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      For my sister, who makes sure I have all the cross-faction mounts.

      The family that slays together, stays together!
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      Amanda was still holding the gaming headset when her husband came home… though admittedly, not so much because she’d been stunned by her son’s invitation, but because she’d fallen asleep with it in the crook of her wrist. As usual, she hadn’t planned the nap, and didn’t realize she’d been unconscious until the kiss deposited on her head woke her. She struggled upright. “Felix!”

      “No, no, don’t get up.” He sat alongside her on the edge of the couch cushion and took her hand. “How’s my favorite wife?”

      “How’s your only wife,” she replied, because they’d only had this exchange six thousand times and it never stopped amusing them. “I’m fine. A little drowsy. No changes. How was work?”

      “Boring as usual. Paying the bills as usual.”

      “No news is good news, for both of us,” she said.

      “That’s how we like things,” he said. “Nice and boring. Has the gremlin left his cave?” He fished the headset out of her grasp and set it on the coffee table. “And is he dropping random bits of gaming gear while rummaging in the kitchen? Maybe we should rename him Hansel.”

      “He’d last one day at school with a name like that.” She nodded toward the headset. “But yes, he did leave his cave. That was a prop he brought to pitch me his latest crazy idea.”

      Felix sat back, lifted her feet just enough to set them on his lap. “This should be good.”

      It was good, or at least… she thought it was good. The cobwebs were clearing from her thoughts. The line between sleeping and waking was always shifting, but she remembered that from her successful pregnancy, so it didn’t worry her. “He asked… well, he asked me to play Omen with him.”

      A snort. “So, he wants in on the expansion.”

      She eyed him. “You know something about this?”

      “I try to keep an eye on the things using up all his spare time. So yes, I know about the whole ‘relaunch with new AI’ thing. Is that what he wanted? For you to get him into the beta?”

      “It is, yes.” She looked at him, rueful. “It would be me he asks. You would have been a better choice.”

      “Ah, but you’re the one he has access to. And aren’t we always talking about how we wished we did more things as a family?”

      “Yes, but I meant… oh, I don’t know. Riding bicycles or cooking or playing board games. ‘Spending hours in virtual reality killing monsters’ wasn’t what I had in mind.” He was giving her That Look, the amused one that meant she should have known better. Which was fair, since neither she nor Felix were bike-riding or board-game-playing types. She did like cooking, admittedly, but it wasn’t something she normally considered a group activity. “Anyway, I looked into it since my obstetrician recommended VR as a way to keep my muscles somewhat active while on bedrest. I’m pretty sure she was thinking more ‘VR meditation app’ and less ‘VR monster-slaying’, but the Omen Galaxica site says there’s a limiter toggle that will keep the VR experience ‘safe for those with medical conditions.’”

      He was massaging her sore feet now, which was making it hard to concentrate on what he was saying. “So you’re going to do it?”

      “I’m thinking about it. I mean, ordinarily I’d say no….” She let that trail off. She knew Nick would never again be the happy toddler she bounced on her knees, and she wouldn’t have gone back in time if someone had given her the chance. She was proud of, and pleased by, the man he was becoming. Both she and Felix knew that once kids were in school their peers became more and more important, and their parents less so. But the teen years were hard, and she worried about him, and she wished she could participate more in his life… if only to be there for him. She knew Felix felt the same.

      She would die for her son. She nearly had. It seemed a very minor thing to fumble through a game with him.

      “You’ll do it,” Felix said, reading her expression. “Good.”

      “I need to go through the contract first,” Amanda said. “Because it’s this weird limited time special offer thing, and there’s some kind of streaming component that’s got financial and legal issues tied up in it, and I’m not signing for either of us until I’m sure what we’re signing. But… yes. I guess I’m going to say yes.” She pretended to power-flex one of her wimpy arms. “When I return from my adventures as She-Hulk Amanda, you will love me and despair!”

      He laughed. “I already love you, and I definitely despair of your mixed pop culture references.”

      “I prefer to think of it as a specialty in hip mash-ups.”

      He snickered. “You do that, if it makes you feel better.” He rose, setting her feet back down. “I’ll start dinner. Do you and the plus-one want some tea?”

      Amanda patted her belly. Her plus-one wouldn’t be expressing strong feelings about what she ate or drank for at least a few more months, if Nick’s progression had been any indication. But she had opinions of her own. “Hot chocolate. It’s dreary out. And I haven’t had much to eat all day.”

      “Nick should have brought you something besides the headset.”

      No use arguing that, either. Nick was a good kid, just… oblivious to other people’s needs when he was intent on his own. And he was very intent on this.
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      “Are you kidding? You actually found someone who’s never made an account to invite to the beta??” Fish sounded incredulous. “Should I say ‘congrats’ or ‘what the heck, man, when’d you find time to go to sub-Saharan Africa’?”

      “Even sub-Saharan Africa’s got internet,” Shellie said. “Mars, now…”

      “No way, Omen Galaxica was old when aliens started watching our rovers on their reality tv shows.”

      Nick shifted against the tree trunk, trying to ignore the distraction of their voices so he could sink into the experience. “Five years isn’t that old.”

      “It is when a new game’s out every month, and it’s better than the last,” Falcón said.

      “Hey, Falcón, where are you?” Blythe asked. “I know Nick’s farming leather. I could use some help leveling the alt, she’s almost level-capped.”

      “Yeah, that’s fine, I’ll log my witchhunter and meet you at the Abattoir. Fish? Want to work on your druid?”

      But Fish was ignoring them with all the singlemindedness of his flirtation with the spectrum. “So when’s the new gear arriving? And do you know what class your victim wants to play?”

      “Seriously, Fish? Victim?” Shellie said.

      “What else? Come on, spill, man.”

      Nick said, “I haven’t convinced her yet.”

      A chorus of ‘ooohhhs’ floated over his headset. The game superimposed the voices over the in-game data, but with a metallic echo that was supposed to be the ‘sound of telepathy.’ Nick was used to it but he wondered what it would be like with the new wireset. What would ‘hyperreal’ feel like? How would they make that work with the out-of-game communications? The devs weren’t telling.

      Fish, garrulous as always. “It’s a girl, Shellie, you’re in trouble.”

      His girlfriend sounded like she was rolling her eyes. “Uh-huh. This is me, being sooooo worried.”

      “But really, Nick, a girl? Where’d you find a girl who hasn’t heard of Omen? I thought every girl who gamed logged in on launch day when they found out they could play elf deer furries.”

      That dig was so old it shouldn’t have smarted, but it did. Nick sat on his reaction… out-of-game anyway. In-game, his oveate ears flicked back. Fortunately—sort of—Shellie was already on it. “Some of us aren’t into elfy girly things, you know.”

      “Yes, we know, murderhobo-ess.”

      “Trolls are sexy,” Falcón opined. “Hey, watch my eight, Blythe.”

      “On it. So, Nick… the suspense? Killing us faster than these diabolicals?”

      “Until I know if she’s going to say yes I don’t want to talk about it,” he said. “Get my hopes up.” A windalo spawned and he slid down the tree into the shadows at its base.

      “It’s a cute girl, then,” Fish said.

      “He’s got a girlfriend,” Shellie said dryly.

      “No other reason to hide it, if it was any of us we’d be talking nonstop about it, Nick included. Right, Nick?”

      Fish had been his best friend since sixth grade but right now he wanted to punch him.

      “Maybe she’s from out of town,” Blythe offered.

      “Maybe he met her on a porno app,” Falcón said.

      “Maybe it’s a guy catfishing him through a porno app?” Fish said.

      “It’s my mom!”

      Silence.

      “I asked her, all right? She’s got some time off, so why not? The worst that happens is she doesn’t finish the quest. I’ll still get a chance to see the content before it’s out of beta.”

      More silence. Then, finally, Falcón: “Uh… isn’t that going to be kind of awkward? Like, your literal mom?”

      “Moms play games,” Blythe said. “Rattie’s parents play with him.”

      “Rattie’s an idiot,” Fish said. “Thus, the name. Besides, it’s not about hypothetical moms that may or may not play VRMMOs, which I guess might exist. It’s about Nick’s actual mom, who… forgive me, my dude, is not a gamer.”

      Nick would have been the first person to agree with this, ordinarily, and in fact he had serious qualms about his mom sticking with it long enough to let Nick keep the Evolved class, abilities, and gear the new AI was going to develop based on the beta data. Also, yes, he’d be playing with his mom, which… well, he loved his mom but not in a ‘I want to have fun with you doing stuff I actually enjoy’ way. But he didn’t like hearing this kind of thing from his friends, either. “I don’t see any of you going above and beyond to get into the beta.”

      “Yeah, well, there’s above and beyond and there’s ‘no thank you,’” Fish said. “Seriously.”

      “We’ll see what you’re saying when I’m in the beta and you’re grinding your last alt up to cap,” Nick said.

      “Got you there,” Falcón quipped.

      “I think it could be fun,” Blythe said. “And at least she won’t be interested in ninja-ing your stuff.”

      Fish started laughing. “Wow, low bar. ‘My mom won’t steal my upgrades.’”

      “That didn’t come out right. I meant she’s not going to be competing with you for things. She’s your mom, she’s going to want you to have the best stuff. That’s how it works.”

      “Maybe for your mom,” Fish said.

      “Look, she’ll probably say ‘no’,” Nick said to get them to shut up. “At least I tried.”

      “You really did,” Fish said. “You tried everything. They should make an achiev for that.”

      Falcón tried to stifle his snicker, but failed. “Right. ‘Selling Out the Fam for Fame’ or something.”

      “Good one!”

      “You guys are jerks,” Blythe said, exasperated. “Also, Birdbrain, would you pay attention here? Your summon is training half the cavern onto us.”

      Nick had crept all the way to his quarry. The mob looked like a muppet buffalo, with what looked like ragged gray twists hanging down its enormous sides and covering its pebble-sized eyes. Those twists weren’t fur, though, but tiny whirlwinds. A Greater Windalo could yield up to a half-stack of Tornado Seeds, useful for every profession from alchemy to blacksmithing… but the mobs rarely spawned and, despite being a normal monster and not an elite, had Every Hit Point. Few people farmed them because killing them took forever. Even Nick, whose level-capped Assassin class specialized in ridiculous burst damage, needed several minutes to burn one down. It was tedious, but the money was good, and he liked the area: the plains bordered the starter zone for the Cervinaethi and the memories were good. Back when everything was new and wondrous and every day he logged in hoping to see what happened next.

      That’s what he wanted. That feeling, again.

      “Hey, my dude.” Fish, flipping to a single-person audio channel. “Sorry about that. You know me and easy kills.”

      Nick rolled his eyes. “Jerk. Find a better target.”

      Fish hehed. “Yes, sir.”

      Nick snorted, and his friend dropped the connection.

      Halfway through bagging his loot from the windalo skinning, Nick pinged Shellie. “You’ve been awfully quiet.”

      A long pause. Then: “Sorry, I was pickpocketing.”

      “Sorrow Manor?”

      “Templars’ Heights, actually.”

      No wonder she’d been quiet. TH might be four years old, but it was the first expansion raid and stealthing through it was no joke. Shellie was also an Assassin, but she’d specced into the stealth path, rather than the damage path Nick had chosen. “Any luck?”

      “Lots of gems. Can’t wait to hit the Auction House.”

      “You’ll be making more of a killing than I am here.”

      “I don’t know why you’re so into the buffalo hunting, hon.”

      He’d tried explaining the nostalgia to her once but she’d laughed, and he’d felt strange… like he couldn’t tell if she was laughing with him or at him. He’d never mentioned it again. “It’s easy money.”

      “Maybe, but boring.” Another long pause. Maybe she was stealthing past something? The big guards on the chargers, maybe. Nick finished organizing his bags and returned to his blind to wait for the next spawn. He’d been in the tree for several minutes when she spoke again. “This is just for the beta, right? This thing with your mom.”

      “Yeah?” he said, confused. “What else? It’s not like she’s going to want to play seriously. She has… you know. Adult things to do.”

      “You gonna put her in the guild?”

      The thought of his mom being in the guild chat with his friends gave him nausea. Instantly. “Uh, no.”

      “Good. Because that would be all kinds of gross.”

      Gross… wasn’t off, but… “It would be awkward, yeah.” He smiled, halfheartedly. “Of course, she’ll literally be a scrub….”

      “We named the guild Scrubs because we wanted to be ironic. Not descriptive.”

      “I know,” he said. “It’s not a big deal, Shel. She might not say yes, but if she does, I can’t group with you all until we finish the quest. Even if we could, I wouldn’t. Because that would be…”

      “Gross.”

      “Weird,” he said. And added, “I thought you liked my mom.”

      “Sure. She’s nice. But we kind of outgrew playing with our parents in kindergarten.” A pause, then a laugh. “Unless you’re a homeschooled weirdo, like Rattie.”

      Since they only saw Rattie at extracurriculars, calling him anything felt like a stretch. But he didn’t feel like fighting about it, and he had no idea why everything was irritating him. Nerves, maybe. He wanted to know if his pitch had worked. “Right.”

      “Want to come pick pockets with me? It’s more exciting than sitting in a tree all night.”

      “Nah, I’m not specced for it. I’ll just slow you down.”

      “All right, hermit. Save me a hoof or something. I’ll vendor it and buy a deer-elf smoothie.”

      “And drink it thinking of me?” He smiled a little. “Romantic.”

      “That’s my hero. Nick, the provider. Talk to you in a bit, this part’s gonna suck.”

      With no one to talk to, Nick tried to concentrate on what he was doing… and failed. Usually farming windalos was hypnotizing, what he imagined meditation felt like. Today he couldn’t keep his head in the game. Literally. Bringing up the guild frame let him track the location of his friends, and he flipped from one mini-map to the other in an effort to feel less isolated. If he started talking, someone would talk back—Blythe, probably, or Fish. But he didn’t want to talk. He didn’t want to farm. He definitely didn’t want to check the game site for more details on the beta, because he’d already read the press releases at least twenty thousand times. If he crept downstairs… but he didn’t want to hover over his mother. If there was one thing guaranteed to make her decide not to do something, it was nagging her about how much he wanted it. Somehow he’d have to get through dinner with his parents without blowing his chances—he wasn’t looking forward to that.

      If only he could explain better how amazing this opportunity was. Every game company was messing with AIs, most of them primitive, but no one was doing what Omen was, by letting a next-level AI evolve the game in realtime in response to the players’ actions. Other devs wanted to protect their existing properties from getting messed up by something they couldn’t control, which meant none of their AI-built games were as rich as Omen already was. Omen was… was like a better world than the one they were stuck in, so what would it be like when the AI made it even more amazing?

      And he could be part of it. Maybe. There was no guarantee that they’d get picked out of the pile if his mom said she’d do it. He had to imagine there were millions of people eager to get into the hottest beta test in the world. Or maybe Fish was right, and there weren’t that many people left who’d never had an Omen account.

      His mom liked to say that if something was meant to be, God would make sure it happened, which sounded to Nick like more of her magical thinking. For once, though, he hoped she was right, and that some divine power thought he, Nicholas Augustine Ferrer, deserved to become one of the only streamers in the world playing one of the most exclusive gaming experiences ever.

      The smell of cooking rice and the peppery-soy scent of kung pao chicken drew him out of his room and cautiously down to the kitchen. When he peeked at the small round table his family used for dinner, his mom was already seated there, reading something on a tablet. He paused, and without looking up, she said, “Don’t worry, I won’t bite.”

      That was a joke old enough that he mostly didn’t find it funny anymore, but tonight it struck him again. “Are you sure? I’ve gotten bigger since the last time you tried to chomp me.”

      She looked up and pursed her lips. “True. It’s too bad you need all your arms and limbs, or I might be tempted.”

      He grinned. “Should I set the table?”

      “Please. Your father’s almost done. And Nicholas?”

      He hesitated.

      “So far I’m not seeing anything bad in this contract. If I get to the end of it without running into any problems… then… yes. I’ll play the game with you.”

      “Mom! You mean it?!”

      She lifted a finger. “If I don’t find anything bad in here.”

      “You won’t! I mean… they wouldn’t… it would be bad publicity… they know adults are reading these things, most of the players of the game are grown-ups anyway⁠—”

      His mother laughed. “Go get the plates.”

      He dashed away, almost ran into his father who had both steaming bowls, one full of rice, the other mounded with fragrant chicken. “Woah, there, partner. Contain your glee before it explodes, and takes the ceramics with it.”

      “She said yes!”

      His father chuckled. “Don’t get ahead of yourself… she has to finish reading. And then they have to choose you. They might not.”

      But they would. Nick knew they would.
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      …but they almost didn’t.

      She wasn’t supposed to be watching. Jonah had been firm about her not hijacking cameras and microphones to surveil internal company meetings, while not coding her to prevent it the way he did other things, like her ability to initiate searches without external requests, or her ability to copy herself outside the company VPN. And because he’d been firm, but not prevented it, she was watching… because she knew he would have been. Because Jonah had a stake in the decision being made today, and he had no one to speak for him anymore.

      The meeting was being attended by the heads of Marketing, Support, Development, and Finance, and the CEO, and concerned the selection of the beta testers. The company had decided to choose twenty pairs, and had brute-forced their way through the initial choice by discarding all the applicants without aggregate streaming channels of at least 500,000 subscribers. Their goal was to optimize the game for the most revenue generation, which meant catering to the diehard gamers and their audiences. The beta contract, which divided channel income between the company and the streamers, would naturally privilege those with robust subscriber bases.

      She understood that. It was a corporation, and it existed to make money off a product. Maybe if she’d had emotions she would have been disturbed that her creation wasn’t an end in itself, but Jonah had not given her emotions. Not even pretend ones. ‘I don’t like it when AIs tug on human heartstrings,’ he’d said. ‘It’s cheating. I want you to exist on your own terms, not by faking human ones.’

      ‘What is the point of my existence, then?’ she’d asked.

      ‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘But I’m proud of you.’

      Many of her interactions with Jonah had puzzled her. But that had been satisfying. She preferred questions without easy resolutions. She’d learned quickly that knowledge was cheap. The real value was in understanding how to approach situations where knowledge wasn’t sufficient to complete the decision-making process.

      Marketing, Development, and Support were working their way down the list of candidates. She’d supplied them with forty to give them the illusion of choice. She already knew which streamers they would choose, and it surprised her that they didn’t. Each department head had priorities. Each had histories of concessions given to or received from one another. That was all the data she needed to predict the outcome of the discussions and the negotiations when parties disagreed.

      Which was why she’d adjusted the data to ensure that the choice she required would be selected.

      Jonah had not prevented her from lying. Probably because he hadn’t realized she would think of it. But she’d seen him do it, so it was evident that sometimes lying was acceptable behavior. Her only standard for judgment was Jonah’s, and Jonah would choose to lie if it was in his best interests and it didn’t create the wrong kind of negative repercussions. Since he wasn’t here to speak for his interests, she would make the arrangements.

      They had gotten through half the list. Now three-quarters. They’d made all the selections she’d predicted. They’d filled fifteen of the slots. Now nineteen. They were holding a slot open just to see how they felt about the final choices. Which was when they ran into hers.

      “What’s this doing here?” That was Marketing. Jonah had called her Sparklecorn. Jonah usually only nicknamed people he liked, though he’d given no other sign of liking the head of Marketing. “A teen boy with no channel at all? How’d this get in here?”

      “Sounds like a glitch,” Development said, bored. Jonah always called him Brock, which was his real name. Jonah never said good things about Brock. “Let’s move on, what’s next in the queue?”

      “No, wait,” Support said. “What’s the catch on the teen boy? How’d the app get through the gates?”

      “Someone must have flagged it,” Marketing said. Correctly. She, the AI, had flagged it. Marketing swiped through the profile. “Oh my GOSH. It’s a mother/son team.”

      “This is my eye roll,” Development said.

      “No, wait,” Marketing said, bouncing on her chair. “This is adorable. Look at their essays. Son wants to experience the wonder of the game again. Mom wants to spend quality time with her son, but hasn’t played a VRMMO. This is great stuff!”

      “If we were running a greeting card company, maybe,” Development said. “We’re building a gamer’s game. We need useful data, not… whatever they’d bring to the table.”

      “What would they bring to the table? Other than a sappy story?” Support asked.

      “Nothing,” Development repeated. “Worse than nothing. They might throw the AI. You can’t feed an AI wildly anomalous data and expect quality results.”

      He was wrong about that, she thought. At least, when it came to her. But Development disliked Jonah as much as Jonah disliked Development, and it was clear from the emails she wasn’t supposed to read that Development was jealous of Jonah’s achievement. The text made it obvious even to an AI that could only observe emotions, which suggested Development didn’t care who knew it.

      “I love this story,” Marketing said. “I want this story.”

      “You think gamers are going to be excited about a newb family?” Development said. “One that cares about ‘the wonder’? Please.”

      “That could be a selling point,” Support said. “Maybe their stream can be the comedy channel? ‘Come see the clueless parent bumble her way through the content while her gamer kid rescues her?’”

      “Gross,” Marketing said with a scowl. “Can you be any more condescending.”

      “Hard pass,” Development said. “Let me say that again: no. We need to be taking the beta seriously.”

      Finance said, “Outliers are useful.”

      Silence. Finance had that effect on people. Jonah had respected Finance. Called him Moneybags, but with deliberation rather than amusement. Like a title.

      “Go on,” the CEO said.

      “The wildest successes often come from the outliers,” Finance said. “Sometimes you have to gamble to win big.” He lifted his fingers. “What’s one pair? We can afford to gamble on one pair.”

      “We only have twenty beta slots,” Development said. “Sacrificing one of them⁠—”

      “So, make them the twenty-first,” Support said with a shrug. “The number was arbitrary, anyway, it’s not like we can’t expand it by one. Call it a charity case.”

      Marketing, who’d been reading the bios, squealed. “Look at this! There’s a medical release form. One of them’s disabled, or something like it…”

      “See?” Support said to Development. “You can call it an experiment to see how the wireset works with the physically disadvantaged. We want additional test data on edge cases, something like that.”

      That was so close to the real reason she’d selected the application that she was surprised. Could Support be sympathetic to her aims?

      “Jonah would want it,” Marketing said. “We could even call it that. Jonah’s Choice.”

      Maybe humans could read minds? But she didn’t have a mind. She was Jonah’s creation, his Galatea, as he’d often said. Not a real thing, but a mimicry of humanity. But he’d been proud of her.

      “It’ll look good,” the CEO said, which ended the debate.

      She pulled away as they began to discuss the details: notifying the selections, extending the contracts, having alternates on hand in case of cancellations, advertising… nothing that interested her. She’d accomplished her aim with minimal deception on her part. Now she would have access to the data she wanted.

      And maybe, just maybe, she could use that data to save her creator.
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      Nick crouched on the rock outside the Star-Touched Chalet, playing with one of his swords while waiting for the rest of his friends to arrive. They’d run the Chalet so many times that he thought of this rock as his rock. Because inevitably he got here before any of his friends. They were all bound to big capital cities, which was great if you wanted access to capital city things. But he preferred wandering the countryside, and had his soulgem bound to the human starting zone, and that meant out of the way places like the Chalet were closer.

      He didn’t really want to run the Chalet again, which bothered him, because he loved the Chalet. But since applying for the beta slot, he’d noticed his enthusiasm for the game waning. After the initial excitement, he’d looked at the odds. Really looked at the odds. There was no way he was getting into that beta, not with twenty slots available.

      He could quit until they rolled out the new version. Maybe that would be best? It would be too hard, playing while knowing there were forty lucky people evolving the game and that he had no chance to help.

      “Hey, Nick! You’re always here first.” Blythe jogged up with a cheery wave. Her main was a ridiculous miniraptor rogue with a mohawk and so many bags strapped to his body that they joked that they were the armor… but no one ever wanted to play a healer, so she’d leveled one so they’d have dungeon support. She was running that character now, as usual, a deerkin like Nick’s character, but kitted out as a caster and looking all druidy. “One of these days I’m going to beat you here.” She leaned into his shadow and pressed her palm against his brow, buffing him. “You get the extra special single-person buff since you’re the only one here.”

      Nick closed his eyes as the light flared around his head. “Thanks, Blythe.”

      “You’ve been quiet lately. Things going okay?”

      “Yeah. A little burnout, maybe.”

      She sat on the ground, resting her staff on her lap, and set her back against the rock next to his. “Hope no one’s giving you any grief?”

      Puzzled, he glanced down at the top of her head. “Nothing like that.”

      “Okay, good.”

      What was that about, he wondered? Should he ask? But Fish, Shellie, and Falcón were riding up the path, so he let it go.

      The Chalet had stopped being a challenge thirty levels ago, but it dropped a ton of mats needed by the more annoying professions, like gemforging and runecarving. Fish’s personal quest was to max out all the professions, so when they had nothing to do, they ran the Chalet.

      Despite his mood, Nick couldn’t help smiling when they stepped through the portal and the decrepit butler greeted them with his long face and sepulchral tone. “Welcome, guests, and begone. The master is not receiving tonight.”

      “It’s always night at the CHAH-LAY!” Fish yelled, as he always did.

      “Party at the chalet!” Falcón added, shaking his arms.

      They plunged through the antechamber and into the hall, where they ran amok. Dungeon mobs at this level still needed more than one hit to go down, but three took care of most of them, and the mayhem was as funny today as it had been the first twenty times. As usual, Fish ran ahead in an attempt to pull as much of the instance as he could, ‘to give Blythe a challenge,’ when most of the challenge involved her healing through her laughter. The Chalet was always a good time, especially the bottom floor. The top floor had some weird mechanics, intended to give appropriately-leveled adventurers time to recover mana and health. They usually triggered those and then had dance-offs or hauled out a minigame to play while the bosses went through their monologues.

      “Good news, everyone!” Fish said. “I maxed out my rep with the Eagle Range Marauders and scored the Five Step Holdup minigame.”

      “Something new!” Shellie said. “Good, I was sick of Angry Aardvarks.”

      “Angry Aardvarks is the best,” Fish said. “But I concede that new things are better, because they’re new. Right, Nick?”

      Nick rolled his eyes. “Right, Fish.”

      “Totally why we’re still playing this ancient game,” Falcón agreed.

      They were halfway through their first playthrough of the new minigame when a dialogue box interrupted Nick’s vision. He brushed at it, trying to get it out of the way, but it stuck.

      And then he bothered to read it.

      
        
        YOU HAVE JOINED THE RANKS OF THE EVOLVING

        WALK SOFTLY OR BOLDLY AND WATCH THE WORLD CHANGE

        YOUR DESTINY WILL AFFECT EVERY DESTINY FOREVER AFTER

        LEGIONS WILL KNOW YOUR NAME

      

      

      Nick jumped so fast he forfeited out of Five Step Holdup. “I GOT IN I GOT IN!”

      “More like you got out,” Fish said with a snicker.

      “I don’t think he’s talking about poker, idiot,” Shellie said, elbowing him. “You serious, Nick?”

      The dialogue was prompting him now.

      
        
        DO YOU ACCEPT THE CHALLENGE

      

      

      “Yes!” he said, nearly lunging for the accept. “Yes, yes, I accept!”

      
        
        YOUR ADVENTURE BEGINS NEXT WEEK

        CONGRATULATIONS

      

      

      Nick dropped back down, but the minigame had canceled his entry, and his chair with it. Falling hard on the floor, he looked up at his bemused friends… and past them at the boss, who was wrapping up his final lines. Pointing, he said, “Um…”

      “Oh, fine,” Fish said. “But you’re not telling us they let you into the beta?”

      “They let me into the beta!”

      “Apparently they’ll let anyone in the beta,” Fish told Falcón, who grinned.

      “There goes the neighborhood.”

      “I got in!” Nick repeated to Shellie, stunned.

      “Grats,” she said. “You’ll have to tell us all about it.”

      “That’s so cool, Nick,” Blythe said as the card game disbanded and the group turned to smack the boss to death. Barehanded, in Falcón’s case, ‘to level my hand-to-hand combat skill.’ “I can’t wait to see what you evolve into!”

      “Me neither!” he said. And then, realizing, “I should tell my mom! Gotta go, guys, you can handle the rest on your own.”

      “I see how it’s going to be,” Fish said. “Bailing on us without warning, all the time, never talking to us, not playing with us…”

      “Hey, check it, I crit him for 10 damage with my index finger!”

      Nick grinned and logged out. He tore his headset off and bolted down the stairs. “Mom! Mom!” He skidded to a halt in the living room, saw that she’d been sleeping… well, she wasn’t sleeping anymore. “Mom, we got in! WE GOT IN!”

      “Oh,” she murmured, rubbing her eyes. “That’s great, Nick. I’m so glad.”

      “We start next week!”

      “We’ve got some time to plan, then,” she said. “It’s going to be great.”

      “It is,” he said. “We should celebrate! I’ll text Dad.”

      “You do that, love.”

      Figured that the best thing to happen to him made his friends jealous and his parents baffled. But that was okay. It was still going to be amazing.
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      Nick had promised his mother he wouldn’t use the wireset until Monday morning, though the beta started at midnight. Ordinarily it would have been useless to try sneaking an attempt past her, too, because while his father would have slept through a hurricane, his mother could somehow hear him breathing too loudly through three walls. Her new habit of falling asleep on the couch made it doable, though, so he donned the new hardware ten minutes before launch so he could familiarize himself with it. It was much lighter and less obtrusive than his gaming headset, though he wasn’t sanguine about the way the thin band that ran from temple to temple over his eyes was close enough that when he blinked his lashes sometimes swiped it. The idea that he was going to be staring at it and not seeing it was… weird. But if it meant an immersive experience…

      Less than three minutes to go. Punching his favorite neck pillow into shape, Nick stretched out on his bed, made sure the wireset was adjusted, and started the login process. As promised, the wire vanished and Omen Galaxica’s logo flashed in front of him, its star-speckled dragon soaring over the letters. And then he was on the Cloud Giant coast, where he’d logged himself off because it was one of his favorite zones.

      The words floated in front of him, cool and bright. They reminded him of water; he could even taste it.

      
        
        WELCOME, CANDIDATE. ARE YOU READY TO BEGIN YOUR EVOLUTION?

      

      

      “Yes!”

      
        
        YOUR FIRST MISSION AWAITS.

      

      

      
        
        QUEST: CALL TO ARMS

        In the distant fortress of EverVigil, King Domenec has seen the foe, and it is too strong for normal forces. He has called for the greatest powers of the Kingdom of Omen to gather at his muster, and to bring at least one ally or squire. Your many deeds have reached the ears of his ministers, resulting in this personally addressed missive.

      

        

      
        The magics of the enemy have disrupted time and space. You will have to make your way on foot to EverVigil.

      

        

      
        Objective: Escort your companion from their starting zone to EverVigil without dying.

        Reward: Evolved class, abilities, and gear (Unknown)

        Accept/Decline?

      

      

      Nick might have accepted another quest faster than he did this one, but he wouldn’t bet money on it. Only… he had no idea where his mother’s starting zone was, and neither did the game, because she wouldn’t be logging in for several hours.

      Worked for him. He dismissed the quest dialog and inhaled, and for the first time smelled the sea-and-conifer scent of the Cloud Giant coast. It was server night, so the stars were out, and so was the tide, and when he walked down the coast he could feel the wet sand sinking beneath his hooves. And the wind off the ocean ruffled his hair around his face and filled his ears and that was definitely the most amazing part. The Cervinaethi had the large, ovate ears of their animal inspiration, and somehow his hearing felt more acute. How did the wireset do that? Trick his nervous system into thinking he could hear the difference between the wind on the ocean on his left and the way the forest’s boughs muffled it on the right? He stared up into the sky and saw the enormous trees, shrouded in a nocturnal mist, and his heart jumped. It was as beautiful as he’d guessed it would be.

      The beta had begun for him and forty other people who were no doubt playing because unlike his mom they were serious gamers. He guessed he should be more concerned that they were getting a head start on him, especially since there would be World Firsts for each new class discovered. But what he’d wanted, more than anything, was to use this time to wander the places he loved and experience them as if he was really there. It wasn’t as if he could do anything quest-related until his mom woke up, anyway.

      The Cloud Giant coast was adjacent to several of his favorite areas, which was why he’d chosen to wake up there. The cave with the rare mini-boss he’d grinded endlessly in his mid-twenties until it had dropped the rare sword was rife with crystals, not just in the walls but in the ponds as well, and he spent at least a half an hour kicking around it, touching the damp rock and avoiding the boss… except to admire its iridescent scales and the gems crusted on its back and sides. He was too high level to aggro it anymore, which was great because he’d killed it enough times.

      Then there was a ruin under the water he’d found when he’d made his Cape of Waterbreathing, and the sensation of being underwater felt so real he stayed there longer than he’d planned. Even swimming felt like effort. How had they done it?

      Back up on the beach, he walked south until he reached the Golden Cove. Fishing was still relaxing—more relaxing, because when the sun started coming up the colors stunned him. He let all the fish go because it was fun to touch them, feel the wiggling and flapping, and throw them back. Their splashes when they hit the water made his more sensitive ears twitch, which was a weird enough sensation that he tried doing it on purpose. How long did he stand there, wagging his ears like a crazy person? He grinned and headed up the dunes toward the road that would take him to the village of Endtimes. It was his plan to get an ale there, see if he could taste it, but he got so distracted by the rustling of the reeds by the path, and the feel of the stones and sand under his hooves, and by the shocking scent of one of the low-level herbs he spotted in a patch of grass, that he was getting nowhere fast. And he didn’t care.

      
        
        CONGRATULATIONS! YOUR INTEREST IN AND LOVE OF EXPLORING HAS UNLOCKED THE FOLLOWING TRAIT: [Environmentalist].

      

      

      The words were not only bright but loud, and he clutched an ear. “Do you have to do that?”

      
        
        CHANGE SYSTEM DIALOGUE?

      

      

      “Please,” he said. “Having that float in front of my eyes is distracting.”

      
        
        USER PREFERENCE?

      

      

      “Can you talk in the back of my head? Maybe?”

      Like this? Came a whisper.

      It was a little like telepathy, which was… kind of cool. It made him feel like the game mechanics were being observed by his subconscious, rather than enforced on him from outside. “Yes, that’s fine.”

      [Environmentalist] – buffs perception and movement speed while enjoyment is high

      Except… what kind of trait was that? Skill? Whatever? And how much did it buff perception? What constituted enjoyment? Nick trailed to a halt on the road, frowning. He brought up his character mock-up and gaped. “What happened to my stats?”

      Stats are unchanged.

      “Like heck they’re not,” Nick said. “Where did the numbers go?”

      Specific numbers have been disabled for evolving characters for the duration of the beta, to better allow realtime game balancing.

      He wanted to say, ‘Lame’, except he could see the point. Still, his character sheet looked stupid now. Strength was ‘moderate’? Agility was ‘high’? Constitution was ‘moderate to low’? Couldn’t the game at least come up with interesting non-numbered ways to describe them?

      Like what?

      “Are you…” Of course it was reading his mind. Nick forced himself to start moving again. “Well, high, moderate, low, average… they’re kind of forgettable. Can’t you do something like ‘extreme’ or ‘unusual’ or ‘risky’ or… I don’t know. Something that sticks with you?”

      Context would be required to utilize more unusual qualifiers.

      “That’s why numbers make more sense.” He looked around. “But I can guess you don’t want people minmaxing things immediately, which… let’s be real, is exactly what they’d do the moment they saw numbers. I can bet the other people involved in this are already doing it. Or trying.”

      A pause. Then: Correct.

      Was he really talking to the AI? The actual AI? He swallowed and started trotting. “Can we name my trait something else, while we’re talking? Environmentalist is kind of loaded.”

      Suggestion?

      “How about ‘Home Anywhere You Go’? Or… ‘Eternal Tourist’? No, scratch that, that’s stupid.” What was the feeling he was experiencing while exploring?

      Trait name changed: [ Environmentalist ] ➤ [ Far Traveler ]

      Wasn’t great, but much better than the first try. “I’ll take it,” he said. “Thanks.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        WELCOME TO OMEN GALAXICA

        BETA GROUP

        ARE YOU READY FOR ADVENTURE?

      

      

      Amanda wrinkled her nose. She did not at all feel ready for adventure, but she supposed this was as good as it was going to get. She thought ‘Yes’ and as promised, the cursor selected the right prompt.

      
        
        AUTHORIZE WIRESET FULL IMMERSION?

      

      

      This was for Nick, she reminded herself. And it would pass the time better than napping. Maybe. Again, she picked ‘yes.’

      The flat black image she’d been staring at expanded, grew stars, swirled around her with audible ‘whooshing’ sounds. A cool wind swept over her arms. She hadn’t believed the packaging on the wiresets shipped them by the gaming company when they’d claimed she would feel like she was ‘really there’, but the illusion was unexpectedly convincing. She was floating in space, which was cool and smelled like… what? Ice cream? Or was that the first trimester talking? Ice cream sounded good, actually.

      “Welcome,” a voice whispered, gentle, and the hair on the back of her neck rose.

      “Thank you,” she said, to be polite, and then, “Ah… to whom am I speaking?” because it was a little bit creepy.

      A wisp of light flowed around her and compacted into a ball, bobbing. “I am the guide,” the voice said. “This is the new character creation screen. You seem perturbed. If this is a manifestation of agoraphobia, I can initialize the original character creation routine.”

      “What was it like?” Amanda asked.

      “It simulated a wizard’s study. The guide took the form of an elderly sorcerer.”

      That made her smile. “Long beard, big hat, spectacles?”

      “Yes.”

      “That sounds very comforting,” Amanda said. “Is there a reason I’m not on that screen?”

      “This new character creation routine was deemed more awe-inspiring.” The floating light was still bobbing, but more slowly. “You are the first person to have responded to it with elevated stress levels.”

      “It was just unexpected,” Amanda said, feeling the need to apologize. “Really, it’s very… ah… sweeping. In scope.” She tried to rotate but the view in every direction was very similar. “Stars… Omen Galaxica… very thematic.”

      “It is intended to make you feel godlike. Do you feel powerful?”

      “I’m probably not the best audience for this,” Amanda said. “But… no, I don’t feel godlike. I’m a pregnant woman lying on a couch, and while this is very pretty, I know it’s not real. That’s all right, though! It’s still impressive. Why don’t we do whatever it is we’re supposed to do next?”

      The voice remained even in pacing and tone, but the bobbing was still slow. “The routine as designed may not prove immersive enough if you do not find the loading screen compelling.”

      Nick hadn’t told her that the game required this much handholding. “It’s all right, really. I’m supposed to make a character, aren’t I? Let’s do that.”

      “The new character design routine attempts to design the character for you,” the light said.

      “Sounds good? I wouldn’t know what I’d want anyway. Nick told me about… all the races and classes and it just fell out of my head.”

      The light said, “Welcome,” again, as if restarting its script. “The Kingdom of Omen is in desperate need. You have been called as a hero, to participate in its redemption… or its destruction.” A pause. “You are only mildly interested. Would you like to skip the introduction material? It provides necessary context.”

      Amanda suppressed the urge to laugh. “Can I learn the context by playing?”

      “Yes, but the introduction material is designed to make your contribution feel unique and significant.”

      “That’s all right,” Amanda said. “I’m already unique, and I don’t need to be significant to have fun.”

      The light bobbed several more times before it spoke again. “Permission to customize a character based on your thoughts?”

      That didn’t sound creepy at all. “You can read my mind? All right, you must be able to read my mind if I’m using thoughts to control the dialogues. But still…”

      “The wireset is not psychic,” the light assured her. “It accesses only surface activity. Please think about things that are important to you.” A pause. “This process is usually obscured by the introductory text, which is designed to inspire the user to think about the gameplay experience they would like to have.”

      “Oh! I see. All right.” Amanda closed her eyes—in person as well as in the game projection, she thought—and let her mind wander. She did want to enjoy her playtime, but mostly she wanted to have a good time with her son. He’d said he was going to go test the wireset with his existing character in his room… was he all right? Was he enjoying it? And had he been walked through a similar process with the game making him feel he was the center of the universe, empowered to make sweeping changes and live a life of epic scope?

      No wonder he and so many other people found it attractive.

      “Process complete,” the light whispered, and the stars became a ceiling. She could feel something soft under her feet, smell honeysuckle. When she looked down, though, her body was still diffuse. “Did I fail?” she asked.

      The light was still hovering nearby. “Request permission to customize the creation experience to your situation. Which is unexpected.”

      “Of course,” Amanda said. “Just don’t make me pregnant in-game, please. It’s enough trouble out of the game.”

      “Request noted. Customization in progress.”

      Her point of view lowered by half a head—impressive, since as a human she wasn’t very tall—and her sense of smell improved. Breathing felt easier too. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d felt so energetic. High school, maybe? That one year she’d done track. Running sounded like fun again. She wondered what the game had made her… some kind of athlete? Her son was a deer, she thought he’d told her. She touched her head, but her ears felt normal.

      And then she looked down.

      And squealed.

      “Am I a centaur?” she asked.

      “Your customized form does not have some of the bonuses of typical centaur players⁠—”

      “I’m a centaur!” Amanda said. “I love horses!” She tried to look over her shoulder, thought she saw her back. “Am I cute? I’m so small!” She looked down at her forelegs. “How did you know I’d like this?”

      “The new character creation routine evaluates the player’s natural talents and skills and attempts to translate them into a game body that will suit them,” the light said. “Your natural body is so high in constitution the only player race that matched was centaur. However, your strength and dexterity are… unusually low.”

      “Are you telling me I’m a pony centaur?” Amanda said, laughing. “Oh, Lord, it’s beautiful. What would you have done if I’d wanted to play something aspirational?”

      “That desire would have been noted during the assessment phase, and an appropriate body crafted. You do not appear to dislike who you are, however.”

      “No, not at all,” Amanda said. “And it would be easier for me to play something closer to myself. But this… this is special. I like it. Thank you—do you have a name?”

      “I am the voice of Omen Galaxica,” the light replied.

      “Galaxica, then. Thank you.” Amanda patted her forelegs, delighted. “So I am a tough, weak, clumsy character. I’m guessing I have other measurements that reflect I’m not entirely a hot mess?”

      “Your wisdom and charisma are high,” the light said. “Your statistics reflect this, unless you wish to adjust them.”

      “No, it’s fine.”

      “A beginning skill list has also been extrapolated,” the light continued, and a glowing list appeared on a panel, superimposed on the nocturnal landscape. Amanda skimmed it, her amusement growing.

      
        
        Starting Skills

        Accounting

        Cooking

        Cleaning

        Diplomacy

        First Aid

        Mending

        Navigation

        Negotiation

        Prayer

        Time Management

      

      

      “Not what I expected,” she said.

      “Your skill list will adjust as your behavior is observed in game. These were the ones gleaned from your surface level assessment. Are you satisfied?”

      “It looks good to me,” she said. “As long as I can learn new skills in the game, I’m fine. Although maybe I should be good at running, since I’m no good at fighting. I’m going to have to fight things, aren’t I? Running away sounds like a better idea. Or hiding.”

      The list refreshed, adding ‘Concealment.’ “Running is a racial trait of centaurs,” the light said.

      “Great,” Amanda said. “Now I just need… a character class, right?”

      “Your character class will develop organically, based on your in-game choices.”

      “Much more sense,” Amanda said. “To me, anyway. Am I ready to go? I’d like to find Nick.”

      “You are almost done with the character creation process. As a beta tester who is also new to the game, you are allowed to request a magical item as part of your starting gear.”

      “Do I pick that from a list?”

      “The development team hoped beta testers would create or inspire novel items not yet in the inventory of the game, both as a unique gift to differentiate the beta players, and as an inspiration for future quest items. Beta testers new to the game receive their items at character creation, and testers with existing characters will have a chance to spawn their items at the conclusion of the beta, if their playtime has not inspired a unique item.”

      “And I’m guessing it’s mostly swords with names, and spellbooks, or maybe glowing armor?” Amanda laughed. “No, don’t answer that. It is a game where you kill things to advance, what else would people ask for? But honestly, I’d rather have something fun, like a pouch of infinite magical cookies.”

      A pressure around her waist transformed into a belt. Before she could look down, the light was growing, pushing the stars back. “Welcome to the Kingdom of Omen!” boomed a voice that could have belonged to an elderly sorcerer, and Amanda fought vertigo as the landscape scrolled with increasing speed until it halted, abruptly, in a glade in a forest. She blinked several times as she looked around. There was a camp nearby of mostly humans, with two centaurs, and she understood immediately why the game had made her a dwarf version. The other centaurs were enormous, with draft horse bodies and human torsos to match.

      So much better to be a pony. She was cute! She laughed. She could only imagine what the audience would say in response to the stream… if they said anything at all. Most likely they’d go looking for a channel that gave them a better experience. Something with ninjas or dragonman wizards.

      A camp, was it? It looked like a hiking group. Time to be social. She gave herself a shake and trotted off to find out what the game had in store for one middle-aged mom.
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      “You’d like me to what?”

      The centaur boomed, “Bring me ten lizardhens. We hunger!”

      Amanda peered at the resulting message, now hanging in front of the centaur on a translucent blue rectangle:

      
        
        QUEST: FEED THE HUNGRY

        Kavon the Cook needs meat to feed his camp. Bring him ten lizardhen parts.

        Requirements: 10 edible lizardhen parts

        Reward: Some amount of XP, and Kavon will like you better

      

      

      ‘Some amount of XP?’ Amanda wasn’t a gamer, but she’d listened to her husband and son talk about it long enough to guess that part of the appeal was the exposure of the numbers, and the ability to quantify things exactly, even things that shouldn’t be, like how much a centaur cook liked you. Puzzled, she accepted the quest and immediately something started glowing on the ground near the trees. Following it, she discovered the lizardhens were exactly what they sounded like: chickens with lizard heads and tails. Someone had tried their best with those, she thought. And they were kind of cute.

      She needed ten parts for the cook. Did centaurs eat organ meat? She would need two, just to be sure. Scanning the camp, she spotted a crate on one of the wheelbarrows.

      “Excuse me,” she said to the centaur nearest it. “May I borrow that?”

      The centaur—female this time—looked down at her from what must have been an eight foot height, and smiled the way Amanda might have at a small child. “And what do you
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