?”

      “Of course I can talk,” the griffin replied. “And you can, too.”

      “Can someone fill me in here?” Jacob asked.

      “Those robotic beetles had some way of controlling me. I could see my actions, but not stop them.”

      “Right!” Lucas interjected. “I think Simo—”

      “No!” The griffin flapped her wings and shot forward, stopping a foot away from his face. “This place has been hacked so that if you say his name, it gives him power over you. At a minimum, he’ll know how to find us.”

      Lucas gulped but nodded. Turning to Jacob, he said, “Remember how there was a robot or something around the zombies? Well, I think he was using it to control them, and now these small robotic scarabs were the same.”

      “He must have figured out how to make us be pulled into that room down there,” Jacob said. “When we came through, I mean.”

      “Possible…” Lucas eyed the griffin, then leaned down to have a look. It was all clouds now, as if it were being covered up. And as he watched, darkness started to swirl down there, and a flash went off.

      “We might not want to stay here long,” Lucas said and turned back to the griffin. “Any chance you can get us to the top of this mountain?”

      “You got it.” She spread her wings, looking fierce. “And when this is done, I’m going to do whatever damage I can against that Simo—er, that jerk.”

      With that, the griffin took hold of each of them and began her ascent.
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      Madison snuck along the edge of a drawbridge, looking down at the boat that was sailing past at that moment. All around her were glimmering hot air balloons above, domed castles below. She would have loved to stay in this city and get to simply enjoy it, but Ralli insisted that Madison needed to move fast if she was going to have a chance of saving Easter and Fido.

      She had used the key to exit into the zone where Ralli had told her Easter and Fido might be waiting. She missed those little furballs-turned-helpers, and especially looked forward to seeing Easter, who she had been in the process of upgrading to be more dragon-like when they had last been together. Had she known Simon was going to hide them away after Madison left last time, she would have done a better job of saying goodbye. Or maybe never left at all.

      Now she had to ask herself what she was doing here. Crouching on the top of a drawbridge, preparing to jump down… for what? To rescue two creatures who she wasn’t entirely sure would help her anyway? After all, they had been Simon’s creations, sent to guide people past Ralli’s traps and to Simon once they entered this world.

      Still, she had started to love her little lizard-dragon friend Easter. If there was even the smallest chance of success, Madison had to try.

      “Get ready,” Ralli said, voice in Madison’s ears even though she wasn’t actually there with her. That was another function of the key, apparently.

      “I’m here, aren’t I?” Madison countered, a bit meaner than she had meant it. She supposed she was just frustrated at the situation. “Sorry.”

      “Don’t be. The key has updated your mini map, so when you need to check your location compared to your surroundings, that’s the way.”

      “Perfect. Thank you.” She paused, stalling. “What if I die?”

      “You’ll probably respawn like everyone else. At a spawn point.”

      “Wait, what?”

      “Go!”

      Madison gulped, saw that the ship was in place, and went for it. The whole way down she was thinking, “No, no, no-no-no!” and then she landed, rolling to avoid the shock of the fall. In real life, that would have hurt like crazy, but good thing this world didn’t operate by the same physics as Earth. She was up and ducking off to the side of the ship, hiding behind several crates as a man walked over onto the deck.

      “What was that?” he asked.

      A woman stepped up behind him. “Maybe nothing?”

      “I heard a noise.”

      “You always do.”

      The ship kept sailing, and while those two did a quick check, Madison crept around to a hiding spot. According to the map and Ralli, this ship was the best way into a fortress that had once been the home of a powerful sorcerer. It had since been taken over by Simon.

      Light shimmered in the sky ahead of the ship as it left the shore and bridge behind, and then Madison got it—an energy field. This was like in a game when you couldn’t get past the invisible wall, except in this case the ship served as a way of passing through that barrier. She pushed herself up against the side of the boat, eyes wide at the sight of the light forming triangles that glowed and spun out as if opening a doorway. Then they were through as if passing into another world.

      The water dropped off into a massive waterfall with space all around, and the ship continued sailing directly across space. A rainbow formed below where the water flowed and then vanished into space, which didn’t make any sense at all. Then again, what about this virtual place ever really did? Case in point—Madison found she could breathe even though she was in space. She glanced back to see the opening close behind them. There was pure darkness around her and stars in the distance, and that vanishing opening was her last chance to go back and abandon this crazy plan.

      “Wha…?” a voice said, and Madison spun to see a sailor staring at her with wide eyes. Only, as the triangles closed and the last of that other world went out of sight, this sailor suddenly flipped from looking human to having massive tusks, green skin, and eyes that glowed red. An orc!

      “Here we are looking for you, and you simply gave yourself up,” the orc said, and lunged for her.

      She threw herself back and kicked at his leg, causing him to slip and fall off the ship. The second his feet weren’t touching, he floated off into space. His hands reached for the ship, but he was too late.

      “Ahhh!” he shouted. “Help!”

      “You hear something?” a voice said.

      “Is that Rorat?” another chimed in.

      Footsteps sounded, coming close. Madison moved to the back of the ship, doing her best to stay low. She saw movement as she turned the corner, holding her breath as she wondered if they had spotted her.

      “Did he just fall off the ship?” one of the voices said.

      “Couldn’t have.”

      It sounded like they weren’t aware of her presence. Her legs shook, hands gripping the railing. The ship continued, the orc out of sight now, but Madison imagined herself floating off like that. Considering that she could breathe, what would it mean? Would she float off forever?

      “Ralli,” she whispered.

      No answer. A hint of something that sounded muffled—too distant to make out. Most likely this was Simon’s territory, if Ralli wasn’t able to communicate here. Madison dared a look, and saw a male and female orc leaning against the railing to stare out after their buddy. Something else came into view behind them, revealing what had to be their destination.

      A mostly dark planet aside from the lines of glowing red. From what Madison could see as they approached at an unnatural speed, the red formed lakes and streamed out from volcanoes. Then they were landing, coming up to the base of a massive volcano and flying toward an opening with steam pouring forth to obscure her vision. Sweat slid down her temples and lower back, the heat almost unbearable.

      The ship docked at a ledge that overlooked hot magma. Various creatures disembarked, ranging from cheetahs and tigers that walked on two legs and wore clothes, to elves with silvery eyes and pointy ears, zombies that kept trying to move toward the elves, and even creatures that Madison thought she recognized from her brother’s videogames but couldn’t place. All were in chains, being led to different passages—likely where they were being kept prisoner.

      Madison watched, considering her move and wondering what this was. Why wouldn’t Simon just destroy them? Maybe this was a sort of reeducation camp. They would either be coming out as pure loyalists to him, or sent out with mind-washing robots that would cause their eyes to glow red. She wished there was a way to save all of them, but knew the best she could do was to not get caught, so that she could escape this place with her friends and take down Simon.

      Her eyes widened at the sight of the orcs escorting several furry balls that reminded her of what Easter had looked like when they had first met. As they were led to the rightmost tunnel, she figured that was where she would go, too.

      Madison lowered herself over the side of the ship and dashed to the tunnel nearby. From there, she ducked behind the wall to hide. Again she tried Ralli, but without luck. A quick look over the side confirmed nobody else was within sight. She took a deep breath, wiped the sweat from her brow, then charged out of there.

      She went too fast, nearly running up on one of the orcs that was guiding the furballs. If not for the closest furball taking the distraction to bite the orc’s leg, Madison would have most definitely been spotted.

      “You little jerk,” the orc said, grabbing the furball and then marching on to toss it among the others into a cell that reminded Madison of a dog kennel from movies. “I don’t know why the boss keeps you around. Too easily shifted, you ask me.”

      The orc locked up at the rest and then stormed off. Madison waited to the count of ten, then snuck forward, eyes searching the cages. She spotted Easter in all her dog-sized lizard glory, and Fido there at her side, looking more like a dog—according to the upgrades she and the boys had given them, respectively.

      Madison checked her surroundings, saw she was clear, and ran over to their cage.

      “I’m here to get you out of here,” she whispered, scanning the cage for any way to get it open.

      “You… you got us in here!” Fido replied.

      “But we were waiting for you,” Easter added, grinning maliciously.

      “Wh—what?” Madison backed away, not liking that look.

      “Of course. And I’ve just notified Simon you’re here, so he should be along with his army any moment.”

      “You wouldn’t.”

      “In the grand scheme of things, you’re just one more snack he’s going to chew up and spit out.”

      Madison gulped, backing up in horror at what she was hearing. Could this be for real? No! she wasn’t going to abandon them. At least she could get them out of there, try to talk sense into her friends. She clenched her jaw, pulled out the key, and thrust it at the bars. A lock appeared, but Easter and Fido only laughed, shaking their heads and saying they wouldn’t go with her.

      “You need to shift them,” Ralli said, voice cutting in and out.

      “Ralli?”

      “Something’s blocking me, otherwise I’d be able to…” Ralli cut out for a second, then came back in mid-sentence. “…like hacking. Got it?”

      “No, not at all.” Madison eyed the key in her hand, wondering if that was helping to hear Ralli. “You’re saying I have to somehow hack them?”

      “Like hacking—but we call it ‘shifting,’ as they’re technically not computer programs, or not in the same way as you’d think.”

      “Great, hack, shift, whatever—but how?”

      “You just…” Again her voice faded, even crackling. “I… can’t… access…” Then the voice was gone.

      Madison gulped. Whatever “shifting them” meant, she had to do it.

      “The key!” She took out the key and grinned. Of course the key was the key. It was the only logical option, and the only tool in her arsenal that made sense.

      She waited, listening for the creatures to come running around the corner until, finally, they were close enough. With the key held high, she turned and was ready—for practically anything. What she hadn’t expected, though, was the way the little characters seemed to slow down, numbers, symbols, and letters appearing in front of her like actual code. As she thrust the key forward, the code morphed around her and formed more triangles of light like she had seen before, creating an opening in front of her.

      “You did it!” Ralli’s voice came through clearly. A wall of energy appeared around Madison, cracking and then falling apart. It continued outward, leaving her surroundings as they had been a moment before, but somehow more colorful and vibrant.

      “Sorry?” Madison asked.

      “You shifted them!”

      Easter and Fido blinked, staring at Madison, while the rest of the creatures turned to each other in confusion.

      The door burst open to reveal an orc standing there, eyes wide at seeing Madison.

      She backed up, not sure what to do. The orc’s hand went to a long sword at his side. Madison imagined this being her last few seconds alive, mind spinning to come up with a way out of this. Finally, she remembered she had a sword, too. Hand out, she summoned her massive blade. Except before either could strike, Easter came flying out to hit the orc’s head, Fido at his feet, and they caused him to stumble back. To her surprise, the orc sounded like a scared boy as he said, “Get off, get off, get off!”

      And not just any boy—one whose voice she recognized!

      “Kal Norms?”

      The orc stopped being scared long enough to look at her with confusion, and she saw in the orc face that it was Kal from school. His thick eyebrows and amber eyes were unmistakable.

      “Oh, dang… Madison?” Kal grinned, wide. “You’re in the game? Oh, wow. Wait, maybe you and I could team up. We could get the reward together, and I’d give you a cut of course. Like maybe twenty-five percent, since clearly I’ve been here longer.”

      “How much longer?”

      “I’m level twenty.” He stood tall, chest puffed out.

      “And you got the key?”

      This time, he frowned, posture slumping, and he shook his head. “Nah. A bunch of us tried, but when we kept failing Simon got mad at us and turned us into orcs. When you get a chance at it, you’ll see.”

      “I can’t wait.”

      He chuckled, glanced around nervously, then suddenly turned back to her as his eyes narrowed. “Wait—how’d you get here?”

      “Oh. I won the game, of course.”

      “Not here in the game—here, here. To this prison.”

      She gulped. “Volunteered. Thought it would be fun, and I heard you were already here.”

      He considered this, frown deepening. “I see.” His eyes went to Easter and Fido, who had moved off to the side during this back and forth, then motioned to them. “These two shouldn’t be out. Get them back into their cage and be more careful.”

      “Sure, sure.”

      Madison approached Easter and Fido, her back to Kal. They looked to her with confusion, but she winked and whispered, “Get ready…” She turned back to the boy and lunged, key held out as she thought maybe she could shift him as she had these two, freeing him from whatever mental control Simon might have on the guy.

      He looked down at the key on his arm, mouth starting to open to say something, when he glitched slightly and then froze in place.

      “It won’t last long,” Ralli’s voice said, coming through much clearer than before.

      “Come on,” Madison said to Easter and Fido, taking them up in a big hug. “Let’s go rescue the boys!”

      “They’re not here with you?”

      “Unfortunately, no.”

      Madison and the pets made it back out to the ledge with the view of the lava, then paused. Her eyes went to Easter and Fido, considering these two, then back toward the cages. “Should we bring the rest of ’em?”

      “And where would they fit?” Ralli asked, voice distorted by a loud noise that made it harder to hear.

      “Fit?”

      “Yeah, I mean, we don’t have room.”

      “Room where?”

      “Look up.”

      Madison did so and grinned at the sight of what looked like a spaceship coming down to hover just overhead. Its sleek, black metal shimmered as its shield deactivated, and then a door opened to reveal Ralli. “How…?”

      “This is what I had to retrieve, and your actions helped me to gain access to this area,” Ralli called down. “Get ready to board.”

      The ship lowered and she indicated to Madison to hurry up. “Quick, before he expels me!”

      “Before…?” Madison didn’t need to finish that question, because she felt the energy transition as well. Turning to look over her shoulder, she saw pink and green energy squares appearing, moving in as if to box them inside.

      “It’s S-man, he’s got this area shifted,” Ralli shouted, standing at the door to her ship and motioning. “Stop just standing there. Move it!”

      Madison didn’t need to be told a third time, and quickly followed Easter and Fido to leap up onto the ramp of the spaceship. It was already flying when she got her balance, and the door started to close before she was even fully inside. One more glance back showed Kal down there, and a sudden flicker of light that solidified to become Simon. Then the door was closed, and the ship was flying.

      “Next stop, let’s get you to your brother!” Ralli said, reaching down to help Madison to her feet.

      “I like the sound of that,” Madison said, and threw her arms around Ralli. After a quick embrace, she did the same to Easter, and then to Fido. “It’s good to be reunited again.”

      “It is!” Easter replied. “And I feel wonderful, not being under his control anymore!”

      Fido couldn’t agree more, and all quickly made their way to the cockpit, on their way to find an access point to send Madison in to reconnect with the boys.
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      The top of the mountain had seemed like a good idea until Lucas felt the chill of the wind. It seemed to pass right through his clothes and skin, penetrating his bones. Considering that the only other option had been to be consumed by the stormy clouds rising from below, this worked.

      Lucas and Jacob led the way with the griffin following close behind. From what they had learned so far, the griffin had appeared here the night before. Not knowing what to do, she had set about making a nest to sleep in and had only just finished when those metal scarabs came. The next thing she knew, the boys were there, and she was in attack mode.

      “So the S-Man pulled you from your home just to fight us?” Lucas asked, using “S-Man” instead of “Simon” to avoid unwanted attention. “That’s some power!”

      “Yes. He has his claws in many parts of our world.”

      “I still don’t get how it works exactly,” Jacob cut in. “I mean, you’re not part of a videogame, you are a real place. Real creatures and all that.”

      “I even have a name—it’s Glorfide.”

      “Glorfide,” Jacob said, repeating it and smiling. “Nice to meet you. I’m Jacob, and this is Lucas.”

      The griffin paused to bow her head, then they bowed in return before continuing to walk. Although they had no idea where they were going, they knew they needed to keep moving. Behind them, the clouds had crested the peak and were moving in their direction. All they could see was mountain and more mountain, surrounded by those stormy clouds.

      “You were going somewhere with the question?” Glorfide asked.

      “Ah, right.” Jacob slowed, motioning to their surroundings. “How can a world exist that operates like yours? And why is so much of it similar to what we see in videogames?”

      “I imagine the answer is simple,” Glorfide replied. “We are in a different universe, one that has parallels, crossovers that might have even passed through the minds of creators back in your world. Maybe they saw some of our kind in a dream, then woke to write it down. I’m not certain, but that would be my guess.”

      “And after such a dream, the S-Man set out to find you all…”

      “And succeeded,” Lucas finished the thought.

      “Causing so much damage along the way.”

      “Wait…” Lucas turned to Glorfide in horror. “The zombies we killed, others like the dragon, too—I’m so sorry.”

      Glorfide chuckled. “No, no. For one, there are still bad or corrupt creatures in our world. Zombies and dungeon dwellers might fall under that category. Many of us fight them to improve our strength. And we don’t feel bad when we win.”

      “No?”

      “Not at all. After all, they’ll be respawned like the rest of us.”

      Lucas and Jacob both turned to Glorfide in confusion.

      “Respawned?” Lucas asked.

      “Of course. Wherever their spawn point is. Just like if you were to win against me, I would suddenly appear back where I was born just as I am now. It would be annoying, and if I had any belongings on me they would be gone. Worse is what the S-Man, as you’re calling him, does when he captures us. Imagine being his prisoner or slave… No, give me a proper death and quick respawn any day.”

      “Wait, you’re saying you could get out of here right now and go home…” Jacob shrugged. “Maybe we could do the same? We’d just have to—”

      “Don’t even think it,” Lucas interrupted. “For all we know, it doesn’t work that way for us. We might not have spawn points.”

      “Or you might simply end up being captured by the S-Man,” Glorfide said. “From what I hear, he’s figured out a way to make a digital net that captures some before they can be respawned, and controls their minds to use them for his army. He imprisons those he cannot control.”

      Jacob frowned at this thought, but Lucas had noticed something beyond them. Appearing out of a light fog that covered the hills and trees at the bottom of a short descent, there was what looked like a ski lodge. Now that he was focused on it, he noticed a Christmas tree glittering with red, green, and white lights. Snow covered the rafters and the ground around it, as well as the hillside descending off to the right. Someone emerged onto the patio—a girl about his age, sipping from a white mug with steam rising around her face. Hot chocolate?

      “Proceed with caution,” Glorfide said.

      Lucas glanced back and saw that the griffin was on the ground, lying low as if ready to pounce. “You okay?”

      “None of this is natural. Go ahead without me, and I’ll be ready if you need help.”

      “It’s not as if there are many other options,” Jacob noted.

      He wasn’t wrong—the stormy clouds were all around them now. The question in Lucas’s mind was whether this lodge was also Simon’s doing, or if it was somehow Ralli managing to break through. Or perhaps someone else?

      “You be careful, too,” he said, then nodded to Jacob.

      The two boys proceeded. As they drew close, the girl on the balcony leaned over and said, “Who are you?”

      “Lucas and Jacob,” Jacob said, earning him a nudge from Lucas.

      “Dude, we might not want them to know our true identities,” Lucas whispered.

      “It’s not like we’re spies.”

      “Here… it kind of is.”

      That left Jacob with a silly smirk, so Lucas shook his head and returned his focus to the girl. Considering that he was shivering from the cold and that drink was still steaming in her hand, he said, “Can we come in?”

      “Strange boys walking around at the top of our mountain… I don’t know.” She glanced back, and it looked like she was communicating with someone. She then turned in the direction of the boys again and said, “Guess you can. Door should be open.”

      Lucas and Jacob shared a nervous glance, then proceeded to the front door. It was closed, but Lucas tried the handle, and it was indeed unlocked.

      “Hello?” he said, sticking his head in.

      Two girls and a boy sat on a couch that faced a large television, playing a racing videogame that reminded Lucas of the first time he had been pulled into the game and raced while meteors were pelting the road. Their ages ranged from around eleven to fourteen, he guessed, and only one of them nodded.

      “’Sup,” another said, but they were too into their game to bother looking over.

      “Marshmallows?” another voice said, and the two boys turned to see the girl from above descending the stairs. She wore an all-white skiing jumpsuit and had goggles on her blonde hair. Indicating the stove and a bag of marshmallows, she cleared her throat. “So…?”

      “Yes please!” Jacob nearly shouted.

      Lucas gave his buddy a pointed glare, then did his best to sound relaxed as he said, “I’ll have some too. Thank you.”

      Cheers erupted from the three on the couch, to which the girl rolled her eyes.

      “Ignore them,” she said. “It’s like, you come into a game world, and you can do literally anything, and all they want to do is play videogames! Playing games in a virtual game… Bizarre.” She finished their hot chocolate with a fistful of marshmallows each, then stepped aside for them to get their steaming mugs. “Don’t you think?”

      “Wait, you all—I mean, you came into the game like we did?” Lucas asked.

      She held his stare a second longer than was comfortable before answering. “Yup. But we’re not so into the whole mission thing. We’re doing all the stuff we couldn’t in real life. Me, for example—never thought I’d be able to ski and snowboard, but here I am, living it up.”

      “You can’t do those in the real world?” Jacob asked.

      “The wheels get in the way.” She made a motion like turning wheels on a wheelchair. “Not that I’m complaining. I love my life and my mom helped me do my part for others with disabilities. But if I can come in here and see what it’s like to snowboard, why not, right?”

      “Sure.”

      Lucas’s mind was reeling with the implications of that statement and the question of what he would like to do that he never could back home. For him, it had been more of a matter of money and opportunity, or maybe of safety. For example, sky diving. Wind surfing. Maybe climbing to the top of a pyramid and then using a massive kite to glide off? All sounded like interesting ideas he might try if Simon would get off his back.

      “This is amazing,” Jacob said, looking up from his drink, some chocolate still on his upper lip.

      “Dude…” Lucas motioned to his lip, but Jacob didn’t catch on, which caused Lucas and the girl to share a humored glance that turned into an awkward moment.

      “What’s your name?” he finally asked.

      “Stryka,” she replied with a wink.

      “What’s that? Like a gamer name?”

      “Of course—we’re in a game, after all. You don’t have one?”

      Lucas shrugged, but Jacob said, “I’m HollaBoy.”

      Stryka laughed, then hid her mouth behind her hand. “That’s…”

      “Awesome?”

      “No.”

      Jacob pouted but shrugged. “Whatever. Stryka is stupid.”

      “I am not.”

      “I meant the name, not…” He grinned, realizing she was messing with him. “Whatever.”

      “Whatever, whatever.”

      “This is all very productive,” Lucas cut them off, “but don’t you think we should be getting out of here?”

      “Why?”

      “I mean, the storm.”

      As if on cue, thunder roared outside. Stryka went to the nearest window and pulled open the drapes. Rain pounded the window at a forty-five-degree angle.

      “Too late,” she said.

      Lucas frowned, not sure what this meant. Outside he had been certain that the storm was somehow Simon coming for them. But now Glorfide was out there, and Lucas started worrying about the griffin.

      “Hold up, so no snowboarding?” Jacob asked.

      “That’s not what we’re here for,” Lucas pointed out.

      “The storm will clear, I’m sure,” Stryka said with a pout. “We’ve been coming here every night for a week, and the storm comes and goes. Don’t worry. Enjoy your cocoa, play some games… relax.”

      Lucas couldn’t believe how enamored his friend seemed by this idea, especially when Jacob didn’t even look his way as he went over to the beanbag chair by the couches and asked, “What’cha playing?”

      “Dude, original Bond. But with some crazy graphics mods thanks to Simon.”

      Lucas went rigid at the name, but Jacob simply took his cocoa and then said, “I got next!”

      “Sure thing.”

      Lucas gave Stryka a nervous smile, then went over to his buddy and nudged him. “Don’t you think we should be getting out of here?”

      “You can’t be serious. In that rain?” Jacob gave him a glare, then turned back to the screen as the boy next to him handed over the controller. “There you go. Show ’em how it’s done.”

      “Dude…”

      Jacob was too involved in the game, though. Lucas had seen him like this before and knew his chances of getting him out of there were slim. Unsure what to do, he went to the window at the entryway and pulled aside the thick, red curtain to have a look outside. No sign of Glorfide, but as a flash of lightning lit up the sky, he swore he saw a massive face in the clouds. He quickly pulled the curtain back in place, then nearly jumped out of his skin at a touch on his shoulder, spilling his cocoa.

      “Whoa there, Mr. Jumpy,” Stryka said and giggled. “Not a fan of storms?”

      He frowned, considering her, then the spilled cocoa. “Sorry about that.”

      “What, the mess?” With a wide grin, she turned her cup upside down, pouring hot cocoa and marshmallows onto the floor. It splashed on her white snowshoes, but she shrugged. “It’s a game, dude. Don’t stress it. Watch this…”

      She turned from him and swiped a hand across the air, then nodded and pointed as if selecting something.

      “See?”

      “What?” He glanced around, not sure what he was supposed to be looking at.

      Her eyes darted down. Following her line of sight, he saw that she was now wearing comfy sweatpants and slippers.

      “Whoa…” He couldn’t conceal his awe when he looked up to meet her eyes.

      “You didn’t know you could do that?”

      “Not at all. Show me.”

      She grinned, then demonstrated, walking him through the process that was just like checking levels. Unfortunately, his inventory screen was blank.

      “You gotta get out more,” she said after he told her. “Go on raids, maybe do some crafting. But for now, try on these…”

      With a swipe of her hand, a pair of glittery Uggs appeared in his inventory. He couldn’t help but laugh as he closed his window. “No thanks, but maybe I can trade them for something better.”

      “Hey, I bedazzled those myself!”

      “Are you serious?”

      “Rarely.”

      He wasn’t sure what to think of this, but she took his cu, then said, “Follow me. I wanna show you something.”

      Without waiting to see if he agreed, she spun around and walked through the far door. He hesitated, then figured he might as well. They were right—he wasn’t going out in the storm. As much as he needed to figure out what was going on and find his sister to yell at her for abandoning them, it could wait.

      The next room over hosted a large dining table with candles on the walls and a chandelier overhead. It was a bit much and left his head swimming. Several plates of half-eaten food lined the table, and at the far end were double doors, Stryka waiting there.

      “You move as fast as a slug,” she said.

      “I’m… amazed. That’s all.”

      “You get used to it. Come on, this is going to change everything.”

      He wasn’t sure what she could be referring to, but his curiosity got the best of him. What he saw within, he could never have been prepared for. First were the snowboards lined up against the wall, which were cool and all, but what surprised him was the glowing portal against the far side. On each side of it were screens, one showing him in that very moment, others showing many other kids, and finally one that showed Madison and Ralli in what looked like a spaceship—as little sense as that made. In front of it all was a desk, and past that a large office chair. The large office chair swiveled around and, sitting there with his fingers steepled under his chin and brow furrowed, was Simon.

      “Give me the key, Lucas,” he said.

      “You…” Lucas took a step back, feeling slightly dizzy. His eyes darted to Stryka as he realized she had probably put something in his cocoa.

      “Jacob, we gotta run!” Lucas shouted, and he stumbled. Grabbing two of the snowboards, he yelled again, “JACOB!”

      “Yo…” Jacob stammered from the other room and crashed into the dining table as he caught himself. Clearly, he had also been affected by the cocoa. “What’s all the… whoa!”

      “RUN!”

      Lucas handed him a board and then pulled him along. Other kids were trying to move into their path, but when Lucas swung his board and Jacob threw a plate of food their way, the kids backed off. The place was really spinning by the time they reached the door, and when he found it was locked from the outside, Lucas felt his gut clench.

      “Ralli… help…”

      A strange clarity hit his mind, and then a voice that sounded like Madison. “Lucas! We’re on our way!”

      “What?”

      He turned to see Jacob running his way with a heavy vase from the entryway. Jacob heaved it through the nearest window, causing both window and vase to shatter. Lucas helped by clearing out the glass with his board while Jacob spun to swing his board at the kids, and then both boys were outside, running into the icy cold that had now transformed into a blizzard.

      “We don’t have any snowboard boots!” Jacob shouted to be heard over the howling wind.

      “I don’t care.” Lucas threw down his board and hopped on. “Do your best.”

      “You’re crazy!”

      That was probably true, and at the moment Lucas’s head was spinning with a heavy fog that made every thought feel almost like a dream. Again he heard Madison telling him they were close, but he wasn’t sure if he was imagining it.

      “I have the key,” she said, “but there’s a force keeping me from where you are. Do you see a glowing area? Can you get to it?”

      He squinted, scanning the blizzard, and was able to barely make out a yellow glow down the hill. “Yes, I see it.”

      “Hurry!”

      Lucas glanced back to see the kids running out with weapons and in full armor, Simon at the rear.

      “Go!” a voice roared, and Glorfide appeared, flapping her massive wings and thrusting herself between them and their would-be attackers. “I’ll hold them off.”

      “Are you sure?” Lucas asked.

      “Of course. Go—worst case, I’ll be respawned.”

      Jacob and Lucas shared a look, and Lucas hoped he didn’t look as dazed as his buddy. With a wave of his hand, he took off, leading the way down the hill and toward that glow, hoping it was Madison.
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      “Hold her steady!” Ralli called out, dangling from the open door over a crystal orb in the middle of the ocean.

      “It’s a spaceship,” Madison replied. “There’s no reason I should know how to do that!”

      “If you want to see your brother again, you’ll figure it out while I triangulate this signal!”

      Ralli had already set up the first two energy crystals, one at the base of a nearby jungle, another in a deep, rocky chasm. With this third piece in play, Ralli’s energy was enhanced to the point that she was able to break through Simon’s hacking. That’s how they would bring the boys to them, but only if Madison and Ralli could hold the power long enough for them to get to the access point.

      That meant Madison was left trying to hold the spaceship in place, hovering over the power crystal and the turning waters. “Over” was maybe the wrong word, considering how the water rose and fell, massive waves crashing against them, so they might have well been in the water.

      Another push from the waves caused Madison to have to grip the control sticks and veer to her right, then quickly compensate back the other way.

      “Are you still there?” she asked.

      “It’s working!” Ralli replied.

      Madison looked to the display to see lines of light forming at the center point where the triangle would be between the three orbs. Light expanded and formed a circle, through which she could see only white. Then the white cleared slightly, and she realized she was looking at a blizzard. Speeding down a mountaintop was Lucas on a snowboard with Jacob right behind him! Had Lucas ever even ridden a snowboard? It didn’t matter, because he certainly was now, and riding that board like a pro.

      Before she knew what was happening, Lucas and Jacob came leaping out through the light that proved to be a portal. They landed with a splash, and Ralli leaped up to take the controls.

      “Throw them the cable,” Ralli said as she steered the ship to the point where the boys had fallen. As they went, the portal closed—but not before Madison caught a glimpse of the blizzard forming into the shape of Simon and leaping, trying to make it through. From what she could tell, he failed.

      The portal was gone, no sign of him.

      “NOW!” Ralli shouted, and Madison snapped to, the distance between them and the boys already cleared. She threw the cable down for the boys to grab hold of. Leaning over the edge, she looked for any sign of them but saw only still water. At least the water was still now—she couldn’t imagine them trying to swim through what it had been moments before.

      “Come on, come on,” she muttered. A dark shape moved through the water, much too large to be either of the boys. “Um, Ralli… what exactly is in these waters?”

      Ralli came to her side, and at the nervous glance Madison gave her, said, “It’s on autopilot for hover mode. Down there? Anything. Let’s get them.”

      “Get…?”

      In response, Ralli leaped, leaving Madison to stare after her in shock. Once Ralli hit the water, Madison snapped out of it but held onto the doorway.

      “I can’t,” she shouted.

      “Get down here if you want to save them!”

      “No, literally. I can’t. I mean, I can’t swim.”

      Ralli frowned, then said, “No time to learn like the present.”

      Madison wasn’t sure what Ralli meant but closed her eyes and found a barrage of memories hitting her. Dad, back when she was only a toddler, holding her in a group swim class in what she guessed was a community pool. Then a bit older, maybe six or seven, practicing in a summer camp. She wasn’t great but had the fundamentals down. Her eyes opened and she realized that maybe she could make it happen, that she had blocked out so much of that part of her after her father had vanished. Memories of him had been too painful, so she had turned to her friends and social life as an escape.

      “I remember, Dad,” she said, and then leaped.

      The water was surprisingly warm. She quickly surfaced and turned to Ralli with a glare.

      “No, I didn’t pee in the water,” Ralli said as if reading her mind. “This is just how it is in this ocean. Like parts of your world, I think. Especially some of the waters around Thailand?”

      Madison started to sink. “Help!”

      Ralli took her hand to help her. “Go with it—we have to get to them, after all, and they’re down there.”

      “Down…” She didn’t get to finish the thought, instead taking a huge gulp of breath before Ralli pulled her under the surface and into a descent.

      “See, not so hard to swim when the goal is simply to sink,” Ralli said with bubbles flowing from her mouth.

      Madison was about to respond but thought better of it. Besides, her attention went to their surroundings. She took note of glowing, fluorescent fish, then the large silhouette of the beast she had noticed from above. It was swimming down in the same direction as them, and she saw why—Lucas and Jacob swam there, snowboards floating away below. Another form appeared, circling them. When it came by again, it smiled and waved at Madison, and she saw that it was a mermaid. The mermaid took the boys by the hands, helping them ascend faster. As the monster swerved toward them, it was clear that even with the mermaid’s help, the boys were in trouble.

      “On it,” Ralli said, and she guided Madison toward the boys while she changed direction and swam to the monster.

      Madison pushed herself, recounting what little she knew of swimming, and managed to reach Lucas. She took his hand, gave the mermaid a nod of thanks, then turned to kick her legs and help them reach the surface.

      Halfway there, Ralli went flying past, before catching herself on the other side of them and shouting, “Watch out!”

      Already Madison was feeling a need for oxygen, so when she turned to see the sea monster coming her direction, she very much rejected the scream that followed. This creature was as large as an elephant, with long tusks as well. Those tusks swung through the water and would have caught Madison in the side if not for a hand grabbing her by the waist and pulling her out of its path. Lips pressed to hers and her eyes went wide.

      Swimming in front of her was the most beautiful boy she had ever seen. He had long, wavy blond hair with streaks of red flowing out behind him, eyes of purple, and when he pulled back from the kiss, she saw a stunning smile.

      “It won’t last long,” he said, “get out of here!”

      “What won’t?” she asked.

      He nodded at her legs, and she looked down to see that they had transformed into a large fishtail. She had become a mermaid! Now that she was looking, her eyes drifted to his lower half as well to see that he was a merman. Then it hit her—she had just talked, and could breathe!

      “Go!” the merman said, and he spun to weave around the sea monster’s tusks, buying her some time.

      “Thanks, Edwardo!” Ralli said as she swam over to Madison and gave the merman a wave.

      “You know him?” Madison asked.

      “No, just did a scan. Come on—there!”

      “There…?” Madison followed the direction Ralli had pointed and saw Lucas and Jacob trying to swim toward them. They didn’t look so good, especially Jacob as he started to slow his swimming. Problem was, they were too far off.

      Glancing at the sea monster as it swam past, focused on Edwardo the merman, Madison started to form a plan.

      “Stick with me,” Madison said and went in pursuit. “Easter, Fido—we need you!”

      Ignoring the fear that arose within, she moved her tail and pushed herself to pursue the sea monster with all she had. If she played this right, her brother and Jacob might stand a chance.
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      “Come on, come on!” Lucas muttered, losing bubbles of breath as he did. At his side, Jacob’s eyes were wide, face turning blue, arms no longer even trying to swim. Lucas looked around, desperate.

      A terrifying sight came into view—something large swimming right for them! They had escaped Simon and his posse of tweens only to become shark feed. He cringed, summoned his sword, and prepared to make his last-ditch effort at staying alive. How he would save Jacob after was another matter.

      Except, as the sea monster came at him, he noticed something strange. It seemed to have several people on it—one at the top with hands on the monster, and others following close behind. How could Simon have already gotten his goons here like this?

      “AHHH!” Lucas shouted, pulling back his sword and preparing a spell when he heard his name clearly—not muffled like through water, but as clear as if they were standing in a field. A double take showed him that Madison held onto one of the creature’s tusks, as if guiding it, with a boy on the other. Both of them had fish tails instead of the lower halves of their bodies!

      More than that, Ralli was on top of the creature, with Easter and Fido on either side of her. Hope flooded Lucas’s chest, and he dismissed the sword, turning to grab Jacob and pull him close.

      The sea monster kept coming, only it didn’t slow.

      “Grab hold!” Madison shouted. “We don’t have great control of this thing!”

      As the pitter-patter of his heart went from overdrive to hyperdrive, he processed what they were telling him. Somehow they were trying to save him with a sea monster that wasn’t exactly on their side. He pulled Jacob close, braced himself, and then reached for Madison’s hand—water pushed as the sea monster swerved, nearly knocking him back, but then a hand had him by the shoulder and he managed to wrap an arm around one of the massive horns at the creature’s side.

      “We got them!” Madison shouted.

      Lucas watched in awe as she and the others managed to shift the direction of their trajectory up. Before he knew it, they were crashing through the water and taking a big gulp of air. They had surfaced to an evening sky and the sight of a spaceship hovering in front of them.

      “Jacob!” he said, turning and pulling him up as the sea monster sank back below.

      “Get him to the ship,” Ralli said, and she held out her hand and performed a gesture like magic. The ship floated over to them and lowered so that the ramp was almost touching the water.

      Lucas managed to get Jacob up, then climbed on himself, and pulled Jacob aside while the others boarded. As soon as Ralli had sprinted up and turned Jacob to his side, the boy coughed and spat out water. He took a deep breath and sat up, looking around in confusion.

      “That was too close,” Lucas muttered, then threw his arms around his friend.

      “Hey… come on,” Jacob protested, but he hugged him in return and gave him a pat on the back.

      “Group hug!” Fido said, and ran into the hug, even though he didn’t have the proper arms to do so.

      When they were done, Lucas turned to see Madison at the edge of the ramp, fishtail in the water—the boy with the fishtail remained in the water, but they were all looking at Jacob and Lucas with smiles.

      “Thank you, all of you,” Lucas said, and he rubbed Fido’s head playfully. “I think there’s a lot to catch up on.”

      “Clearly,” Jacob added. “Like why your sister is a mermaid.”

      “It wears off pretty soon,” Madison explained. She turned to the boy in the water. “And… you? Will you come with us?”

      “Since mine doesn’t wear off, it would be tough,” Edwardo replied. “Unless you have a fish tank on board?”

      “Unfortunately, we don’t,” Ralli told him. Madison looked distraught, so Ralli added, “But after we figure out how to regain control, we can come back and visit.”

      “That would be great,” the boy said, eyes moving to Madison with a grin.

      “Hold on.” Lucas stood and went over at his sister, hands on his hips as he glared at the guy. “You like my sister?”

      “Shut up.” Madison punched Lucas in the thigh, giving him a Charlie horse.

      “Ouch!”

      “You’re my little bro. You don’t get to be defensive or whatever you were just doing.”

      “But…” He held his leg, frowned, and walked back over to Jacob. “My sister has a crush on a fish.”

      Jacob gave him a look and Lucas realized that he was being a bit of a jerk, so he pretended to zip his lips.

      “How’d you find us?” Jacob asked.

      “We didn’t need to,” Ralli replied. “All we had to do was focus your energy to call to you. Sort of a special secret of these parts. People have heard of the Crystals of Summoning, but not many know where they are.”

      “And your sister saved us,” Easter grinned. The little creature stood about half of Lucas’s height, grinning wide with sharp teeth.

      “Wait…” Lucas looked from Easter to his sister. “Two questions—I thought these two were S-Man’s creations, so why are they with us?”

      “She shifted them,” Ralli answered as if that explained everything.

      “Kinda like hacking,” Madison elaborated. “I think it’s sort of what his robots do to creatures on this world.”

      Ralli nodded enthusiastically. “Exactly! Except his are temporary, and what you did was more like freeing them.”

      Madison beamed at Lucas. “And your second question?”

      “Second… Oh, yeah. When did you have time to dye your hair?!”

      “Ah, I did that more like in an avatar creation way.”

      Lucas couldn’t help but chuckle. “Three days ago, you didn’t even know what an avatar is. Now look at you.”

      “Well, kind of. I knew of the tall, blue type of avatar from the James Cameron movies.”

      “Not the same thing.”

      “Can I do an avatar creation thing?” Jacob asked. “I want to make my muscles all bulky, maybe wear a ninja outfit and have spiky yellow hair. That would be epic!”

      “Let’s save it for another time,” Ralli said, eyes darting out to the sky. “They’ll be able to track us down if we stay put too long. And if he tracked us down here, he would have access to the Crystals of Summoning—we can’t have that. Let’s get moving.”

      “Agreed,” the three Earthers said as one.

      After a quick farewell with the merman—during which Madison actually held his hand!—Ralli led them onto the flight deck and took controls. She flew them up and out of there, while Lucas heard from Madison all about their adventure.

      The planet vanished below, first a small, blue dot, then nothing.

      “Hold tight,” Ralli said. “There’s only one place I can think of that we might be able to escape him, and I have a plan.”

      “Yeah?”

      She nodded, then said, “Strap in!” As they did, she continued, “There’s a planet that is almost… cut off, you could say. It’s part of the metaverse of course, but it’s basically… Hmm…”

      “Just say it,” Madison interjected.

      “It’s like the metaverse’s trash heap.”

      “What?” Lucas tried to understand what that meant. “Like… an island of misfit toys?”

      Ralli nodded. “Sure, I guess. Whatever that is.”

      “A thing from Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer. Not important, or it is, but not right now. I mean, is it dangerous?”

      “Could be? But I think it’ll be the least dangerous of all options right now.” Ralli swiped her hand to pull up holographic screens that showed various worlds and sections of space. A yellow sheen was moving in around all of them. “What you’re seeing there is his influence—or control. That first planet you all originally came in on? Gone. He can’t access my inner sanctum without that key,” she indicated Madison, who reached into her pocket to show off the key, “but we can’t just hide in there, because that would mean he continues to spread his domain and increase in power. Eventually, the key might not be enough. So… We have to fight.”

      “You’re serious?” Easter asked. “We can’t fight him!”

      “No, she’s right,” Madison said, turning to Lucas to see if he agreed.

      He nodded. “We have to fight.”

      All agreed, even Easter. Suddenly light filled up the screen and then shot past them in rivulets of green and yellow. When it started to slow, it was like they were riding in a tube slide, before finally being expelled into an area of space that looked like nothingness—not even stars—aside from one small, gray and black planet.

      “There she is,” Ralli said. “Irictar, trash dump of all trash dumps.”
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      If this was a metaverse trash dump, Madison loved metaverse trash. She was in awe, looking at the piles of gleaming metal and machinery. There were old swords and spears, massive, broken-down cannons, and all manner of knickknacks and odds and ends.

      “This is amazing,” she said.

      Ralli shrugged. “When living beings pixelate out, they’re respawned. Equipment like this—robots and the like—show up here.”

      “No kidding?”

      The ship lowered to a point where a massive, metal face seemed to be staring up at them. Except, as they drew closer, Madison could see the severed base of a robotic head and the lifeless eyes.

      “So we’re in a sort of… elephant graveyard?”

      “Sure.”

      Madison chuckled, imagining herself as Simba from The Lion King and Simon as her uncle, Scar. To her right, Lucas watched their arrival as he and Jacob nerded out with wide eyes at all of this. Watching him, Madison couldn’t help but smile. That smile widened when she noticed how Jacob rubbed the back of Fido’s neck as if the little furball-turned-dog was a real dog.

      “Wait, didn’t you say something about fast-tracking us back here?” Lucas asked, suddenly turning to Ralli. “What happened to that idea?”

      “He…” Ralli glanced around, nervous, then finally brought the ship down to land.

      “We’ve been calling him the S-Man,” Jacob offered.

      “Like Superman?” Madison shook her head. “There couldn’t be a worse connection.”

      “Wait, speaking of…” Lucas eyed her, brow furrowing. “You… you left us for him!”

      Madison shifted uneasily. “Ralli, you were saying?”

      “Sure.” Ralli hesitated, then continued. “The S-Man… Well, he grew stronger is what happened. He’s throwing everything he can at us—and some of your friends from the other world, others like you three, are doing their best to find ways around my defenses. They haven’t fully broken through yet, but it might not be long.”

      “I see,” Jacob replied. “We’ll have to ensure all of that comes to an end sooner than later.”

      “Exactly.”

      Lucas was still eyeing Madison. “And now…?”

      All Madison wanted to do under that stare was curl up and forget about the mistake she had almost made. Instead, she sighed and did her best to explain. “I wasn’t sure about any of this, and with Mom saying we were going to move—”

      “Wait, what?” Jacob cut her off, turning from her to Lucas.

      “Arizona,” Lucas explained, then turned back to Madison. “And then?”

      “Right. I thought—I mean, we can’t move again! And with the reward, it seemed our only hope.”

      “Our only hope…” Lucas shook his head, arms folded across his chest. “What made you change your mind?”

      “I saw the true him.”

      “You mean, you realized he was an evil jerk.”

      She nodded.

      Ralli hit the button so that the door opened, and the ramp lowered. “Can we move on? We’re all on the right side now.”

      The others agreed and started to explore, but were surprised to see a section of the ground opening up. At a look from Ralli, they advanced. Steam poured out but soon faded to reveal various disfigured robots. Some had arms where their legs should be, legs where heads should be, or weapons in strange places. All had some sort of dark mud caked on, filling gaps in the robotics.

      “What are they?” Madison asked.

      “This is amazing,” Ralli noted. “I think…” She knelt, hand to the brown surface. “Yes, it’s living clay. At least part of the planet is alive, you could say. I’ve only heard stories…”

      “Of?”

      “An army of golems created by the great sorcerer guild before they disbanded. People didn’t know what happened to the golems when they were defeated defending one of the central castles against S-Man’s forces, but… if they were sent here without their form—”

      “They merged with machine parts to become this,” Lucas finished the thought. “Wicked!”

      “Super cool!” Jacob agreed.

      “But… are they friendly?” Madison asked.

      Ralli closed her eyes, hand still on the clay surface. After a moment, she opened her eyes again and smiled. “Yes. They are welcoming into their home.”

      “Their home?” Madison eyed the strange cave that had opened up. Wonderful, except that she had no interest in entering a cave that could easily close in on them.

      When Ralli noticed her hesitation, she said, “We might want to hurry, because we’re going to have company real soon. The better we know what allies we have, the higher our chance of survival.”

      “Did she just say chance of survival?” Lucas asked and gulped as he followed Ralli to the cave.

      Madison glanced up at the sky, then quickly followed as well. So far, no sign of them. Before they entered, many more robots came out and seemed to be doing a mix of salutes and bows, then moved aside for them to enter.

      “I’d hoped he wouldn’t be able to find us,” Ralli said at the entrance, eyes on the sky. “But this is where we fight.”

      “What do we do?” Jacob asked.

      Madison’s gaze moved from one robot and the clay to another, taking them in and coming up with a plan. She turned to Ralli and the boys with excitement. “That huge robotic face we saw on our way in.”

      “What about it?” Ralli asked.

      “We could build ourselves a sort of golem robot, I mean a massive one. One capable of fighting off the S-Man and all of his minions.”

      Everyone turned to Madison, at first with looks of confusion, but then with smiles.

      “Genius!” Jacob said.

      Lucas nodded enthusiastically. “I love it. Can we make it happen?”

      All faced Ralli, awaiting her response. She looked pensive, hand to her chin, then finally nodded. “Not only can we—I think we have no other options. And if it works anything like these other bot-golems, we might just stand a chance.”

      Madison knew this was their last stand. She stepped up onto what appeared to be the tail of an old spaceship, then addressed the gathered bots. “We need your help! A force is coming that has invaded the metaverse! He has already taken influence over most of it, but we can make a difference. We can fight against him with you at our sides—and I have a plan. Are you with me?”

      The robots hesitated for what felt like forever, then one little square bot stepped forward. A series of beeps and boops came out of it.

      “Means we’re with you,” a bipedal bot translated, moving up and using tentacle-like cable arms to pick up the square one. “Let’s go!”

      All of the bots either cheered or beeped and booped, and as Madison explained the plan, they all fell in, gathering parts and working to make her goal of crafting a massive robot golem a reality.
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      Lucas couldn’t be prouder of his sister. He watched her plan come together, doing his part to help put the living clay into the crevices between old robotic limbs, spaceship parts, and random machinery.

      “I’m calling this place the Planet of Misfit Bots,” Jacob said, and that earned a laugh from Lucas.

      “You know, it kind of works,” Lucas replied. “But these misfit bots are hard workers.”

      He almost couldn’t believe how fast the giant bot was coming together, but when he turned and saw worry in Ralli’s eyes, he wondered if it would be fast enough. The sky above looked like it was opening up with thousands of mini suns. This was it.

      “Madi—hurry it up!” he shouted and held out his hand, summoning his sword. With a glance at Fido, he asked, “Ready?”

      “To kick S-Man in the butt? Sooo much yes!”

      Jacob summoned his ax and smiled wide even though his hands were shaking. “It’s not from being scared,” he explained, seeing that Lucas had noticed, “it’s because I’m pumped up! I don’t think I’ve been this excited since… since… ever!”

      To Lucas’s surprise, the tingling running through his body made him realize he was equally excited. This wasn’t so much terrifying as it was exhilarating. Instead of running, they were taking the fight to Simon! Maybe they weren’t going to get his reward, but at least they were doing the right thing.

      “Jacob…” Lucas tried, thinking he would say something great about how, when he and his family moved, they would still be friends forever.

      Before he could get out another word, though, a blast shot down at them from above. It hit the ground between them, causing a force that sent both boys stumbling away from each other.

      “Thought you could evade us so easily, did ya?” Stryka said, coming in with others from the ski lodge on hover-snowboards.

      “Showtime!” the boy to her left said, and suddenly he was in a flowing robe with a fake beard, moving his hands to summon a blue fireball. The ball of flames shot forward, right at Lucas.

      This time, Lucas was prepared. He dodged, then shot up for a counterattack. He opted for his Beastmaster skills to summon his two blue, glowing wolves. As they materialized at his side and growled, he held up his sword and noted that he still had half his mana left. Good, that would provide for a few lava attacks.

      First his wolves leaped forward, catching the boy’s robes in their teeth and distracting his next fall of flames, and while they were at it he swung around to shoot a blast of lava at Stryka. It missed, but was enough for Madison to get in an energy blast from her sword with shockwaves that at least sent the other girl stumbling backward.

      More monsters started falling from the sky, swooping down. Some flew to attack, others landed, running with weapons drawn. There were bipedal creatures with armor and weapons, flying batlike monsters, spiders and kobolds, and all manner of other monsters and creatures.

      “Keep them busy!” Madison shouted, and Lucas glanced back to see her running with a bucket of clay to the giant robot’s head. It was almost done, but not quite yet.

      “You got it!” Ralli replied. But where was she?

      Blasts shot out from the side, a barrage that took out a wave of them, followed by Ralli in her spaceship flying past. As she and Lucas made eye contact, she gave him a big thumbs up.

      “Go get ’em, Ralli,” he said, and then lifted his sword to charge. Suddenly he stopped, eyes dropping to that square robot from before that had just rolled up next to him. To his surprise, the little guy lit up, a line of energy flowing from it to the one behind. Another bot appeared, connecting as well.

      Fireballs came at him, but the wall of energy formed by the square bots absorbed each attack. The energy weakened each time, but it was enough to form a plan in Lucas’s mind.

      “Tower defense,” he muttered, and the next part of his plan came as other bots started returning fire and throwing scraps of metal at the enemy.

      “What was that?” Jacob asked.

      “We can do this! At least until the giant bot is ready. Come on—we get the square bots in place, then set up the others for proper attack points, just like in a tower defense game. Cool?”

      “VERY COOL!” Jacob didn’t need to be told twice. They started running about, shouting their ideas to the bots and directing them where to go, so that soon they had their defense situated and offensive lines ready to go.

      “Bring it!” Lucas shouted to the attackers and laughed with excitement as his plan took hold.
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      “Almost there!” Madison shouted, helping to apply clay to the giant bot-golem. At a tugging on her sleeve, she turned to see Easter pointing to Lucas and Jacob, where the boys had set up some sort of defensive system.

      They had certain robots with shields and others piling up like towers that shot out attacks at any of the enemy who got too close. Genius! They were like generals commanding their troops, and it was because of them she had been able to make it this far.

      “How we coming along?” Ralli asked. “We’re doing our best out here but can’t hold them off forever!”

      “No need,” Madison replied. “We won’t have to. How do I—?”

      Loud clanking sounded, echoing from within the bot-golem. Madison knelt on a rocky ledge at the side of its chest and leaned over, trying to get closer to better hear. Except, she became aware of eyes on her and looked up. The bot-golem’s round, metal eyes were focused on her, unwavering. Had they always been? No, she was fairly certain they had been looking straight up before. As fighting continued on the ground and above, all around her, she gave the bot-golem a wave.

      The ground shifted and a massive hand held up by large metal rods, cables, and clay lifted out of the junk heap.

      “We did it!” Easter shouted. “And it’s waving at you!”

      “Yeah, it is!” Madison replied with excitement.

      Except, the wave continued up to swat a bat-looking monster out of the sky, causing it to pixelate.

      “Oh, or it was attacking that thing,” Easter said with a laugh. “Woo-hoo!”

      Madison stared in wonder as several of those bat-monsters flew out of a portal, going directly for the robot hand. They seemed to be trying to pull it apart, but the bot-golem made a fist and squished half of them, then slammed that fist into the ground to pixelate out the rest.

      “That was amazing!” Easter shouted. “Right? Right Madison?”

      Madison grinned. “Super amazing. Let’s get this fight started for real. Come on, bot-golem thing, let’s fight!” She stepped back, then said, “Wait, you need a name. Come on… er, Titonic! That sounds cool, right?”

      “Like you’re becoming a true nerd,” Ralli said, hearing her through comms.

      “Ha! I’ll take it.”

      The ground vibrated and shifted as Titonic’s head lifted. If Madison stayed in place, she would be in trouble. She turned to run from there when the lead girl and one more of the crew of kids that had been chasing Lucas and Jacob before came gliding down on their hover-snowboards, large, glowing swords in each of their hands.

      “Stryka, leave her alone!” Lucas shouted, trying to leave his command of the tower bots to come help.

      “Mind your business!” the lead girl—Stryka—shouted at him.

      “Yeah, I can take care of her,” Madison called back to her brother, then summoned her massive sword.

      “Put down the robot!” Stryka commanded her buddy and leaped from her board to attack Madison. “I’ll teach this jerk a lesson.”

      “Bring it,” Madison grumbled, but the ground shifted again, and they both stumbled in their attack, swinging wide.

      The other girl started to fly on her hover-snowboard to attack Titonic when she came to a stop and turned, frowning in confusion. “Madison?”

      “Huh?” Madison caught herself as the ground rumbled again but she managed to turn to look up at that girl. Wait—she knew her. The girl from school, the one she had spilled spaghetti on! “Hey… you…?”

      “Adle,” the girl replied, eyes darting from her to Stryka.

      “Adle. Hi.”

      “What are you doing?” Stryka asked. “ATTACK!”

      Stryka leaped up and ran at Madison again, and this time Madison had to lift her sword to block the strike. Again the ground shifted, throwing both of them down. Madison caught herself but dropped her sword so that it vanished, but then she rolled and summoned it again just in time to block another strike. A kick distracted her, then she saw the sword coming her way, almost too fast.

      Except, another sword hit, knocking Stryka’s out of her hand. Madison glanced around in confusion and saw that it was Adle who had blocked the blow.

      “What are you doing?” Stryka demanded.

      “I know this girl. She might be a jerk sometimes, but she’s real. I mean, if we hurt her, wouldn’t she get hurt in real life?”

      “She’s working with the rogue AI!”

      Adle paused, glancing between the two with confusion when the ground shifted again and broke apart. Stryka thrust out a hand to summon her hover-snowboard and leaped as it came her way. The last thing Madison saw before falling between the cracks was that girl landing on her board, and then Titonic rising amid a barrage of monsters that swarmed him from above.

      Madison reached for a handhold, barely grabbing on. She watched in awe as Titonic swatted monsters away, then enemy spaceships that had started to fly into sight. Titonic was kicking major butt! Before Madison could pull herself back up, though, her sight was blocked by Stryka on her board, who grinned mischievously before slamming downward with her board onto Madison’s hand. Pain shot through Madison’s hand and forearm, and she lost her grip to fall into the crevice.

      As she descended into darkness, she heard Stryka call out, “Simon, the girl’s here!”

      Madison shouted, still falling, but saw a flash of light, then felt small hands on her arm—the hurt one, causing her to yelp. A flutter of small wings sounded, causing a slow in her fall, but her landing still hurt when she slammed into the rocky ground.

      “Wake up!”

      Madison groaned and opened her eyes. Easter leaned in, large eyes inches from her own. “I’m up, I’m up.”

      “Quick, monsters are incoming.”

      “You… caught me?”

      Easter grinned. “Did my best. When you level up my wings, I’ll be able to do better next time.”

      “Let’s hope there isn’t a next time, but be ready in case.” Madison summoned her sword, using its glow to see that she was in a wide cavern. As the stone vibrated and rocks fell around her, she heard screeching and scuttling, and knew Simon was bringing at least some of the fight her way.

      Madison ran to a high point and saw Lucas attacking with a lava blast, while at his side Jacob held out his ax and roared. The boy’s other hand worked at his screen.

      “You all right?” Lucas shouted, voice distant from this far off.

      “Leveled up!” Jacob replied, and sure enough, his weapon grew into a massive, double-edged ax, while a lion skin formed around his body. “Barbarian class all the way, boy!”

      Madison ducked back to continue her work, grinning. Those boys could handle themselves, and at least buy her the time she needed.

      “I think help’s coming your way,” Ralli said.

      “Who?” Madison asked, striking at another one of the monsters. As she did, she noticed her screen showing leveling up and quickly checked. Level eight! She upped her stats. As for skill points, one option caught her eye and she selected it, giving Easter the ability to use a bow and arrow to attack.

      “Sweet!” Easter said, flapping up with her little wings and then pulling the bow and arrow from thin air. She drew back and then released, sending an arrow to pixelate the next monster.

      “Nice job,” Madison said. “Who’s coming? Ralli?”

      “I…” Noise followed, scratchy, and it was clear that communication wasn’t coming through so well down here. “Soon,” was the next word, and then no more, because a massive, disgusting slime had come into view.

      It was like a mountain of Jell-O, with weapons and rocks held throughout, and a pair of eyes at its front. She shot at it with her ranged attack, then sent out a shock wave. That did the trick, rippling through it so that it burst apart.

      Except, then there were two more—and they were accompanied by scurrying robots that moved along the walls and ceiling. She and Easter went at them, backing up to the rear wall and sending everything they had first at the robots, then finishing the slimes off with another shock wave. XP was rising fast, but not fast enough for another level up, and her mana was very low. She would have to give it time to recharge.

      From the opening above, Adle came leaping down, swinging to call upon a massive hammer that sent the enemy flying all around. Madison glanced over, surprised to have her help.

      “Thank you, but...?”

      “What? Stryka?” Adle shook her head. “That girl’s so full of herself, I was honestly looking for a way out of that group. I’d rather fight with you.”

      “But we… I mean, the spaghetti.”

      “Come on, we all have our bad days.”

      They shared a smile, but it was soon interrupted by more screeching and scuttling.

      “Get ready…” Madison summoned her sword and took up a defensive stance. At her side, Easter drew her bow and arrow.

      Three bat creatures dropped down, but Madison leaped forward with her sword and slashed to take down two in one blow. She landed and spun, but Adle took down the third.

      “I came in this way,” Adle said, motioning for them to follow.

      “Watch out,” Madison said and ducked under a blast that came her way from two kobolds. They held spears that glowed red, then shot. As they took down the first group and Madison watched her XP rise, she upgraded herself to get a fancy energy shield that could spread out from her left forearm.

      “There are so many other kids out there,” Adle said. “But the only ones I know from our school are you and, what’s that boy’s name… Zin?”

      “Zairn?”

      “Right, Zairn! He’s out there, fighting with another guild—on Simon’s side.”

      “Not Zairn… How many others are here?”

      “He’s bringing in as many as he can, now. Basically offering up the promise of reward to anyone in the game who is willing, not even bothering to ask if they’re any good.”

      Madison swung her sword at a metal spider, crushing it so that sparks shot out. Then she swung up to take down a nasty centipede the length of her leg. She swung with added energy, pissed that Zairn could possibly have been fooled into fighting for Simon. Then again, she had almost gone that direction herself, so she couldn’t really fault them.

      “Up here!” Adle said and charged up toward a circle of light.

      Madison went to follow, but something grabbed her ankle and caused her to fall forward. When she spun to attack, she was caught off guard for a moment at the sight of a red-eyed zombie. It was half in the ground, half out. A quick thrust of her sword caused it to pixelate out of there, and she was standing and running through the tunnel, then up and into the light.

      “Down!” Adle said and grabbed Madison, the girls rolling together as a burst of lava nearly singed them. It was hot, landing nearby and steaming.

      “Where’d that come from?” Madison asked, but then saw—lava monsters were at the base of Titonic, and with each strike, they seemed to be making holes in the clay. Not just regular holes, but gaps for small robots to move from the lava monsters into the legs of Titonic.

      “No…” She ran forward, only to be intercepted by three more zombies rising out of the ground. They left a line of pushed-up rubble behind them, so she figured they were fast diggers. Some sort of super-speed zombies. When they came for her, though, she was faster. A thrust took out one, while Easter’s arrows took out another.

      Still, as she took out the third and Adle fought off a swarm of what looked like a mix between wasps and snakes, Madison looked up to see Titonic turning to fight against his own side.

      “No!” Madison shouted, then turned to Easter. “I need to get up there, so… cover me.”

      “Sure thing!” Easter spun, shooting arrow after arrow into the snake hornets, while Adle took out big sections of their group with her hammer.

      Madison didn’t charge forward, though. She instead did something she hadn’t been sure was possible—she reassigned all skill points, focusing on an electric strike with her sword with some of the points, upgrading Easter to have larger wings with the rest. That left her somewhat vulnerable, but she had to try.

      “Now, get me up there!” Madison said.

      Easter spun, then saw her wings and laughed. “Awesome! Let’s go!”

      A second later, Easter flew over and Madison leaped up to catch hold. They soared through the air, then up and up, and Madison had to summon her sword to slash at an incoming death dragon. Flames erupted and nearly singed her, but Easter folded her wings to cause them to fall out of the way, then flapped again. They came up to the large robot, and Madison released Easter, jumping.

      As she flew through the air, she readied her sword with both hands, then slammed it forward and into Titonic—but before she hit she called on her lightning. Sword into the clay, lighting shooting with all she had, Madison closed her eyes, focusing on hope. If this didn’t work out, they were all in trouble.

      She felt it, though. As if one with the electricity, she sensed nanobots dropping like flies. “Come on, come on!” More bursts sent more of them out, and then she sent one last blast through, clearing Titonic of all external influence.

      Titonic spun to attack Simon’s ship, but then Madison realized she was falling. A swooshing sounded, then a hand reached out to grab her. It was Ralli, her spaceship continuing its advance above to slam into Simon’s ship with a crash and subsequent explosion. Ralli pulled at a parachute on her back, and their fall slowed as the chute expanded out behind her.

      “Good to see you,” Madison said.

      “Brace yourself!”

      They hit the ground and rolled, then Madison helped Ralli up and they turned to continue the fight. With a massive battle cry, Ralli and Madison side by side, weapons raised, with many animals and bots to aid them, charged back into the fray.
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      “There she is!” Lucas shouted at seeing Madison charge back into the fight. “Let’s join them!” Without waiting for a response, he directed his bots to push the advance. Instead of playing defense, now he was going to force them into retreat.

      Wave after wave of the enemy troops tried to come after them, including bug-like alien creatures and a swarm of soldiers in battle armor. Even though Lucas was commanding mostly instead of fighting, his XP was shooting up—bringing him to level six. Part of the game, or from these worlds?

      Lucas couldn’t be sure, but his robot allies were pushing forward, and that’s what mattered. More than that, despite a brief turning of the bot-golem, Madison had restored it and it was crushing spaceships in its hands. He quickly brought his strength up to twenty and upgraded his wolves so that he would get three instead of two and so that they would last slightly longer.

      Lucas could almost taste victory. Except, suddenly a kick caught him in the back to send him sprawling forward and onto his face. He turned to see Stryka there with some of the other kids at her side.

      “Back!” Jacob called, sending a group of the bots to confront them. As the other kids moved to fight the bots, Stryka ignored them and came for Lucas.

      “You made us look like idiots!” she shouted, sword coming for him.

      He quickly summoned his sword to block. Fido ran past, going to help Jacob—a glance showed he needed it. Lucas pushed himself up, knowing he would have to take out Stryka by himself.

      “You made yourself an idiot the minute you decided to side with S-Man,” Lucas said. “He’s trying to destroy this place!”

      “Destroy?” she scoffed. “It’s a game!”

      “No, it’s not.” Lucas blocked another strike, then slammed his shoulder into her to knock her off the hover-snowboard.

      This time it was her turn to roll and come up with a block to his downward strike. “You actually believe that AI’s lies? Come on, what else would an AI say?”

      “And if you’re wrong—if he destroys these worlds, then uses this power to make a move against Earth?”

      “That’s ridiculous.”

      “You’d take that risk?”

      Stryka hesitated, but instead of attacking, Lucas dismissed his sword, hands out to show he didn’t want to hurt her. “Listen to me, okay? We can make a difference. Save this place, save all places. I just need you to give me a chance.”

      “It’s… just… a game.” She held up her sword and took a step toward him, but then hesitated. Her eyes moved over his face, and her sword lowered. “You actually believe this. I mean, truly believe it, don’t you?”

      “With all my heart.”

      Her head tilted when suddenly a blast hit her from above, and there was Simon, flying through the sky toward them with large wings of light. He looked like an angel—but considering what they knew of him, more like a fallen angel.

      “Don’t listen to their lies,” Simon said, voice echoing as he clearly tried to address all present. “This land is my land now! This land is—”

      “Your land?” Lucas cut off, turning and shouting at the top of his lungs. “Please don’t sing the song!”

      “What? I wasn’t going to—”

      But Lucas had only said it as a distraction, because he saw Ralli leaping through the air, coming to slam down on top of Simon in that moment. With both hands on his head, she seemed to be pulling energy away from him.

      A second later, they plowed into the ground at Lucas’s feet, and all fighting stopped. Simon had something in his hand and he lifted it, monsters surging toward him to help, but Lucas threw himself forward, foot up, and came down to stomp on the device, breaking it.

      Enemy robots fell from the sky, portals closing.

      “No…” Simon muttered, then threw Ralli off him and charged Lucas, hand up to strike. Lucas moved fast, though, ducking under and kicking the guy in the butt.

      Simon stumbled forward, right into a punch in the stomach from Madison.

      “Nice!” Lucas called, and he motioned for the bots to surround Simon.

      All portals above were closing except one—and when Simon looked around to see that his fight was over, he reached up and toward that portal. A thick cable shot down, coming to a stop at his side and wrapping around his waist.

      “This isn’t the last you’ll see of me!” Simon shouted. “Creatures, beings, robots of the metaverse! This is your chance to become LEGENDS! You can join me, fight back to take control! Not just this world, many others will be yours! Join me to conquer them, and Earth!”

      As the energy started to push in on him, he held out his hands and blue electricity shot out. “Grab hold and join me. Together, we will make Earth our own. And once we are victorious, these stupid kids won’t be able to stand in our way ever again!”

      Then he signaled and the cable pulled, yanking him back up and through the portal. Many of the creatures and monsters went with him, but none of the misfit bots. Large, floating ghosts went, along with all of the bat creatures and a multitude of spiders. Slime creatures and skeleton pirates and all manner of monsters began to blur together as they were sucked into the portal with Simon. Most of the humans went as well, but Lucas noticed two standing with Madison—one he recognized from the ski lodge as Stryka, but he couldn’t quite place the other.

      With a burst of light, the final portal closed—the battle over.

      “It’s spaghetti girl,” Jacob said. “How…?”

      “Her name’s Adle,” Madison said and grinned, even though her eyes showed sorrow as they focused on the portal all the others had gone through.

      “And I’m staying, too,” Stryka said.

      “What made you choose to stay with us?” Lucas asked.

      She bit her lip, then shrugged. “I know I was horrible back there, but figured it was all part of the game. Then when I saw how you all were fighting, and when Adle switched sides, I don’t know… my gut said I was on the wrong side.”

      “He was trying to destroy my world,” Ralli said. “We’ll fill you in on all the details. Suffice it to say, it’s over.”

      Silence followed, then was finally broken by cheers.

      “Wait, but what about what he said?” Lucas asked. “About going to take over Earth?”

      “It might happen…” Ralli admitted. “We will need to be ready. As far as I know, my kind can’t break into your world. We can read about it, access information about your pop culture. But… let’s train. Be ready for that day—if he could break into mine, he might find a way.”
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      Madison couldn’t help but glance up at the sky from time to time, hoping that maybe Zairn would return, or prove to have not gone at all. But as more seconds ticked by, she became sure he had chosen Simon.

      Stryka was talking with Jacob, and if Madison saw things right, there seemed to be a little crush forming between those two. Adle was getting to know Easter, and Lucas had gone over to chat up Ralli. Watching all of this, Madison wondered what would come next. If they couldn’t convince Zairn to switch sides, they might next meet on Earth… as enemies.

      The thought horrified her.

      For the moment, she would be focused instead. Ralli suddenly turned to Stryka and hopped over, all grins.

      “I hear you were at a lodge with Simon?” Ralli asked.

      “Right. A great place, plenty of snow and—”

      “Tell me about the screens, the monitoring equipment. I want… You know what, scratch that. Show me.”

      “Show…?” Stryka glanced around, making eye contact with Adle. They both looked kind of scared. “Wasn’t in a protected zone or something like that? Like, his specially built place?”

      “Yes. That is why I can only access it with the help of someone who has been there. Take me.”

      The other girl gave Stryka a shrug, then stared into Ralli’s eyes. “I stayed here with you all. You tell me this will help to save your world and mine, of course I’ll help.”

      “Give me your hands.”

      Stryka held her hands out and Ralli took them, then said, “Anyone who wants to be there with us, come on.”

      Her eyes went to each of the Earth children, then landed on Madison. Clearly, they were needed. Madison stepped forward and put a hand on Ralli’s shoulder. Lucas and Jacob did the same, and then Adle followed suit, squeezing in.

      “Easter?” Madison looked around, then saw her with Fido in the hand of Titonic.

      “This is our place,” Easter replied. “When you need us, just holla.”

      “Holla?” Madison laughed. “You got it.”

      “Later, gators,” Fido added.

      “I gave them access to some downloads of Earth data,” Ralli admitted. “They’re getting caught up. Everyone ready?”

      “Ready!” the Earthers said as one.

      Ralli closed her eyes and light flowed around their hands, flowing out to engulf them. When Madison closed her eyes, she saw the world vanishing beneath them and then felt a lurch. Darkness engulfed them, and it was over.

      She opened her eyes to see themselves standing in front of the tall ski lodge that she had seen before, when Lucas and Jacob had been escaping from it. Her eyes roamed over the tall windows and sliding doors, the beautiful patio and Christmas tree visible through the window. Despite it all looking so comforting, something felt wrong. A shudder ran through Madison, and she wrapped her arms around her torso.

      “Why don’t we go inside?” she asked.

      Ralli stepped forward but held a hand up toward her and the others. “Not yet. It will give us resistance.”

      “Wait, what?”

      “He made this place. We can access it, but maybe not without trouble.”

      At those words, the whole building seemed to groan, shimmering darkness running through the windows. Despite the chill outside, in that moment the last thing Madison wanted to do was go into that ski lodge.

      Ralli continued her advance. She paused at the door and put her hands on it, muttering words that caused glowing symbols to appear on the door frame. When they faded, the door creaked open. She glanced back, serious, then went in and out of sight.

      A howling sounded from within, then Ralli screamed, “Get in here! Help!”

      Madison and the others charged in, ready for another fight. As soon as they crossed through, the place lit up and streamers and confetti fell from above. A sign lit up on the far wall that said, “Happy Birthday, Jacob!”

      Ralli stood beneath it, grinning with her arms folded.

      “Wha…?” Madison turned to Jacob, whose mouth hung open.

      At his side, Lucas laughed and patted him on the back. “We got you—we so got you!”

      “I thought you’d forgotten all about my birthday,” Jacob said, shaking his head. “I mean… this is incredible.”

      Lucas shrugged, eyeing Madison like, “Sorry.”

      She stormed over, fist up as if to punch him, but then punched Jacob in the shoulder instead. “That’s one. How many more—eleven?”

      “Twelve,” he said. “Turning thirteen. It’s actually tomorrow.”

      “Actually it’s past midnight back home for you all,” Ralli said. “So it’s today.”

      Jacob nodded, impressed.

      Madison just tapped him with the next punch, then gave him a hug and laughed. “Happy birthday. To be clear, they had me too. I was totally freaked.”

      “Sorry,” Ralli indicated the door. “The first symbols shifted this place and canceled out whatever Simon might have left here, then I added the extra ones for this. Lucas gave me the idea back there.”

      “You all are crazy,” Jacob said.

      While they laughed and talked through how she set them up again, Madison turned to give this place a good look.

      “You sure we’re good here?” Madison asked, eyeing the thick wooden beams and comfy couches. It looked so peaceful now with the lights on, but she wasn’t sure if she was ready to allow herself to relax.

      “After what I’m going to do here, Simon will not only never be able to enter the metaverse again, I think I’ll be able to set up a system to monitor his movements. His footprints are all over this place, and we can use that.”

      That helped Madison feel better. The beams met at a peak above, and she looked at the paintings, pausing at one that had floating islands and waterfalls from the clouds. Visiting that place would have to be added to the list.

      When she turned again, she took note of a wooden shield on the wall with the image of a red lion on it. Two little letters were etched into the bottom left corner.

      “What’s this?” she asked.

      “Huh?” Lucas looked over from where he had started talking to Adle and Stryka. Seeing the shield, he approached and scrunched up his face. “I didn’t see it last time.”

      “No, it wasn’t here before,” Stryka added. “I don’t think it was, anyway.”

      “I certainly didn’t notice it if it was,” Adle chimed in.

      “Look here,” Lucas said, running a hand along the letters carved at the bottom of it. “Us, I like that.”

      “No, not ‘Us,’” Madison said, moving his hand aside to better see. “Look, ‘U’ plus ‘S.’ The plus sign is faded… Could these be initials? Could it be…?”

      “What?” Stryka asked.

      “My mom and dad,” Madison explained. “My dad’s name is Sebastian, my mom Uma.”

      “Weird names.”

      “Says ‘Stryka,’” Jacob said with a laugh.

      Stryka nodded. “I’ll give you that. And my real name—it’s Sarika.”

      Not the most normal name from what Madison was used to, but the girl’s name was hardly her focus at the moment. With a finger tracing the letters, she wondered if one of her parents could have possibly done this, or if she was maybe reading too much into it.

      “I don’t understand.” Lucas looked from her to Ralli. “How…?”

      “I’ll check,” Ralli said. “Same with the screens. You all, make yourself at home. Everyone, gather around the table, yeah?”

      They all found spots at the table, sharing stories about that final battle and who had done what. It was interesting to hear what had been going on while Madison was below in the caverns, but her mind kept going back to those initials. A memory of a birthday for Lucas came to her and she was back there, sitting on her mom’s lap and laughing as their dad performed a birthday dance that was basically the hokey pokey and made no sense for a birthday. It was hilarious and fun, and that’s all that mattered. That had been her dad, and the idea that maybe he hadn’t just left her family or been in a mysterious accident, but might have somehow come here to this place, had her mind reeling.

      Ralli entered the room again and gave her a subtle nod. “Two things. One, I wish I had better news, but the initials are coming up a mystery. There’s a trace on them, but not one I’ve been able to decipher yet.”

      “Meaning?” Lucas asked.

      “They’re encoded. Someone left them there, but as of yet, I have no clues.”

      Madison leaned back with a sigh. “And the other thing?”

      “What Simon set up here was bigger than I thought. This was his access point, and now that we’ve taken it, I can get into all of his files. He was making a digital map to all living beings here, and now we have that.”

      Judging by the silence in the room, the rest were as confused as Madison, so she spoke up. “Explain how that helps us.”

      Ralli grinned. “It’s like… imagine you have a card, only it’s digital and can be linked to someone here. With that card, you can communicate, set up those tower defense situations like you did in the battle, but on a much larger scale. Or whatever else—the possibilities are endless. And I’m not sure of this, but you might be able to call on them from your world. Meaning we can have communications open between us, even, though it needs to be tested.”

      “And Fido?” Jacob asked.

      “Yup. Should be able to.”

      “Wait…” Madison put her hands on the table and stood. “When Simon was calling on others to join him…”

      Ralli’s eyes narrowed. “Right. That’s the downside of what we’re discussing. It’s possible he really does have a way to bring them through. To access creatures from the metaverse and summon them to Earth. We can’t be sure, and I think this time it would only be those that go by their choice. He can’t force anyone.”

      “We need to get back there,” Adle said. She turned to Jacob. “I know it’s your birthday celebration, but—”

      “No, you’re right. We need to get back, to be ready.”

      “Wait, I don’t mean to be rude, but couldn’t we all celebrate back in the real world?” Lucas turned to the others gathered. “I mean, Adle and Madison at least, and maybe…?” His eyes went to Sarika, hopeful.

      “I’d love to,” she said. “But I doubt we live anywhere close to each other.”

      “What state are you in?”

      She laughed, then shook her head. “I live in Mumbai.”

      “Ummm?”

      “That’s in India,” Madison explained. “Used to be Bombay until 1995.”

      “Look who’s become the study nerd,” her brother teased but gave her a nod of thanks. “Well, we’ll have to figure out a way to get to India, eventually.”

      “I think we’ll figure it out,” Ralli said. “Until then, I can set up an access point to get you all home.”

      “Wait.” Sarika held up a hand. “Would you mind if it was at the bottom of the hill? One last ride?”

      The others all looked at Ralli with excitement, cheering when she said she could and that she would join them for the ride. Soon everyone had snowboards or skis on, lined up at the top of the hill.

      “Ready?” Sarika shouted.

      “Let’s do this!” Jacob replied.

      “Yeah!” Lucas cheered.

      Madison eyed Ralli and said, “We’ll miss you.”

      “Maybe you’ll see me sooner than you think,” Ralli replied. With a wink, she led the charge down the hill.

      Madison went next, the others quickly following behind. They tore through the snow, ripping it up. The sky was clear, the snow like fresh powder. For the first time since seeing those initials in the lodge, Madison allowed her head to clear. She simply lived in the moment, swerving back and forth and then facing straight ahead and letting herself glide unhindered. A chilly wind bit at her cheeks, but she loved it. Peace was theirs, and as much as she was going to miss Ralli and these worlds, she looked forward to being home again.

      She had questions but didn’t mind taking a break from wondering about them.

      “That the best you got?” Adle asked, gliding past her on skis.

      “You’ll see,” Madison replied and went off of a small jump, gaining speed as she landed. The two were neck to neck, and before either could pull ahead again that portal’s glow grew bright and engulfed them.

      One second Madison had been gliding forward at top speeds on her snowboard, the next she was sitting up in bed with a jolt. Her eyes swiveled to take in her bedroom, her heart still racing.

      To her surprise, a soft glow showed from the crack under her door. She was alone in silence, aside from a sound from one of the other rooms. She got up and opened the door, thinking it was probably Lucas going for a snack.

      

      Madison stepped out of her room and into the hallway, where she saw her mom in the kitchen, staring at a picture of Madison’s dad. No sign of Lucas—he was probably in bed, opting to sleep.

      “You’re still up?” her mom asked, turning with a hint of a smile, but sorrow in her eyes.

      “I… had a crazy dream.”

      “Come here.”

      Madison went over, but instead of taking a seat next to her mom, she threw her arms around her.

      “Whatever happens, we’re going to be okay,” Madison said.

      Her mom returned the embrace, then they pulled back and her mom was smiling. “As long as we’re together. Get some sleep, darling. Tomorrow, we’ll try to talk to your brother and see if he can be as understanding as you.”

      Madison agreed and started to head to her room when she paused, then turned back to the picture of her dad.

      “Mom, can I…?” She took the picture and stared at it, eyes wide as her heart thumped heavily in her chest.

      Her dad stared back at her from a room with thick wooden beams that arched overhead like a ski lodge, and unmistakably, there was a wooden shield on the wall with the image of a red lion on it. As if that wasn’t enough, two little letters were etched into the bottom left corner. “U” and “S”… Not “us,” as she had first thought, but initials—they had to be! Her mom and dad’s initials.

      “Mom, where was this picture taken?” Madison asked.

      “Your father and I met there, at that ski lodge,” her mom replied. “He with his buddies, me with my ladies. But we hit it off and… the rest was magic. This picture was taken when we went back for our tenth anniversary.”

      Madison returned her focus to the picture, staring at it in awe. Could it be a coincidence that Simon’s access point to the metaverse had been linked to such a special place for her mom and dad?

      This was too important to be a coincidence. Could her dad still be out there, somewhere? If so, Simon had to be the key. When he made his attack, she would be ready—and she would get her answers.
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