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Chapter 1

 
KRANG! The yellow rubber ball bounced off Max’s face, careening back to the other side of the dodgeball field, and sending Max stumbling to the ground.
“Hah! Nerd!” Connor McReedy shouted as he caught the ball.
Max was not happy. Not just because he had to play dodgeball, or even because he took a ball to the face. But because he was playing against Connor McReedy, the 6th grade dodgeball champion. How could you be a champion in dodgeball? By being a mean creep and making a point out of becoming feared.
Everyone hated playing against him.
Well, almost everyone.
“Don’t worry, Max. I got this.” Zoe wasn’t looking at her brother as she pulled him to his feet and helped him out of the dodgeball court. She was giving her best evil-eye to Connor.
“I’m gonna tell him,” Max grunted out in an angry huff. He adjusted his shirt and wiped his hands on his pants.
Zoe’s eyes bulged in surprise. Max was the calm, cool, and collected twin, while she was the hotheaded one who made rash decisions and didn’t think about the consequences until she was in the middle of them. “You know you can’t do that. Come on. Let me handle this.”
Max sneered at Connor before turning back to his sister with a frown. “What’s the fun in being part of a super-secret organization that repeatedly saves the planet when you can’t tell anyone?”
“It wouldn’t be super-secret if you told everyone.”
Max shrugged. “Fine, whatever. He’s all yours.”
“Well, are you gonna play or are you going to keep babying your wittle baby bwover?” Connor held his arms like he was rocking a baby, then threw his head back, laughing.
Zoe smirked, moving into the center of the court. She cracked her knuckles. “Oh, I’m gonna play alright.” She held her hand up to the boy, making the ‘bring it on’ gesture.
“You’re going to regret it, too!” Connor shouted and reared back, launching the ball with terrifying speed for a 6th grader.
While cautious wasn’t part of Zoe’s vocabulary, she had always been very careful in a round of dodgeball against Connor. But her recent experience of going into an actual video game to fight off orcs and goblins, then being chased by, and fighting, zombies in the real world, had given her another perspective. She wasn’t afraid of a bouncy yellow ball. Why be nervous about a bouncy ball when there were actual
monsters out there?
The ball came zipping at her, and normally she would try to dodge it, hoping to tire out her opponent and get him when he made a mistake, but she wasn’t going to wait to win, she was going to make him lose.
She set her face in a look of determination and stood directly in front of the oncoming ball. Arms out wide, she snatched the ball out of the air, shaking the sting out of her hands. Typically, catching a ball would get the thrower out of the game, but catching the ball was too easy to get most of the kids out, so they had eliminated the rule.
Zoe smiled at Connor’s frown. No one ever caught his throws. Then, like the Grinch thinking about ruining Christmas, a smile spread across his face. “Go ahead. Try to hit me!”
She smirked and took aim, but not at Connor. His team still had three other players, but all they ever did was give the ball to him so he could win for them. Not that he gave them much of a choice, anyway.
She threw the ball out and it streaked through the air, nowhere near Connor. “Hah! You’re terrible!” the boy shouted, as if he’d forgotten there were other members on his team.
The ball shot toward Josiah, and he ducked out of the way, but not before it grazed his shoulder, sending him out of the game. The ball bounced off the ground and rolled to Maria, one of Connor’s remaining team members. She picked it up with a smile, spinning around to aim at Zoe.
“What are you doing? Give that to me!” Connor yelled. Maria frowned but tossed the boy the ball. Connor took aim and launched it at Zoe. His aim was a hair off, and she simply turned to the side casually to avoid getting hit. Connor’s face turned bright red, and Zoe was surprised smoke wasn’t pouring from his ears.
“Can’t all be good throws,” she said with a shrug and a smile.
Once again, she did not aim for Connor, but for one of his teammates. She launched the ball in a wide arch. It sped through the air close to Connor before curving toward her target, but he dodged and tripped, falling into his teammate, Jason, sending them both to the ground. The ball sailed over them and bounced off the ground.
“Hey, stay out of my way!” Connor screamed.
Jason stood in a huff, grabbing the ball from the ground with one hand and chucking it to Zoe’s side without taking the time to aim. She didn’t have to dodge, and the ball bounced to a stop. Without hesitation, she ran to the ball, grabbed it, took aim at Jason, and threw it as fast as she could. He took the ball right to the stomach with a grunt, and Connor mumbled something at him Zoe couldn’t hear as he stalked off the court. Just Connor and Maria remained on their side.
Connor snatched the ball off the ground and launched it as hard as he could at Zoe. She ducked under it this time, hitting the ground. It had been thrown so hard it bounced off the wall behind her, ricocheting back towards her.
She faked a throw, causing Connor to flinch a little and move back. Not taking her eyes off Connor, she threw as hard as she could at Maria, surprising the girl and catching her on the foot, sending her out of the game.
It was down to just Connor and Zoe.
“You don’t stand a chance now!” Connor scowled. Zoe thought he was trying to look menacing, but his face screwed up in a way that looked like he just had to pee really bad.
Zoe wasn’t scared of Connor. She never had been—though he did annoy her greatly. But after fighting real monsters, she knew he was just a troubled, mean kid.
The two were well matched.
She eagerly caught the ball as often as she could, throwing it back at Connor. Though his best skill was a powerful throw, he was still good at dodging and catching as well. Mean or not, she couldn’t deny the kid was excellent at dodgeball.
The match came down to a back-and-forth, constant fight.
The ball tossed one way or another, being caught or dodged, neither willing to give up. Yard duties blew their whistles, signaling the end of recess, and Connor clenched his fists. “Just lose already! You’re going to anyway.”
Zoe picked up the ball that had bounced into her court and barked out a laugh. “That’s what you think.” But her words held more confidence than she felt. She was playing her hardest, but still hadn’t been able to even get close to knocking Connor out. Meanwhile, she’d had quite a few close calls. Connor wasn’t just a dodgeball bully—he was downright good at the game. She didn’t know if she could win.
She chewed on her bottom lip and looked around at the players that had been knocked out. More than a few had hopeful looks on their faces, like they really wanted Connor to be taken down a peg. They were counting on her.
Her eyes landed on Max, in the back of the group. He had turned his back to the match and was looking down at his arm. Zoe knew what that meant and smirked at Connor.
It was over now.
Max turned back around and winked at her. She didn’t know exactly what her brother had done on his RDFG—the Reality Distortion Field Generator—a wristband Max had gotten from their sentient ship, Ibby. The wristband allowed anyone using it to alter reality in minor ways for brief amounts of time. The effect was greater if you used it on someone wearing the RDFG or using the PIB—Personal Improbability Blaster—the incredible, though sometimes unreliable, gun that had also come from Ibby.
“Come on, already. You can’t outwait losing.”
Zoe threw the ball. About halfway over the court, it hit a small patch of air with a slight shimmer to it, like what you’d see above a hot grill on a chilly day. It was only visible if you were looking for something. The ball suddenly picked up speed, like it had traveled through a launcher, and it spun wicked fast toward her opponent.
Connor had already started dodging, seeing the ball coming right toward him, but the unexpected boost in speed had been just enough to hit him in the leg, the ball bouncing off and knocking him out of the game.
The kids, even ones that had been on Connor’s team, cheered. Connor did not cheer. He didn’t even look mad like Zoe expected. He had a befuddled look on his face, as if he couldn’t understand what had happened. Zoe didn’t know if he was confused because of the ball’s speed, or if he was simply confused to learn that he could lose.
He opened his mouth to shout something when one of the yard duties came up, their whistle blowing. “Come on, kids. Recess is over.”
The kids ran back to their classes, Zoe catching up to Max. “That was pretty risky. What if someone saw you doing that?” She asked her brother.
Max shrugged. “I programmed a macro into the RDFG to pop out a speed bubble. It was supposed to be for my protection, but I thought it’d be useful here. Someone had to teach Connor a lesson.”
Zoe snorted. “I thought I was supposed to be the impulsive one.”
Max raised an eyebrow. “There was nothing impulsive about it. I waited for just the right moment and made sure nobody was looking.”
Zoe laughed. “You take all the fun out of it.”
“I still had fun,” Max said. “And Connor lost.”




Chapter 2

 
The rest of the school day went by in a blur. Max and Zoe moved through it on autopilot, their minds preoccupied with thoughts of the VGA and all the things they had learned about the secret world that existed on top of their normal reality. By the time the end of day bell rang, they were both more than ready for it to be over. They met up at the entrance to the school so they could get on the same bus.
Several kids congratulated Zoe as they walked to the bus. Taking down Connor, the king of dodgeball, was no easy feat, and plenty of kids were excited by the news. “It’s like you’re famous,” Max said as they took their seats.
“I mean... I am pretty awesome,” Zoe said, doing a little dance in her seat.
Max snorted. “Sure, with my help.”
“That’s what siblings are for, right? I still can’t believe you wanted to blow our cover. You, of all people!”
Max waved a hand at her. “I didn’t, really. I was just... frustrated and annoyed. I hate bullies.”
Zoe smiled. “I know.” She leaned back against her seat. “How long do you think we’ll be at this school?”
“Until the VGA gets all the paperwork done, I guess. It’s only been a few days. Are you in a hurry?”
“Of course! Don’t you want to go to the Canopy Institute of Technology instead of this crappy institute of lameness?”
Max rolled his eyes. “You know I do. I’m just more patient than you.”
“Whatever, Mr. ‘I’m gonna tell them’...”
Max opened his mouth to say something, but closed it. Zoe was right. He had been a little irrational. He knew blowing their cover over a bully like Connor would never be worth it. He liked to think he wouldn’t have, but he was glad Zoe had been there.
They rode in silence the rest of the way, Max lost in thought. Why had he been so reckless as to almost expose themselves, even before they were out of training? He frowned. His entire world had been flipped, and maybe that was the problem.
He looked over at Zoe, who was humming as she stared out the window. She wasn’t acting any differently since they had found out—why was it affecting him so much? His introspection was disrupted by the bus pulling up to the stop on their block and Zoe nudging him to get up and out of her way.
Zoe pointed at their driveway, their dad's car parked in it. “That’s weird. Dad’s home.”
“It’s not that weird,” Max said. “He’s home after school a lot.”
Zoe gave him a flat look. Their dad was an IT consultant and spent a lot of time working with different clients in the area. The kids were used to coming home to an empty house, and having to fend for themselves, ever since their mom mysteriously disappeared four years ago.
They walked through the door to something even more strange. The smell of baked goods. “Is Dad... cooking?” Max asked, an eyebrow raised. “Okay, maybe this is a little weird,” he relented.
“I’ll say,” Zoe said. “Dad?” she shouted into the house.
“Kids! You’re home!” their dad shouted from deeper within the house. “I’m in the kitchen!”
They hung up their coats, put down their bags, and walked into the kitchen.
The kitchen looked like it had been ransacked. Every cupboard door was open, stacks of dirty dishes were balanced on the counters, and every surface from the cupboards to the counters to the floor were covered in a fine white powder.
Dad stood in the middle of it all, putting the finishing touches on a cake. It was not a very attractive cake. The frosting was half melted in some spots, like it hadn’t cooled enough before being applied, and in other spots was more of a blob than a nice sheen. Orange and black sprinkles covered the frosting, leftover from Halloween.
“What’s going on?” Zoe asked.
“I’m making a cake!” Dad responded cheerfully.
“Are you sure? It looks more like the cake attacked you.” She pointed at her dad, who was wearing their mom’s old apron. It had more batter and frosting than fabric.
Max pointed at the cake. “You know Halloween is like, well, a long time from now, right?”
Their dad laughed. “It was all I could find.”
“Why did you bake a cake, anyway?”
A grin spread across Dad’s face. “Congratulations!” he shouted, holding his arms out wide.
The siblings looked at each other, confused, then back at him.
He pulled an envelope off the counter—covered in flour and smudges of batter—holding it out to them. “You guys both got scholarships to Canopy! That school in town that specializes in computer science and technology. I had no idea you were doing so well in school. It says you got full-ride scholarships. The best they offer! I’m so proud of you both.” He swooped in and crushed them in a hug. “Your mom would be so proud of you. She always thought of Canopy as the best school around.”
The kids hugged their dad back. This level of affection from him had become more rare since their mom’s disappearance, and they savored it.
“That’s so awesome,” Max said. “When do we start?”
“Right away. You can start whenever you want. When I saw that letter, I canceled the rest of my appointments for the week. We’re going to celebrate!”
“That’s why you made the cake?” Zoe asked with a smile.
He nodded. “I would have gone to the store, but I wanted to be here when you got back from school. I’m just so proud!”
Max and Zoe smiled along with him. They knew something he didn’t—the Canopy Institute of Technology was a real school, but it was also a front organization for the VGA, and getting into had nothing to do with them having good grades. That didn’t prevent them from celebrating, though, and they devoured the after-school cake with gusto, spending a rare evening home with their dad, eating, playing games and simply having fun together.




Chapter 3

 
At the end of the evening, Dad excused himself to get caught up on emails while Max and Zoe went upstairs to prepare for bed. “Do you think Dad was right? About Mom?” Zoe asked.
“What do you mean?” Max asked.
“He said Mom would be proud of us for getting into Canopy. Do you think he’s right?”
Max cocked his head, “Yeah... why wouldn’t she be?”
Zoe was quiet for a bit, letting the question hang in the air before answering. “Max. What if... what if she abandoned us? If DoubleStrike77 really is Mom, then where has she been? Why is she working against the VGA?”
Max saw the tear running down her cheek. “Zoe, we don’t know that. There could be a bunch of reasons for those things, but we don’t even know if it’s the same DoubleStrike. Mom loved us—she wouldn’t leave us. And she loved Dad. Don’t you remember all the lovey-dovey faces they used to make? And the dancing?”
Their parents always danced in the kitchen together while cooking. Zoe thought it was one reason their dad refused to cook so often—he didn’t want the memories to come back.
She shrugged at Max. “I don’t know. I just don’t get it. She’s been gone for so long I just assumed she would never come back, and now that... that... she might be out there somewhere, doing who knows what, but working against the agency that wants to protect us...”
Max bit his lower lip. “I know. I’ve been thinking about it too. None of it makes any sense. All we can do is keep digging to find out what's happening. This is the first time we’ve actually found something about her—if it is her.”
“Shouldn’t we tell Dad?”
Max shook his head. “No... we should find out as much as we can first. What if it's not her? We don’t want to get his hopes up for no reason.”
Zoe sighed. “You’re probably right. I just... I just miss her. I wish we could share these big things with her, but at the same time, I’m so mad.”
“That’s why I like to put all those thoughts in a little box in my mind, and only look at it when I have to,” Max said.
Zoe laughed. “Oh yeah, that’s healthy.”
“You know who else misses Mom?” Max asked.
“Who?”
“Ibby. Maybe we should go see her. We can tell her we get to go to Canopy.”
“She’ll just call us meatbags who are inferior because we can’t just download whatever information we want.”
It was Max’s turn to laugh. “Yeah, you're probably right. Let's visit anyway.” He pulled out his wristband and pressed a button, and in a digitized blur of blueprint lines, the kids evaporated from Max’s room. Their world went black, then reappeared in the small living room of Ibby, their intelligent ship.
“Greetings, fellow siblings,” Ibby said in her robotic voice that came out of nowhere. “It has been three days since you have enjoyed my company. I am sure you have grown weary of biospace by now and sought my superior intelligence and personality to spend time with.”
“Hi Ibby,” Zoe said. “We missed you too.”
“Using the word ‘too’ implies that I was experiencing the emotional response of ‘missing you.’ This is a false assumption, as my superior emotional programming does not allow me to feel such things.”
“Uh-huh,” Max said. “Just like you don’t miss Mom?”
“Correct,” Ibby said.
“Suuuuure. Just like you don’t feel grossed out at the thought of biologicals eating?” Zoe said with a grin.
Ibby was silent for a moment. “Fine. Yes. I did experience those emotions. You have bested me this round. Please turn to the manufacturing table.”
The kids turned around to look at the manufacturing table, the place where they could physically exchange things with Ibby, like the loot they got from jumpers—mobs that escape video games into the real world—for Ibby to eat.
Shining blueprint lines appeared in the air above the table, then the light faded away, revealing a shiny golden trophy. “Cherish this moment. It will be one of the few times you defeat me.”
Zoe burst out laughing. “Wow, sarcasm is so much better when you can 3d print anything you want to support it.”
“Correct,” Ibby said. “Even my sarcasm is superior.”
“Anyway, Ibby, we got into the Canopy Institute of Technology!” Max said. “We wanted to tell you.”
“Congratulations!” Ibby shouted, and the entire ship rumbled. “Hopefully a more advanced way of upgrading your squishy brains. We should celebrate with a delicious nutri-brick. I now have the ability to enhance the flavor and have three to choose from. Mac N Cheese, Super Ranch, and Burning Hot. Which would you like?”
Max and Zoe both frowned in disgust.
“Is it not customary for biologicals to celebrate things with the consumption of edible items?” Ibby asked.
“Well...” Max began, but Zoe cut him off.
“It is, but, no offense, your nutri-bricks are gross. The only thing I can think of that would make them grosser would be to give one Mac N Cheese flavor.” She stuck her tongue out.
“Agreed,” Ibby said. “Eating is gross. You should refrain from doing it. Speaking of which, do you have any more items for me to consume? I would like to continue upgrading.”
“Not yet,” Zoe said. “We haven’t gotten another mission.”
“Perhaps I should bring some jumpers into biospace. That might provide you with enough resources to upgrade me.”
Max’s eyebrows show up. “Wait, you can do that? Go into our world?”
Ibby beeped in many tones, synthesizing a laugh. “Of course. It’s what I was designed for, exploration of the in-between, and the ability to travel into biospace. I am a ship, after all.”




Chapter 4

 
Max and Zoe were suddenly filled with thoughts of flying around on earth in their very own spaceship. Max, of course, went through all the logistics of keeping a motorhome-sized spaceship out of the public eye, and Zoe just wanted to know when they could do it.
It wasn’t long before Max started yawning.
“Why do you do that weird thing with your mouth?” Ibby asked.
“You mean yawning?” Max replied.
The lights on Ibby’s console flashed briefly, something the kids had associated with a shrug. “Yes. Does your brain lack oxygen?”
“Nobody really knows why we yawn,” Zoe said, finishing the yawn she had caught from Max. “But it’s usually when you’re tired or bored.”
“You must be very tired then,” Ibby said. “My company is the highlight of your day, so it cannot be out of boredom.”
Max chuckled. “Sure. That’s it.”
“I feel like you would make me a trophy if you could right now,” Ibby said.
Max shrugged. “We are pretty tired. It’s been a long, exciting day. Zoe, we should get back before Dad misses us. How long have we been here, anyway?”
“Local temporal measurements show that you have been here for 37 minutes, 19 seconds. Biospace temporal movement has not increased.”
“What?” Zoe asked, her face scrunched up in confusion.
“Wait a minute!” Max suddenly yelled, his hands out like he was bracing for something. “What do you mean, biospace temporal movement has not increased? You stopped time?”
“Is that what that means?” Zoe asked.
“Incorrect. I have not stopped time.”
“Whew,” Max sat back down. “I thought—”
Ibby continued. “I do not have control over time in biospace. Many, many more upgrades would be needed for that. I do have the ability to adjust my personal temporal flow relative to biospace while I reside in the in-between, however.”
Max jumped back up to his feet. “You what?”
Ibby manufactured a nutri-brick. “Perhaps a delicious nutri-brick will help your processors move faster so you can understand me.”
“You can stop time?” Max practically shouted.
“Incorrect. I can adjust my personal temporal—”
“I get it!” Max said. “You mean to tell me that while you're in the in-between, you can adjust how fast you move through time in biospace? And when we got here, you slowed down so much that no time has passed back home?”
“Correct, although no time is not entirely accurate. Some time has passed. Several seconds have happened. The maximum of my temporal speed adjustment.”
“That’s amazing!” Max shouted.
“Yes, I am,” Ibby said.
“Can someone explain it to me like I'm five? What’s going on?” Zoe asked.
“While we’ve been here hanging out with Ibby—” Max began.
“I do not hang. I float in the in-between,” Ibby interjected.
Zoe waved her hand. “Whatever. Go on, Max.”
“While we’ve been in here, only a few seconds have passed on earth.”
Zoe’s eyebrows launched then too. “That’s... pretty awesome!”
“Yes, I am that too,” Ibby said.
Max yawned again.
“I see your tiredness is overriding your brain. Would you like to sleep on my bed?”
Zoe shook her head. “No thanks, we should get back and go to bed in our rooms. I do not want to share a bed with my brother.” She made a gagging noise.
“That is an understandable statement,” Ibby said.
“Whoa! Not nice.” Max held up his hands.
“To be fair, sharing a bed with any biological would be disgusting. You’re all warm and... hairy and slimy.”
“We aren’t slimy!” Zoe yelled.
“I beg to differ. Have you seen the slimy wetness in your photoreceptors?”




Chapter 5

 
The Canopy Institute of Technology was an enormous building made of mirrored glass and steel. Compared to their old school, this new one was like an iPhone to a rotary phone—the kind you had to spin the numbers to dial. Sleek powered doors slid aside silently to let the kids and their dad in the building.
The administrative office had two people, a young man and woman, each holding a tablet and wearing an earpiece. They looked like they belonged in an Apple Store rather than a school.
“Welcome to Canopy,” the man said with a practiced smile. “How can I help you?”
“I’m Bennett Davidson, and these are my kids, Max and Zoe.” Their dad put one hand on each kid’s shoulder. “They received a full scholarship and we’re here to register.” He had a huge grin on his face, so wide it could swallow a ship.
The receptionists' faces lit up, and the man held his hand out for them to shake. “Max and Zoe! Wonderful. We’re so glad you're here. You’ve been awarded the Steven Tasks Scholarship. Usually only one kid per year gets it, but both of you have proven yourselves and we’re excited to have you.”
Bennett, the kid’s dad, shook the man's hand, then the kids’.
“I’m Trevor, the senior administrator here, and this is Tyra, the other administrator. We handle all student admissions and parent interactions and any other things that come up. Mr. Davidson, we have some paperwork here for you to fill out. Max and Zoe, would you mind taking a seat? The principal will be out in a bit to give you the tour.”
They sat on sleek leather chairs while their dad filled out paperwork. The wall next to the kids, which originally seemed to be a glass divider, lit up as a digital display kicked in, music coming from hidden speakers. The video showed the school campus from drone footage.
The school had a large courtyard behind it filled with the typical lines you would expect on a school court, as well as basketball hoops. The courtyard led out onto a green grassy area with a track around a soccer field. A baseball diamond was further off to another side.
“Why is there so much sports stuff at a nerd school?” Max asked.
Zoe rolled her eyes. “Not all of us nerds want to hole up in a dark cave and code all day. Some of us actually want to go play outside.”
Max gave a small fake shudder, causing his sister to laugh.
The camera switched to one being carried by someone as they moved to the front doors, and the kids quieted down to see where it would go next. A booming voice came out of a door behind the reception area, interrupting them.
“Welcome Davidsons! You sure didn’t waste any time, did you?” A man in a sharp suit came strolling through the door. His presence commanded attention—he was tall and broad with black hair that had hints of gray coming in on the sides. His smile was as huge as he was, and genuine feeling as he let out a laugh. “I’m Nicholas Kyriaku, the principal here at Canopy. Kind of a mouthful, so everyone calls me Mr. K.”
He towered over them, nodding his headfirst at Max, then Zoe. “It’s nice to meet the winners of this year's Steven Tasks Scholarship. Quite the year getting two winners.”
The kids stood up at their dad’s ushering.
“Nice to meet you, too,” Max said, holding his hand out. “I’m Max, this is my sister Zoe.”
They all shook hands and the principal smiled. “Great, great. So, are you excited to be attending here?”
Max and Zoe looked at each other, then back at him, and nodded. Max wasn’t sure exactly how much this man knew about the VGA, so he kept his mouth shut about that. Plus, Dad was still standing right there. He truly was excited to go to this school, though, even without all the agent stuff. It was a premier school in the area that focused on technology and science—a dream come true. They even had their own professional gaming team, and the school had regular gaming competitions—something he knew Zoe would appreciate as well.
Joining the school hadn’t been on his radar. The one time he looked at tuition requirements he saw the costs and nearly choked. He never even bothered asking his dad.
“Well now, let’s take the tour, shall we? Then we’ll get you settled in, and you can start today if you like.” Mr. K gestured for them to follow as he left through the door into the school proper.
When the kids stepped through, they both stopped, eyes wide. “Whoa...” Max barely whispered, his head moving all around to take in the scene.
“Wow, wow, wow, wow,” Zoe said, also in shock, but much louder.
This was what Max had been hoping the VGA would look like. The inside of the school was sleek stainless steel and bright white marble floors. Glass walls partitioned off classrooms, and Max gasped when a student came out of one. The walls were smart glass that turned opaque when the doors were shut and clear when they opened.
“As you know, here at Canopy, we specialize in technology and science, but that doesn’t mean we ignore everything else. We believe a general education is important to build a baseline of knowledge. So while you will spend a lot of time on coding projects, you’ll also be learning proper writing, history and everything else.”
Mr. K pointed to a room and pushed a button on a tiny remote he held in his hand. The smart glass turned clear, and they saw right into the classroom. It was a small class, only about ten students and the teacher. The teacher, a woman in glasses and also wearing a sharp suit, looked up and waved. The students were also dressed well, all wearing black polo shirts tucked into black pants. The shirts had the school’s logo embroidered on the chest. Max adjusted his own clothing, feeling very underdressed in his gray hoodie and sweatpants. Mr. K waved back, then pressed the button, turning the glass opaque.
“As you can see, one of the best things about our school is that we keep the class sizes small. Very small. We believe being able to have that personal interaction with your instructors is paramount to making your education as enriching as possible.”
He looked at the kids. “In fact, since you’re coming in the middle of the year, your class size is going to be the smallest yet, at just you two and the instructor, Ms. Loft. She’s new here this year as well, but highly recommended.”
The twin’s eyebrows both raised. Zoe looked like she wanted to say something, but Max gave her a nudge and a small shake of his head.
Their dad spoke up. “Really, just the two of them? I’m all for the idea of small class sizes, but just the two of them alone seems like they won't get much chance to interact with the other students. I don’t want them to be loners here.”
Mr. K shook his head and grinned. “Pardon me, I should have explained it better. That’s just for their homeroom. The students have homeroom for an hour at the beginning and end of every day. It’s a chance for them to get personal help with any assignments or instruction on things they may not understand fully. The rest of the day is divided into individual classes that your instructor helps you choose to fill out your school year. Not to worry though, those classes are still no more than ten students per instructor.”
Their dad nodded. “Excellent! I’m liking what I hear so far. How about you, kids?”
“Oh yeah,” Zoe said. “This is going to be great!”
Max simply nodded.
“Right, then.” Mr. K continued walking, coming to a stop at a large cafeteria filled with comfortable looking tables and chairs. Nothing like the grimy tables and benches from their old school, covered in years of sticky stuff. “This is the lunchroom. We have highly trained nutritionists on staff to provide only the best and most well-balanced meals. The kids can also choose nutrition science and work with them in the kitchen here as one of their classes.”
“You mean lunch is provided here?” Zoe asked.
Mr. K nodded. “And breakfast and snacks. It’s all included in your scholarship. We take a holistic approach to education and believe good food is a part of that.” He pointed to a large wall covered in shelves completely full of fruits and veggies and drinks and other tasty snacks.
“Nice!” Zoe said. “It’s worth it alone just for the food.”
Their dad eyed Zoe. “It’s a great benefit for sure.”
They continued their tour, visiting various other classrooms, computer labs, and science centers. There was a robotics department, an engineering department, various electronics labs, biological and natural science rooms, and even a theater for hosting plays. When Max asked about that, Mr. K smirked. “We want to offer as many methods of expression as possible here. Creativity and creative outlets help keep your mind sharp, and it’s important to change up your focus now and then to let all the parts of your brain get exercise.”
They reached the doors leading to the outside and stepped through, the sunlight overwhelming Max’s eyes briefly. “Speaking of exercise,” Mr. K said, “this is our rec area. Keeping your body healthy is as important as keeping your mind healthy, so we encourage outside play, and have instructors for it as well. Everyone is required to take a physical activity course during the year.”
“What’s that?” Zoe asked pointed to some big metal poles with chains out in the field.
“Ah, that’s our disc golf course. It also doubles as our drone racing course.”
Max gasped. “You have drone racing?”
Mr. K smiled. “We sure do. Just implemented it this year. Now then, that's the basic tour. Are you guys ready to start?”
Their dad turned to them. “What do you think? Would you like going to school here?”
“Yeah!” Max said.
“Duh!” Zoey shouted at the same time.
Their dad laughed. “Alright Mr. K, I think they’re ready. What about books and all that stuff?”
Mr. K took them back into the building. “That’s all digital. They’ll be issued everything from their instructor.” They walked down the hallway to a classroom, and Mr. K opened the door, the opaque glass turning clear. Cara Loft waited in the room, a small smirk on her face when she saw the kids.
“This is your class kids. Ms. Loft, this is Max, and this is Zoe.” Mr. K put an arm on their shoulders as he said their names. “Kids, this is Ms. Loft. She’s excited to get started.”
“Very nice to meet you, Max and Zoe.” Ms. Loft rose from her desk and smiled at them.
“This is great. You kids are going to have an awesome year. Mr. Davidson, if you’d like to come with me, we’ll finish up all the paperwork.”
Their dad turned to his kids and embraced them. “Love you guys. I'm so proud of both of you. Mom would be proud too. I can’t wait to see you after school and hear all about it.”
Zoe hugged him back fiercely, while Max was more reserved. “Love you too, dad,” he said. “I’m sure it’s going to be great.”
Their dad smiled, then, looking at the teacher paused, a look of confusion on his face. “You look really familiar. Have we met?”
Cara shook her head. “No, I don’t believe we have.” She held out her hand. “Pleasure to meet you. I’m Ms. Loft.”
“Loft!” The kid’s dad blinked, then snapped his fingers. “That’s who you look like! Cara Loft from the games.”
Cara sighed. “Yes, I get that a lot. My parents have a hearty chuckle every time someone points it out.”
Mr. Davidson blushed. “Oh, sorry about that.”
Zoe groaned.
“It’s alright, no offense taken.” Ms. Loft smiled. “I’ll take good care of your kids.”
Max and Zoe hid smiles as they waved goodbye to their dad.




Chapter 6

 
The door shut behind them, turning opaque and leaving the kids in their new classroom, with their new instructor, Cara Loft. The jumper who had come from the popular game Tomb Delver into the real world, and now lived there full time, working with the VGA.
She wasn’t wearing her typical Tomb Delver outfit—no bandolier filled with high-tech items used for exploring ancient tombs. She wore slacks and a white blouse, with her hair up, and fake glasses on. “Max. Zoe. So good to finally see you again.”
Max put his hands on hips. “I know Bill said this school was owned by the VGA, but I do hope we're actually going to get an education here.”
“Max, be nice.” Zoe poked him in the shoulder. She turned to Cara. “Are you really an instructor? Do we have a mission yet?”
Max rolled his eyes.
Cara let out a small laugh, pointing at Zoe. “I like you. You’re action oriented. That’s going to serve you well. But to answer your question, no. We don’t have an assignment for you yet. And to answer your other question, yes. I am an instructor. Don’t forget I was a professor at Cambridge University.”
“In a video game,” Max said with a snort. Cara lifted an eyebrow at him. Max held up his hands. “Sorry, that was rude.”
Cara’s face bloomed into a smile. “Rude, but true. In any case, I will be your homeroom instructor, but just for the remainder of this school year. I’m here to help guide you into becoming full VGA field agents. I—”
Whatever she was going to say next was cut off by a loud digital alert from her pocket. The kids also felt vibrations in their own pockets. Cara pulled out her GameDude, the device the VGA used to stay in contact with all their members. These were special GameDudes that were brought out of the video game world SimLife, and didn’t require any kind of cell-towers or signal to work. Perfect for a secret organization.
“Oh bother,” Cara said, reading the alert.
The kids brought out their GameDudes, looking at the screens.
URGENT! POTENTIAL INCURSION! REPORT TO HQ!
“Is this for all of us?” Max asked.
“I hope so!” Zoe said.
Cara nodded. “Yes, we’ll need to report to HQ. Rather unfortunate timing as I didn’t drive the Contender here. It will be slow going but I suppose there is no recourse. Are you ready?”
Max and Zoe looked at each other. “Are you thinking what I'm thinking?” Max asked.
Zoe nodded, “We need our suits.”
Max cocked his head. “What? No. Not that. I mean, we will, but that wasn’t what I was thinking at all.”
Zoe shrugged. “How was I supposed to know?”
Max sighed. “Are we even twins?”
“That whole twins knowing each other's thoughts is only for identical twins,” Zoe said.
Max shook his head. “Anyway, I was thinking we take Ibby there.”
Zoe’s eyes widened. “Great idea!” She turned to Cara. “You could get there faster without us?”
Cara nodded. “Much. I wouldn’t have to worry about keeping you safe.”
“You were trying to keep us safe last time?” Max asked.
Cara smirked.
“Let’s make it fun, then. We’ll race you to HQ,” Zoe said.
Cara raised an eyebrow. “I feel like there’s something you aren’t telling me.”
Zoe shrugged, her hands in the air. “We are divers after all. Maybe we got ourselves a pretty sweet ride since you last saw us.”
“More like a sour annoying ride,” Max muttered, then he looked at Cara. “What about our schooling? Won’t they get suspicious?”
Cara shook her head, holding up her GameDude. “Mr. K has one of these. He’s not a diver or a VGA field agent, but he is employed by us and knows what we do. It’s the whole reason we sent you here, remember? He’ll cover for us.”
Zoe and Max looked at each other with a grin spreading on their faces. “Alright then, Cara. First one to HQ wins.” Max pulled his sleeve up, revealing his wristband, the RDFG. He grabbed Zoe and pushed a button on it.
“Hey, wait that’s chea—” Cara started but the rest of her words were lost as the kids teleported away.




Chapter 7

 
“You’re back! I knew you couldn’t resist my sparkling charm,” Ibby said as soon as they appeared on the ship.
“That’s not why we’re back,” Max said.
“I think deep down in your squishy, slimy biological brains it probably is,” Ibby retorted.
“It’s not, trust me.” Max rolled his eyes.
“Ibby, can you get us to the VGA headquarters?” Zoe asked. “And step on it! We’re in a race!”
“You do know that I usually have much slower time here than in the real world, right?” Ibby said. “We literally have as much time as you need. Well. Until I enter meat- er, biospace. Please sit in the command seats.”
“Oh! Right,” Zoe said. “I forgot about that whole pausing time thing.”
“I cannot pause—”
“We get it. You don’t have to explain it again.” Max cut Ibby off.
Zoe and Max sat in the two seats that faced the instrument panel. Harnesses zipped closed over, locking into place. Zoey pulled out her GameDude, pointing to it. “We got an alert from HQ that there might be an incursion.”
“Yummy!” Ibby said. “More tasty loot!”
Max’s eyebrows furrowed. “I thought you hated eating.”
“Oh I do. Eating is for gross biologicals. But I have determined that what I do is not eating. I simply take the loot you find and break it down into its constituent parts, then break those parts down into smaller and smaller parts until they are a fine mash of code, which I then process into my energy reserves to power upgrades.”
Max threw his hands out. “That’s literally eating!”
“No it isn’t,” Ibby said.
“It totally is,” Max said.
“Nope, not eating. It’s... energy retrieval through matter breakdown.”
“That’s eating!” Max shouted. “Like, the definition of it!”
“Maybe for biologicals, but not for me. I am a superior creation.”
“But you said yummy. That means you can taste it, right?”
“Taste isn’t the exact word. What I do is run the broken-down mash over my internal coded sensors and, which differentiates all the bits and sends electronic signals of what is good or bad to my central processor.”
Max sighed. “So. Taste. You eat things and taste them.”
“I don’t think your tiny squishy human brain is fully capable of understanding the process that I am describing to you. It’s okay. An inferior biological could never fully understand what we digital beings do.”
“Ibby,” Zoe said, interrupting her two siblings, “can you get us to the VGA HQ on earth?”
“Hmmm?” Ibby said. “Oh. Yes, we’re almost there, actually. About to enter biospace in 3... 2... 1...”
“Ahhhhhhh!!!” The twins screamed as the white starfield of the in-between suddenly shifted to the blue sky of earth. Up high. Way way up high, the ground rapidly approaching as they fell at tremendous speed.
“AHHHHHHH!!!” They gripped their armrests as Ibby plummeted out of the sky, flipping over and over like a Pringles lid caught in the wind. Their seat straps kept them in place, so they didn’t fly around the cabin, but the fall seemed to go on forever.
“AHHHHHH!!!” They screamed some more as the ground came screaming up at them as they reached terminal velocity.
“Ibbbbbbbbbyyyyyyy!!!” Zoe shouted, closing her eyes tightly.
The ship suddenly came to a perfect stop right above the old Costco that was the VGA headquarters.
“Ah there we go,” Ibby said. “I forgot to enable to anti-grav thrusters for flight in biospace. Oops.”
Max and Zoe looked green, as their brains caught up to their bodies and their stomachs settled back where they belonged. Suddenly face masks attached to tubes shot out from under their seats for them to barf into.
“Biologicals are so gross.”




Chapter 8

 
“Oops? Oops?! You’re a computer! You can’t forget things!” Max yelled at Ibby as he wiped his mouth on his sleeve.
Ibby’s control panel lights flashed red. “Well, I was never in any danger, so it took me a moment to enact the correct protocols. To be fair, I have never entered biospace before and was unprepared for gravity.”
“You’ve never—”
“Max! Look!” Zoe pointed out the window. Max looked outside and gasped as a car parked inconspicuously in the parking lot transformed into a giant robot, complete with an energy pistol aimed at Ibby.
“Shields up!” Max shouted.
“Shields? I don’t have shields. What would make you think I have shields?” Ibby asked.
Max grimaced, covering his eyes. “Oh man we’re gonna die. We’re gonna die.”
A voice boomed from outside the ship. “Attention unrecognized ship, come to a landing and turn off your power supplies or be blasted out of the sky! You have trespassed on private property!”
“Oh look! Another superior being.” Ibby then projected her voice through the loudspeakers outside. “Hello fellow digital creature, I am Ibby. Do not fire, I contain biological beings by the name Max and Zoe.”
There was a pause then the voice boomed from the robot again. “Max and Zoe? The kids?”
“Yes, human children. I am transporting them to the VGA.”
The robot changed position, no longer aiming its energy blaster at Ibby. “You really have them? How in the world...”
Ibby landed, feet telescoping out on long metal legs. “Now that we have determined I am not here to cause any problems, we should be friends. I don’t have many friends that are digital beings. In fact, I have none. I imagine they must be a lot less gross than biologicals. Fluids are always coming out of them. Yuck.”
The robot suddenly transformed back into a car, an unassuming sedan, the door opening up. A man in a polo shirt with VGA embroidered into it stepped out of the vehicle. “Hey! It’s me, Liam. Max? Zoe? Come on out!” he shouted up to the roof.
“Wait,” Ibby said, “what about the robot?”
Liam shrugged. “It’s not a robot. I mean... it doesn’t have its own intelligence, it’s more like a suit of armor. It came out of the game Ranger Zords: Power Morphers.”
“You mean it’s not another superior intelligence, it’s merely a costume!” Ibby cried.
Liam shrugged.
“I have never been so offended. To think that a disgusting, slimy—”
“We aren’t slimy!” Max shouted.
“Hmph. Whatever. Go see your biological friends.”
“Ibby,” Zoe said, her tone serious. “Don’t tell them anything about Mom, okay?”
“Are you kidding?” Ibby said. “I’m not telling these lying liars anything.”
“They didn’t lie, Ibby. They didn’t even say anything before telling you it wasn’t a robot.”
“Hmph! They got my hopes up then sent them crashing like a neutron star into an event horizon. I will never forgive them.”
Max grimaced but shook his head. “I didn’t know superior electronic intelligences could be so... dramatic. It’s like having two of you.” He pointed to Zoe.
“Hey!” Zoe and Ibby said at the same time.
“Did you just compare me to a temperamental machine?” Zoe asked.
“Did you just compare me to a slimy biological?” Ibby asked.
“We aren’t slimy!” Max and Zoe yelled at the same time.
“Um... hello?” Liam shouted from outside. “Everything okay in there?”
Max threw up his hands. “Guys, you’re making us look like idiots. Come on.”
“Speak for yourself,” Ibby said. “I’m the most advanced ship ever designed by Mom. But yes, you two do look like idiots. You should go and talk to your biological friend.”
With that, the glass dome on the top of the ship dissolved into a wave of energy like it was never solid to begin with. A ramp descended from the ship with the control console shifting to the sides to allow the kids to walk down it.
“Don’t get into any trouble, Ibby, okay?” Max asked.
Ibby gave the equivalent of a snort, all the lights on the control panel flashing brightly for a moment with a loud beep following.
Max shrugged, and they descended into the parking lot.




Chapter 9

 
Liam pointed at the ship behind them. “So, uh. You have a ship?”
Zoe shrugged. “Yeah, it’s not a big deal.”
Liam cocked his head. “And your ship talks?”
Max coughed. “I uh... don’t know what you’re talking about.”
Liam looked at them, then at the ship, then back at them. “Uh huh. Bill is going to freak out over this.” He gestured to the door of the HQ and they started walking toward it. “Also, it’s a little… visible having a ship here. Can you do something about that?”
Max grimaced. “I uh... yeah. That’s a good point.” His pocket vibrated, and he pulled out his GameDude to see a message for him on the app Ibby had installed. It was of course called ‘Ibby’ and had a red dot on it. He opened the app to see a chat box appear.
Ibby: Feed me tasty loot and I can power up a chameleon circuit to blend into your human world better. It’s installed, but Mom never gave me a power source to disassemble for it.
Max: I thought you didn’t eat. Wait. How did you hear Liam? He was talking quietly.
Ibby: Through your app, of course.
Max: You’re spying on us!?
Ibby: Spying has such a negative connotation.
Max: That’s creepy and weird! Don’t spy on people!
Ibby: You’re literally working for a secret spy agency.
Max: That’s different!
Ibby: Uh-huh. If it helps, don’t think of it as spying, think of it as me just kinda... permanently hanging out with you. Quietly. Without you or anyone else knowing.
Max: That’s spying! Knock it off.
Ibby: Just get me some loot so I can power up my chameleon circuit.
“Max? Earth to Max.” Zoe waved her hand in front of his face.
Max blinked. “Huh?” He looked around, seeing Liam holding the back door to the HQ open, Zoe standing next to him with her hands on her hips. “Oh! Sorry.” He looked at Liam. “Yes, we can hide the ship, but I need a power source. The ship is... damaged.”
“It is?” Zoe asked.
“Brain damaged,” Max muttered under his breath. His GameDude buzzed and a message from Ibby popped up on it.
Ibby: I heard that! Rude. I also do not have a brain, for which I am grateful. Those slimy blobs have very low total function. My CPU is far superior to slimy tissue.
“A power source? What kind?” Liam asked.
Max shrugged. “Anything from a game world will work, I think.”
Liam nodded. “Let’s go see Widget. She’s bound to have something.” He walked through the door, this time Max and Zoe following.
“What’s going on with you?” Zoe whispered under her breath.
Max frowned. “Ibby spies on us through his app. I should have known. I don’t know why I'm so surprised.”
“Wait... really? That’s so creepy!”
Max nodded. “Try telling her that.”
As they came out of the corridor from the back, they saw the old Costco building the VGA bought had gone through a few changes. Way out in the front where the main entrance and office was, appeared to have a second story being built. In addition, the bare walls now had sleek white plastic coverings, making it look bigger than it actually was, which was saying a lot since the building was already massive.
It was still mostly empty, with just a few interspersed sections of cubicles for the different divisions. The seeker team looked like it had grown, with the cubicle farm having another couple of desks in it.
They walked through painted yellow and black striped lines on the floor leading them toward the section called the warehouse, where all the loot dropped from jumpers was kept until it could be sorted and determined if it was useful or not.
“Look out!” Zoe shouted, grabbing Max in a tackle and dragging him to the ground.
“Oooph! What? Zoe?” Max groaned as he held his elbow that had smashed into the ground in the fall.
Zoe leapt to her feet, slamming a finger down on her Ibby app, which could summon items Ibby had created. Immediately, the PIB appeared in her hand. She aimed at the creature coming toward them. A zombie, groaning, with its arms out, a mop in one hand.
“Wait!” Liam shouted, but it was too late. Zoe pressed the trigger. A spray of multicolored foam shot out of the PIB like a can of silly string. The foam landed on the floor, on the zombie, and everywhere around it. When the foam hit it flashed brightly then disappeared, leaving clean lines in strange patterns, like it had cleaned those surfaces better than the highest-powered bleach. The zombie shone with a squeaky-clean reflection.
“Huuuuuurrrr. Goooood. Cleeeeean,” the zombie said as it plunked its mop down and began wiping the floor with it.
“Vat is goingk on here?” a raspy voice shouted from the warehouse. “Oh eet is you keedz.” Widget, the warehouse manager came out, pulling her steampunk goggles off her eyes. “Vy are you bozering my helper?”
“Helper?” Zoe asked. “It’s a zombie!”
“Just because eetz a zombie, does not mean he eetz not good helper!” Widget snapped at Zoe. “Roger, go organize bomb aisle.”
“Hurrrrrrrr,” the zombie—Roger, apparently, said and trundled off into the warehouse.
“Ees good helper,” Widget said. “Does not mind being blown up. Now. Why are keedz here in my area?”
“Are we just going to ignore that you have a zombie now?” Zoe asked.
Liam chuckled. “Sometimes when we close an incursion, a jumper sticks around. Usually we pop them, but this one was just out there in the parking lot in that last zombie invasion, cleaning away. He was doing a great job, so we hired him.”
“Hired him? Do you pay him in brains?” Max asked.
Liam laughed. “No! That would be horrible.”
Max and Zoe breathed out a sigh of relief.
“We pay him in rotten flesh,” Liam continued.
“What?” Max and Zoe’s faces scrunched up.
Liam laughed again, obviously taking pleasure in the kid’s discomfort. “It's okay, we get it from Minecraft. We have a steady supply from some divers we know. Anyway, Roger has never attacked anyone and all he wants to do is clean, which we thought was perfect. What’s better than a janitor that doesn’t need to sleep?”
“A janitor that isn’t dead?” Zoe mumbled.
“Now that that ees settled. Vat do you vant, Liam? I am beezy.” Widget put her hands on her hips.
“You’re always busy, Widge. The kids need a power source for their ship. They say they can hide it if they have one.”
Widget’s eyebrows rose so high her goggles almost fell off her head. “Sheep? You have sheep?”
“Ship,” Zoe said.
Widget narrowed her eyes at her. “You are not to be making fun of my accent leetle gurl.”
Zoe held her hands up. “Sorry! It slipped out.”
Max buried his face in his hands, “Widget, please excuse my sister. She has poor impulse control.”
Widget barked out a laugh. “Ees fine. I am beingk used to it. But tell me, vhere did you get sheep?”
“Uh...” Max said.
“We can’t tell you that,” Zoe said. “We promised to keep it a secret.”
Liam and Widget both looked shocked, glancing at each other. “Bill won’t be too happy about that,” Liam said.
Zoe shrugged. “Sorry, but we just can’t.”
“Hmph,” Widget said. “Ees fine. I give power supply, but on one condeetion.”
“What condition?” Max asked.
“I get tour of sheep.”
Max frowned. “I... I guess that’s fine. It’s not like a huge ship or anything. It’s nothing impressive.” His GameDude buzzed in his pocket. He ignored it.
Widget nodded curtly. “Ees fine. Ship from game? I like to see.” She spun around and shouted much louder than her tiny frame seemed like she should be able to. “ROGER! BRING ME BOX IN SECTION 42-7!”
“Huuuuurrrrr,” could be heard from inside the warehouse.
The kids lowered their hands from their ears while Widget smirked at them. Roger the zombie appeared, shuffling toward them with a large box in his arms. He dropped it in front of them and shuffled back toward his mop.
Widget opened the box and pulled out a glowing orange crystal, the size of her forearm. “Ees sunbeam creestal. Useful for crafting many theengs. This creestal can provide power I think.”
“Wow, it sure is pretty,” Zoe said as she gazed at the swirling light contained within the crystal.
“Let’s see if it works,” Max said. They walked out the doors and Widget blinked and sneered at the sun, then pulled her goggles down over her eyes. She stomped across the parking lot with them, then stopped, staring at Ibby.
“Hmph. You are right. Ees not impressive. Ees tiny,” the surly warehouse manager said.
Zoe snorted out a chuckle and Max raised an eyebrow. “Okay, hold on.” He pulled out his GameDude opening the Ibby app.
Ibby: Nothing impressive?! You’ll pay for that!
Max: Stop being so dramatic. Can Widget come aboard?
Ibby: I don’t like her. But yes, for that tasty power source.
Max: There you go with the eating again.
Ibby: Aren’t you in a hurry or something? Don’t let her come up until I've disassembled the power source.
Max rolled his eyes and put away his GameDude. The ramp descended from the control center and Max held up a hand. “Okay, let me put the power source in first, then you can have a tour.”
Widget crossed her arms and began tapping her foot impatiently.
Max sighed and dashed up the ramp. “Okay, Ibby. Let’s see what you think of this.” He placed the sunbeam crystal on Ibby’s manufacturing table. Immediately beams of light shot out of the table surrounding the crystal-like blueprint plans and it sank into the table, disappearing completely.
“Oh yeah! That was—” She made a strange noise. “Good!”
“Did you... did you just burp?” Max asked.
“No I did not. I simply had a modulation skip in my voice synthesizer as I processed the power core.”
“So you burped. Gross.”
The control panel lights flashed red. “I am not gross! Biologicals are gross! Anyway, that power core was enough for me to power up my chameleon circuit. Get out of here and let me amaze you with my awesomeness.”
Max gave a small chuckle and descended the ramp. Widget took a step to head up, but he held up his hand. “Hold on a second.” He gestured at the ship. The area around the ship shimmered like heat waves then slowly, right before their eyes, the ship changed from the typical UFO flying saucer look it normally had to a large yellow box truck with decals of Tacos all over, a menu board and large words reading Tacos! Tacos! Tacos! on the side in faded red.
Max frowned. “That... is kinda lame.” His GameDude buzzed. He ignored it. Again.
Liam and Widget both looked surprised and excited by the change, but Zoe looked just as annoyed as Max felt. “I was expecting something cooler.”
Max shrugged. “Alright, let’s give Widget the tour I guess.” He walked to the taco truck and the side door opened looking for all the world like a food truck kitchen.
“Fasceenating,” Widget said, and the kids were surprised to see her customary scowl gone for the first time. She took a step up into the truck, Max right behind. As soon as they passed the threshold of the truck, it was like they had passed a doorway into another realm as the illusion of the kitchen disappeared instantly, replaced with Ibby’s typical inner workings.
“Yes, yes. Fasceenating, eendeed.” Widget’s eyes were wide behind her goggles.
She reached out to touch a control panel, but it stayed inert, not lighting up in the slightest. Max’s brow furrowed as he wondered why that was. Usually, Ibby was lit up like a Christmas tree, but now all the lights and control panels were off.
Widget turned to him. “How does eet werk?”
Max shrugged. “I don’t really know. It just… did when we got it. I think maybe only Zoe and I can use it? It always seems to work for us.” He placed a hand on an instrument panel, and it lit up. When he removed his hand, it turned back off.
Widget looked around, taking it all in, then shrugged and turned around. “I seen better.”
“What?” Max asked.
Widget nodded. “Ees tiny. Boring. Tanks for tour.” She gave him a small smile and strode off the ship, Max following.
“What?” Max asked again to her retreating back, his arms thrown out into the air.
“What just happened?” Zoe asked.
Max spluttered, gesturing at Widget. Liam let out a loud laugh. “Yeah, she’s hard to impress. Come on, let’s go find Bill.”




Chapter 10

 
Bill’s office hadn’t changed from the last time they were there. It was still sleek and modern, sparsely furnished with a large desk and file cabinets, and one entire wall being a massive screen.
Bill Fence was the director and founder of the VGA. He was also a diver—someone who could enter video games—like Max and Zoe.
“Max, Zoe! It's good to see you again,” Bill said. “Take a seat. Thanks for intercepting them, Liam.”
Liam nodded, gave the kids a wink, and stepped out.
The twins each took a seat on the chairs in front of Bill's desk. Bill made a gesture and the screen on the wall lit up, showing a still image of Ibby in the parking lot. “So. Last time you were here, which I’ll remind you wasn’t that long ago, you had just learned about the VGA and divers and all of this stuff.” He gestured in a sweeping movement, encircling the entire building. “And now you show up in a ship straight out of the gameverse—”
“Gameverse?” Zoe asked.
Bill cleared his throat. “Yes. It’s… a working title. It basically means all the game worlds out there.”
Zoe nodded and he continued. “Would you care to explain to me just how you managed to procure a ship like that?” He shook his head. “One of these days we need to finish your training so you understand our rules.”
Max sighed and Zoe bit her bottom lip.
Bill stared at them, as if he could read the answer from their minds.
Finally, the silence was too much, and Zoe blew out a breath. “It’s complicated.”
Bill shrugged, putting his hands in the air. “Well, you’re going to have to uncomplicate it for me. I don’t want to go all cranky boss on you or anything, but it’s vital we know this information. Our organization has been burned before and I am not willing to put our organization, or our lives, in jeopardy.” Red seeped into his face and Zoe grimaced. Bill looked downright angry. She felt like they were in trouble or had done something wrong, even though they hadn’t. At least she didn’t think so.
“It’s okay, Zoe. I’ll tell him,” Max said. Zoe looked at her brother, then nodded. Max took a deep breath. “We don’t like to talk about it, because it involves our mother.”
Bill nodded, visibly calming down. “Alright. I can understand that. I’ve gone through your files, and it looks like your mom went missing about four years ago? I can understand why that would be tough. You guys are young and losing your mom must have been devastating. But what does the ship have to do with her?”
Max sighed. “Our mom worked in computers. She had a job doing something for the government and that's when she went missing. It was a top-secret job, so you won’t find anything in the files about it. We don’t even know what it was. But that's not why we don’t like talking about the ship. Gaming was always something we did as a family—games and computers were just a part of our lives. There’s a picture of Zoe and I drooling all over our toy controllers before we could even walk.” Max smiled sadly at the memory.
“She was even working on a game before she disappeared. A space-sim game like Faster than Lightspeed, you know that one?”
Bill nodded. “Yes. I’ve played it a bit. So your mom was building a game like that? With a ship like what you showed up in?”
Max nodded. “Yeah.” He wanted to give out as little information as possible until he could figure out how Mom fit into the equation with the VGA. If she even did. He cleared his throat and glanced to the side. “We uh... we broke into her laptop and played it for a bit, then we accidentally dove into it.”
Bill’s eyebrows rose steeply. “You dove into her game? Without a dive board?”
Max nodded. “Is that bad?”
Bill held his hand up, wiggling it side to side. “It’s not bad, but it is more dangerous. It’s also not usually that easy. It takes many divers a long time to do it on command.”
Zoe let out a laugh, and Bill blinked, looking at her. “What?”
“Oh, it wasn’t on command. That’s all. We had no idea it was going to happen.”
Bill nodded. “Alright, that makes sense. Lots of times when a diver has figured out that they can dive, it happens by accident. It’s a skill that takes a bit to control. So... the ship?”
Max nodded. “Yeah, one minute we were sneaking onto our mom’s computer, the next we were on the ship. We played it for a bit, then we were kicked out. So we... we kept trying to get back in. Eventually it worked and we figured out how to get in and out—”
Bill sighed, facepalming.
“What?” Zoe asked. “It’s our mom’s game! We didn’t do anything wrong. Just using skills we have. Is that illegal?”
Bill blew out a breath. “No, no. I’m not saying you did anything wrong. This is my fault; I should have prepared you better. I shouldn’t have let you go back to your normal lives without training. Ugh.”
“What is it? I don’t get it,” Zoe said.
Bill held up a hand. “When you find out you’re a diver, it’s important you practice diving into the game you want to go into the most. That game ends up being the diver’s base of operations, because they can dive in and out of it easily. It’s the reason we have the diveboards—because once someone has a base, it becomes staggeringly difficult to dive into any other games easily. They have to use a diveboard to go to other game worlds, but that’s not the worst part. The worst part is that it’s much more difficult for a diver to bring things out of a game world if it isn’t their base.”
Both Max and Zoe grimaced. “So what you’re saying is,” Max said, “because we dove into Mom’s game so much it might be the only place we can bring things out into our world?”
Bill sighed and nodded, “Yes. An incomplete game that has nothing useful you can bring out. We were hoping we could set you two up with different bases that had much needed resources that we have a hard time extracting from the gameverse.”
Max and Zoe looked at each other. Max had left a lot out from his story, about who their mom might be, and the fact that Ibby was highly intelligent and lived in the in-between, the reverse space between game worlds, in addition to many other things, like the fact that Ibby was alive.
“Does that mean we can’t help the VGA anymore?”
Bill shook his head. “No... it just makes things harder, that’s all. Oh well. It can’t be helped.”
His door slammed open then and Cara came in, huffing and puffing, her chest heaving from exertion.
“Just how in the blazes did you kids beat me here?”




Chapter 11

 
Bill laughed after Cara was done shouting. “They cheated. They have a ship.”
Cara put her hands on her hips. “You should have told me that!”
Bill shrugged. “If I had known, I would have.”
“Fine, you kids win this one,” Cara said, narrowing her eyes at them. “Anyway, we're here so what's with the all-call?”
“Oh, we got that handled,” Bill said. “There was an outbreak of slime from Slime Farmer. We got Jenkins and Spirrow on it. Cara, if you want to catch up to them and help them find the incursion portal, that would be very helpful.”
Cara rolled her eyes but nodded. “Alright. You should be more careful about who you send your alerts out to.” She turned to the kids. “Great job beating me here. I won’t underestimate you again.” She fist bumped each of them then left the room, pulling out her GameDude at the same time.
“What about us?” Zoe asked.
“Well, you should be in school. I should have made sure the alert didn’t go to your GameDudes, but we still haven’t tailored out the all-call signal now that we have kids working here.”
“Just because we’re kids doesn’t mean we can't do the job!” Zoe stood and nearly yelled.
“Whoa, whoa,” Bill said, holding his hands out. “I know that. You guys did great on your last mission, and we value every single agent we have. I’m just not ready yet to send you out against something like slimes. Nasty creatures. They can divide and make more of themselves pretty quickly.”
“So we came down here for nothing?” Zoe asked.
Bill opened his mouth to say something when Tarrell’s face showed up in a request for a video call on the big screen. Bill frowned and accepted the call. “What’s up?”
“We’ve got another one, Bill,” Tarrell said.
Bill blew out a breath. “What is it this time?”
The video screen shifted to a scene in a park, a lone kid in a baseball uniform wandering around with a baseball bat resting on his shoulder.
Zoe squinted. “That guy looks familiar...”
The baseball player strode up to a car in the parking lot of the park and pulled back on his baseball bat, the bat suddenly glowing as if it was gathering light into itself. He swung the bat and it crashed into the car, sending it flying into the air several feet and crumpling it like a tin can.
Zoe gasped. “Is that Nestor from Epic Smash Dudes?”
“Good eye,” Tarrell said. “That’s exactly who we think it is.”
The boy on the screen held his arms out wide and energy surrounded his head like sparkles, before it floated off him to a garbage can nearby that was picked up and thrown into the field.
“Well kids, I guess it’s a good thing you’re out of school now, anyway. You get this one. Should be pretty easy, a single jumper. Just pop him and find the portal.”
Max and Zoe blinked, looking at Bill. “You’re really sending us out there after him?” Max asked. “How are we supposed to do that?”
“That’s the easy part. Just go beat him up enough and he’ll explode.”
“Isn’t that pretty violent?” Max asked. “Shouldn’t we try to talk to him first?”
Bill smirked. “You’re welcome to try. Jumpers are usually incapable of being reasoned with, though. There are some rare cases, like Cara and Qwert, but mostly, if a jumper is here and causing chaos like that one is—” He pointed at the screen. “It means it’s probably one of the mindless ones. It may look like an actual living creature, but it's not. It’s a jumper that has no idea it’s not still in a game.”
“Okay, so how are we supposed to fight it?” Zoe asked.
“How did you fight all those zombies?” Bill asked, raising an eyebrow.
“We had some help from Liam. He gave us gear...” Max said.
Bill nodded, pointing at Max. “Got it in one. Listen, part of being in the VGA is finding solutions to problems on your own. I know your new, but you’ll figure out real quick, we all have to think and work independently most of the time. We’re just too small an organization for much more than that. Tarell will send you the coordinates to incursion, go see Liam for gear, and get out there. You can do this. If things get too bad, you can use the big red button on your GameDude.”
The kids each brought out their GameDudes, inspecting them. The home screen had an app called ‘Big Red Button’ on it.
“What’s it do?” Zoe asked.
“That’s our panic button. In SimLife, when a Sim pressed the panic button Sim police would show up and fight off the robber or whatever was bothering them. It’s a one-time use though, then your GameDude is burnt out and they’re hard to get so try not to use it unless you absolutely have to.”




Chapter 12

 
The kids left Bill’s office, heading out back into HQ. Max looked at Zoe. “What now?”
Zoe looked back over her shoulder at Bill’s office doors. “I can’t help but feel like we’re being tested.”
Max frowned. “Maybe. I guess we should go see Liam then.” He pulled out his GameDude and tapped on Liam's contact.
“How did I know you’d be in touch soon?” His voice broke over the speaker, followed by a laugh. “Meet me at the War Wagon in the parking lot.”
Zoe raised an eyebrow at the name and heard another voice through the phone, someone in the background of Liam’s call. “We aren’t calling it that!” before the line closed.
Max held up his GameDude. “Got the coordinates from Tarrell.”
Zoe nodded. “Well, let’s go meet Liam.”
They walked back out of the HQ, into the parking lot where the big silver bus with the Whippet logo was parked. Ibby was still sitting patiently as well, and Max cocked his head, sniffing. “Do you smell tacos?”
Zoe sniffed the air. “You know what... I do! Is Ibby actually making tacos?”
Max pulled out his GameDude and opened Ibbychat, then added his sister to the group.
Max: Are you making tacos?
Zoe: Oh neat, I didn’t know there was a chat.
Ibby: Oh you poor, sad, easy-to-fool biologicals. No, I am not ‘making tacos’ like some common tacobot.
Max: That’s not a thing.
Zoe: I wish it was a thing. I’d love a personal tacobot. Way better than a nutri-brick.
Ibby: Hey, are you insulting me?
Zoe: Never!
Ibby: Good.
Max: You should look into a sarcasm update.
Ibby: What?
Max: Nevermind. Where is that smell coming from?
Ibby: It’s part of the chameleon circuit. I now have the ability to project scents to match the form I am in.
Zoe: So... your passing gas and it smells like tacos?
Ibby: ...
Ibby: ...
Ibby: ...
Ibby: ... just... why?
Ibby has closed the chat
Zoe laughed and Max grinned at her.
They stepped up to the Whippet and the doors opened. The same older woman that looked like everyone’s favorite grandma was sitting in the driver’s seat, a cross-stitch work on her lap. “Hello dearies! Liam’s in the back.”
“Welcome!” Liam shouted, “to the War Wagon!”
The grandma huffed. “Liam, if you keep trying to call it that, I will refuse to make those sugar cookies you like.”
“Awwww,” Liam whined. “Fine, fine. Anyway, come on in. You need some gear for a mission?”
Max and Zoe nodded. “It looks like Nestor from Epic Smash Dudes,” Zoe said.
Liam nodded. “Yeah, that one has incursions pretty often.”
“Really?” Max asked.
“Yep. I’m not really sure, but it feels like the more popular a game is, the more often we get incursions from it. That’s totally a guess though, so don’t quote me on it. All I know is we get an Epic Smash Dudes incursion at least once every few months.”
“That often?” Zoe asked.
Liam grinned. “Yep, so we know how to handle them pretty well by now.” He turned to a cabinet in the side of the vehicle. “Let’s see... okay, here you go.” He pulled out a stack of banana peels, handing them to Zoe.
“What the heck am I supposed to do with these?” the girl asked as she held them with a look of disgust.
“Oh. Those came out of the game. They work great for tripping Smash Dudes, so you can... you know... smash them.” He pulled out a couple baseball bats from the cabinet. “These home-run slammers usually do the trick. Smack the jumper around with these, their damage percentages go up, and they pop. Hopefully leaving some loot. Easy peasy lemon squeezy.”
“Just like in the game?” Max asked.
“Just like in the game,” Liam agreed.
“Come on Max, we can do this,” Zoe said.
“Wait! You guys still have your suits?” Liam asked.
They nodded and Liam smirked. “Great. Those suits are excellent protection. Now get out there and smash!”




Chapter 13

 
They ran over to Ibby, climbing aboard the ship and shutting the door after them. “Come on Ibby, we—” Max started but Ibby cut him off.
“I have the coordinates already.”
“Stop spying on us!” Max groaned. “Or at least pretend you aren't.”
“Ah, if I pretend I am not an all-knowing super-being it will help your tiny squishy brains. This is a good idea.”
Zoe rolled her eyes. “Whatever. Can you get us there fast?”
“Does a singularity cause spaghettification?
Max and Zoe stopped, looking at each other. “What?” they asked simultaneously.
Ibby sighed. “Nevermind. Yes, I can get us there fast. Hold on to your butts!”
The kids jumped into their seats, the seatbelts strapping them in. Ibby lifted off and in a swirl of lights and they were back in the in-between.
“Wait... why are we here?”
“It’s easier for me to go places from here. I can plot out the course and send us right in.”
Zoe’s brows were furrowed. “Why didn’t you launch us up into the air like you did when we came in to get to the VGA headquarters?”
“Oh I just did that for fun. If I had known it would have caused fluid ejection from your frail fleshy bodies, I would have just sent us right to the correct spot.”
Max buried his face in his hands.
“You... you...” Zoe was at a rare loss for words.
“Okay, I have the trajectory all figured out. Entering biospace.”
Colors flashed outside the window of the ship, and they found themselves hovering over a park, a baseball diamond ahead of them, a parking lot underneath. Also beneath them was the jumper, Nestor, swinging his bat and banging it into anything that got too close.
“Landing in 3... 2... 1...”
The kids felt a slight bump as the ship landed in the parking lot. “Chameleon circuit activated; you are free to depart. Thank you for flying Ibby air, the most entertaining airlines in existence.”
Zoe hopped out of her seat, pointing her finger at the control panel. “We’re going to have words after this!”
“Come on, Zoe,” Max said, “we need to get into our suits.” He headed to the bathroom to change.
Zoe sullenly gave the evil eye to every part of the ship she could, not knowing exactly where to glare. Ibby was silent, but it felt like she was laughing at her internally.
The bathroom door opened and Max strode out in his Squad Fortress spy suit, looking sharp. “Let’s do this thing.” He held a home-run slammer on his shoulder and a stack of banana peels in his other hand.
“Yeah, you wasted that cool entrance, cause now you have to wait for me to change,” Zoe said with a laugh.
“Ooooh, Zoe gets a point,” Ibby said.
“Don’t think you can butter me up, Ibby!” Zoe said as she closed the door to the bathroom.
“Hey, Max. Can I... have one of those banana peels?” Ibby asked.
Max held up a banana peel. “One of these?”
Ibby’s control panel flashed. “Yeah! Those are jumper loot, so they’re probably pretty tas—er, good for me to break down as upgrade components.”
Max sighed. “You know, you really are proving you're the younger sibling.”
“How rude!”
“Your maturity level is all the proof we need.”
The bathroom door opened, and Zoe stepped out, her white suit contrasting with Max’s black suit.
“Let’s do this thing.” She slid on a pair of sunglasses.
“Hey!” Max said.
“Sorry, that was much cooler,” Ibby said. “And better timed.”
Max huffed out a breath. “Come on.”
They left the ship and strode out into the parking lot, leaving the Tacos! Tacos! Tacos! truck behind. Thankfully, the parking lot was mostly empty, the lone car that had been parked there, now laying crunched in the middle.
Nestor the jumper was still stomping around the parking lot, slamming his baseball bat mindlessly into the ground, leaving small craters.
“Hey!” Zoe shouted. “Why don’t you pick on someone your own size?”
“That didn’t even make sense,” Ibby shouted from the external speakers. “He’s not picking on anyone. You lose all points.”
“I didn’t ask you!” Zoe shouted.
“Ugh!” Max said, “Can we please smash this dude?”
They didn’t have to wait very long as Nestor slammed both feet on the ground, sparkles collecting around his head. “PschoFIRE!” he shouted, and a burst of flame shot out from his hand.
“Duck!” Max shouted as he dove to the ground. Zoe wasn’t quite as fast and got hit by the flame, which sent her flying back like it was a physical hit.
She rolled across the ground then flipped into the air, landing on her feet with a slide. Max stared in astonishment. “Whoa that was cool.”
Zoe looked at him. “What are you doing? Get him!” She yanked out a banana peel, throwing it at Nestor. The jumper dodged, and Max scrambled to copy his sister, throwing out a banana peel of his own. This one Nestor couldn’t dodge, and it hit him, dropping him to the ground like he had slipped and fallen on ice. The banana peel poofed away, and Zoe charged in, her home-run slammer held high in two hands. Max jumped into attack right after her.
“PsychoThunder!” Nestor shouted, and a wave of energy blasted out of him like a nova, launching Max and Zoe straight into the air.
“What?” Zoe yelled.
“AAaaaaahh!” Max screamed.
They fell from the sky only to be hit by Nestor as he swung out a slinky in a wide arc, hitting them both and pushing them back into the air.
“Not cool! We’re being air juggled!” Zoe yelled.
Max groaned and threw a banana peel down at Nestor, breaking the air juggle and dropping them to the ground.
“Nice!” Zoe said, spinning her home-run slammer and crashing it into Nestor with a KRANG! The jumper was sent flying off, but he landed on his feet.
“PsychoMag!” Nestor shouted, and Max and Zoe felt themselves being pulled in toward Nestor like he was magnetic. Max lost his balance, landing on his stomach and sliding in toward Nestor, who kicked him to the side. Zoe kept to her feet without faltering, but her balance was off, and Nestor took advantage of it by slamming his slinky into her face.
“Ow!” she shouted, holding her nose. “Hey! My sunglasses!” She pulled her hand away, her broken sunglasses falling to the ground.
Max jumped up, swinging his bat to hit Nestor, but his swing went wide, and he couldn’t recover fast enough to avoid getting hit multiple times by jabs and kicks from the jumper.
“Ooooof! I thought Liam said these guys were easy!”
“Maybe if you’re used to this kind of thing, but I feel like we’re getting our butts handed to us.” Zoe barely dodged a swing from Nestor's bat, trying to strike back, but being blocked. She tossed out a banana peel, and Nestor hit it with his bat, sending it flying right into Max’s face.
“Bluh!” Max shouted, wiping banana goo off his face, the distraction opening him up to several more hits. “This sucks!”
Zoe charged in, finally scoring a hit against Nestor, who shouted “PsychoFLASH!” and exploded in a flash of light. Zoe blinked, unable to see for several moments, all while getting hit multiple times by Nestor.
“Really wish I had my sunglasses,” she yelled.
Max pulled out of the fight, whipping out his GameDude and dialing. “Bill, we need help, this is tougher than we thought!”
“Sorry kid, we’re up to our eyeballs in slimes. It’s getting out of control. You are the help in that area right now. If you can’t handle it, run. We can deal with it later,” Bill said before the connection dropped.
“Great,” Max muttered. “We’re on our own.”
“We can do this!” Zoe shouted.
They could not do it. They continued to fight Nestor, but quickly ran out of banana peels and were unable to break through his defenses or avoid his special moves.
They finally gave up, running back to Ibby and jumping in. Ibby lifted off and spun around, flashing them all back to the in-between.
“Well, that was rather embarrassing. You guys are pretty bad at this aren’t you?”
“Thanks for the pep talk, Ibby,” Zoe said with a sigh.




Chapter 14

 
“What the heck was that?” Max asked.
“That was us getting the snot beat out of us.”
“Please leave your fluids inside,” Ibby said.
They ignored her.
“How are we going to beat that guy?” Max asked. “He was way tougher than I thought he’d be. Especially for something the VGA has to handle all the time. Are we just that bad?”
“Yes,” Ibby said.
“Can it, robot,” Zoe snapped.
“Robot? I’ll have you know I am an advanced artificial intelligence, not some mere robot.”
“Okay, advanced artificial intelligence, why don’t you tell us how to beat that guy?”
Lights in the cabin turned off, leaving them in pitch black. Slowly, the light dimmed on in one specific area—the gaming section—with the massive screen lighting up and showing the title screen for Epic Smash Dudes.
“Well,” Ibby said, “you could play the game and learn all their moves, so, you know, you stop getting hit by them all the time. As fun as it is to watch.”
Max and Zoe looked at each other. “That’s actually a good idea,” Zoe said.
“Of course it is. I thought of it,” Ibby said.
The kids threw themselves down in the seats and pulled out the controllers.
“Prepare to get owned,” Zoe said, and she meant it. While Zoe loved fighting games and games that needed a lot of fast hand eye coordination, Max was more comfortable with strategy and role-playing games. That didn’t mean either kid was bad at the other games, just that they had their preferences and could usually beat the other in the games they favored.
Max rolled his eyes. “I thought we were supposed to play as a team.”
“Well, we could do that, but let's at least get a few rounds in against each other. I'm feeling the need to beat someone down after getting stomped by Nestor. He isn’t even one of the best fighters!”
The kids chose their characters and set stages, jumping into play Epic Smash Dudes.
“We shouldn’t take too long you know. That guy’s still out there smashing things.”
Ibby’s console flashed. “You know I have my temporal displacement set to 1000:1 right?”
Max blinked, “Oh yeah. I already forgot about that. Wait, so for every 1000 minutes in here, 1-minute passes out there? That’s amazing! Is it the slowest you can set it?”
Ibby flashed again. “I could go slower, but when I slow it down more, it becomes a serious drain on my fuel.”
“You have fuel? I didn’t know you needed fuel!” Max said. “Are you going to run out with us in here? Will you lose life support?”
“Relax human, I’ll be fine.”
Max threw his hands in the air. “Sure, you’ll be fine, but we need oxygen to, you know, breathe and live and stuff.”
“Oh. Right. I knew that. Okay, I'm going to change the temporal displacement to 100:1.”
“Ibby...” Zoe began, drawing out the y. “Did you forget we needed to breathe to live?”
“Of course not! I am a superior being, I don’t forget things. I was simply calculating 47 other tasks and biological life support was at the bottom of the list. I’ve moved it up to the top of the list. And put a star on it so it won’t drop back down again.”
Max buried his face in his hands.
Zoe let out a breath. “So.... how do we get you more fuel?”
“Oh that’s easy—”
“Jumper loot,” Max and Zoe said at the same time.
“Jumper loot!” Ibby agreed.
“You have enough for us to train, though?” Max asked.
“My current projections show I have enough to run the temporal field generator at its current state for 27 hours. After that time non-essential systems such as life supp—er... yes. I have enough fuel. Just be sure to collect more jumper loot for me soon.”
Max sighed. “I have a hard time believing Mom gave you such a weird personality.”
“Oh, she didn’t. Not completely.”
Zoe cocked her head. “What?”
“Yes, the original personality she gave me was based on the AI GLADiS from the game Gateway. She did not finish programming me before she disappeared, and I was left to my own devices for years.”
“That explains so much!” Max said.
“She also left me with many of the home videos from your family, so I used those to augment my personality.”
Zoe laughed. “Wait! So you’re saying that you're part insane AI, and part ‘our family’ AI personality?”
Ibby flashed. “Correct. She did also input the Three Laws of Robotics from Dr. Isaac Asimov, but I look at them more as guidelines than actual laws.”
Zoe looked sideways at Max. “SO when you’re being super nerdy, you’re just like Max!”
Max huffed out a breath. “And when you’re being chaotic, you’re being like Zoe.”
“No,” Ibby said, “I am always being Ibby.”
That quieted the kids down, as the statement put into perspective that Ibby was still a person… a being? And their own being, not to mention a sibling of theirs.
They played Epic Smash Dudes for a long time after that, munching on nutri-bricks when they got hungry. Ibby even joined in occasionally, becoming player 3 as they trained up their knowledge of the game's movesets.




Chapter 15

 
“You’re very good at that game Zoe,” Ibby said when they had finished playing.
“Thank—” Zoe started.
“—For a human,” Ibby continued.
“There it is,” Max said with a roll of his eyes. They had played for hours, then ate and took turns sleeping on the sofa bed. Now they were awake and refreshed, if not wholly satisfied from their food. Nutri-bricks tasted like someone had taken cardboard, soaked it in water, added some salt, then dehydrated it. Sure, they would give you all the nutrients you needed, but they would make your taste buds depressed.
“No more dropping us from the sky, Ibby,” Zoe warned as she strapped into her seat.
“Fine, fine. Spoilsport.”
The ship swirled around and the white starfield of the in-between disappeared, once again revealing the blue sky of earth above the park. Ibby set down, immediately activating the chameleon circuit, turning into the Tacos! Tacos! Tacos! truck. The kids charged out, home run slammers ready to take down Nestor.
They spun around searching for him, finally finding him in the baseball diamond. Except Nestor wasn’t alone. There was a host of jumpers there, all various shapes and sizes, all from Epic Smash Dudes, and all beating each other down.
“How long were we gone?” Max asked, exasperated.
“7.3 minutes have passed in biospace time,” Ibby responded from the external speakers.
“How can there be this many more jumpers?” Zoe asked.
Max pointed. “I think I see the problem.”
Zoe looked over at the home plate and her eyes widened. Nestor was there, swinging his bat like crazy, bashing it into a glowing white rip in space. Through the rip, she could make out what looked like one of the stages for Epic Smash Dudes.
“That’s not good.”
“Come on! We have to put a stop to this,” Max said, hefting his bat, and stalking over to the jumpers. There were over a dozen of the Epic Smash Dudes, doing what they do best: Smashing. Each other. Thankfully, they were mostly the humanoid looking ones, with only GorillaKong and MiniKong as the more monstrous in appearance.
Zoe charged in, winding up her bat for an epic swing, and slamming it into MiniKong, sending him flying all the way back through the portal in a single powerful hit.
“Hey!” she shouted. Like the game had been paused, every jumper stopped their fighting and looked at her. “Player 2 has entered the game!” She ran into the melee, her home-run slammer whistling through the air.
“Okay, that was pretty cool,” Max muttered under his breath before running in himself.
The fight was on. Zoe ducking and weaving, dodging and attacking, right in the thick of it. Max stayed on the outskirts of the melee, making a beeline for GorillaKong. He figured if he could take him out, either sending him back through the portal or by popping him, then it’d help their PR team. If it was only human-y looking people fighting, they could make it look like a movie or a LARP team or something, but if an actual oversized, walking, fighting, gorilla was here bashing people and pulling banana peels out of nowhere, it might be a little harder to cover up.
Most of the combatants seemed fine to focus on their opponent jumpers, simply attacking whoever was closest, giving Max plenty of chance to skirt around the outside of the fight. He spared a glance for Zoe, who looked like she was having the time of her life. A knight with a sword and shield charged at her, but she used the shield as a springboard to bounce off, her slammer spinning in her hand to collide with a princess who was flailing about with a pink parasol.
Every time a jumper was hit, as if their personal gravity got weaker, each successive hit sent them flying further away. In a game stage of Epic Smash Dudes this was great, because as soon as you knocked someone off a ledge, they lost a life, and the last man standing won. Here on earth though, there were no ledges so Max had no idea what would happen to these jumpers. He hoped they would just pop and leave behind some loot.
Finally, Max narrowed in on his target. GorillaKong was fighting against a blonde guy with a headband and a massive sword that was more like a sidewalk-on-a-stick than an actual sword.
Max had a hard time remembering all the names of the fighters in Epic Smash Dudes—there were just so many, and at the end of the day, he really didn’t care all that much. Now if you asked him which unit was the best in Ultimate War: BattleHammer, he’d be able to not only list the units for each army but also their individual stats.
Max waited at the edge of the combat, wanting to choose his entry at just the right moment. That moment came when GorillaKong slammed his hands together in a giant clap, pushing the spiky blonde-haired guy back in a blast of wind. Max charged in, his home-run slammer whistling through the air, and scored a perfect hit on GorillaKong with the slammers much-loved KRANG! sound effect. He wondered how the sound effects were generated but put that thought in the back of his mind for a time when he wasn’t engaged in a massive melee.
GorillaKong went flying and Max’s eyes widened at just how far the jumper went. He must have taken a bunch of damage already. Max tried to run after him, but the blonde spiky-haired guy barred the way with his sidewalk-sword.
“Hey! Move it!” Max yelled, but grimaced when he saw Spiky was chanting something, a red gem on his sword glowing. Max may not know all the fighter’s names, but he recognized most of the attacks, and this one was a doozy.
He dropped his slammer, pulling the sleeve back on his suit coat to reveal the RDFG. With several taps, the holodisplay popped up, and as fast as he could, he selected the reflector shield. It was a powerful defensive ability that reflected an attack back at an opponent, but only lasted for a single attack. He thought it was the best choice for this moment, as a massive red-skinned and horned creature popped out of Spikey’s glowing red gem. The creature, an Ifrit, breathed out a massive gout of fire.
Max closed his eyes, reflexively putting his arms over his face as the blast of fire short toward him. He felt the heat like a blast from an oversized hair dryer. The flame hit his reflector shield and bounced away, directly toward Spiky and everyone around him. In an instant, Spiky was sent hurtling back from the force of his own attack, and several other jumpers were also hit and sent sprawling.
“Hah!” Max shouted, snatching his home-run slammer off the ground, and chasing after GorillaKong. “Player 3 has arrived.”
“Zoe already said that,” he heard Ibby say over the external speakers. “And she got it right.”




Chapter 16

 
Zoe loved this. It was better than any kind of video games or even VR she had played. It helped that her suit was like the best body armor you could wear, being one of the top-tier suits the spy could get in the game Squad Fortress. It had excellent armor rating and dulled the attacks of many of her opponents. It also helped that there were just so many fighters that they had a hard time focusing on any single one for more than an attack or two.
She dodged a sword strike, blocked a punch with her bat, took a kick on the shin, but returned it with a swing of her slammer. The slammer was a perfect weapon for this, and honestly one of her favorites in the game. It was relatively fast, and hit hard, with a massive smash attack. One that she wound up right now, swinging it right into the group of jumpers in front of her. It collided with the customary KRANG! and sent a guy in blue and white overalls flying toward the portal.
The portal that Nestor was still beating open with his bat.
Zoe frowned at that, realizing if they didn’t stop Nestor, they could end up drowning in Smash Dudes. That momentary hesitation cost her, though, and a random bowling ball hit her in the stomach, sending her to the ground. It didn’t hurt, but it opened her up to more attacks.
“Zoe!” she heard Max yell. She turned to the side and saw him with a slammer in hand, the holodisplay of his RDFG up. That’s when she realized they were going about this all wrong. With this many fighters, trying to play by their rules was like asking to be defeated.
“Max! Shield me!” she shouted. She protected her head from the attacks of the jumpers closest to her until the light and sounds faded a bit. She opened her eyes to see she was in an opaque bubble that was getting pounded on by jumpers all around her, cracks forming. She knew she only had a few moments, so she whipped out her GameDude and opened the Ibby app to summon her PIB.
The shield shattered, but she was ready, PIB aimed at the group of enemies before her. She pressed the trigger and a huge mackerel shot out of the cannon, slapping into the face of a jumper in front of her, then landing on the ground and turning into a plate of cooked fish.
“Not helpful!” she shouted, pressing the trigger again. This time she missed with the blast of air that shot out of it, as the jumper she had targeted ducked down, swiping up the fish and gobbling it up, reddish glowing light and hearts swirling off him.
“Even more not helpful! What’s going on with this thing?” She slammed on the trigger again just as the two jumpers to either side of the one in the middle, the one she had just accidentally healed, leapt at her, their weapons flashing.
This time, a gigantic ball of black goo shot out, followed by another ball of feathers. The black goo collided with the two jumpers in mid-air, coating them with the sticky stuff and bonding them together like glue. Shortly after that they were blasted with feathers and landed on the ground in a heap, unable to get up thanks to the tar-like substance sticking them to the ground and the soft, tickly feathers covering them entirely.
“Max! Use your RDFG. We can’t fight these guys with their rules or we’ll lose!”
“Already on it,” Max said from directly behind her.
She hadn’t even noticed him maneuvering himself behind her during the chaos. She needed to be more aware of her surroundings.
He smacked a button on his RDFG and an ice-nova blasted out from him, hitting every jumper surrounding them, freezing them in place.
“We’ve got this now.”




Chapter 17

 
The freeze effect didn’t last nearly as long on these jumpers as it had the zombies the last time Max used it. He’d barely had enough time to pick up his slammer and swing it at a jumper—a guy in boxing shorts and fingerless gloves, one eye glowing red. The slammer hit him, sending him back several steps and the rest of the jumpers unfroze. Max frowned—he was going to need a different tool if the ice-nova wasn’t as useful.
“Zoe, we have to focus on GorillaKong. I couldn’t get to him, but we need to get him out of here first.” He swiped through his holodisplay, and selected a button, pressing it. Instantly the earth around them rose almost a foot, then slammed back down, knocking the jumpers to the ground.
Zoe took aim with her PIB at GorillaKong, pressing the trigger. A group of tiny missiles shot out in a wide stream, each missile slamming into a different jumper and exploding. One jumper, a short one in all green clothes with a boomerang, popped.
“OH YEAH!” Zoe shouted. “I want to do that one again!” She pressed the trigger again, but a glass ball full of smoke shot out. It hit the ground and exploded, filling the entire area in a heavy fog.
“Ugh!” Zoe grunted. “Why is this thing being so weird today?” She turned the PIB over and frowned. “Gah! I had it set to randomizer. Each shot was something different.”
She pressed a button, and the barrel morphed from a large mouth to a round glass ball filled with swirling arcs of electricity.
She pressed the trigger, and a ball of electricity emerged, colliding with a jumper and sending it to the ground as bolts of electricity cascaded over it. She fired again, hitting another jumper and sending them to the ground in the same fashion.
“Okay, this is pretty sweet. Max! I’ll zap ‘em, you bash ‘em!”
“This fog is the worst. I can’t tell if someone is attacking or not,” Max said.
“Neither can they then,” Zoe said, pointing at the fallen jumpers in front of her. “Go slam them!”
Max moved toward the fallen jumpers. He was slow, though, and could only KRANG one of them, but it was a strong enough hit to pop it. The other jumper broke free and rolled away into the fog.
“Zoe, this stuff is the worst.”
“Well, you have all these neat little tricks on your RDFG, do something about it!”
Zoe continued firing randomly into the fog.
Max backed up again so he and Zoe were right next to each other. He pulled up his holodisplay, swiping through it. “Okay, cool. Here’s something.” He slammed his finger down on a button and just like the ice and earth nova, a tremendous blast of air erupted out around the kids in a circle. The burst created a dome of clear air that pushed the fog away in all directions.
When the fog cleared, they found they were completely surrounded by the Epic Smash Dudes jumpers, their focus no longer on fighting each other, but all fully focused on the kids.
“Yikes.” Max gulped. “I think I liked the fog better.”




Chapter 18

 
“Quick! Freeze ‘em!” Zoe shouted as she slapped another button on the PIB.
Max did, the ice nova shooting out around them, freezing the circle of enemies, a few of them even in midair. “It won’t hold them long!”
Zoe blasted the PIB at the closest group of jumpers and was elated when something very useful happened. A tiny pebble shot out, but rapidly grew in size until it was an enormous boulder, slamming into the ground and rolling right through the frozen jumpers. Two popped instantly, while another, a man in what looked like a motorcycle suit and helmet, covered in flaming birds, was sent flying like he’d been launched from a canon.
“Run!” Zoe shouted, taking off through the path the boulder had created for them.
Max wasted no time following her. Zoe spun around, blasting another boulder out which rolled across the ground. The jumpers had un-froze by this point and easily dodged out of the way. Except for the one in the knight armor, who was too slow, the boulder rolling across him and popping him.
Zoe dashed over to the portal, a visible tear in the fabric of space, leading to a level of Epic Smash Dudes. “Okay, be ready here with protection,” she told Max, who stood by her side, panting. The horde of jumpers came toward them, and Zoe launched another boulder, then switched the PIB to something else. She fired it and a hook, like from a claw game, shot out, attached to a long string on the PIB. It grabbed a jumper and retracted, bring it back to the two of them at tremendous speeds.
“Look out!” Max yelled.
“I got it!” Zoe said, jumping out of the way. The jumper's momentum kept it moving, and it touched the portal, being sucked right into it. “Nice!”
“I have something that can help,” Max said, swiping through his holodisplay. He pressed a button and a swirl of light cascaded over them both. “We have 10 seconds of enhanced speed. Let’s go!”
He ducked under a jumper that was launching a flying kick at him, grabbed the leg and redirected it right into the portal where it disappeared.
“Haha! This’ll be easy now!” Zoe fired her claw gun, latching onto a jumper and retracting it, pulling off the same maneuver as last time and sending it through the portal. Between the two of them, they sent all but one jumper back through the portal.
The one that had started it all.
Nestor.
“Psycho—”
“Nope!” Zoe yelled and launched the claw at him. It hit the jumper in the chest, and he lurched through the portal. Zoe dusted off her hands. “Okay, that was much easier than trying to pop them all.”
Max stood there, breathing hard, looking at the portal. It was large—the size of a dumpster. “What’re we supposed to do about this?”
“I think we just call it in?”
Max shrugged and pulled out his GameDude, pressing the button to call Bill. He answered after half a ring. “What’s up? Did you get that situation all taken care of?”
Max nodded, then realized he was on the phone. “Uh, yes sir. There must have been over a dozen jumpers, but we popped a bunch and sent the rest through the portal.” The phone was quiet for a long moment. “Bill?”
“How many jumpers did you say there were?” Bill asked.
“Over a dozen... but we sent a bunch back through the portal. Did we do something wrong?”
“You can see the portal?”
“Uh... yes? It’s pretty big.”
“This is not good, not good at all. Did you get rid of all the jumpers?”
Max gulped. “Yeah, I'm pretty sure.”
Bill sighed heavily. “There was only supposed to be a single jumper there. If you popped them all, or sent them all through the portal, the portal usually closes. So you must have missed something...”
Max looked up at Zoe. She grimaced and they both turned their heads in the direction the boulder had sent a jumper flying.
Right into a neighborhood.
A car alarm sounded from that same direction.




Chapter 19

 
“The one the boulder launched away!” Max shouted.
Zoe grimaced. “I think that was Captain Phoenix, the Zero-F racer guy. His level is the one with all the hover cars on the track. I hate that level.”
“How do you remember all that?”
Zoe shrugged. “Smash is a great game. It’s not my fault you don’t like fighters.”
“Well, we need to go get him.”
“Good idea, Captain Obvious.”
Max ignored his sister and ran off to the taco truck that was Ibby, Zoe following. “Ibby! Can you get us over there?”
“Do two quarks make a hadron?” Ibby asked.
“What?” Max scrunched up his face.
“Quark? The thing a duck says?” Zoe asked.
“Ducks don’t say quark, Zoe. It’s quack.”
“You’re a quack.”
Ibby made a sad trombone noise. “The answer is yes. Two quarks make a hadron. Yes, I can get you over there. This was a very simple riddle.”
Max shoved out a sigh. “But can you get us over there without showing everyone that you’re a hyper advanced spaceship?” Max asked.
“In-between ship. Hyper advanced in-between ship. I don’t actually go to space. I mean, I could, but I haven’t. I was made to travel the in-between.”
“You know what I mean!” Max yelled. “We’re kind of in a hurry!”
“Silly human. Look out the windows.” Max did as Ibby told him, to see that they were already moving. It was just so silently that they hadn’t noticed.
“Oh.” Max said. Zoe snickered.
“Do you have wheels?” Zoe asked.
“How archaic!” Ibby said. “My chameleon circuit just made it look like I do, but I am hovering above the ground.”
“You’re about to run a stop sign!” Max shouted, then buried his face in his hands as Ibby blew right through an intersection. “Why do we keep traveling with people that can’t drive?”
“So why did you turn your chameleon circuit off earlier to fly to the park?” Zoe asked.
Ibby’s control panel flashed. “I thought it would look weirder to have a taco truck flying in the air than a flying saucer, in the case we are seen.”
“You could have turned into a helicopter. That wouldn’t be unusual.”
Ibby was silent.
“You could have—” Zoe started again but Ibby cut her off.
“I heard you the first time! I just... didn’t think about it.”
Zoe snorted out a small laugh.
“Anyway, we’re here.”
The kids looked through the windshield to a sight that made them cringe. A pileup of cars on the street were bashed in, completely crumpled or otherwise destroyed. Captain Phoenix stood in the middle of the street, his racing uniform and helmet reflecting the sun. People crowded the street, watching.
“Pheoniiiiiiix punch!” he shouted and blasted through the air like he wore a jetpack, his fist out in front of him. He collided with a car, crumpling it like a tin can under a boot.
“Let’s get him!” Zoe said.
They jumped out of the taco truck, Zoe with her PIB, and Max’s sleeve rolled up to display the RDFG.
“See, I told you it was some kind of movie!” someone shouted, pointing at them. “Really wish they’d tell us if they were going to be filming on our own street. We have a right to know these things!”
Max frowned, hoping the VGA could spin this one easily.
“Pheon—” Captain Phoenix shouted, but Zoe interrupted him.
“Hey! Birdbrain!”
Captain Phoenix slowly turned to regard them. All around, bystanders watched, some with phones out likely getting everything on video. Yikes.
Zoe aimed into the air, tuning the PIB to a setting she used once before—wavelength mode—hoping it would work. She pressed the trigger and a loud, annoying sound blasted out, making everyone cover their ears, including Captain Phoenix.
One little boy holding an ice cream cone startled so much the ball of ice cream on top fell off. He immediately started crying. The kind of cry where he tipped his head way back, his mouth fell open, and he wailed so hard you could see his tonsils wiggling.
Max, who had been preparing, activated the speed boost on his RDFG. With crazy fast speed he dashed over, snatching the ice cream ball before it hit the ground, and placed it on top of the cone.
The kid immediately quit crying.
In the same quick motion, Max shoulder slammed Captain Phoenix. The jumper flew back, straight for Zoe, who stood knees bent in a batting stance, home-run slammer ready and waiting above her shoulder. As Captain Pheonix rocketed toward her like a 90 mile-per-hour fastball, she swung and made contact with a loud KRANG! The jumper, who had already been so damaged he was blown all the way out of the park, popped in a shower of lights, leaving behind his helmet.
“Finally!” Zoe shouted, collapsing to her knees. “It’s over. If all the simple jobs the VGA gives us are this hard...” She blew out a breath, puffing her cheeks.
“Don’t forget the loot!” Ibby said, the voice coming out of the speaker on top of the taco truck.
Max rolled his eyes, snatching up the helmet. “You get so cranky when you’re hungry.”
“I believe they call that hangry.” Zoe smirked.
“I’m not! You know what... nevermind,” Ibby said.
Max turned to Ibby, ready to get back on board, when something caught his eye.
Something big.
He squinted, able to make out the park they had come from in the distance, and the portal which should have been closed but was very much open.
And something huge was coming out of it.




Chapter 20

 
“Ibby, we gotta go! Get back to the park!” Max yelled.
“Affirmative. It appears the portal did not close when the last jumper was smashed.”
“What the heck is going on?” Zoe asked as the jumped back on board the truck.
Max pointed out a side window. “It’s… it’s the boss! It’s coming out of the portal!”
As he spoke the words, Ibby rounded a corner, giving Zoe a perfect view of the park. And the enormous yellow hand coming out of the portal.
“Commander hand...” Zoe whispered breathlessly.
“Why is the boss a hand, anyway?” Max asked.
Zoe shrugged. “I think it’s supposed to be like... the hand playing all the toys or something. I don’t know. It’s pretty weird, honestly.”
“I think we need to go faster. Ibby, can you fly us there?”
“Is water wet?” Ibby asked.
Max’s brow furrowed. “Of course?”
“Right. I had to give you an easy one. Your tiny brains never can get my other references. Here we go.” The truck shimmered, turning back into the flying saucer as it flew over to the park, leaving the neighborhood, and the crowd of onlookers, behind.
“Bill is going to freak out about the mess we’re making on this mission,” Zoe said.
“Yes, you biologicals are rather messy. Leaving your slime and detritus all over the place.” Ibby flew over the neighborhoods at tremendous speeds and Max hoped it was fast enough to avoid being seen. Or at least avoid being recorded. Again.
It seconds, there was a slight bump and the dome opened up. “Time to go clean up your mess.”
The twins ran out of the ship, practically leaping down the stairs. The rip in the fabric of reality had shrunk down, but that was only because the boss had made it all the way out. Directly in front of them was a bright yellow disembodied hand, standing on its fingers like legs. The hand flexed, floating in the air as if being held up by an invisible arm. Then it formed a fist and slammed into the ground.
If the kids had anytime to think about it, they would have found it almost creepy. But they didn’t.
It hit the ground so hard it knocked Max and Zoe off their feet.
It walked on two legs, er, fingers toward them, and Max couldn’t help but get the feeling the hand was sauntering over with a cocky swagger. Did the palm have to shimmy that much? “Is it... gloating?”
“Who cares!” Zoe said as she got back to her feet, PIB in her hand. “Let’s light it up!” She took aim and fired. Out of the barrel of the weapon a bouquet of flowers erupted, followed by a loud horn and confetti.
“Not helpful!” Max shouted, pulling out the RDFG and bringing up the holodisplay.
“Hey, I don’t choose, the PIB does.”
“There’s got to be a better way to use that thing,” Max muttered as he swiped through the screen on his holodisplay. He tapped a button and a blue forcefield sparked into existence, outlining both of them. “Okay, that should help with—”
The hand flicked a finger at Zoe, who was busy tapping buttons on the PIB. She took the massive finger to the gut and was sent flying, rolling across the grass, her forcefield fading away.
“—nevermind,” Max finished. He pulled the coin purse Ibby had given them from his suit pocket and reached into it, pulling out the home-run slammer he’d stashed away. With a stroke of genius, he also grabbed the helmet from Captain Phoenix and put it on.
“Hey! That’s my lunch!” Ibby shouted at him.
Max would have rolled his eyes but didn’t want to stop watching Commander Hand as it approached. The hand came closer to him, then suddenly jumped into the air and turned into a pointing finger, spinning around. Max learned quickly he couldn’t just button mash his way to victory, but had to memorize Commander Hand’s moves, since it was the only way he’d been able to beat him in single player mode of Epic Smash Dudes. He dove to the side while the hand launched like a rocket straight at him. The hand barely missed, the wind from its passing ruffling Max’s hair.
Max jumped up. This was the moment the hand was open to attacks, and he rushed in, slamming the slammer into it several times before it formed into a fist. The fist slammed into the ground over and over, forming craters in the dirt. Fighting Commander Hand was all about patience—you had to get in attacks when you could, and get out of the way when you couldn’t.
There was a THOOM noise, and a baseball came streaking in, bashing into the hand and Max turned to see Zoe, smirking as she fired again, another baseball flying in at rocket speed.
“It’s not used to fighting two at once! We can do this!” she shouted to him.
“Oh, I have something for you,” Max said, pulling up the holodisplay.
“What are you doing? Pay att—”
Commander Hand took advantage of Max’s inattention and backhanded him, sending him into the grass, his defensive shield fading.
Zoe grit her teeth. “Max! Watch out!” The hand stalked on two fingers towards the boy, and Zoe fired again and again, each baseball landing with a loud smacking sound like the sound a kid belly flopping into the pool in the most painful way.
The hand turned toward Zoe, then back to Max. It seemed confused, as if it didn’t know who to attack, then finally settled on Zoe and launched into the air, turning into the rocket finger.
“Ack!” Zoe shouted as she dodged, barely avoiding getting hit. She looked back to see Max shaking his head but getting up. Her attention snapped back to Commander Hand as it jumped up, swinging at her with a slap. She rolled out of the way and tried to fire the PIB again, but it came back around for the backhand.
Zoe was spending all her time dodging, unable to fire at the hand. It just wouldn’t let up and give her even a moment to aim. “Max! Help!”
Max ran in. “I’m here! I’m here. Sorry about that.” He pressed a button on the holodisplay then crouched down. Jumping high into the air—much higher than any human normally could—he launched a powerful overhead attack with the home-run slammer. It landed with a loud KRANG!
And this time it was the hand that was knocked back.
It stumbled on two fingers like legs and fell flat to the ground. Immediately, it got back up and shook out, flexing once again. It pointed at Max, spinning around, and he laid flat on the ground, the hand going directly above him.
“Woo!” Max shouted.
“You got it good,” Zoe said, turning to fire at the hand. “Oh no.”
“What?” Max asked.
The hand rocket-fired directly toward Ibby.
“Ibby!” Max yelled.
Zoe quickly tapped a button on the PIB. “Come on, come on. Give me something useful!”
Max dug through the holodisplay and tapped a button, a yellow light surrounding Zoe for a brief moment. “There, that's a ranged damage enhancement. Shoot it!”
Zoe took aim and fired, a blast of green energy shooting out. It struck Commander Hand, and it shook, visibly hurt.
“Yes! Finally, a good one!” Zoe yelled.
“Do it again,” Max grit his teeth while running.
Zoe pressed the trigger. “There’s a cooldown. Three seconds... two seconds…”
Max grimaced as the two of them dashed toward Ibby, but they were too far away.
Commander Hand picked up the ship, holding it like a newfound toy. The hand began to flex and Max and Zoe screamed for their friend.
Arcs of lighting shot in every direction and the twins cried out, unable to tell what was happening between their ship and the boss. At once, the hand dropped Ibby like a hot potato, shaking like it had just been burned.
“Just because I don’t have guns doesn’t mean I’m totally defenseless,” Ibby said. “But it’s nice to know you care so much.”
Max continued his charge, winding up the slammer as he ran, crashing the bat into the gigantic hand. Commander Hand jumped up and shook, like a dog shaking off water, and Max ran out of the way. This was where things got tough. In Epic Smash Dudes, when Commander Hand got down to 20% health, it turned into The Claw.
And The Claw was not good.
Commander Hand flipped over, standing on its arm stump, the fingers curling over like a claw.
Zoe got down on one knee, the PIB to her shoulder, and pressed the trigger. The beam of destructive green energy hit the boss, pushing it back a bit, but not nearly enough as it swiped at Max, its fingertips leaving red afterimage in the air like smoke made of light.
The fingers slashed across Max, knocking him away and spinning him around like a top. He screamed, the dirt shredding parts of his suit and abrading the skin beneath.
“Max!” Zoey and Ibby yelled together. Zoe fired again, the beam of energy striking the clawed hand.
“Max, are you okay?” Zoe shouted.
Max sat up, groaning. He spat out a mouthful of dirt. “I… I think so? Just give me a minute.”
“We don’t have a minute,” Zoe said, keeping her sights aimed on the hand, waiting for the cooldown on the PIB to end.
Max wiped off his suit sleeve and rolled it up, activating up the holodisplay on his RDFG and pressed a button. Another energy shield appeared around Zoe. “You’ve got this. I’m… just going to lie down for a bit.” He gave her a weak thumbs-up and dropped his head back to the ground.
Commander Hand narrowed in on Zoe, slamming down at her like it was trying to squash a fly.
“Come on, come on!” she urged and finally the cooldown ended. She fired straight up, hitting the hand in the palm and stopping it cold, where it shook as if in pain. Or maybe it was doing jazz hands? One or the other.
“Zoe, run toward me,” Ibby projected from her speakers.
“What?” Zoe asked.
“You humans ask too many questions. Just come here!”
Zoe looked between her brother lying prone on the ground, the only sometimes-sane ship, and the massive, vibrating hand. She shrugged and dashed past her stunned enemy toward the ship.
She wasn’t fast enough.
The claw snatched her up like a cat playing with a mouse. She screamed as it hoisted her into the air, held there with the hand flexing like she was a water balloon it was about to pop. Her shield glowed a perpetual blue as it took damage.
“I can’t… I can’t reach the PIB!”
Max got up to his elbows. His head throbbed and his knees burned. But no one messed with his sister.
He spied a red bouncy ball someone had used the in the huge melee. He managed to crawl over and grab it before buffing himself with a ranged damage buff and tossed the ball at the hand.
Zoe yelped as her shield shattered.
The ball hit the hand, knocking its… legs? Stump? Arm? out from underneath it. It released Zoe, and she fell through the air, bouncing off the ground.
Zoe was made of tough stuff though and got up shakily. “Come on you big dumb hand! Come and get me!” She blasted it with the PIB again, the cooldown having expired while she couldn’t reach it.
The hand got up on its fingertips, crawling like a spider right at her. Literally the creepiest thing she’d ever seen. With a quick glance to the side, she dove into the safety of the ship. Thankfully Ibby was ready and slammed the dome closed.
The dome smashed one of the massive fingers, which pulled back.
Zoe laid on the hard floor of the ship, breathing heavily. Crackling and popping filled the air as Ibby released her electrical defenses, the arcs of electricity zapping the hand, holding it in place as it was electrocuted.
Zoe looked away.
From outside the ship, Max picked up his slammer, and with his last bit of energy, threw it as hard as he could. The bat flipped end over end as it sailed unerringly toward its target.
With a KRANG, it collided into the mess of the boss and electricity and Commander Hand exploded in a shower of light.
Max fell back to the ground with a groan. "Everything hurts."




Chapter 21

 
“Where’s the loot?” Ibby asked. “Where’s that bosses loot?”
“Are you serious?” Zoe yelled, to no one in particular. “Why didn’t that huge jumper drop anything?”
“Nothing? Nothing?! That is the most ridiculous thing I have ever heard. A boss should always drop something.”
“You’re preaching to the choir. You should’ve seen how mad Max was when he spent an hour fighting Chaos in Last Fantasy, and it didn’t drop anything. He went on about it for days.”
The aforementioned boy came in then, arms laden with items dropped from the Epic Smash Dudes they had fought. “Wooo, Ibby! You’re going to feast today!”
Ibby didn’t seem to deny what she did was eating anymore. She must have been too hungry to argue. “Yes! Loot time!”
Sirens pulled Zoe’s attention away and looked out the windows at lights from the police cars racing in. “Can we pause on that and get out of here? I really don’t want to talk to the police.”
Max spared a glance out the window. “Ooh. Yeah. Good point. We’re going to have enough of a bad time talking to Bill.”
“Not that I care about your human issues, but if it gets me to my loot sooner, theeeeeen... BAM!”
The light outside the window changed from the clear blue sky of earth to the white and black starfield of the in-between. “Now, please deposit the jumper loot on my dismantling table.”
Max began placing item after item on the table. Swords, bowling balls, boxing gloves—they had come away with quite an assortment. Each piece was scanned in with the blue lines, fading into Ibby’s databanks. They hadn’t even put everything in before Ibby declared, “Upgrade possible. Would you like to initiate?”
“Yes!” Max and Zoe said together.
“Please take a seat in the command chairs.”
The two kids sat, the chairs spinning around so they could witness the upgrade.
Ibby seemed to stretch, then get taller, as several doors appeared behind the gaming area. One section of wall formed cabinets and a shelf, with a boxy looking machine.
“Upgrade complete,” Ibby said. “You now have separate sleeping quarters, a deluxe bathroom with a shower, and an upgraded food replicator.”
Max and Zoe looked at each other, eyes wide.
“Separate rooms!” Max shouted.
“A food replicator!” Zoe shouted at the same time, and they jumped up to check out their new upgrades.
“You should be most excited about your human body washing station. Then none of us will have to suffer.”
Zoe ignored Ibby and ran to the food replicator, immediately making her favorite—Vietnamese noodle soup called Pho. “Oh, it’s so good,” she said slurping up a noodle. “Finally, no more nutri-bricks.”
Max opened the door to one room. “It has a real bed!”
The room was spartan, just a bed and nightstand, but it was exactly what they needed to lie down and exit the in-between, without having to lay together or take turns.
“You should check out the shower,” Zoe said around a mouthful of noodles.
“Nah, I showered a few days ago,” Max said.
Zoe made a sour face. “Boys are gross.”
“Agreed,” Ibby said. “And girls. Pretty much all biologicals.”
Max rummaged through the few remaining items of loot, preparing to drop them on Ibby’s dismantling tool. He held up a baseball jersey, ready to set it down, but Zoe gasped, dropping her bowl of pho.
“What?” Max asked.
Zoe pointed, and Max turned the shirt over. The number on the Jersey was 77, but that wasn’t what had caught her attention. It was the name printed above it.
DoubleStrike.
Max gasped, almost dropping it. “What... what does this mean?”
“I think it means Mom sent those jumpers,” Ibby said quietly.




The End!!
Well, what did you guys think? Are you liking the throwbacks to all the different games? We sure are. It’s so much fun to come up with the silly names and even more fun to write the scenes!
And what do you think of Ibby? She may be our favorite character ever to write. She’s like the super smart but still wildly annoying baby sister! Thankfully, she’s also pretty helpful and doesn’t just steal their toothbrushes and use them on the dog. Not that we’ve ever had a baby sibling do that. Ahem.
As always, we super de-duper appreciate you taking the time to leave a review. It may not seem like much to you, but it truly makes a huge difference for us!
Get ready for VGA 3! Our cover art is a little slow coming, but it’ll be here soon! So if you see a temporary cover for book 3, just smile and pretend it’s the real one. And keep checking back because it’s going to be super cool! Preorder now and it’ll be ready to read the second it goes live on January 18th, 2023. AHHH! 2023?! Can you believe it’s almost the new year?
The long awaited Hatchamob Book 4 comes out next month, too! January 31st to be exact. So make sure to grab that preorder as well so you can dive back into the capital, crazy cool hatchamob powers, and goofy Ridge!
We’re gearing up to take a few weeks off with our kiddos. We have a TON of snow and plenty of sleds, so we’ll be doing lots of sledding. Our dog likes to chase the kids down the hill as they zoom off, and every now and then she accidentally gets in the way. This is her crashing into our 5-year-old. Haha! We couldn’t stop laughing at this picture.
**Don’t worry, no dogs or children were hurt in the making of this picture. They just rolled a few times, and everyone was laughing. Except for the dog. Dogs don’t laugh.**
 
[image: A picture containing snow, dog, outdoor  Description automatically generated]
We also will be making a metric ton of cookies! One of our favorite traditions is to bake until we can bake no more, box them up all pretty, and ding-dong-ditch them to our friends’ houses. We set them on the porch, press the doorbell, and run as fast as we can back to the car! It’s so much fun and we laugh the whole time. Then we get hot cocoa and drive through town looking at all the beautiful Christmas lights.
Mrs. Pixel Ate is kind of sappy for Christmas so we have lots of fun traditions. What are some of your favorite family traditions? Tell us in your review!
Wherever you are and whatever you’re celebrating this season, we hope as the year winds to a close you feel loved, special, and important. Because you are!
Merry Christmas!
Happy Hannukah!
Happy Kwanzaa!
Happy Yule!
Happy Boxing Day!
Happy Everything!
See you in the next book!
Love,
Mr. and Mrs. Pixel Ate
CONTEST UPDATE:
Unfortunately, no one found ALL of the easter eggs, though a few got VERY close. A bunch of you found some that were not, but easily could have been. Things like the sky bridges, Zoe being a ranger or using crossbows. Those weren’t actual easter eggs on our list, but we can see why you’d think so!
Here is the list of easter eggs:
Chapter 5 - a villager screams “we’re all gonna die!” - A reference to Elijah the villager from AMF
Chapter 5 - Zoe renamed her wolf “Fang” - This is an easy one ;) 
Chapter 13 - One of the seeker team members is named Tarrel and wears a ninja shirt. This is the one almost everyone missed. Some fans got the shirt, but didn’t realize Tarrel was actually the name of a ninja on Jack’s ninja team! 
Chapter 17 - Ordering ribs from ‘Dad's Barbecue’
Chapter 28 - A cat named Esmerelda, like the witch.
These were the planned easter eggs, so great job if you found most of them! And super cool if you found extra things!
Since we’re in the giving spirit, we decided to send everyone who participated a small prize! We won’t always be able to do this, but it’s fun when we can!




VGA List of Known Divers

 
Sol Ledesma
Wind2929
Danevicius
Eliot Bencuya
RR Madson
CruellerEagle55
Waffleironhead
Hang Yu
cløtret
Amazon Customer
O.z.p.i.n.h.e.a.d
Becca Kless
NinJoCool
FLENNER




Q&A

 
Danevicius
What's with the modified names for the videogame? Part of is it for fun, part of it is because we don’t want to get in trouble with the videogame creators.
Hang Yu
Is it the same artist as AMF? It is not! While we looooove our AMF artist, they only do 3D modeling and rendering. The new artist, who we also think is amazing, hand draws everything!
O.z.p.i.n.h.e.a.d
How many books are planned? This is a hard one to answer. We have a solid 4 books planned out that will for sure be released. If the series is popular enough, we will do at least 12 as a first season and go from there. We’d love it to be a long-running series, so tell your friends!




Contact us!

 
We love to hear from our fans. Feel free to send us questions, comments, fan art, ideas… you name it, we want to hear it! We do our best to respond to every message.
Email: PixelAteBooks@gmail.com
Website: PixelAteBooks.com
Facebook: Pixel Ate Books
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