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    To Larry—my constant companion through every level, every detour, and every boss fight.Your loyalty, patience, and love changed my trajectory forever.Because of you, I didn't just survive—I won the game.
To Naomi and Annie, my fellow players—my party, my allies, and my greatest reward.No victory matters without you.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "When a world is broken, people will gamble anything for escape—even themselves."
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“FAYDRA!”

I barely heard my name over the growl of the generator I was cleaning, but I recognized Rheema’s voice. I glanced up, wiping my hands on my jumpsuit.

“What’s up?”

Rheema waved a flyer in my direction. “Check this out! They’re finally doing it.”

I spotted the Ranger Corps emblem immediately and scowled. “Rheema, you don’t need an Interface.” I sighed. “There’s always a catch. Ranger Corps doesn’t do anything without strings attached.”

I took a breath, studying her face. “You know that. You saw what the Interface did to your mom.”

Memories surfaced—Zhari wasting away as she lost her grip on reality. Aunt Zhari had been the only mother I’d ever known, and her death hurt as deeply as if my own mother had chosen to die inside the Interface.

Since her death, Rheema and I had been living on the streets, at the mercy of the weather when we couldn’t scrape together enough for a room. Some nights we slept in street coffins, but with the unstable weather patterns of Quadrant Three, steady income mattered more than ever if I wanted to keep us safe.

Finding work was getting harder by the day. More people turned to the Interface, and fewer stayed rooted in reality.

Ranger Corps controlled the world that emerged after the Great Divide, their influence reaching into every quadrant. Reality was the only escape from their grip—and even that was shrinking as more lives disappeared into the Interface.

They’d even created Interface rooms for addicts: bodies tethered to IV fluids and tubes, living inside the game twenty-four seven.

I studied Rheema’s face. I wouldn’t let her get hooked like Zhari—no matter how hard living became.

Rheema sighed and shoved the paper toward me. “It’s not that, Faydra. It’s the game. They’re opening the game to us, and the winning team gets a one-way trip to the Belangmore Colony!”

The room spun. “They’re letting have-nots participate?” I frowned. “They never let have-nots into the game.”

Rheema shrugged. “I heard ratings are at an all-time low, and sales of the virtual Interface are down.”

I frowned, certain there was no way Interface sales were down—or that ratings had taken a dive. I knew too many people living inside the Interface, and that number was only growing.

I took the flyer from her.

My eyes widened as the words sank in, and my doubts retreated into the back of my mind. When I looked up, Rheema was watching me closely.

“What do you think, Faydra?” Her eyes shone with hope.

I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I think this is what we’ve been waiting for.”

I met her gaze. “We’re going to Belangmore.”
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RANGER CORPS HEADQUARTERS was cold, and I was glad I’d worn my jacket. I waited while Rheema finished her turn with the doctors. They’d assured me the exam was nothing to be afraid of—just precautionary. If we passed the physical, we would both be cleared for the game program.

The program.

There was so much mystery surrounding it. All I knew for certain was that the winners received a one-way ticket to Belangmore Colony. Each year, the transport returned and departed again, bringing supplies from the colony and carrying new people away.

I’d spent countless hours working in the terminals—maintaining ships, programming systems—and despite being close to the players, I’d never met any of them.

My heart thudded against my chest as I studied the white tiles of the lobby floor. Voices drifted through the room. I assumed everyone was as anxious as I was to be selected, though realistically I knew most of us wouldn’t be. Even with the invitation extended to have-nots, I had no doubt the elites would still be ushered through first.

The door leading to the offices creaked open, and I glanced up, hoping to see Rheema. Instead, a man stepped through.

He wore white slacks and a loosely fitted white shirt. His tan skin stood in sharp contrast to the pale fabric, and I couldn’t help noticing his eyes—the darkest I’d ever seen. For a moment, our gazes met, but I quickly looked away, reminding myself I wasn’t here to make friends.

My goal was simple: enter the game, survive to the end, and reach Belangmore Colony with my cousin. Nothing else mattered.

I picked up a pamphlet from the table beside me and flipped through it. Ranger Corps propaganda at its finest—but it still contained facts that might prove useful later. I learned that Zach Huntsmen and Charlotte Maloney had founded Ranger Corps, and that their technological vision had shaped the company it had become nearly two hundred years later.

The Interface.

I rolled my eyes. I hated the Interface—and I hated that I had to connect to it to play—but I was willing to swallow my distaste if it meant a one-way ticket off Divided Earth.

I read a few more pages before setting the pamphlet back on the table. Closing my eyes, I absorbed the information into memory. I’d been blessed with a near-eidetic recall, and because of it, details like this were easy to retain.

I remembered my aunt saying that if I’d been born among the elite, I would have received the finest education. Nothing would have been out of reach. Unfortunately, I wasn’t.

Still, Aunt Zhari had taught me to read. Through books, I’d traveled far and wide, learning more than most have-nots managed in two lifetimes. I considered that a significant accomplishment—especially since I still had a year before I turned twenty-five.

A small smile touched my lips. There was at least one thing in my life I could be proud of.

My thoughts drifted to Rheema, and I quietly corrected myself. I smirked. There were two things. And the most important one was currently with the doctor.

A light touch brushed my shoulder, and I opened my eyes. A woman stood before me. She wore a tailored suit with matching shoes, the kind of fabric that would have cost me a year’s salary.

An elitist.

I straightened in my chair.

“Excuse me,” she said. “Are you here for the games?”

Her heavy accent surprised me—and so did the kindness in her eyes. Every elite I’d ever met carried the look, the one that said you aren’t worth brushing dirt from my shoes. This woman could have been my neighbor if not for her clothes.

She sat in the chair beside me, and I shifted to make room. “I hope so. If I pass the physical, I’m in.”

I studied her face as she smiled, tiny crow’s feet forming at the corners of her eyes. She looked too old for the games—nearly forty, if I had to guess.

I frowned. “Are you?”

She laughed at my expression. “Yes. I am. I’m Dr. Lorelai Johansson.” She extended her hand.

I shook it. Her skin was soft, free of calluses, like silk against mine. I released her hand and shoved my own into my pockets, suddenly resentful of my place in the world.

“A doctor,” I said. “Guess they need doctors on Belangmore.”

Lorelai nodded, a loose strand escaping the braid coiled at the base of her neck. “That’s
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