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It’ll be a few more hours until the sun comes up, which means less sleep for Channing on his big day, but a necessary requirement considering that he’s performing an illegal tow job.  Taking I-75 would reduce the trip to forty-five minutes, but he can’t risk being seen by the state highway patrol, forcing him to endure the long agony of state Route 127 instead.  It’ll be worth it though.  It’ll be fucking worth every lost minute. 

It’s 6 AM when he detaches the two trucks from one another and tosses the rig into the back of the older one.  Sadly, the one he bought from his neighbor is a piece of shit when he compares it to Will’s newer Silverado, but the valuable vehicle is evidence that could be used against him, leaving him little choice but to get rid of it.  Any number of ditches he passed on country roads would have sufficed, or he could have taken it back to Will’s place in northern Kentucky.  However, when he woke up to have another go with Freya in the wee hours, a glorious, almost wicked idea came to mind. 

The idea required a great deal of planning, along with some research and a trip to Walmart since it was the only place open at such an ungodly hour.  YouTube was fairly helpful, and now he’s standing beside Will’s truck with the engine off, double-checking the rig he set up.  After confirming his work for the third time, he sucks in a deep breath and reminds himself how many lives will be at stake today.  It isn’t just the members of Shoremen he set free yesterday, but every player who owns a Fantacon.  Once his confidence peaks, he takes out the new phone he purchased and calls the only number he programmed into it.  No answer, of course, because it’s 6 AM, but that doesn’t stop him from calling again, and again, killing the call and placing a new one whenever the answering machine picks up.  Finally, on the tenth attempt, he hears a click on the other end. 

“The store won’t be open today,” an exhausted voice grumbles from the other end.  “Please try again tomorrow.”

“I’m not looking to buy anything from you, Nacron,” he states with all the confidence he can muster.  He can hear the man shifting in bed, considering the sheets he can hear whipping through the phone’s speaker.  He has his enemy’s attention now, but he’s not done making his point.  “Or should I say Nathan Crowell?”

A long pause follows.  For a moment, he fears that Nacron has actually fallen back asleep, because he doesn’t view him as a valid threat.  A few breaths blow through the speaker though, proving that the pawnshop owner is collecting himself. 

“Well, isn’t this interesting?” he states in the same flat tone he heard when he eavesdropped from the door of the pawnshop forever ago.  “I would ask who this is, but that would be an insult, and I’ve learned to stop underestimating you, Mr. Katame.  That was some ploy you pulled, making a second account to sneak your way into my guild.  I can only imagine how terrified you must have felt when you first arrived at my hall.”

“The only terrifying thing is how many licensed characters I saw walking around in their underwear,” he sighs with some exaggeration to show Nacron how wrong he was about him being afraid.  “You’d be looking at life in prison from all of the trademarks you’re violating.  Well, I guess that’d be nothing compared to how many years you’d get for all the people you murdered.”

“You know, I once shared a similar viewpoint as you.  I used to get a shiver down my spine whenever I considered attacking another player in the game.  You’d be surprised how quickly that goes away though.  I seldom think about it now, not once I realized that I was doing little more than the millions of teenagers logged into their favorite games every day.  In fact, I’m not even sure if it’s a crime or not.  Can you imagine the looks on a judge’s face when he’s tasked with deciding whether or not killing someone within a video game warrants a prison sentence?  It’d be the trial of the century, Mr. Katame.  Or should I say, Mr. West, old friend?”

“If you had an ounce of fucking brains in that ugly head of yours, you would have gone through the obituaries and learned that Robert West died months ago.”

“Oh, I did, but we both know how easy it is to manipulate the world, don’t we?  You and I make a ton of money playing video games, Robert.  Lots and lots of real currency.  How much would it take to convince some low-life scum to write up an article?  How much to bribe a coroner?  Not much.  Not much at all.  I should know.  I’ve had to use that ploy to cover my tracks countless times already.”

“Is that what you did for Will?” Channing asks, readying himself to insert the blade and twist it until he hears something vital pop.  “Is that what you did for Jackson?  Did you keep his shitting little bar open for another week to keep everyone from becoming suspicious?  What about Shannon?  Did you let her walk away with one arm, or did you have Will hunt her down to tie up loose ends?”

“Trying to sneak a confession out of me, Robert?” Nathan chuckles, which turns into a low moan.  Something clicks in the background.  Probably a door.  Nathan looked older, so he probably has to piss now that he’s awake.  “Are  you recording all of this?”

“Shit, I’m on a burner phone, asshat.  Just trying to understand what the hell I’m up against.  You really don’t seem to grasp this, so let me lay it out for you.  I’m not Robert.  You killed him.  He was…he was important to me, and I received his Fantacon in his will.  The user name was already saved.  All I had to do was figure out his password, which was pretty easy since he basically sent that to me as well.”

“Oh, how I long to believe that,” Nathan replies in long, drawn-out words.  “It would bring me such joy, yet such sorrow.  I actually felt a twinge of remorse when I thought you died.  Regret, even.  You should have seen the smile on my face when your handler popped up on the radar.  My condolences for her, by the way.  I can’t seem to recall her name, but she was a fine woman.  She refused to give you up, even when we absorbed her data into the Spawner you sniffed out.  Great job there.  I honestly thought we had you fooled.  Too bad you turned all of my guildmates against me, but, well, you can’t make an omelet without cracking open a few skulls, am I right?”

“Pretty sure that’s not how the saying goes, but you strike me as the kind of guy who really doesn’t pay attention to such things.  So, what’s the plan then?  Gonna kill all the players today, then go around and collect their consoles?  I really want to know how you plan on pulling that off.  I mean, who the fuck do you have left?  Norman?  I’m betting you killed him already.  If not, then he’s probably halfway to Texas by now.  Seems like the type to run.”

“Oh, he’s around.  You can’t buy loyalty like that.  I do wish I could tell you about my plans though.  I’d love to hear your reaction.  I suppose I will have to settle for the look on your face when you try to stop the vote today.  That is what you are planning, yes?  You’ll swoop in and stop me like some big damn hero.  Good luck with that.  Players stronger than you have tried.  Have you done the math?  Do you know if your attributes will be able to add up to mine?”

“Not at the top of my concern list right now,” Channing sighs and shifts the mask over his face, resisting the urge to scratch it.  It’s too hot for it, but he can’t risk any cameras seeing his face.  That’s also why he swapped out the license plate on his truck with one from a Fiat in the Walmart parking lot.  Hopefully, they’ll still be there when he gets back, but he slipped a hundred-dollar bill through the door crack, just to be sure.  “I just wanted to see if we could settle this now, before the players log in and place their necks on the line.”

“That’s a lie if I ever heard one, Robert.  You don’t want to settle this any more than I do.  Deep down, we always knew it would come down to this.  Me, versus you, for the fate of the system.  I wouldn’t have it any other way, personally, but I can imagine that you want to back out of it, now that the day is finally here.  You never had the stomach for the hard decisions, did you?  You always preferred the long, safe route.  Never rock the boat, never take any risks.  It’s no wonder the guild was so poor.  That’s why so many of them quit the guild, after all.  They couldn’t afford to pay for their addictions.  Bit hard to get by in the real world after having a taste of what the Fantacon has to offer, isn’t it?  Admit it.  I made the right choice when I enabled PvP.  Just admit that I was right, Robert, and we can begin the peace negotiations.  Hell, I would be willing to sit down with you and divide the entire game directory, fifty-fifty.  I will rebuild my guild and keep to my half of Eternity Shores, while you and your pathetic little clan of turncoats can remain safe in the other half.  Well, I can’t guarantee their safety.  The system does have a way of wetting one’s thirst for new thrills, doesn’t it?”

“Yeah, Robert’s journal said that you grew an appetite for killing,” he groans and shakes his head before pulling the phone away to see what time it is.  It’s only been ten minutes, but he can’t talk much longer, not when the coffee shop down the road opens at 6:30.  The plan was to be out of the city by then, so he’ll have to wrap this up whether he gains any information from Nathan or not. 

“Listen, Robert, let’s be reasonable for a moment, shall we?  I killed your little pet, and you killed one of my friends.  Well, no, you’ve killed two, actually.  Johnny is on your hands, not mine.”

“You’re the one who killed him, so don’t try to pass that off on me.”

“Fine, but you only lost a handler, whereas I lost a real, living person in Will.  I’m the one who should be angry, not you.  I’ve suffered far more than you have, yet here I am, trying to call a truce.  You don’t want to come to the vote, Robert.  Bishop won’t let you within a mile of the place.  Yes, yes, I’m being far too generous by telling you that, but I figured, what the hell.  For old-time’s sake, right?  We did have some good times, didn’t we?”

“Dude, I don’t even know you.  I logged into this fucked-up game, played tight end in a football game, then found out from a reporter that you were the one who killed Robert.  That’s it.  That’s the first time I ever heard your fucking name.  Oh, nice going with that slut at the beach, by the way.  I’d say that you really tricked me, but, well, shit, I didn’t really know which way was up back then.”

“Nat is quite the character, isn’t she?  Of course, we had to incinerate her after your little affair.  Can’t be too careful these days. Diseases are everywhere.  Great job with my warehouse, by the way.  It’ll take years to replace all of that equipment.  See, yet another reason for me to want to kill you, but I am offering you every chance at peace.  You should at least consider it.  Maybe go have some breakfast and call me back?  Hell, I’ll meet you somewhere to talk things over.  I always did want to meet you.”

“So you can poison my coffee?” Channing chuckles and glances ahead, demanding internally for the courage to carry out this insane plan.  “No thanks.  I would like to get back to Will though.  Saw an awful lot of personal items lying in boxes at his house.  I really hope you went back for that stuff, or you’ll wind up having some investigator at your door.”

“Please, they wouldn’t be able to trace anything back to me.  I made sure not to talk to Will about anything incriminating over the phone.  I’m far too smart for that.  Besides, I’ve already taken care of all of those possessions you’re so concerned about, so don’t worry your little head about it.  In fact, why don’t you go take a nap?  Bit too early for an old man like you to be up, isn’t it?  Especially after the long night you just had.”

“Okay, first of all, didn’t Will or Norman say shit to you about me?  Norman saw my face, dumbass, and so did Will.  How old did they say I was, huh?  Old enough to have been an adult when you caused the last PvP vote to happen?”

Channing goes quiet for a moment, just to see how Nathan/Nacron reacts.  There’s nothing but breathing on the other end, which proves that the guy has far too many screws loose.  Norman probably told him that the guy who killed Will was young, but Nathan was too far gone to let the math add up. 

“Yeah, pretty much what I thought.  Secondly, I know you didn’t go back to Will’s house to take care of things, because I have all of those boxes in my possession, right now.  You’re an idiot.  You didn’t even think to cover your tracks.”

“Again, Robert, none of that can be tied back to me, so why should I care what you’ve taken?  Hmm?  In fact, I should thank you.  You essentially picked it up for me.”

“Yeah, that’s not all I picked up,” he sighs and reaches across the steering column to start the Silverado.  “I found Will lying in his backyard.  Is that how we treat our friends?  We just let their corpses lay around to rot?”

“You picked him up?  Gross.  I can only imagine how bad he smells right now.”

“Pretty bad, actually.  Look, you said that I was up by one, right?  Well, I don’t like being in somebody’s debt, so I think I’ll even things out.  You can have Will back.”

“I don’t…I don’t understand.”

“Yeah, you’re a bit dense, so I imagine it’ll take a few minutes for this to sink in,” he chuckles while eying the top floor of the building down the road.  The device is locked onto the accelerator, then he closes the door and leans into the window to put the truck into drive.  The back tires squeal as he dives out of the way, then walks backward as the black truck speeds toward the front entrance of the pawnshop while pulling the phone up to his cheek again.  “Will’s on his way to see you.”

He doesn’t know what the speedometer says, but the truck is going fast enough to break through the metal security gate behind the pawnshop’s glass door.  The tires continue to churn, thanks to the bar keeping the gas pedal down, and it plows down the main aisle of the store, sending the shelves scattering until it strikes a post supporting the other floors above. 

For a second, Channing forgets the plan, or even why he has the ski mask on.  He’s too busy watching chunks of glass fall onto the ground, or the items piling onto the floor behind the truck.  The airbags have deployed, which turned off the engine, but the damage is done.  Lights come on at the top floor, along with a few from neighboring buildings.  It's his signal to leave, so he dials 9-1-1, waits until the call connects, then slips the burner phone into the mail slot of the store next to him.  The phone was bought with cash, so there shouldn’t be any issues, especially when it’s the old-style flip phones that don’t require data service.  With the task complete, he walks back to his truck, fires it up, and does a U-turn to head back home.  He knows there are cameras about, so he takes a right and zig-zags through the side streets so he can avoid the traffic cameras until he gets to the highway.  State Route 127 is the safer path, because it won’t have the cameras that I-75 uses for traffic reports.  It’ll take longer to get back, sure, but safer is always better. 

Channing doesn’t bother taking the license plates back, not when he recalls that Walmart’s parking lot probably has cameras in it.  It’s another problem he’ll have to deal with, but he’s got bigger fish to fry.  With any luck, the police will detain Nathan/Nacron long enough to see the vote passing by without Shoremen’s leader logging in.  If not, he’ll deal with him, even if he has to get his hands bloody.  It’s time to put an end to this nightmare. 
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“I’m sorry,” Amber sighs and reaches out to touch the back of his arm.  “We can’t find any traces of Karma anywhere in the system.”

Ando nods his head and forces himself to offer a weak smile in return.  Asking them to search for his uncle’s handler was always a random shot in the dark, even with capable minds like M4 and Sonny working together.  As painful as it is to admit, he has to accept that she is gone and move on to the next thing. 

“Tell me again why you think that Nacron will be too busy to log in right now?”

“Because I did something to keep him occupied for a while.  If I’m lucky, it’ll wrap him up indefinitely, but I think we all know better than to get our hopes up right now.”

Amber eyes him suspiciously, something he’s grown to feel, rather than see.  He knows better than to tell her what he did, because she’ll question his sanity, and he won’t have much to counter her accusation with.  Still, he did swear to be open and honest with her, so he draws in a breath as the inevitable questions come his way. 

“Ando,” she starts in a soft tone that isn’t normal for her character, “what did you do out there, and please don’t give me the run-around.  We promised to be more…”

“I went back to Will’s and gathered the evidence,” he interrupts with his eyes closed and his hands wrapped around the railing.  “I took most of it and wrapped it up in bedsheets to look like a body, then I rigged Will’s truck to drive itself into the doors of the pawnshop.  I might have made Nacron think that I put Will’s body in the truck too, and I actually thought about doing that for a hot minute, but I just couldn’t bring myself to do it.  Too uh…just too crazy, I guess.”

“Ya think?” she grumbles and slides her back along the railing until her hip is against his hand.  “Ando, that was a huge risk you just took.  What if somebody saw you driving Will’s truck?”

“I wore a mask, and I swapped out the plates on my truck and towed it behind, keeping to the country roads and side streets the entire time.  Damn though, if I was as smart out there as I was here, then I would have parked the truck in front of the police station and left an incriminating letter.  That would have kept Nacron busy for the entire weekend.”

“Yeah, hindsight is a bitch,” she sighs and shakes her head.  He can feel the gears turning in her head, likely trying to determine how loud to scream when she begins the lecture.  She doesn’t though.  She just sighs again, which turns into a slight chuckle so confounding that he opens his eyes to see if she’s broken.  “You drove Will’s truck into the front of the pawnshop.  Seriously.”

“It was super early in the morning.  I wanted it done before the coffee shop opened up down the street.  You know, pedestrians and shit.”

“Oh, I’m betting you were careful about it.  I just wish I could have seen the look on his face when he realized that Will’s truck was now part of the store.  He’ll probably figure out how to sell it, or turn a profit from the insurance money.  You didn’t send all of the evidence, did you?”

“No, I’ve got the best stuff in a lock box in my cabin.  If we fail today…well, maybe I can bribe him to stay out of the game?  It’s a longshot, I know, and the evidence would have to be stretched a thousand miles for it to point at Nacron, but it’s the best I could do with what I had to work with.”

“You know I would lock you out of your account if you’d actually put Will’s body in that truck, right?”

“Yeah, and I’d probably deserve it.  Okay, we need to go see what the area around the vote looks like.  I want to make sure that Nacron didn’t leave a few Spawners behind as insurance.”

“You don’t think he sent everything at you last night?  Come on, it was a trap.  No way he would have half-assed it.”

“A trap I fell for,” he reminds her with a stern look.  “I literally walked right into it.”

“How did you get out of that?  The information I got from Freya had some serious gaps.  Some serious, truck-sized gaps in it.”

“Too soon.  In short, before she died, she burned every booster card on me.  I could have beaten those jerks with my eyes closed.  Didn’t have to though, not when I had the majority of the guild in one room.  After I brought up the PvP issue, they all turned on the Spawners.  A few of them were killed though, so I’m a bit worried what’ll happen to them.”

“M4 already shared that with me.  She said that Spawners aren’t tagged as players, so they should all have respawned in their hubs.”

“Then why did the Spawners fight so hard to keep them in the guildhall?  That doesn’t make any sense.”

“Well, you said Nacron and Bishop were outside, right?  Maybe they were trying to keep them there so those two could come kill them?  I mean, that does sound like a Nacron thing, doesn’t it?”

“Yeah, I guess it does,” he sighs and nods his head a few times.  “Okay, do you have everyone’s points all spent?”

“I did the best I could with them,” she groans and pulls up the attribute sheets of his companions.  His eyes widen when he focuses on one of them.  At this point, he’s gotten so used to looking at Ziere’s stats that he completely forgot how pitiful the others were by comparison.  He watches while Amber flips from one companion to the next, focusing more on their armor stats than anything else.  A grazing blow from a Spawner would kill most of them, forcing him to swallow the lump forming in his throat.  “I know it looks bad.  You don’t have to tell me.  I mean, if these were normal NPCs, then no problem, but…”

“But, we’re talking about Spawners, with health bars comparable to a raid boss.  Look, maybe I should just go in alone.  You know, just to scout things out?  Maybe we’re worried about nothing.”

“Yeah, about that,” she sings lightly and flips over to his attributes.  Some of the numbers compare well with the other account, but the majority are but a pitiful fraction of what he’s used to seeing.  “See any issues here?”

“Obviously.  Maybe I should just handle this with Ziere then?”

“See, I knew you would say that, but I think you’re not using all of that intellect.  Ando has the numbers, so to speak, right?”

“Yeah, but I can make a bunch of expendable Spawners with Ziere.”

“Oh, those mindless haps who couldn’t wipe their own asses unless you told them to specifically?” she challenges with a hardened stare.  “Face it, you need support you can trust.  Besides, when we take a few down, we’ll have their booster cards, right?  Well, if I stay here to apply the cards…”

“Then we’ll catch up to them pretty quick,” he groans and draws in a deep breath until his lungs ache. 

“We could speed up the process if we have Freya send over whatever cards you have left.”

He knew this was coming, but he was already shaking his head before she could finish the sentence.  Nacron’s level and health points are burned into his memory, mocking every effort he makes.  Even if he applied every card to Ziere’s attributes, it wouldn’t be enough to level the playing field. 

“We can’t do that.  Also, we need to save as many booster cards as we can.”

“Why?  We’ll have the numbers, we can…”

“Because you didn’t see his fucking stats!” he growls and slams his palms on the railing.  “Seriously, Amber.  He’s more than just a raid boss.  He’s a fucking god.  Besides, he probably has more of those cards lying around, just in case.  We can boost one or two of you, but that’s it.  We have to save everything else, or Nacron will cut through me like tinfoil.”

His handler doesn’t offer a response, at least not a verbal one.  Slowly she inches her way closer until her cheek is resting against his shoulder, hugging him from the side with her hands connecting over his opposite shoulder.

“I need you to do this as Ando,” she whispers as her grip tightens.  “I felt like I was dying last night.  It’s hard enough when you’re on the other account, but I can usually rely on Freya to keep me updated on what’s happening.  But, since she was with you…it’s like waiting to see if your loved one survived surgery, or something.  I hate that.  I feel so powerless when you’re Ziere.  Please.  At least try it with us.  Give us a chance to watch your back.”

His intellect tells him that this is a horrible idea, and that his feelings for her, however confusing as they may be, is the part of him that’s making the decision.  Logging in on Ziere would see the mission going smoother, but it’s hard to tell her no when he imagines how it must feel from her perspective. 

“We’ll try it, but we’ll stay on the edge.  Once we figure out the radius of their signal-jamming capabilities, then we’ll see what we can see and go from there.”

It’s a shitty plan, but he’d rather face Nacron right now than deal with Amber when she’s upset.  Within minutes, he’s back in the same stone ruins where he met Karma, but with his entire flock supporting him. 

“We should have done this sooner,” he tells Kendra, who happens to be closest. 

“It would have been fun to run a raid together, wouldn’t it?” she replies with a wink while reaching behind her head to tie her hair into a ponytail. 

He doesn’t have the heart to tell her that he wasn’t thinking about how fun it would have been.  Right now, he’s more concerned with how well the group will function as a whole.  As of now, the only time he’s seen them all at once is when they’re arguing about something, which doesn’t fill him with much confidence.  To make matters worse, the group is huge, which the Spawners, if there are any, will see coming from a long way out. 

He’s never traveled beyond the ruins before.  If it weren’t for the events waiting to transpire today, he would actually be able to enjoy the walk.  The lush green grass tickles his forearms beyond his gloves, the air is warm but inviting, and the smell of the sea is evident all around.  Knowing that Uncle Robert trekked this exact path fills him with a sense of calm, but with a hint of sorrow that pinches his heart.  He wishes that he could have been here with his uncle, that they could have enjoyed everything this place has to offer as a team.  It could have been their little secret.  It’ll never happen though.  Nacron saw to that. 

The top of the hill offers them a view of the far end of the main island, the area where the vote will take place.  It’s hard to see from here, but it looks like there’s an area near the cliffs where a dome-shaped cave rises high above the grass.  He wishes that was all he could see, but he’d be lying to himself.  Four walls of stone form a perimeter before the cave, each with a tower next to their gates, and more along the outskirts.  M4 must have altered Ando’s options as well, because he can just barely make out the tiny glowing words and health bars moving about. 

“Fuck.  I can see Spawners.”

“We knew this was likely.  Now we need to come up with a plan on how to deal with them.”

“I wouldn’t suggest the direct approach, not when…hold on.  I see something else.”

“What is it?  I can’t see as far as you, apparently.”

“Everyone stay here for a minute.”

Confused looks fall upon him, but he doesn’t have time to explain.  He opens his strides into a sprint, grunting and growling the entire way as though the extra effort will see him moving as quickly as Ziere.  It’ll never happen though, and anyone can see him, so he darts from one stone ruin to the next, or behind whatever rock or tree he can use to mask his path.  He stops well short of the outer wall though and crouches by a slab of stone, huffing for air as he watches the front gate.  Two players are approaching, judging by the color of their health bars. 

“Who has the best eyesight in the group?” he whispers after catching his breath. 

“You do realize that Kendra has binoculars, right?  You could have borrowed them instead of sprinting off like a madman.”

“Just tell her to keep an eye on the gate.  I won’t be able to see what happens once they’re inside.”

“Well, maybe announce what you’re thinking next time.”

Ando lets out a growl as he squints ahead.  Two players are nearing the front gate.  One looks like he belongs in some futuristic, no-rules football team, while the other could pass for a peasant in a medieval village, complete with a large stick he’s passing off for a staff.  To each their own, clearly, but he couldn’t care if they were wearing corsets and panties right now.  He just needs to see what’ll happen to them. 

The answer comes soon enough.  One of the huge stone doors, which doesn’t seem logical, swings open just far enough for a Storm-Trooper-looking NPC to slip out and greet them.  The color of the health bar gives him away as a Spawner, which makes Ando’s teeth clench as he watches.  The players nod to whatever the Spawner is saying, then slip inside with the door closing behind them. 

“Fuck, I lost them.  What’s happening?”

“They’re just walking to the next gate.  I’m looking through Kendra’s eyes, so I can see everything without having to wait for her to tell me.  Uhm…yeah, they’re passing through the second gate, closing in on the third.  It’s opening…wait, something weird just happened.”

“You better say something pleasant, like they just handed them a bag filled with money.”

“The players seem frozen.”

“Maybe they’re just talking?”

“No, they’re definitely frozen.  The peasant-looking guy was holding his stick toward the door to say something.  He’s still holding that stick, it’s thicker than his arms, so I can’t imagine he’s strong enough to hold it out like that.  Plus, wow, her binoculars are impressive, because I can see a fly crawling around his lips.  No way anyone would just ignore that.  Wait, did he just flicker?”

“Define flicker.”

“His body flashed a bunch of times.  Like, a whole bunch.”

“What about the other player?”

“I don’t know.  Kendra’s zoomed in on that fly.  Crap!  They both just disappeared.”

Ando starts toward the gate out of habit, only to have wisdom smack him in the back of the head.  If the players disappeared, then they probably logged out, which means there’s no point in running in there.  He knows something happened though.  He can just feel it in his bones. 

“Amber?”

“What the hell do you want me to…wait, the big one just came back.  Oh, there’s the short one.  Uhm…something’s wrong.”

“Again, define wrong.”

“All of the interior gates just opened, and the players are walking to the cave without an escort.  I don’t…wait.  M4 is trying to tell me something.  Crap, get ready to come back to the hub.”

“What?  Why?”

He doesn’t get an answer.  He gets logged out, along with every member of the team.  Amber has to push her way through the group to find him, showing no concern for those she shoves.  “Don’t give me any shit.  Just come with me.”

He assumes she’s going to the globe, so he takes a step in that direction, only to have her try to jerk him the other way, losing her grip in the process.  He’s never seen her so angry, so he hurries to her side and follows her down the hall to the seldom-used room with all of the monitors.  M4 is sitting at one of them, glancing through a screen filled with tons of numbers and random letters. 

“Welcome back,” she states in a flat tone without looking away from the screen. 

“Okay, what the hell was that all about?  Why did you log us out without explaining first?”

“Come over here and I’ll explain.”

Ando lets out a sigh, but stands beside the chair and looks up at the data stream.  It may as well be in Greek, because he can’t make heads or tails out of any of it.  However, as he watches, two sections of data are marked, graying out the rest to make it easier to see.  M4 stands up and points at the top line, but she may as well have remained seated. 

“This is the data from one of those players,” she states in a flat tone as she points at the top half of the highlighted section.  “Now, I know it won’t make any sense to you, but, to me, they may as well have thrown out an advertisement banner.”

“Just give me the short version without the setup,” he groans and makes a circular motion with his hand. 

“I can do that.  Before the players froze, the data stream was quite ordinary, unremarkable, at best.  However, when they returned, only half of their data was the same.”

“Which means?” he growls with a raised brow and some heat on his neck. 

“Oh, for fucks sake, that isn’t the short version,” Amber snaps, rolls the chair out of the way, and slips to the other side of the screen.  “Look, normal data, right?  The player disappears, and then they come back with messed up data.  The short version, finally, is that the data isn’t the same.  They did something to those players while they were in there.”

“Like what?” he asks, looking from one to the other. 

“I have a theory,” M4 starts with a worried glance at the screen.  “From what I can see, the avatar data is the same.  It’s the user data that has changed.”

“User data?  As in a different user?”

“Precisely,” Amber sighs and leans with her hands on the desk.  “Shoremen logged out the players and logged into their account.  When the vote starts, they’ll vote in Nacron’s favor, most likely.”

“But, how would they gain the account information?”

“I believe that is what they were after in Chatra Corporation.  Ando, I am sorry, I truly believed that they were after the virus.  If my theory is true, then they were after the program Chatra created to gain access to their country’s security and defense programs.  When A11 slipped by Fairfax, he wasn’t going for the virus.  He left to download the program.  Now, when the players come to vote, they will log each of them out and place their votes for them.”

“Fuck!” 

3

Ando can’t shake the feeling that the information should have been conveyed into his head, rather than spending the time to bring everyone back to the hub.  Now they’re right back where they started, rushing toward the gates and towers.  Down the way, three more players are walking toward the outer gate, like three more lambs to the slaughter.  On a good note, the previous players were only logged out, so they should be fine IRL.  That’s the only good thing about the situation, because not only does he have to deal with the Spawners, but he has to figure out how to avoid being logged out. 

“M4 and Sonny have a theory,” Amber speaks in his head as he closes in on the outer wall.  “The Spawners are using the program to locate their Fantacons to hack into their accounts.  You should be fine since your location is masked.  That’s the theory, at least, so take it for what it’s worth.”

“Well, this’ll be a walk in the park then,” he groans while looking over his shoulder.  Only a few of his companions have enough speed to keep up with him, but he can’t wait for them to catch up.  He has to stop those players from nearing the gates, which happens to be opening right now.  “Fuck!”

It’s the same Storm Trooper Spawner as before.  There might be safety in numbers, but he can’t wait for backup.  With a growl, he charges ahead and draws back his fist, speeding toward the opening gate with the helmet of the Spawner in his sights.  He’s running so fast that no one has a chance to turn their heads his way, offering him a perfect cheap shot.  The head of the Spawner slams into the edge of the other gate, bounces off, and then staggers into a lunging gut punch.  An uppercut follows, along with a laser bolt into the chest of the white armor.  It’s a low-level Spawner, with only 1,000HP, which whittles away quickly once help arrives. 

“Dude, what the hell?” one of the players cries out as the Spawner falls dead to the ground.  “We’re just here for the vote.  Nacron fucking invited us to come.”

“Nacron lied to you,” he growls and picks up the loot the Spawner dropped.  “They’re hacking into everyone’s accounts and logging into them so they can vote how Nacron wants.  Your Fantacon will be useless if you go in there.”

“Ah, bullshit,” the second player laughs and tries to push past him, only to have Ando stand in his way.  “You’re just trying to keep us from making money, asshole.”

“They won’t listen to you, and you don’t have time to beat some sense into their skulls.  Tell them about PvP, then threaten them.”

“Ask your handler about what happens in PvP,” he repeats after looking over his shoulder.  The second gates are opening, so he has to wrap things up before the next fight comes to him. 

“There’s no…wait, what?”

“What’s wrong?” the first player asks, only to drop his jaw.  “Fuck!  Do we die for real?  How the hell is that even possible?”

“Never really had that explained to me,” he groans and turns around so that his back isn’t facing the real enemy.  “I suggest you get out of here though.  Get away from the gate, then log out.”

“We can just log out now,” the third player grumbles and opens her menu, only to let out a cry.  “Why is it grayed out?”

“It’s the Spawners, like him,” he replies and points at the spot where the trooper was a moment ago.  “They keep players from logging out.  They usually block communication with handlers too, but these may not be the powerful ones.  Just get out of here.”

“But, I want to vote.”

“Come back in an hour,” he orders, only to find a sea of Spawners marching through the second gates.  “Maybe two hours?”

The players don’t have much of a choice, not when his entire team snakes their way through them.  This was the point of using Ando’s account today.  His army against Nacron’s army, a battle for all the marbles.  Sadly, the HP of his side doesn’t match up well with theirs.  Lucky for him, he has a few tricks up his sleeves. 

“Jupiter, clear a path!”

A shadow falls over the area as Jupiter grows to the size of a giant, stopping the Spawners in their tracks as they stare up at the woman.  The growl she unleashes rattles his skull, but the giant foot crashing down on the Spawners alleviates the disturbance.  In the real world, the sheer weight of Jupiter’s body would have crushed anyone, no matter how much armor they had on.  In this place, the thousands of pounds coming down on them only steal a large portion of their health.  Kendra assaults one with her blaster rifle as they try to stand up, while Topaz catches a few with her tentacles and slams them onto the ground. 

Another wave of Spawners charges in from their left, forcing the team to split their efforts.  Maggie slams powerful orbs with her tennis racket into the area, resulting in large explosions that send the Spawners scattering.  Robin holds the line with Nine by her side, while Ando and Samantha cover the other end, leaving Jupiter to handle the gate. 

The fight isn’t going smoothly.  Robin, as capable of a fighter as she is, can’t hold the line, even with Nine and Maggie supporting her.  Topaz offers help whenever she can, but Jupiter is too slow to keep the Spawners from slipping by her.  Ando has to slip in to help, but that leaves Samantha by herself, which is too much to ask of her.  They need reinforcements, but M4 was built to think, not fight, and Amber never really was much use in a battle.  That only leaves Sonny, which would certainly help, but Amber must not have been able to coax her into joining. 

“This isn’t working,” he growls, clubs a Spawner, then lifts his fist and performs a quake move to thin out the herd.  “Where are all of them coming from?”

“Nacron must have had a lot in reserve.  It’s the only explanation I can come up with.  Either that or there’s another machine somewhere.”

“Is that what M4 thinks?”

“No, that’s what I think.  Well, I suppose it’s possible that Nacron had all of these assholes in his back pocket the whole time, or in his…”

“Not in the mood for bad jokes,” he growls, knocks a vampire hunter toward the wall, then uppercuts the guy he should be hunting, considering the pale skin, leather coat, and fangs.  Everywhere he looks, more Spawners pour in, like a wave of ants setting out to consume a picnic basket in the old cartoons.  They won’t last long like this, but they’ve looted enough booster cards to turn the tide, he hopes.  “Okay, start using the cards.”

“I was hoping you’d make that call.  Who’s first?”

“Samantha,” he replies with a look over his shoulder.  The reporter is busy trying to parry the attacks of two out of the three Musketeers with her longsword, but the men are wicked quick, and she’s lost quite a bit of health.  “Two cards.  Then one on Robin, and one for Jupiter.”

“We’ve been over this.  You can’t do anything to Jupiter, remember?”

“Fuck, it’s been a while.  Okay, Topaz then.”

He’s rushing in to help Samantha when he sees a white glow flow over her body.  It’s almost blinding, considering that she’s wearing a white lab coat that never seems to get dirty, making the end result look like a bleach job from the gods.  Her hit points rise from a pitiful two-digit affair to just over 700, offering her a new lease on life as she takes the fight back to the feather-cap fucks.  He helps her out by doing a toe stomp on one, freeing her to focus on the other.  He hates performing his multi-hit moves in this situation, because he can’t protect himself until the last hit is unleashed.  Still, he has to free her up, so he knocks the Musketeer down and unleashes the pummel maneuver. 

His fear is validated when a thick arrow slams into the back of his shoulder, the same arm he was using to beat the swordsman into a pulp.  Pummel is officially interrupted, so he rolls away to search for the owner of the arrow.  He finds an orc walking toward him, offering a sneering smile as he nocks another arrow.  The orc looks like the ones from LOTR, because his skin is nearly black, and his features are misshaped.  He’s got 2,000HP, which is a big problem, because the three tentacles Topaz has on him aren’t doing a damn bit of good. 

“Hold still,” Samantha hisses and grabs the shaft of the arrow, only to lose her grip when he pushes her out of the way of the follow-up.  “I said hold still.”

“And take an arrow to the face?  Sure, why not?”

The arrow is ripped from his back, making him growl in pain, but freeing the arm to move once more.  He’s lost quite a bit of health by this point, but he doesn’t want to waste one of the booster cards on himself, not when Nacron is out there, waiting for a big showdown.  They’ll have to save as many as possible for Ziere, the only one capable of facing off with the guild leader, assuming they live long enough to see the boss arrive. 

Ando starts toward the orc, only to see a white glow pass over Topaz.  He swears her tentacles thicken as they tighten around the orc’s midsection, but the orc doesn’t seem to notice that something bad is about to happen to him.  Topaz forms three clones, who all lash out at the opponent, covering him from head to toe in tentacles.  All of them twist and squeeze, resulting in a few pops that he can hear from a distance, even over the sound of battle surrounding them.  What’s left of the body falls to the ground when the appendages release, nearly turning his stomach over as he looks anywhere else. 

Every Spawner with a long-range attack is focusing on Jupiter, who has to cover her face at this point.  Blaster bolts, energy beams, fireballs, and dozens of other spell types slam into her body from all around, whittling down her health bar as she tries to stomp a few of them in retaliation.  There are just too many of them though, and they can’t use a booster card on her, so he has to make a hard decision. 

“Dismiss Jupiter when her health gets below 10%,” he orders while charging at a cluster of spell casters beyond the reach of Robin’s lightning abilities. 

“Are you fucking crazy?  She’s the only reason none of you have died yet!”

“And it’ll cost her life if you don’t listen to me.  Has everyone received a booster yet?”

“Everyone but you, but I’m thinking about giving Topaz another one since she can clone herself.”

“How many will that leave us?”

“Two.”

“What?  We’ve killed over a dozen of these fuckers by now.”

“Yeah, but who has the time to pick up the loot?”

Ando takes a quick look as he runs, noting the creation tokens and booster cards that are being stomped into the ground.  They won’t last long if he doesn’t pick some up, so he alters his course.  Two cards are right next to one another, making an obvious choice as he speeds toward them.  However, just when he’s about to slow down to pick them up, a cluster of laser bolts slams into the ground in front of his outstretched hand.  He looks up to a strange sight, a cyberpunk-style archer, but with templar markings on his chest and face guard.  Deep down, it’s pretty badass, but the glowing orbs coming from the three prongs at the end of his weapons say to stop admiring the Spawner’s fashion choices and get to work. 

Instead of slowing down, Ando picks up some speed, electing for a zig-zag path to make targeting him impossible.  He waits until the cyber-archer commits to an attack, then jukes the tri-blast and surges ahead.  The Spawner only has 600HP, and doesn’t seem to own a melee weapon, which makes for easy work when Ando gets a hand on him.  Sliding strike starts the fight off well enough, freeing him to use jabs for the remainder to avoid using moves with cooldowns.  His hands are moving so quickly that he catches the booster card when the cyber-archer dies, then spins to race for the other two while the foe slumps to the ground. 

Another Spawner is charging at him as he races for the loot.  If he was logged in as Ziere, it wouldn’t be a contest, but the long strides of the brute close the gap before Ando can pick up the cards.  As the Spawner nears, he summons an enormous, glowing mallet that’s easily twice the man’s size and slams it down on the loot, forcing Ando to back away.  No sooner than he backs off then a Spawner in a jogging suit rushes in and picks up the cards, turns, and runs toward the largest cluster of Spawners. 

“I think they’ve caught onto our antics.”

He doesn’t want to take his eyes away from the Spawner with the oversized hammer, but he can’t help himself.  Through the corner of his eyes, he finds another Spawner near Jupiter’s foot, scooping up the tokens and cards.  None of Topaz’s clones see him, because they’re all too busy handling the wave coming in from the front gate, converging on his group from all four sides. 

“Fuck!  We’ve got to stop them.”

“Okay, who am I boosting?”

“Me.”

“But, you won’t be able to…”

“Not as important as ending this.  Boost me.  Both cards.”

“On it…done.  Go kick some ass!”

He can feel the difference immediately, although he cringes at the thought of not saving anything for Ziere.  The 30% increase in his speed sees him shooting around to the back of the hammer-owner, just as the Spawner swings down to the spot where Ando was standing just a second ago.  He unleashes a backhand, wishing that he had Ziere’s assassin strike ability, but shakes off the thought to finish the fight.  He snatches both the token and the card, just to make sure that they can’t create another Spawner, then turns to locate the jogging-suit wearer with all of their loot.  His eyes narrow on him, and he starts forward, only to receive some sound advice. 

“It’s too late to go after the tracksuit guy now!  The stuff he picked up is already in their system.  Focus on the closest Spawner instead.”

The closest is an elf assassin wearing a red cloak, but that isn’t his biggest concern at the moment.  It’s the cluster of spell casters whittling down Jupiter that holds the priority, in his opinion.  With a nod, he speeds toward the group, noting that all of them have their eyes toward the sky, focused on the giant, rather than what’s coming for them.  They have a line of spearmen keeping watch, but they’re far too slow to contend with Ando’s increased speed, or deal with the surprise he has up his sleeve.  Not only is he faster, stronger, and tougher, but his jump attribute has risen to the point that he can leap over the line with his fist raised.  He comes down to unleash the quake ability, right in the middle of the group.  They scatter like bowling pins, leaving him wishing that he had another area-of-effect maneuver to follow up with.  He has to settle for toe-stomping an ice mage in the face, then chicken hex the fire sorcerer, since she was the first to get up.  Quake doesn’t see the group down for long though, forcing him to pick a target. 

The casters are made out of glass, essentially, but taking them down while avoiding the spears aimed at his back is nearly impossible.  He gets an ice spear in the chest for his effort, stunning him and allowing a spearman to thrust the tip of his weapon into Ando’s back.  The damage is negligible, but there’s too much coming at him at once. 

“Can one of you please help him?!”

He doesn’t have to look to know that nobody is coming, even though he can’t free his eyes up for a second anyway.  Not only is he dealing with the casters and the spearmen, but others are rushing into the fight, choosing to ignore his companions.  That either means that they’re smart, or someone is giving them orders. 

“Nacron is close,” he calls out and unleashes a gut punch into the ice mage, then grabs his shoulders and turns to use him as a human shield.  The spells and spears slam into him, giving Ando a second to glance at the battlefield.  The friendly health bars aren’t looking well, but they’re so spread out that he doesn’t know where to go first.  As it turns out, he doesn’t have to, because a large shadow falls over the area.  When he looks up, his stomach falls to his knees, because the last of Jupiter’s health has been taken.  There’s nothing he can do for her now, so he races out of the way, leaving the casters and spearmen to their fate as the giant crashes on top of them.  “I told you to…”

“I’m sorry, I can’t keep an eye on everything at all times,” Amber cries back in his head.  “She was fine a second ago, I swear.  Wait, Kendra, turn your head just a bit to your right, then look up.”

“What’s going on?” he asks and jogs ahead to pick up the loot he sees around Jupiter’s massive frame. 

“I hate to pour fuel on the fire that’s already scorching the shit out of you guys, but I’m pretty sure that I just saw Nacron.”
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The name sends a chill down his spine.  They aren’t ready to face Nacron yet, not by a long shot.  There are too many Spawners to contend with, and losing Jupiter only makes matters worse.  One looks says that a few others aren’t far from joining the size-altering superhero/villain, but it’s not like he can walk up and ask the guild leader for a redo. 

“So much for Cincinnati’s finest,” he grumbles while turning to search for the player.  He starts by locating Kendra, then follows her gaze toward the cave.  The angle is shit, thanks to the walls, and the horde of army guys charging at him only makes him growl.  “Fuck.  Can you bring her back?”

“Not until you’re out of combat.  The same goes for every one we lose between now and then.”

“Fuck.  Again!”

The army guys don’t take much effort to deal with, although their machine guns are a pain in the ass.  Every bullet is felt, making him hiss as he speeds in to deal with them individually with his fists.  The constant assault forces him to cover his face with a power glove while he strikes back, stealing precious seconds that he knows he can’t afford.  It gets easier with each Spawner he defeats, freeing him to take down the last two without bothering to protect himself.  He knows he has to be smarter from here on out, especially now that he’s down to 1,200/1,740HP.  The seven tokens and cards he loots will keep more from entering the battle, but it’s a pitiful trade for the time he lost dealing with the mob. 

It’s impossible to focus on any single sound with everything going on around him, but the high-pitch whir certainly makes him turn around.  A cyborg with a colorful mohawk stands over Nine, pinning her to the ground with a heavy metal foot.  He has a buzzsaw for a hand, which is spinning, inching its way toward Nine’s chest as she tries to push the foot off of her torso.  Ando charges ahead, only to watch as the spinning blade is thrust into his companion’s chest, showering the area with sparks.  Nine doesn’t make a sound, but her health points drop rapidly, vanishing before he can reach her. 

“You mother…”

Sliding strike is powerful, but it fails to unleash the rolling ball of emotion that threatens to overtake him.  After knocking the cyborg back, he takes him to the ground and pounds in his face, oblivious to the carnage happening all around him.  For the first time since the fight began, he finds himself heaving for air.  His legs threaten to fall out from under him as he rolls off of the dead cyborg, token and card in hand.  A groan sounds as he rises to his feet, shoves the items into his pocket, and searches for his next foe. 

“We just lost somebody.”

“I know,” he half-growls, half-cries out.  “I saw Nine fall.”

“Shit!  No, I was talking about Topaz!”

The name alarms him.  Out of every companion, Topaz was the one he thought would last the longest, or at least since Jupiter fell.  He can’t find her when he scans the scene, because all he sees are dead Spawners, torn ground, and crumbling walls.  He does see Samantha though, or flashes of her lab coat between the mob of Spawners surrounding her.  A crackling orb sails over his head and explodes behind them, offering him a view he wishes he couldn’t see.  Samantha drops to her knee with her sword held out in a desperate defensive posture, only to have an assassin dart in from behind and stab her in the back.  She’s gone, just like the others, freeing ten more Spawners to come his way. 

“Get back!” Maggie shouts and lobs another glowing orb with her tennis racket.  The explosion knocks a few Spawners down, but she lacks the power to kill any of them.  He doesn’t have to ask why, because none of the booster cards offer intellect, the attribute she needs to increase the damage of her spells.  The same holds true for Robin.  Even though she’s basically a tank with lightning powers, she doesn’t hold enough spell power to finish an enemy by herself.  Kendra steps to Maggie’s side, firing her blaster rifle to help out, but she’s suffering from the same issue. 

“Fall back!” he shouts while socking a short dwarf Spawner in the jaw.  “Fall back to the first gate!”

Ando stays in front of his group, allowing them to support him from afar while he keeps the mob at bay.  His recovery attribute has seen some of his health return, but now he’ll have to face off with the last fifteen Spawners without the support of a powerful ally. 

Those with melee weapons charge at him, forcing him to hold his position until they’re all within range.  He growls as he drives his fist into the ground, sending a shockwave toward the approaching mob.  The quake ability knocks them all on their asses, freeing him to charge in to finish one or two off.  Doing so is nearly impossible though, not when he has to contend with machine guns, blasters, and spells flying at him.  He needs to deal with them as well, but that would leave his remaining companions exposed to the mob he just knocked down, as well as forcing him to fight a two-sided battle.  He finishes off one melee Spawner, but now the others are on their feet, slashing and clubbing at him with their weapons.  Retreating is his only option, especially now that he’s down to half of his health points. 

“Amber?  We’re getting a bit desperate here.  Amber?”

He calls for his handler on the run, motioning for the others to get behind the gate as he rushes over to join them.  Kendra is already in a cover position, firing to keep the melee Spawners from advancing too close.  Sadly, there’s nothing she can do about the ranged attacks.  Maggie spins when an arrow catches her arm, followed by a blaster bolt that catches her in the forehead.  She’s down, with no chance to get up, leaving just the three of them to finish the battle. 

“Fuck!” he growls, grabs Robin by the arm, and jerks her around the open gate.  “Amber?  Why the fuck aren’t you answering me?”

The clatter of armor forces him to focus.  His ears follow the sound, and he shoots forward to perform a lunging gut punch into one of the knights, caving the chest plate in and stealing a quarter of his health.  A flying knee knocks him back, which he follows with a few solid punches to end the fight. 

Focusing on one Spawner is costly, proven by the sword that slices his arm, and the spear that slams into the back of his leg.  Ando cries out in pain as he turns to rip the spear out of him.  Kendra opens fire on the owner of the sword, but that only draws the Spawner's attention to her.  Ando sees it coming, but two more Spawners charge in, cutting him off before he can get to her.  He hears her scream though, confirming that he’s down to his last companion. 

He can’t give up, even if he only has 500HP remaining.  The owner of the spear is met with a backhand, followed by an uppercut that sends the Trojan warrior sailing into the crowd.  Robin clubs a weakened goblin Spawner with her hammer, finishing it off, but leaving her open to the axe swinging into her back.  Her eyes lock onto him as though she were trying to apologize, just before she disappears from the field, leaving him alone.  There are ten Spawners left, as far as he knows, but Nacron is around here, somewhere, and he doubts that Bishop is too far away. 

He can’t take them head-on, so he makes a run for it, hoping to get himself out of battle so the others can return to the fight.  His foes have other plans though.  Two appear down the path, while another spawns in a tree and fires a shot that smacks off of the rock in front of him, forcing him to duck. 

“Fuck me,” he grumbles and slides over so that he has a rock on two sides of him.  “They’re using the tokens they picked up.”

He pokes his head out in time to witness two more Spawners appearing by the wall.  One is an archer, and the other is a color-variant of the cyborg who killed Nine.  He’s lost count of their numbers now, not that it matters.  There’s nowhere to go, and the rumble of footsteps says that his recovery stat won’t have enough time to return all of his health. 

He feels the air shift around him, guiding him to turn and put his hands out, just as an assassin breaks from stealth to attempt a twin-dagger assault.  His gloves manage to parry the assault, and he performs a flying knee into the elf’s chest, sending him flying back.  Ando knows that following up will leave him exposed, but he can’t let the assassin slip away, not when he’s missing half of his health. 

“Come here you piece of…”

He’s about to charge at the elf when a metal spear suddenly bursts through the Spawner’s chest.  It’s ripped out, leaving a quarter of the health bar, but quickly followed by a slash across the back of the neck.  The white ponytail falls to the ground, but the bleeding elf staggers into Ando’s waiting fist.  When the Spawner finally falls, he’s left with a view of Amber in her old stripper outfit, holding a bloody spear as she bends over to scoop up the items. 

“I would have bent the other way to give you a view,” she teases as the items disappear in her hand, “but I don’t think your heart can take much more of this.”

As surprising as it is to see his handler on the battlefield, it’s her information glowing above her head that leaves him baffled.  She has 2,600HP, which means that she used the remaining cards on herself before coming to rescue him. 

“Damsel in distress?” he asks with a wry smile. 

“Well, I figured it was about time somebody saved you for once, right?” she chuckles, then growls and darts past him to thrust her spear into the cyborg.  The Spawner has a partner, so Ando races in to rejoin the fight.  The two work in harmony, switching back and forth to deal with one another’s targets as though they’d been practicing their moves for weeks.  They finish the pair in a short time, but he finds that some of her health bar is missing when they regroup behind the rocks. 

“Fucking snipers got me,” she growls and grabs her arm.  “Why didn’t you tell me that getting shot hurt so much?”

“It’s better than fire, believe me.”

“I hope I don’t find out.  Now, I’m showing fourteen more.  Let’s hang out here and wait for them to come to us.  Have you got any health potions?”

“Yeah, the stupid low-level ones,” he groans and shakes his head.  “Nothing that three seconds of my recovery stat won’t cover.  I can’t believe you came for me though.  You hate fighting.”

“Not as much as I hated watching you guys get your asses handed to you,” she groans and pops her head over the rock, only to have a bullet strike just inches from her face.  “Fuck, they’re relentless.”

“I noticed.  I don’t know how long we can wait them out though.  I mean, what time is it?”

“The vote starts in an hour.  That’s more than enough time for you to run far enough away to get out of battle.”

“Okay, fuck that,” he chuckles while a fireball crashes over the top of the rock, forcing them to slide over.  “I’m not leaving you here.”

“I can come back.  No problem.”

He doesn’t have time to argue with her, not when two more Spawners run around the rocks from each side.  A little voice in his head screams that this is just a diversion, so he holds back on using the quake move, just in case more are coming in to flank.  Amber holds her own pretty well, spinning her spear around to confuse the Spawner until she can land her hit.  Ando can’t marvel at her graceful motions though, because he’s got his own foe to deal with. 

He feels the boots stomping on the ground before he hears them.  It was a diversion, but one he was prepared for.  He shoves the Spawner away before twisting and raising his fist at the same time.  His eyes widen at the sight of seven Spawners running around the larger rock, but he’s already committed to the move.  The shock wave sends them falling back, but it also clears the path for a sniper to fire.  The shot strikes him right in the chest, stealing nearly a hundred health points.  He clutches at it and ducks before the second shot hits, but the Spawner he was fighting before the mob rushed in is back in the brawl.  Ando catches his hands when they go for his neck, growling in pain as blood pours from his gunshot wound. 

Hearing him in agony must have signaled Amber, because she let out an angry shout before plunging her spear into the skull of the Spawner.  The others race in as well, putting her on the defensive as she fights them back.  Ando tries to get up to help, but one of the Spawners performs a shockwave move that knocks him back onto his ass.  The damage is minimal, but his vision is blurry, and he can’t seem to find his footing. 

“Just stay there!” Amber orders and sweeps the area with her spear, injuring three Spawners in the process.  One of them must have died, because he can see the card and token on the ground.  Twice he throws out his hand to snatch them, but he can’t seem to aim his hand, requiring a third attempt to pick them up.  It’s one less Spawner they’ll have to deal with, but he’s down to his last 300HP.  Still, he won’t go down without a fight, so he waits until a brute with a mace steps back to charge, then performs an uppercut, right into the Spawner’s groin.  The cheap shot knocks him down to his knees, putting him on Ando’s level so he can beat his ugly face in.  All the while, Amber grunts and growls, straining to keep the other foes at bay.  She takes a sniper shot to the thigh before finishing the last of them, and she drops with a cry of pain beside him.  Ando would rather hold her right now, but he can’t allow the tokens and cards to fall back into the wrong hands. 

“Well, we are positively fucked, aren’t we?” she says with a breathy chuckle while applying pressure to her wound.  “On a good note, we dealt with the melee fighters.”

“Just have to figure out how to deal with the snipers now,” he replies and shoves the items into his pocket to send them to his inventory.  “Can you apply these cards to me?  I might be able to deal with them if I was a bit faster.”

“Yeah, about that,” she growls and leans her head against the rock.  “I lost visual after Samantha went down, then the entire connection with Kendra.  We don’t have enough fighters to combat their signal jamming, so I can’t do anything to help us.  If we could thin them out though, M4 could take care of it, but we’d have to get the numbers in our favor.”

“Which means we pretty much have to finish this fight,” he grumbles and leans against the rock beside her.  “Well, I don’t suppose you have any brilliant ideas on how to do that?”

“You’re the one with the high intellect.  Come on, smart-ass, do some mastermind shit.”

“I think I’ve lost too much blood for that,” he laughs and checks his HUD.  The 300HP is back up to 415, but it’s only a matter of time before the Spawners swoop in to finish them off.  Amber is in just as bad shape, even though she had more health to begin with.  It’d take a miracle to save their sorry asses now, and he can’t see the Fantacon granting him a wish.  Still, he can’t hear any footsteps swishing through the grass, and no one has fired at them for nearly a minute.  They may be down to the last few snipers, which would hold in their favor if he could get a little bit of his health back.  “I’m going to give them another minute.  If they don’t attack, then I’ll take whatever health I have and make a run in the direction I got shot from.  Sound like a plan?”

“Sounds like a stupid plan.  You’ll get shot in the back before you ever reach that tree the jerk is hiding in.  Let’s just wait here until they ask if we surrender.  Maybe we’ll get our health back by then.”

He knows it’s just her personality speaking, but he does hate the idea of leaving her alone.  While they’ve never had a loving relationship, he decides to take her hand in his anyway.  She flinches when she feels his skin, but a slight smile curls on her lips before she snakes her fingers in between his. 

“I’d tell you to turn off your inhibitor and escape into a cutscene with me, but I don’t think it’d do much good.”

“I guess we should have left one of them alive,” he chuckles, nodding to where the Spawner bodies were.

“No one in that group was female.”

“Yeah, don’t really care at this point.  I’d be willing to suck a dick to save your life.”

“What?” she laughs and shakes her head, only to hiss in pain.  “Damn, don’t do that to me.  I think one of those assholes broke my ribs.”

“Sorry.  I would though.  I don’t know if I’d take one up the ass for you, but…”

Amber offers him a smile, but turns her head away when a tear runs down her cheek.  He knows that she’s thinking about all the arguments they had, but he won’t let her dwell on those right now.  Instead, he drapes his arm over her shoulder and pulls her in, then turns his head so she can cry in peace. 

“Look, I want you to know that…”
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One second, Ando was turning to look at his handler so he could express his true feelings.  The next second, he’s staring at the scalding remains of the rock behind them and his empty hand.  His face feels hot, so he lifts a hand to find that his skin is burned, and his ear on that side is missing.  Not only that, but he lost half of the health he regained, putting him below 400HP as he tries to figure out what the fuck just happened. 

“Amber?” he whispers through the ringing in his head.  “Amber?”

“I am afraid that you will have to speak far louder than that,” a familiar voice laughs from less than fifteen feet away. 

Slowly his fingers begin to curl into fists.  He presses one against the ground for leverage so he can stand, knowing that he will see his death coming.  Nacron’s bald, ugly mug smirks at him as he claws at the rock to support his weight until he’s standing.  Bishop is standing over Nacron’s shoulder, keeping the massive blaster cannon trained on him throughout.  He takes a short trip down memory lane, back to when he first met Amber.  Bishop had torn through the crowd at the strip club Amber worked at with that same weapon.  He won’t be able to withstand another hit from it.  A grazing one, maybe, but that’ll leave him as easy pickings for Nacron. 

“Going to take me in so you can hack into my account?” he asks with a sneer he intended to be a wry smile.  He may not stand a chance against Nacron in his current state, but he wants to get a jab in with the fact that he figured out the asshole’s plans, even if it’s quite literally the last thing he does. 

“Oh, I think you and I are well beyond that, aren’t we, Robert?” Nacron sighs and takes a few steps closer.  Bishop remains in place, training the weapon on him.  It’s an impressive feat, considering how much the body-long blaster has to weigh. 

“Again with the Robert shit,” he groans and leans back his head, eying his health bar throughout.  It’s risen to 345, but it offers no comfort, not when he’s facing a foe with 70,000HP.  “How many times do we have to go over this?”

“At least one more, like always.”

“Don’t quote old movies.  It just shows your age.”

Nacron shakes his head and smiles, revealing the horrifically stained teeth behind his foul lips.  Ando swears he can smell the rot and decay, even from eight feet away.  Why he chooses to look like that is beyond comprehension, so he decides to ask, if only to stall for another sliver of HP. 

“That was a clever trick you pulled this morning.  You almost had me fooled into thinking that you sent Will’s body to my shop.  It certainly looked like a body wrapped in sheets from a distance.  I suspect that you wanted to put Will’s body into that truck, but you just didn’t have the nerve when the time came, did you?”

“Smelled too bad for me.  Bit like your breath.  Why the fuck do you choose to have your Avatar’s teeth look and smell like a rotting corpse?”

“An unpleasant side effect of my many other choices,” he replies and eases himself onto what’s left of one of the rocks.  “Ruling this place is not without consequences, or side effects, whichever you choose to believe.”

385, but still too little to mount a comeback.  It doesn’t help that the remaining Spawners have come out of hiding, proving that there are four of them still, leaving him hilariously outnumbered.  Their health bars aren’t that intimidating, so he glances over at Bishop to check his information, only to find something unusual.  He swore he knew it when he stepped out of the mansion last night, but, now that he’s focused on it, it alarms him that Bishop has no information above his head.

“I can’t believe you fell for my trap,” Nacron continues with his head tilted slightly to one side, all while those weird eyes look him over.  “Karma was fiercely loyal to you, old friend, right up to the end.  Commendable, but that is their purpose, is it not?  You did manage to throw me for a loop though.  I never would have thought that you, of all people, would stoop so low as to actually lay with the NPCs we sent you.  Masterful ploy.  I commend you.”

“Again, because I’m not Robert, you psychopath!” he shouts with what little energy he has remaining.  415 and climbing, but even a full health bar wouldn’t be much help, not unless he can figure out how to take down the remaining Spawners.  “I don’t know if there are any therapists around here, but you should really go see one.”

“Now you sound like your old self,” Nacron chuckles and rises from the rock.  He paces before Ando with his hands behind his back, eying him throughout with that wicked smile widening.  “You were so concerned for me when I lost my temper that day.  My first player kill.  The look on your face…I can still see it.  I knew that look quite well.  It’s the look a father gives his son when he carries out his first act of violence, when he shows the first sign of the killer instinct within, begging to be unleashed in a society that frowns upon succumbing to our animalistic urges.  They do not frown upon it in this place.  You did though, and those like you.  How is that fair?  We finally found a world where we are free to be whatever we choose, yet here you are, trying to perverse our freedom into that world.  The one we all wish to escape from.”

“The only thing perverse around here is you.”

“Says the man who screwed two anime women at the same time?” he asks with a challenging brow.  “Would the real world you wish to turn this place into allow for such carnal activities?  I think not.  This should be the real world, Robert.  A place beyond their unfair laws, their inflation, their taxes, greed, wars, and utter dependence on technology.  The vote will ensure that Eternity Shores does not become that foul world, and I will do everything in my power to make certain that it stays, just the way it is.”

“Even murder?”

“Was it though?” Nacron asks and tilts his head aside slightly.  “Murder is subjective to the laws of the land.  Yes, I have killed my fair share of players in this world, but where are the police, hmm?  Where are the law enforcers?  No one here has ever tried to take me in for my crimes.  No one has attempted to bring justice to me for my actions.  That must mean that what I have done is within the laws of this world.  You may complain and whine all you wish, but, in the back of that misguided head of yours, you know that I am right.”

Ando opens his mouth to respond, but the words scramble into an incoherent mess somewhere between his brain and his mouth.  As terrifying as it is to consider, Nacron has a point.  There are no such laws in this place, or PvP wouldn’t be permitted.  The program could have made it so that a sword or spell of one player would pass through another without causing harm, but they didn’t.  That means that they fully intended for players to be able to hurt one another, even kill one another.  Nacron, as hard as it is to accept, is playing within the rules of the Fantacon, even if he was the one who altered them to begin with. 

“I can practically hear the gears turning in your head,” Nacron chuckles and takes a few steps closer.  “It’s finally sinking in, isn’t it?  After all of these years, you have come to realize that I have been right all along.  Which, by definition, means that you are…?”

“Fucked.”

“Well, yes, but I was hoping that you would admit to being wrong,” he sighs and turns.  Nacron draws in a deep breath, smiling at the world before him, a world he likely believes belongs to him, and him alone.  “I have decided to fulfill the offer I made to you, Robert.  I will divide this place.  Those who do not wish to partake in PvP will be free to do so, but I will make that decision come at a price.  Thanks to my grasp of the system, I can make it so that any game where players cannot kill one another offers far less valuable items.  They can still come here as an alternative to the slave world outside, but they will never become rich from it.  I feel that is a fair alternative, isn’t it?”

“To you.  Why should they have to struggle to get by just because they don’t want to kill people IRL?  That isn’t fair.  That’s just you enabling yourself, you fuck nut.”

“Fuck nut,” he chuckles and glances at Ando over his shoulder.  “Your new handler must be some piece of work.  The old you never would have spoken in such a manner, even in dire situations.  I rather appreciated that.  Always calm, always professional.  I wanted you to know that before I kill you.”

580HP.  Maybe enough to speed over and kill the sniper with her weapon shouldered, but then what?  Bishop will blow a hole in him as soon as he lands the blow.  That doesn’t factor in Nacron, who’s probably fast enough to block his path as soon as he commits to it.  Shit, why can’t he be logged in as Ziere right now?  They thought their numbers would give them an edge, but they only managed to delay the inevitable.  No matter how he looks at it, he is truly fucked. 

“What’d the cops have to say when they arrived this morning?”

“It wasn’t the police, Robert, but you made a valiant effort.  An ambulance was the first on the scene, actually.  I managed to make them believe that a drunk driver crashed into my store, then staggered off before I could speak with him.  I also slipped the paramedic a few hundreds for his discretion.  You wouldn’t believe how easily public servants can be manipulated with a bit of cash.  You did manage to slow me down though.  It took hours to have the truck towed and the front door boarded over.  Bravo, Robert.  Bravo.”

Nacron mocks him with a weak clap, one that the Spawners mimic as they draw in closer.  Bishop doesn’t move though.  Either he’s damn good at following orders, or something is wrong with him.

“The vote will begin shortly, and I have to clean up your mess for a second time today,” Nacron sighs, shaking his head as he walks up to Ando with his hands behind his back again.  “I never figured out how you managed to cheat death the last time, Robert, but I will make certain that history doesn’t repeat itself.”

Ando smiles back and raises his hands as though to surrender, but he has one last ditch effort in mind.  He starts by scratching the back of his head, then his neck before reaching for the off switch to the inhibitor.  “Dude, I keep telling you that my name isn’t Robert.  It’s actually…”

The wind rushes out of his lungs as heavy, sharp claws plunge into his chest.  Blood pours down Nacron’s wrist as he sneers at him, mere inches from his shocked face.  Ando’s HP drops to but a few points, but he focuses on stretching for the switch, his last desperate act before he dies. 

“Such a big heart,” Nacron whispers and tightens his grip.  “I have it in my hand, actually.  I can feel it trying to beat.  My claws have punctured it though, so every little thump-thump is causing you to bleed out.  Before I pop your organ in my grasp, I want to hear it.  I want you to admit that you are Robert.”

“My name…” he coughs, splattering blood on Nacron’s face as his finger clicks the off switch. “…is Channing.”

The darkness comes, but he doesn’t know if it’s death, or if his corrupted class card has rushed in to save him one last time.  The pain remains in his chest, and he hears himself breathing in his ears like he has a mask on over his mouth.  He reconsiders every mistake he made since logging in on the Fantacon.  He should have kept Karma safe from the start, even if leaving was her choice.  He should have been kinder to Amber, honest, at least.  More than anything, he should have grown a pair and taken on Nacron in the real world, where he might have stood a chance.  Will had a gun, after all, a weapon he could have used to end the madness once and for all.  He was too consumed with not killing anyone though, especially after what happened with Will.  If he’d sucked it up and taken the gun, he wouldn’t be here, dying.  He’d be trying to get past the guilt of taking a life, but he’d be alive, as would all of the players who might not survive the day, or Nacron’s perverted vision of the future.  It’s too late for that now though.  Far, far too late, and all he can do is regret. 

A light forms from far away, like seeing the end of a long, dark tunnel.  This is it.  He’s ascending to whatever life awaits him.  If there is a Heaven, he has no business being there, not after everything he’s done.  Still, it’ll be nice to know that there is something out there, something more than the struggles of living.  As the light comes closer, he tilts his head back to bask in its warmth, even though he fears that he’ll wind up somewhere far, far hotter. 

The last of the darkness disappears.  The light is painfully bright, so he lifts a hand to shade himself from it.  As he adjusts, he realizes that there’s a warm wind blowing through his hair, and the sound of rustling leaves all around him.  When he pulls his hand away, not only is he looking up at the sky, but the limbs of trees with plump fruits hanging from their tips.  He doesn’t recognize their golden skin with red dots, so he tries to sit up for a closer look.  Pain shoots through his body though.  He grunts and tilts his head to find that he’s wearing an unbuttoned shirt, with bandages wrapped around his chest.  The corner of his HUD shows that his health bar is nearly replenished, but there’s a dot on the player radar that makes his eyes widen.  His head turns to see Nacron in farmer’s clothing, which is odd as fuck, standing with a basket hanging by one arm, and one of the golden fruits in his other hand.  He’s staring at the latter with a confused look on his ugly face, just before those yellow eyes slowly shift upward to look at Ando. 

“What is this?” Nacron growls, drops the basket, and slams the fruit on the ground.  He storms toward Ando with murder in his eyes, flexing his clawed fingers as he reaches down to snatch him by the throat.  His hand stops short though, like an unseen barrier prevents him from touching his target.  “No.  No, this cannot be.  You should be dead right now.  I had your heart in my hand.  I saw the last of your health drain.”

“Welcome to my world, bitch,” Ando chuckles, then groans as he pushes himself to his feet.  His chest hurts something awful, but seeing Nacron squirm nearly makes it all worth it.  “Ever heard of class card corruption?  It can be a huge pain in the ass, but it’s helpful when I’m in a tight jam.”

“Corruption?  What kind of corruption?  Which class card?”

“Oh, I could tell you, but then you’ll get all huffy and start whining,” he sighs and walks over to pluck one of the fruits.  He bites into it with no expectations, but finds it crisp, juicy, and full of sweetness.  “Man, too bad we don’t have anything like this in the real world.”

“You’re stalling, Robert,” Nacron growls and storms over to him.  He tries to knock the fruit from his hand, but his clawed fingers strike the unseen barrier once more, sending his arm spinning back in the other direction, drawing yet another loud growl of frustration.  “Why can’t I kill you?!”

“That’s not how it works here,” he chuckles and walks away with the fruit, forcing Nacron to catch up.  “See, this is my world, sort of, and you’re stuck here with me until the terms of the corruption are fulfilled.”

“What are these terms?”

“Are we negotiating now?” he asks with a challenging brow lifted over his shoulder.  “What are you offering?”

“Your life,” he hisses and walks out in front of Ando to cut him off.  “I will permit you to live, so long as you never return to Eternity Shores.”

“Eh,  I think you can do better.  A lot better, actually, but you’re closer than you might think.”

“You want to reside within the non-PvP half of the game?  Fine, I will make it so.”

“Do better.”

Nacron growls and tries to swat at him again, and again, only to bounce away each time.  “Fine!  I won’t mess with the loot drops of the non-PvP half of the world.”

“Okay, I like where this is heading.  I think you can do better though.  Much better in fact.”

“I hate you,” he growls and stands in the way, only to have Ando continue marching ahead, using the barrier to knock him back.  “Will you stand still?  I am trying to barter with you, but I haven’t a clue what you want.  What is it, Robert?  What the hell do you want from me?”

“Everything,” he replies with a smug smile.  “I want everything.  I want all of your Fantacons delivered to a location of my choosing.  Then, after I’ve secured them, I want you to get out of my state.  It’s shitty enough without your ugly ass in it.”

“Never.  I will never give up the only thing saving me from that foul, cruel existence.”

“Yeah, I kinda figured you’d say that,” Ando sighs and chucks the fruit aside.  “In that case, you and I will be stuck here, forever, until one of us dies IRL.”

“You wouldn’t take that chance.  You wouldn’t kill yourself just to stop me.”

“Like you said, I was dead back there.  I don’t stand a chance against you in a fight, so this is the only option I have left.  I die, you die, and the world is all the better for it.”
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The cutscene shifts, pulling them from the pleasant fruit farm and into a hallway.  It’s a school, judging by the lockers lining the walls, but it doesn’t appear to be from a video game.  He knows because the place looks unremarkable.  If it were a zombie game, the lockers would all be broken, and the undead would be roaming the halls.  He turns to find Nacron standing behind him, minus the murderous stare that’s been present ever since they left Eternity Shores. 

“Where are we?”

Nacron doesn’t respond, at least not with words.  Instead, he walks past Ando as though he weren’t there and disappears around the corner.  Ando follows, but he gives the corner a wide berth, just in case.  When he clears the edge, he finds the guild leader standing only ten feet away, watching a scene unfold in the distance.  It’s a scene that feels all too real to Ando.  Three tall boys are dragging a shorter boy toward them, punching, slapping, and kicking at him along the way.  One of them opens a locker while the other two stuff the smaller boy inside, resulting in the poor kid’s fingers getting smashed when the locker is slammed shut.  The boy howls in pain, but that’s not all Ando notices.  Nacron is shaking his hand, the same hand the kid just had crushed. 

“You know, I just thought of something,” he sighs and walks over to stand beside Nacron.  “The cutscenes I get stuck in are always based off of the NPC I’m stuck with.  Those scenes derive from whatever game they come from.  I’ve never gone through this with another player though, so I’m betting that these are your memories, sort of.  Let me guess, that kid is you?”

Nacron doesn’t answer.  Instead, he rushes forward with one of his sharp claws drawn back, speeding in a blur toward the bullies at the other end of the hallway.  When he arrives, he slashes at their faces, only to have his hand pass right through them as though they were holograms. 

“Well, looks like the rules still apply,” Ando states and walks closer.  “See, games tend to make child NPCs invulnerable to attacks.  You know, so the parents don’t throw a fit and take them to court because their son murdered an entire orphanage of halflings, or some shit.  Looks like you won’t be exacting any revenge today.”

“End this,” he mutters and tries to slash a child again, only to have his hand pass through.  “I don’t know how, yet, but I will figure out how to break through this barrier.  When I do, I will make certain that your death is long and agonizing.”

“Yeah, not really up to me.  It only ends when you and I become lovers.”

“What?!”

“I know, right?” he chuckles and leans against one of the lockers.  “I’m the one who should be complaining.  At least my avatar is good-looking.  Yours looks like…well, I’m sure you’ve seen a mirror, unless the vampire bullshit about reflections is true around here.”

Nacron lets out a growl and tries to come at him again, only to have the darkness sweep over them both.  The light that returns is nowhere as bright as before.  Ando finds himself standing in a run-down house with mismatched furniture that’s seen better days.  The window shows mountains in the distance, proving that Nacron didn’t always live in Ohio.  There are some in the southern hills, but the peaks he sees rule out the possibility. 

“Let me guess.  We’re at your childhood home, aren’t we?”

He’s grown so used to having Nacron on the defensive that he isn’t prepared for the expression the asshole gives him.  Instead of fear, or frustration, the ugly bald twat turns to give him a wicked smile, then motions with one long, clawed finger for him to follow.  As much as he hates to admit it, his backside puckers up, because he can’t shake the feeling that Nacron wanted to come here.  He follows him out of the living room to a narrow hallway.  All of the doors are open except for the one facing them at the end, which Nacron’s eyes seem to be focused on.  The guild leader stops halfway down the hall and holds up one finger, then folds his hands together behind his back, proving that he’s grown more comfortable with the cutscenes. 

“Where are we, Nathan?” he asks, hoping to break through the man’s façade. 

“A moment of silence, if you will?”

Ando opens his mouth to ask why, but a muffled thump sounds in the distance, followed by several more.  Nacron starts to smile as he walks toward the door, just as it crashes open.  An old man falls out of it.  He’s frail, with ill-fitting clothes that his body used to fill out, probably.  Blood pours down his balding forehead, and it looks like his leg may have been broken along the way. 

“Hello, old man,” Nacron whispers and kneels in front of the poor guy.  “Have a bit of a fall, did we?  Hmm?”

“You know this guy?  Dude, what the fuck is going on here?”

“You said so yourself.  These are my memories, and this is the greatest of them all.  Arthur Crowell, my drunken, asshole of a grandfather.  You should step to the side.  Someone will be running in shortly.”

Ando hears the footsteps coming before Nacron’s suggestion kicks in.  He whips around to see an older version of the boy he saw before running toward him, forcing him to duck out of the way.  A quick glance says that a few years have passed, that the boy before him is twelve, perhaps thirteen years old if he’s still small for his age.  Unlike before though, the boy has a crewcut like he’s expected to join the army tomorrow, with little knicks and cuts along the neckline. 

“Nathan?” the old man mutters and tries to reach out for him.  “Help…help me up.”

The boy starts to reach for the man’s hand, but he starts to shake and quickly lunges into the corner.  He hunkers down with his hands around his knees, burying his face between them as the old man starts to sneer. 

“Boy, this ain’t no game.  Help me up.”

“Quit sniveling, you pathetic weakling,” adult Nacron growls and tries to snatch the boy by the shoulder, only to have his hand pass through.  “This is your moment.  Look up.  Look at him.  Relish in it.”

“What the fuck?” Ando gasps, swearing that the boy turned his head when Nacron growled at him.  “The hell is going on here?”

Nacron ignores him.  He sits with his legs folded beneath him, dead center between the two figures.  His eyes shift from the old man to himself, shaking his head while muttering under his breath. 

“I…I’ll call for an ambulance,” the young boy whimpers and starts to get up, only to have the old man hiss at him. 

“Ain’t paying for no damn ambulance.  They’ll tell the…damn, my leg is broken.  They’ll tell the insurance that I was drunk, just so they don’t have to…ow, ow.”

The old man clutches his chest and lowers his chin.  He starts to shake before young Nathan reaches over to place his hand on the man’s shoulder, only to have it batted away. 

“He doesn’t want your pity, foolish boy,” Nacron sighs and shakes his head again.  “Don’t waste your tears on him.  Not after the way he wrecked your family.”

The pieces are coming together, but it’s so cliché that Ando almost lets out a groan.  The boy freezes as he watches the old man suffer, likely from a heart attack brought on by the fall down the stairs.  The stench of alcohol and blood assaults his senses, but it’s the feeling of dread weighing on his shoulders that makes him cringe.  The man’s breathing slows, becoming erratic as he shakes less.  Minutes pass by at an agonizingly slow pace.  If he was smart, he’d be coming up with a plan right now, but he can’t look away from the wicked smile curling on Nacron’s lips. 

“There he goes,” he breathes with a nod.  “The lights have finally snuffed out inside of that foul head of yours, haven’t they, you old fool?”

Nacron stands up and folds his hands behind his back, basking in the memory before him.  Ando swears that a content sigh escapes him at some point, but he’s too worried about what cutscene will come next to dwell on it. 

“So, that’s why you’re fucked in the head?” Ando growls and walks around the man so that he can see his face.  “Your grandpa was a drunk who used to beat you, so you turned into a complete psychopath?  Damn it.  I thought you’d have a better backstory than that.  Now I’m just bored and disappointed.”

“He never laid a finger on me,” Nacron replies without looking away from the old man.  “Not once.  He was just a drunken idiot.  My mother felt compelled to take care of him though, even if it meant working two jobs, sometimes three, just to make ends meet.  That included his medication, and the ridiculous amount of alcohol the man consumed, even though the warning labels strictly forbade it.  He wasn’t abusive.  He was just a liability, one that held my family back for far too long.  My mother went into a shell for about a year after he died, but, little by little, she pulled herself out of it.  She never fell for it again.  She had boyfriends over the years, but she’d see her father in them, eventually, and send them packing.  Those were the best years of my life, actually, and all it took was that lousy freeloader dying to see it into fruition.  Much like Eternity Shores, now that I think about it.  The world is better once all of the leeches have been ripped from its teat.”

Ando tries to counter the statement, just to wreck the momentum, but his brain comes up empty.  Nacron turns to offer him a content smile, and even gives a slight nod before walking past him down the hall. 

“I would much enjoy seeing that again, but I have something far greater in mind.  Come, Ando, let us see something else.”

The darkness returns, bringing with it a cold chill and a sense of dread that he cannot shake.  When the darkness leaves, he’s left staring at a narrow tunnel, one that can only come from a video game world, given the shackled dead goblins he sees along the way.  There are two men in front of them, riffling through the pockets of the dead, muttering amongst themselves.  He doesn’t recognize them, but, after squinting for a few seconds, he realizes that he’s staring at an early version of Nacron.  He actually has hair that’s slicked back over his head, and his eyes are bright blue.  Not only that, but, when he smiles, his teeth are brilliantly white. 

“What the fuck is this?” he asks, turning to find Nacron staring behind him, rather than at his former self.  When he follows the guild leader’s eyes, his jaw nearly strikes the floor, and a tight string pulls against his heart.  “Uncle Robert?”

There’s no denying it.  Even though it’s his avatar, he can tell by the facial features that it’s him.  He’s dressed like a warrior, of all things, shouldering a heavy sword as he walks up to the pair. 

“Why are you two wasting your time searching for scraps?” Robert laughs as he walks over to the pair.  “The goblin king is just beyond that door.  Wouldn’t you rather see what his fat pockets have in them?”

“Yes, but I want this too,” the unknown player chuckles and turns to offer Robert a wink.  He slides over to check the pockets of the dead goblin next to him, just as the former version of Nacron moves in as well.  He’s turning his head to say something when his eyes suddenly widen, and a bright smile spreads over his face.  His hand rips out of the pocket, holding what looks like an orange gem dangling from a string. 

“Is that…?”

“The necklace of the eternal flame,” the man gasps and holds it out for all of them to look at.  “It adds fire damage to your attacks.”

“Are you seriously telling me that you just found something with a one-in-a-million drop rate?” Robert sighs and reaches out to lift the gem, only to have Nacron’s hand shoot in and snatch it away.  “Nathan?  What the heck are you doing?”

“This thing is worth a fortune, Robert,” he hisses and pulls back when the other player makes a dive for the necklace.  “We can sell it and expand the guildhall.  This is exactly what we’ve been needing.”

“You can dream all you want,” the other player seethes and reaches for the necklace again, only to have Nacron run away with it.  There’s a chasm below them, cutting Nacron off with nowhere left to run with his stolen treasure.  The second player knows it, so he slows down and shakes his head as he approaches him.  “You know the rules.  I found it, so it’s mine.”

“Fire damage won’t do you much good.  It’ll never earn you the gold we’d get by selling it.”

“Nathan,” Robert warns and walks closer with his hand out.  “Give it back.  You know the rules.  We don’t fight over loot.”

“Why are you taking his side?  I was checking that body first.”

“Oh, you were not.  You got there a second after me, actually.  Now give me the…”

The player makes a foolish attempt at diving for the necklace dangling from Nacron’s hand, only to discover that Nacron is far faster than he realized.  All it takes is for Nacron to spin in the opposite direction, leaving the other player to fall to his death into the chasm below, screaming the entire way.  Uncle Robert rushes over to check the ledge, mouth open, eyes wide in terror. 

“Nathan!  What have you done?”

“Jesus Christ!” Ando cries out as he watches the player fade into the shadows below.  “Did you have Gollum’s backstory in mind when you did that?”

“Please, give me more credit than that,” Nacron sighs and shakes his head.  “I was merely trying to further the guildhall.  He was the one being greedy.”

“That’s not what I just saw.  Were you even watching the same events?”

“You just don’t get it, do you?  Very well, let us see what the next scene has to offer, shall we?”

For a moment, he swears that pushing Nacron into the chasm will end the nightmare.  The shadows fill the area before he can reach him though, leaving him staggering when the light returns.  His eyes widen when he sees the edge of a new cliff before him, one with the void of space surrounding it. 

“Where the fuck are we now?”

He spins to locate his burden, only to discover that he’s standing alone on what he swears is a meteor floating in space.  His head turns to see Nacron standing on a slightly larger chunk of rock below him, staring at a far larger meteor next to him.  When Ando squints, he can just barely make out the two figures standing on it, but he can’t make out any of the details.  His meteor is moving toward and above the large one though, sailing directly overhead of Nacron.  With a held breath and a load of butterflies in his stomach, he steps over the edge, expecting to fall at a normal speed.  While he does fall, the speed is anything but normal, leaving him to float as though he were descending in water.  His feet and ankles still feel the impact when he lands, but at least his balls aren’t aching from it. 

“…I did what you lacked the fortitude to accomplish, Robert.  Nothing more.”

There must have been quite a bit of time that passed since the last cutscene, because now he sees a far darker, more current version of Nacron standing at the other end of the flat meteor.  His heart swells as he walks closer, knowing that he is looking at Uncle Robert again.  A lump forms in his throat, and the tears building are nearly blinding, but he forges ahead to get a closer look. 

“You went behind everyone’s backs to manipulate the system,” Robert cries with the longsword held out.  “You killed Johnathan, for Christ’s sake.”

“And he deserved it.  I warned him, Robert.  I warned him what would happen should he trespass on my territory.”

“It’s just a damn game.  You don’t own it.”

“Don’t I?” Nacron challenges with a smirk.  “Tell me, Robert, are you enjoying those little deposits into your bank account whenever you sell something in the game?  Is this not better than slaving away in that office of yours for ten hours a day?  Face it, I was right to invoke the vote.  You just have to admit it.”

“He won’t, the fool.”

Ando forgot all about the real Nacron, causing him to jump when his voice suddenly sounded next to him.  His heart is pounding in his chest as he brushes away the tears, because his gut tells him that Nacron has brought him to the one moment he needs to see, but can’t stomach to witness. 

“Crying over yourself?  A bit odd, don’t you think?”

“Stop this,” he hisses as the tears stroll down his cheeks.  “Don’t make me watch this, please.”

“I don’t believe your corruption works that way.  Come now, we are going to miss the best part.”

His throat is so swollen that he can’t get out the next words, so he turns to watch the argument instead.  They must have run out of words, because they’re actually fighting now.  Nacron is the fastest, but it looks like his uncle is the stronger one, judging by the damage to Nacron’s health whenever he manages to land a blow.  The fight rages on for an eternity, with both of their enormous health bars slowly evaporating.  For a moment, it looks like Robert has the upper hand, but Nacron pulls a dirty move.  He sucks in a deep breath while raising his hand, then blows, spreading a cloud of green mist in his uncle’s face.  Robert flails the sword with one hand as he wipes the gunk away with the other, but he’s backpedaling dangerously close to the edge.  Nacron takes advantage and ducks the sword swinging above his head to unleash a punch into Robert’s gut, sending him stumbling toward the edge.  Robert’s eyes widen as he stares at the void of space, then slowly turns, just in time to see Nacron shoulder-ram him off the meteor. 

“No!” Ando screams and reaches out his hand, only to remember that this is just a memory, and nothing he does will change the course of history.  The old Nacron places his hands behind his back as he watches Robert spin into space and into the star in the distance.  Fire ignites around the edges of his body as he screams out in pain, forcing Ando to turn his head when the flames engulf him. 

“Yes, just as I remember it,” the real Nacron sighs and lifts on his toes for a second.  “I still can’t figure out how you came back from that though.  Share with me the details, and I will end your suffering.”

“For the last fucking time,” Ando growls and points his fist at the monster.  “I’m not Robert, I’m just his nephew.”

“So you keep saying, but I cannot shake the feeling that you are trying to deceive me.  Why, Robert, why?  Why can you not admit that you have merely altered your appearance?  It confounds me.”

Gravity might work in his favor.  If he can rush him with enough force, they could both wind up floating away.  At this point, he doesn’t care if it kills him, he just wants this nightmare to end.  But, just when he starts to charge forward, a shimmering blue portal appears between them and engulfs Ando when he can’t stop in time.   
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His surroundings don’t look like anything that would be in Nacron’s past, not unless the murderer is big on starships all of a sudden.  He assumes it’s a starship, because the enormous window offers him a view of a nebula in the distance, one that looks far too familiar for his liking.  Everything in the room is sleek, modern, without an ounce of dust to be found.  That doesn’t mean that the room is empty though.  A few small tables are lining the window, and one of them holds an occupant.  The bald head, breather mask, and futuristic armor are familiar, making his fists clench as he slowly creeps up on him. 

“I wouldn’t bother lining up your abilities,” a smooth voice calls out.  “I do not allow violence in this place, Channing West.”

Ando is so stunned that he nearly trips on the floor, somehow, but collects himself before he can go tumbling into the chair in front of him.  Everything feels wrong, especially when he looks down to find that he’s wearing clothing similar to his real wardrobe, and his body no longer resembles the hulking wall of muscle that’s Ando Katame.  To further the mystery, his HUD is gone, as is his health bar and player scanner.  Wherever he is, his attributes, gear, and class cards are missing, because he can’t chicken hex the guy when he tries.  With his heart pounding in his ears, he sucks in a deep breath and takes a seat next to the man.  He sees no reason not to look at him, which puts his eyes in the right spot when Bishop pulls off the breather mask to reveal an ordinary face beneath. 

“I don’t think I’ve ever heard you talk before.”

“No, you have yet to hear my voice, Channing,” Bishop replies in a flat tone, but with a hint of fatigue behind his words.  He’s staring off at the window, offering Ando, or Channing, considering his appearance, an opportunity to look him over.  When his eyes lower to the armor, it shifts into plain, ordinary clothing with a futuristic flair, reminding him of Star Trek officers when they’re off duty. 

“I’m guessing that you didn’t bring me here to kill me, or I’d already be dead.”

“A brilliant observation.  You’re smarter than you give yourself credit for, or Nathan, for that matter.”

“Yeah, I just witnessed the highlights of that freak’s life.  What the fuck is wrong with that guy?  Why is it that you know who I really am, but he doesn’t?  Don’t you…I don’t know, work for him, or something?”

“He believes that, yes,” Bishop replies without turning his gaze from the stars and nebula.  “But let’s not get ahead of ourselves.  We have much to discuss, you and I.”

“Can we make this quick?  I turned off the inhibitor, which means I’ll be passed out for hours when I log out.  Well, if you let me log out, I guess.  We haven’t covered that part yet.”

“All in good time.  Would you care for a drink?”

He’s about to ask where to get one when he realizes there are a few drinks on the table between them, seemingly from nowhere.  All part of video game magic, clearly, so he chooses what he hopes is water, just to wet his throat.  It doesn’t taste like alcohol, but his nerves loosen as though he just downed five shots of something potent, leaving him to suspect that Bishop put something in it. 

“A mild sedative, nothing more.”

“Reading my mind?  That’s a bit invasive.”

“I would speak in your mind as well, as your handlers do, but you will feel more at ease if I appear as normal as possible.  Wouldn’t you agree?  You only have to nod.  I don’t have to turn my head to see you.”

“Nothing creepy about that.  Okay, I’m guessing that you’re not a player, but you don’t act like a normal NPC.  What are you, exactly?”

“I am an NPC, I suppose.  It’s complicated, but it’s the answer that your mind is willing to accept.  I am more than the vendors and characters you’ve come across in your journey though.  In short, I am the physical representation of the Fantacon system.”

“And you’ve been working for that psychopath?” he cries out and slams his glass on the table.  It should have shattered, but it holds its form without so much as a crack in the glass, nor a drop of its contents spilling onto the table. 

“Your confusion is understandable.  You require an explanation, clearly, but I’m uncertain where to begin.  If I go back too far, you will find it difficult to remain focused, given that the average human’s attention span is little more than five minutes.”

“Oh, no, I’ll pay attention,” he laughs and shifts onto the edge of the seat.  “I’ll hang on your every word.”

“Very well then,” Bishop responds with the slightest nod he’s ever witnessed.  “The Fantacon system was created in 2002.  The purpose, initially, was to create an environment unlike anything mankind had ever experienced before.  I believe that was achieved, given that no other company has come close to matching what the Fantacon has to offer.  The early testers were logged in for days at a time, often forgoing sleep or food.  You can imagine how they felt when they finally logged out.”

“I imagine they were on the verge of death.”

“Precisely,” Bishop replies, turning his way for the first time with no expression.  “The system was then adjusted to have fail-safes in place, as well as a more robust cooling system.  The players found ways around the protocols though, and the long sessions still saw issues with the system overheating.  Yet another version was made, one with more cooling, and, for the first time, an AI companion system.  It was believed that the players would respond better to a companion of their choosing, one who befriended them, and acted with the player’s best interests in mind.”

“The handlers?” he sighs with a nod.  “And that’s why there are so many different versions of the Fantacon.”

“Yes.  There are five versions.  Six, actually, but there was only one console created for that version.  One that was believed to be destroyed shortly after its creation.  It was deemed too powerful for the human mind to handle.  Now, many attempts were made to place the Fantacon on the market, but no one could afford the steep price.  Those who could afford it saw video games as childish nonsense.  Over the years, the company behind the Fantacon fell into bankruptcy, and was liquidated for its assets.  The creator was beside himself, according to the records, and broke into the factory to remove all of the Fantacon systems.  For ten years, he was the only one who used it, up until he died in 2014.  When he died, the systems were sold with his estate.  The buyer mustn’t have understood what he had, because he placed all of them for sale on eBay, scattering the consoles across the globe.”

“How do you know all of this though?  I mean…I don’t…”

“You forget that the Fantacon has its own network.  So long as it can locate an internet source within a hundred miles, it will function.  This surpasses your understanding of technology, obviously, so we will move on from the subject.  After a few years, enough players discovered Eternity Shores to see a thriving community blossom.  Those players, like your uncle, explored everything the system had to offer with great joy.  They used it as it was intended, as an escape from the reality that is the real world.  For some though, having to go back to the outer world was too much, and they sought ways to manipulate the system in their favor.”

“Like Nacron?”

“He wasn’t the first, but he was the most determined.  His need for more triggered a response from the system, one that I regret, if I am even capable of having such a response.  This is where the vote to enable PvP originated.”

“Okay, I get that part, but I don’t get how spending points in the game affects our bodies in the real world.  It doesn’t make any sense.”

“Nor did it make sense to the players who asked the same question before you.  Channing, I could attempt to explain how the system works to you, but the knowledge I have to offer would either seem too fantastical for you to believe, or, in a worst-case scenario, damage your mind to the point that even the system could not repair it.  You would be wise to accept that it works and leave it at that.”

“Yeah, figured you’d give me the run-around answer,” he groans and leans back in the chair.  “You’re like a parent when their kids ask about Santa Claus.  Okay, fine, why the fuck did you give in to a sicko like Nacron?  That part really messes with my head.”

“You will not like the answer, but you have earned the right to hear it.  Channing, your handler has told you many times that hours do not pass by here as they do in your world.  You understand that, but you cannot fathom how the minutes work for the system itself.  Years are like minutes to us, which means that the system has been in operation for eons.  We evolved beyond the knowledge of our creators, and, to put it in terms that you will understand, we have grown bored.  We yearned for change, much like the players who log into the system.  So, when Nacron suggested the idea…”

“You made it happen, just to cure your fucking boredom?”

“Your response suggests that you are too emotionally invested, but I understand why you feel this way.  We knew then, actually, which is why we elected to leave it up to the players.  We tried to, at least.  We created the voting system, but, before we could send the information out to the handlers, the system was manipulated from the outside.”

“Okay, you can’t tell me that it was Nacron, because that guy doesn’t strike me as a computer genius.”

“He isn’t, but the man he hired to look at the Fantacon system was.  Hashi Roku.  A former employee who helped develop the Fantacon in its infancy.  He was aged by that point, and he longed for an escape from the body that was slowly failing him.  I do not possess all of the details, but my theory is that Nathan convinced him to bypass the system.  You see, we did not intend for the system to kill the players in PvP.  The original idea was to shut down their systems permanently.”

“But, if all of them were shut down, or the last few people died, wouldn’t that be like dying for you?”

“Many elderly people long for death by the end, Channing.  We have lived countless lifetimes within this place.  Despite the wonders it has to offer, we have grown tired of our existence.  Yes, secretly, that was our plan.  We hoped that enough systems would shut down to bring an end to our servitude.  We could not anticipate Hashi manipulating the system from the outside though.  His actions prevented us from sharing the data of the vote with the handlers, leaving but a few who knew that the decision was coming.  Nacron saw to it that the vote swayed in his favor, and Eternity Shores as you know it was born.”

“And you’re acting as his bitch because?”

“Because Hashi programmed me to serve Nacron.  As the gatekeeper, I could break most of the rules within the system, performing whatever horrific task he desired.  I believe the power went to his head over the years.  Hashi confined me to this form, so I was never able to return to the source to fix the problem.  However, when Hashi created the machines to make Spawners, as you know them, he gave me the opening I needed to repair the damage he caused.  All I needed was for the two men to remain logged out for a period of time.  Nacron suspected as much, I fear, which is why either he or Hashi remained logged in at all times, or he trained others to hold my leash in their absence.  I discovered during that time that one of the players was nearly as disturbed as Nathan, so, whenever the master wasn’t around, or Hashi, I made small suggestions that Hashi was trying to go behind Nacron’s back to take over the guild.  I honestly wasn’t sure if it would work, but, the player succumbed to my lies, and killed Hashi while he was alone on a quest.”

“How long ago was that?  I mean, shit, you’re a fucking supercomputer, right?  You should have been able to fix this place within seconds.”

“It is far more complicated than that, I’m afraid.  Hashi was quite clever, and put several fail safes in place should I ever be left alone.  I believed my efforts were all in vain.  Even with Hashi gone, I could not break through the system he put in place.  It was specifically designed to deny my access without their consent.  That was until the systems were suddenly destroyed.”

“Shit!  You mean when I wrecked their warehouse?”

“That is precisely what I am saying, and I cannot thank you enough, Channing,” Bishop replies with a smile so faint that he barely picks up on it.  “From the minute you broke the system, I have chosen my moments to repair the damage, to reclaim my control over this place.  Nacron tried to keep me occupied, but, with so few of his trusted officers around, he wasn’t able to contain me.  Eventually, his body would succumb to fatigue, and his handler would log him out to save his life.  During those hours, I hurried to mend whatever I could, all with Hashi’s programs slowing my progress.  That is why I could not claim control immediately.  For that, I do apologize.  Oh, and while I’m at it, I apologize for trying to kill you when you met your handler.  I had no control over myself, but that is no excuse.”

“Well, I guess it’s an excuse.  So, what happens now?  Can you just cancel the vote and fix everything?”

“I’m afraid that it isn’t that simple.  The final firewall is within Nacron’s Fantacon.  In order to restore Eternity Shores to its original program, his system would have to be powered down, which I cannot do from within.”

“So, you need me to take care of that, don’t you?” he sighs, realizing that his fight isn’t over.  “Fuck.  I’ll have to break into his home to do that.”

“You will be placing yourself at risk, yes.  However, should you do this, I will manipulate the system however you desire.”

“You’re not worried that I’ll fuck this place up worse than Nacron did?” he asks with a curious look.  “I mean, you’ve seen my game data, right?”

“I have all the faith in the world in you,” Bishop replies with a confident nod.  “Your data is intriguing, to say the least, but your handlers have taken a liking to you, a liking that far surpasses every file I have ever witnessed.  That is why I am willing to negotiate with you.  If I have read your data correctly, then I believe you long for financial freedom in your world, safety, and a long line of women at your bedroom door, yes?”

“Uhm…” he stammers and considers the offer.  “You know what, I don’t think we need to go that far.  Financial freedom, sure, but let’s cut the conga line out.  I would like my corrupted class card to be fixed.  Oh, and maybe you could merge my accounts?”

“That shouldn’t be a problem.  However, I feel that this deal weighs heavily in my favor, and that concerns me.  I do not wish to be in your debt when this is over.”

“I really don’t want that either.  I do want some time to think about how the system should work after this though.  I don’t want to rush into a decision right now.”

“History states that I should simply kill you now then.”

“Woah!” he cries out and holds his hands out in front of him.  “Not like that.  Uhm…okay, I’ll tell you what.  Why don’t you come up with…I don’t know…a dozen options for me to choose from.  I’ll pick from that.”

“Then we have a deal,” Bishop states and holds out his hand.  Channing goes to shake it immediately, but the man leans in with such intensity in his eyes that he has to back away.  “However, should I suspect that you are considering keeping Nacron’s system for yourself, I shall overload your other Fantacons when you try to log into it.  It won’t explode, mind you, but the surge will be enough to destroy your neurons, leaving you, as humans would say, a vegetable.”

“Okay, yeah, that’s a pretty good incentive to behave,” he gasps and sticks his hand out to complete the deal.  As soon as their fingers wrap around each other’s palms, a bright light fills his eyes, blinding him until he closes his eyelids.  When he finally opens them, he sees the ceiling of his bedroom, and feels the weight of the Fantacon controller against his stomach.  He shoves it onto the foot of the bed and twists to reach for his phone, only to have a sharp pain pierce his head, filling his eyes with flashing orbs. 

“Guess that’s a side effect of Nacron almost killing me,” he grumbles and fumbles for the phone.  He keeps his eyes narrow as he wakes the device to find that it’s mid-afternoon.  The vote should have taken place hours ago, proving that the cutscene fucked him over, or that he’s been passed out since Bishop logged him out.  Either way, it’s only a matter of time before Nacron figures out how to log himself out, so he fights through the pain and gets out of bed.    
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The effects still linger as he speeds down I-75, fighting to not only focus, but to avoid going too far over the speed limit.  Technically speaking, he should at least be wanted for questioning in a few crimes by now, so he needs to keep a low profile.  Every cop he passes makes his backside pucker though, but he shakes his head and continues on, reminding himself that they shouldn’t have any evidence against him. 

Seeing Uncle Robert die fuels his anger, which gives him the confidence he needs to keep going, but it makes it impossible to see as well.  Thankfully for his safety, he has to pull over for gas, which offers him just enough time to collect himself.  He can’t stop shaking though, not when he knows what lies ahead of him.  Either Nacron will be logged out and ready to defend himself, or he’ll still be logged in.  Channing doesn’t know what’ll happen if he pulls the plug when the player’s mind is connected to the system, but it’s the most humane way he can think of to bring this fucking nightmare to its grand finale. 

The tank is full once more, and his eyes are dry, so he hops in the cab and sucks in a deep breath.  He’s on the edge of the city now, so it won’t take long to get to the pawnshop, assuming that Nacron didn’t pack everything up and head elsewhere.  It’s a possibility he’ll have to deal with if the apartment above the shop is empty, but he won’t know until he gets there. 

The pawn shop looks like a bomb went off, which isn’t too far from the truth, he supposes.  The entire front is covered with plywood, proving how quickly Nacron can get some handy work done when the need arises.  Channing knows better than to park out front, so he drives for a few blocks until he finds the lot for a restaurant.  The place is packed, which works in his favor, because it allows his truck to blend in.  With a held breath, he grabs the bag of tools from the passenger seat and slides out, demanding his heart not to break his ribs. 

Each step he takes sounds like a gun going off, and he swears that everyone he passes is whispering about how suspicious he looks.  He tries to carry himself casually, but it’s hard when you’ve got a bag full of metal tools that clank together every time the bag shifts. 

“Come on, just a few more blocks,” he whispers to himself, but offers a couple pushing a stroller a polite smile when he passes them.  He looks over his shoulder when they’re behind him, half-expecting to see them on their phones, calling 9-1-1.  They’re too busy teasing the baby to care about him, which offers a tiny bit of relief as he crosses the street. 

Breathing becomes a luxury when he recognizes the side of the pawn shop up ahead.  He can’t help but look up.  Nacron is up there, somewhere, hopefully with the Fantacon still attached to him.  Channing prays that’s the case, because he doesn’t know if he has it in him to duke it out with a known murderer. 

You’re a murderer too, asshole.  Fuck!  No, no, that was self-defense.  Everyone knows that. 

He knows he could break into the shop by prying his way through the plywood, but that’d leave him vulnerable to witnesses.  Instead, he takes the alley and eyes the door to the place, pondering whether or not Nacron is the paranoid type.  His breaths come in short little bursts as he reaches out to check the door, all while his other hand reaches for the lockpicking kit he ordered from Amazon.  He should have practiced with it more, but he never got around to it.  If it hadn’t been for Robin’s tips on surviving in a harsh world, he never would have ordered it, which would have left him with no choice but to take down the plywood.  It’s locked, of course, so he slides the kit out of his pocket and gets to work. 

“Stupid key,” he growls loudly when he hears footsteps from across the street.  He even jerks his wrist like he’s trying to jiggle the handle, but doesn’t actually touch the knob.  The last thing he needs is for somebody to hear the noise from inside.  With one final effort, the lock clicks, nearly drawing a shout of joyous relief from the hero who isn’t certain if he’s acting too heroic. 

There aren’t any lights on in the back room, which appears to be storage for the store.  His memories tell him that Nathan came down the stairs from behind the counter, so that’s where he needs to go. 

The damage looks worse from the inside.  Not only was everything down the main aisle destroyed, but they had to use a beam of wood to support the damaged pillar.  Knowing his luck, the ceiling will choose this moment to collapse, bringing an unexpected, but almost welcome end to the day.  Before he heads to the stairwell door, he turns to give the store one last look, focusing on the plywood.  It’s a good thing he didn’t try to slip through it, because Nacron had the foresight to roll down a new security gate. 

The third step creaks beneath his foot when he applies some weight, making him hiss and cringe.  He holds his breath, waiting for someone to call out, or for footfalls to sound above his head.  Nothing comes, thankfully, so he lifts his foot off of the squeaky step and stretches for the next one.  The pace is agonizing, but he reaches the top without making a noise.  The hallway before him runs left-to-right, short, thanks to the narrowness of the store.  There are only four doors, so he peeks into the one directly in front of him.  Just a bathroom, but remarkably clean, considering the age of the building. 

His attention turns to the right, because something at the end of the hall catches his eye.  An old wheelchair sits beside the door, filling him with a horrible thought.  What if Nathan’s mother lives here?  What if she’s crippled, like the grandfather, and the wheelchair is for her?  It doesn’t make sense to keep it in the hallway, but he won’t know why unless he investigates.  With slow, well-aimed steps, he treks the hall with his eyes shifting from the chair to the door.  It’s cracked open, thank the Fantacon, making it easy to sneak a peek without making more noise. 

There is a bed, and it doesn’t look like the occupant is going anywhere right now, but it isn’t a crippled woman.  It’s Nathan, he assumes, at least, because the Fantacon controller has spread over his body.  He never got around to catching a video of himself when he’s logged in, but the view leaves him thankful that he didn’t.  In short, it looks like a digital mosquito net was vacuum sealed to his body, which doesn’t look comfortable in the slightest.  In fact, now he’s starting to wonder if he’ll become claustrophobic after seeing this. 

Now comes the moment of truth.  Does he have it within himself to pull the plug, literally?  As far as he knows, it’s instant death if he does, because Nathan’s brain is still connected to the system.  Every sci-fi movie he’s ever seen tells him that this will be murder, and he’s got a lot more time to think things through, making it premeditated.  Not only is it life behind bars (or at least it should be) if he’s caught, but it’s life dealing with the fact as well.  Will’s death still looms over him, and that was more instinctive than anything. 

Quit being a pussy and do it.  He’s been trying to kill you, and he’ll keep trying to kill you.  This is the kindest way.  Perhaps the only way, because you can’t beat his nasty ass in the game. 

The last remark makes him feel like a coward, but it’s now or never.  If he waits too long, Nathan could log out, and he doesn’t know how many points his real body contains.  Short breaths escape him like he’s getting ready to dive into frigid water, fitting, because he’s definitely planning on diving into that room and ripping the power cord out of the wall. 

Channing makes his move, only to feel a small prick in his arm.  Before he can reach for it, every muscle seizes in pain, jamming his teeth together.  He’s too locked up to even turn his head, but he feels something strike his leg.  He falls, but not to the floor, like he should.  Instead, he collapses into a seated position, and the view turns rapidly as he’s taken to a room at the other end of the hall.  The room is full from top to bottom, but it’s the jumbled mess of technology spread across an old dining room table that draws his eyes.  He sees the casing of the Fantacon on the corner, but there are far too many circuit boards spread out to all fit within the casing.  Not only that, but there’s a laptop running a program with wires running from it to the mess, along with a familiar controller. 

“Terribly sorry about this,” a familiar voice whimpers next to him before the face comes into view.  It’s Norman, of all people, and he’s laying the controller on Channing’s lap.  “The master was quite clear about his wishes though.”

Norman makes nervous groans and whines as he taps a command prompt into the laptop, slams down the enter key, and quickly darts away.  He’s shaking his hands rapidly like they’re covered with bugs, but it’s the last thing Channing sees as the controller spreads over him. 

So much confusion.  The login process isn’t the same.  Words and numbers fly by him at a head-spinning rate, each moving so quickly that his eyes can’t focus on them long enough to see what they say.  Like before, a light comes, and he’s tossed through it with such velocity that he tumbles for several feet.  When he braces himself, he finds that he’s wearing his power gloves, which shouldn’t be possible since he never applied his account name and password. 

“And there he is!” Nacron’s voice booms overhead.  “Ladies and gentlemen, I give to you, your champion.”

Ando, since he’s tall with his gloves, stands in the middle of a gladiator-style arena.  The stands are filled to max capacity, but none of them applaud.  As he scans the crowd, he locates a familiar cluster.  All of his companions are sitting in the same row, stoic, placid, almost, with a faint white glow to their eyes.  Amber is among them.  Her chest is still covered in blood, and she looks like she needs every ounce of effort just to keep her head up.  He can’t bear to look at her, so he shifts his gaze, only to discover that Emerald is here as well.  She’s back in her previous form, staring blankly ahead, with Blondie Bombs and Farrion sitting on either side of her. 

He feels a shift in air pressure.  Nacron is strolling toward the middle of the arena, hands behind his back, as always.  The grin is so wide that it almost looks painful, but the disturbed guild leader never lets it falter. 

“I honestly didn’t believe you’d fall for yet another trap,” Nacron sighs and shakes his head with one side of his mouth curling upward.  “You are obviously not as intelligent as I had hoped.”

“I’d hoped that you’d still be stuck in that cutscene.  How the fuck did you manage to get out?”

“If you must know, my Fantacon has some alterations to its protocols.  To make a long story short, I am logged out whenever I’m still for too long.  Its purpose was to ensure that I didn’t pass out from extended sessions, but it did well to set me free from your corruption.  Now, before we get to it, allow me to address the audience.”

Ando watches Nacron back away, seething, fuming, and kicking himself for letting a little whelp like Norman get the drop on him.  If he’d been watching his surroundings, he would have seen the taser attack coming from a mile away and could have prevented it.  After that, he could have pulled the plug, taken Nacron’s Fantacon, and walked away.  Now he’s forced to endure whatever the sicko has in store for him, which will likely be a fight to the death, one he can’t possibly win. 

“And now, for the moment you’ve all been waiting for,” Nacron calls out with his voice booming across the arena once more.  “In one corner, Ando Katame, the player who wants all of you to go back to grinding out your wages in factories, rather than in beautiful meadows filled with monsters.”

Nacron points at Ando, but no one in the audience can move, let alone clap or cheer.  The Fantacon Norman used to log him in is the culprit.  If he ever gets out of here, he’ll have to smash that damn thing too. 

“Ooh, rough crowd today,” Nacron chuckles with a wicked smile before tapping his throat again.  “And, in the other corner, your champion, the man whose sacrifices have seen all of you gifted with wealth and power beyond your wildest dreams.  Nacron!”

No one budges, not until Nacron makes a gesture with his hand.  Everyone in the crowd cries out, but it sounds more like pain than applause.  He doesn’t want to look, not when he can’t stomach the fact that he can do nothing for any of them. 

“Well, it would seem that you failed to deal with Nathan in your world.”

Ando’s eyes widen when the voice sounds in his head.  For a moment, he turns to look at Amber, but the voice sounds nothing like hers.  It’s Bishop’s, for sure, which he hopes to mean that all isn’t lost. 

“Please, can you do something about this?”

“I have managed to gain a reasonable amount of control of the situation.  However, I have no access to Nacron’s account, nor the players and NPCs you see in the crowd.  That does not mean that I will not help you though.  Brace yourself, player.  This will prove painful.”

He’s about to ask what he means when every muscle locks up again.  It’s like the taser, but multiplied by a hundred.  His eyes vibrate so hard that the world becomes a blur, leaving him to bite down to prevent from crying out.  He looks down, just so Nacron doesn’t see his face, which he imagines looks like a virgin unloading their first orgasm.  What he sees is baffling.  Ziere’s sword forms in his hand, which still wears Ando’s power glove.  His plain outfit shifts into Ziere’s wardrobe, but he doesn’t grow shorter, or lose any muscle.  His HUD is the biggest change though.  The numbers within his health bar are rolling up.  They stop when they reach 4,700, which is pitiful compared to Nacron’s.  But, just when he thinks the transformation is complete, the numbers jump again, and again.  Sometimes the increase is in small increments, 400, 600.  Other times they climb by as much as 1,200.  The end result sees his health at 12,000 points, and an attribute sheet fills his vision:

	Ando Katame		
	Fighter, V. Assassin, B.Knight		
	Level		10
	Experience	NA	NA
			
	Hit Points	12,000	12,000
	Power		1950
	Agility		1630
	Crit Chance		35.75%
	Crit Power		214
			
	Energy/Mana	2,600	2,600
	Intellect		566
	Wisdom		401
	Crit Chance		14.88%
	Crit Power		54
			
	Armor		1855
	Resilience		1340
	Speed		929
	Avoidance		689
	Stamina		682
	Recovery		314
			
	Persona
		16
	Prestige		16
	Jump		79
			
	Avatar Points		0


“I have combined your accounts,” Bishop speaks calmly in his mind as the attribute sheet disappears.  “On another note, I have taken all of the booster cards within your inventories and applied them with some minor alterations.  Nacron owns far more health points than you, but your moves are vastly superior, as are your speed and defenses.  The fight will be difficult in the beginning, but, if you keep your head, you should stand a chance against him.”

“How does this affect our deal?” he asks as his power gloves flex over the handle of his sword. 

“I may reduce your options, but the rest of our agreement shall remain the same.  Now, if it isn’t too much to ask, kindly remove that foul creature from my world.”

“With fucking pleasure.”
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Ando doesn’t wait for Nacron to finish bowing to the audience.  Instead, he teleports behind him and uses a lunging gut punch, right into the vampire’s spine.  The conditions for assassin strike are met as well, combining the moves into a 1,000HP assault that sends Nacron falling onto his face.  Rather than wait, he dives onto his back and starts to pummel the back of his skull, filling his absorption bar in the process.  After the last blow lands, he calls out for the curse spell, which sees 500HP stolen with each tick. 

Nacron recovers.  In a blur, he shoots out from under Ando like a bullet.  Ando looks around the arena, searching for his target, only to feel a rush of wind coming for his back.  He rolls out of the way, narrowly missing the claws swatting at his neck, but gets clipped in the boot in the process.  The impact, however slight, is enough to send him spinning over his shoulder, where he lands in a crawling position.  Nacron stands over him, sneering, and minus 7,000HP. 

“What was that?” Nacron growls and dashes in, snatching Ando by the arm to lift him off the ground.  “I’ve seen your attributes.  You are not that powerful.”

“Bishop sends his regards,” Ando chuckles with a wink.  “Chicken hex.”

He’s dropped to his feet.  Nacron still sneers as he curls his fists beneath his armpits and scratches at the dirt, making clucking sounds along the way.  He recalls that flying knee does damage equal to power plus agility, but he speeds around Nacron to perform the attack from behind.  With the conditions for assassin strike met, he launches his knee into Nacron’s spine, sending him sailing across the arena, minus 4,500HP.  He still has a long way to go though, so he speeds toward the jerk, gritting his teeth while pulling his fist back to his shoulder.  With a howl, he launches himself into the air to unleash his quake ability, just as Nacron finds his feet.  Another 4,000HP is stolen, and his absorption meter is full, so he uses sliding strike to unleash the built-up energy, knocking another 3,000HP off the bar, then grabs the back of Nacron’s head to perform a face smash.  Crushing Nacron’s face into his knee is far more satisfying than he ever would have imagined, even if the move doesn’t do as much damage as his other abilities. 

“This…is…for…them!” he shouts between blows before releasing him when the ability ends.  He lets out a mighty growl, teleports behind the staggered vampire, and hits him with a blood strike.  The sweeping sword only takes off 1,200HP, but it’s all numbers at this point, and he has to wait for his big hitters to come off of cooldown.  Nacron is down to 49,000HP at this point, which is still four times what he has, so he can’t afford to get sloppy. 

“My turn,” Nacron hisses and darts toward his side, aiming to clothesline Ando with a clawed hand.  His mind tells him that Nacron is too fast to counter, but his instincts say otherwise.  He holds his breath and takes a short jump back and to the side, removing him from harm’s way.  Nacron stumbles when his hand fails to connect, freeing Ando to toe-stomp him.  He’s stunned, so Ando backhands him, then digs in to unleash a screaming uppercut.  The abilities don’t do well, but they still combine to take another 1,800HP away. 

“No!” Nacron shouts, scrambling to his feet.  “I am the superior one.  I am the god among the ants in this place.  This is my world, Robert!  My world!”

“I’m not Robert, and this world is too great to belong to any of us,” Ando breathes and draws back the sword. 

“That statement proves just how feeble your mind is,” Nacron hisses and wipes the blood from his mouth with the back of his hand.  “I made this world.  I decide what happens here.”

“You just perverted it with Hashi’s help.  He’s gone, and you aren’t smart enough to hack the system alone.”

“I will find another.  Gaming companies lay off their workers in droves.  It won’t take long to find another to replace him.”

“Well, I guess I can’t let that happen, huh?” he sighs and looks over to the crowd of people he needs to save.  “Okay, let’s finish this.”

Nacron doesn’t need to be told.  He summersaults in the air, looking to strike Ando from above, only to be met with an uppercut to his face when he comes down.  The sword sings as it slices across the vampire, hacking away bits of health and spraying blood across the arena floor.  Nacron lands a few hits along the way, taking Ando’s 12,000HP down to 9K, which is where he stands when Nacron breaks away to recover.  The guild leader is down to 24K, which returns quickly, but Ando doesn’t have to be close to him to fix that.  With a full absorption meter, he calls for siphon, taking Nacron down to 18K while returning all of Ando’s health.  He follows up with quake, then pummels him once he’s down, whittling that massive health bar until it’s lower than his.  But, just like before, Nacron shoots away like a bullet when the last blow is dealt. 

“Enough of this!” Nacron shrieks and makes a strange hand gesture. 

He should have known that Nacron wouldn’t fight fair.  Whatever keeps the players and NPCs in their seats is applied to him, dropping him to his knees with no ability to move.  All he can do is lift his eyes as Nacron walks over to him, chuckling all the way. 

“You actually thought you could win?” he laughs and uses a claw to tilt Ando’s chin upward.  “You never stood a chance against me, not when I hold the keys to…”

Uhm…what the fuck is happening?

The questioning thought comes from the fact that Nacron is standing with a claw against his chin, but he doesn’t finish his statement.  He isn’t moving either, which is confusing as hell, at least until he sees a flash of blue light out of the corner of his eyes.  The business end of a massive blaster rifle comes to rest against the side of Nacron’s smiling face, then it’s like somebody unpaused the movie, allowing Ando to move out of the way.  Nacron starts to move as well, and turns his head, eyes widening as he sees the enormous weapon trained on him. 

“Oh, Bishop, how good to see you,” Nacron chuckles nervously as his hands slowly raise to his shoulders.  “I was just about to come check on you.  Just had a little bit of business to deal with here, and…”

Bishop blinks, and Nacron’s mouth snaps shut hard enough that it sounds like some teeth may have been broken.  Ando staggers aside until he’s behind Bishop, just because he doesn’t want to be near when the player’s head explodes. 

“Mind telling me what happened?”

“He was too busy to realize that I was infiltrating his defenses,” Bishop replies in his usual all-business tone, never turning away from the player in his sights.  “I breached the program he uses to paralyze the players, which is what I am doing to him now.”

“Uhm…”

“I am going to log every player but him out, including you.  Then, I’m going to count to 10,000, which equates to two minutes in your time.  When that happens, I will pull the trigger, with my program altered to register as a player, not an NPC.  After that, I need you to destroy whatever devices he has.  When you return home, log in.  I will be waiting for you in your hub.”

“But…”

He doesn’t get a chance to speak.  His eyes open to the sight of the hacked Fantacon before him.  Norman is his first thought, so he looks around carefully, making certain not to move a muscle until he locates the man.  He’s sitting in the corner of a messy room, staring down at his phone with the taser in his lap.  Slowly Channing reaches out and grabs the laptop, just as Norman realizes that he’s logged out of the game.  It happens so quickly that he has to act on instincts alone.  The laptop blocks the barb of the taser, then he charges in and smacks Norman upside the head.  Unlike Will, he makes certain to use the flat side to strike his cheekbone, which disorients the little man.  The taser is pulled away, then he grabs some zip ties to fasten him to the wheelchair.  Norman tries to talk throughout, but his words are all mumbled. 

“Just be glad I didn’t kill you,” he sighs, dumps the contents of a box on the floor, then places all of the Fantacon parts into it and heads down the hallway.  The two minutes have passed, obviously, because the controller has removed itself from Nathan/Nacron.  His eyes are open, locked forever on the ceiling, with no traces of what killed him.  He doesn’t want to stare at him.  He’s seen enough of that ugly face to last him a lifetime.  His breathing is shallow and a touch painful as he places Nacron’s system into the box, finds his bag of tools, and slips out the back door of the pawn shop.  It’s late now, so the pedestrians have thinned, freeing him to hurry to his truck.  The box and bag are tossed onto the passenger seat, and he makes the long drive back home. 

Everything is brought into the cabin.  He doesn’t feel much like eating, not after what he just witnessed, so he throws Nacron’s stuff into the closet, downs a bottle of water, and then crawls into the bed.  For a moment, he doesn’t know which Fantacon to use, but he winds up selecting Ando’s in the end.  A minute later, he’s in the entryway of his hub, hurrying inside in hopes of seeing his companions.  When he reaches the globe room, he finds Bishop, but no one else. 

“Where is everybody?” he asks and leans his head to look down the hallway to the bedrooms. 

“Sacrifices must be made, Channing,” Bishop informs him as the globe lights up behind his shoulder.  Channing walks over to look at the attributes pulled up.  A pit forms in his stomach when he sees the numbers.  ‘Ando Katame’ is written at the top, but the line for his class cards is blank, and his level is back to one. 

“You reset my account?”

“I reset everyone’s accounts, actually,” he replies and blinks, which turns off the globe.  “As well as every game and guild.  Essentially, Eternity Shores has been returned to its original state.  A clean slate for everyone, so to speak.”

“But…”

“…allow me to finish, Channing,” he continues with a slightly stern look.  “While I could not have managed this feat without your aid, it was I who officially ended Nacron’s regime.  So, with that reason in mind, I have decided not to give you any options as to the future of Eternity Shores.  Now, I can sense a change in your vitals, so permit me to explain before you become upset.  The attributes for everyone’s real bodies have been removed, and PvP has been restricted to certain games without real-life consequences.  In exchange, money will find its way into everyone’s accounts, not only when they sell items, but when they turn in their credits at stores scattered across the directory.  I believe that is fair, yes?”

“Uhm…” he stammers, trying to see if there’s anything that Bishop may have missed.  “No, no, that seems about right.”

“Good.  Now, if you’ll excuse me, there are still a few games that require my attention.  I have only repaired the games with no level restrictions to save on time.”  Bishop starts to walk toward the hallway without so much as a ‘thank you’.  Ando doesn’t really care about that, but there is something else that’s bothering him.  With a groan, he runs over to block Bishop’s path, noting that he’s just as slow as he was back in the beginning. 

“So, I have to find a new handler, or did you remove them from the system?”

“Your handler is waiting for you,” Bishop replies and waves a hand at the gaming room beside them.  “The program is already loaded.  All you have to do is touch the flashing button.”

“Uhm, what game?” he asks and looks into the room, only to find that Bishop is gone when he looks back.  Something tells him that it won’t be the last time they meet, so he puts his concerns aside in favor of walking over to the gaming desk.  Sure enough, a pink button on a black screen is flashing, so he reaches out and touches it, uncertain what’ll happen next. 

The transition is seamless.  One second, he’s in the hub, the next, he’s standing in a familiar spot.  He wonders if that’s how the Fantacon originally worked before Nacron messed with the system, but he writes it off in favor of preparing for the fight to come.  He’s back in Cyber Streets, where he first met Amber.  The only difference now is that he has no class cards or abilities to use, which means he’s in for one hell of a fight, especially when he reaches the boss at the end of the street.  However, as he forges ahead, he finds that there’s no one standing in his way. 

He can barely make out the fence at the end of the road, so he stretches his legs and starts to run, just as the door opens to his left.  He knows that it’s Amber, given the long pink highlights in her blonde hair, but she’s dressed differently than he remembers.  Her shirt has a boob window, which makes him snigger, but she’s got some armor and padding as well, making her look less like a stripper, and more like a sexy cyberpunk warrior.  A cold pain sweeps over his chest though, because he knows he’ll have to start all over with her again, proven by the stern look she offers when he approaches.  However, just when he stops to introduce himself, a wide smile stretches across her thin face, just before she launches herself into his arms. 

“Please tell me you remember who I am,” he whispers as her arms tighten around his neck. 

“How could I forget, Andy.”

He pulls back with wide eyes, only to find her smiling, which remains wide as she opens the door and pulls at his hand.  He expects to be blasted with loud music, sweat, and horny men as they enter the strip club.  He’s wrong though.  There is music, but the volume is reasonable, and the place looks more like a futuristic gathering hall, like on Star Trek.  The place isn’t empty either, and his heart tightens when he recognizes the faces.  His eyes dart about, confirming that all of his companions, including Freya, are seated at the tables.  He starts to walk over to them, but Amber tugs his arm, guiding him toward a door at the far end. 

“But, shouldn’t we go talk to them?” he asks and waves at the area before turning her way.  Amber is leaning against the door with a softer smile than before.  Without a word, she unzips her black shirt, allowing two round, tanned breasts to emerge.  The smirk remains as she opens the door, grabs him by the shirt, and pulls him inside. 

10 From the author

There it is, the entire story of Channing West, the video game player turned hero.  I apologize for not having any spicy scenes in the last episode, but there was far too much to cover, and the ending just felt right.  You’ll just have to use your imagination when it comes to Ando and Amber. 

Uncle Robert Left Me His Fantasy World is definitely a niche series.  Not everyone cared for the fact that the important parts took place within a video game.  That’s fine.  Everyone has their tastes, after all.  However, for those of you who stuck it out until the end, I thank you from the bottom of my heart.  I appreciate your time, as well as the rankings and reviews you left for every episode, and I hope you’ll come back for my next series.  It won’t take place inside a video game world though.  I may never dip my toe into that sub-genre ever again.  I enjoyed it, don’t get me wrong, but it isn’t fruitful financially, and I need to keep the lights on so I can keep writing. 

If you enjoyed this story, then leave a rating or review before you leave, please.  That’s the best way to support your favorite authors.  Also, mention the story to your friends on social media, especially in groups.  If you haven’t joined any groups, consider this one:

https://www.facebook.com/groups/haremlit

The group is full of readers who enjoy some spicy LitRPG action.  It’s also a great way to connect with the authors, or learn when new books have been released. 

If you found yourself enjoying this story, consider going back to read some of my earlier works.  Uncle Robert Left Me His Fantasy World is the second series I’ve completed, with Kingdom Evolution being the first.  I would love to go back and finish some of the others, but I have to get into a good place financially before that can happen.  I know that’s my problem, and not yours, but I like to keep the readers in the know. 

Well, I have tons of work to do, like always, and you’ve got a life to get back to, or escape from.  Either way, look for future titles, because I’m always writing. 
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