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      Days’ worth of rain had turned the ground into an expanse of slick mud. Dragon’s power-suit might have added more bulk to his already hulking frame, but it assisted his movements and turned him nimble. It drove his squelching charge across the battlefield, headlong into the green, blue, and yellow blasts from the Triganius’ assault. His military brothers and sisters who were still alive ran on either side of him. They were all clad in the same armour.

      Their destination stood as a solitary tower over five hundred metres away. Despite the grey sky and driving rain, the light from the twin suns shone behind it and created a halo of light. There lay salvation.

      The creature came from nowhere. They always did. One moment they had a decent run to the tower, the enemy firing on them from cover, and the next, the beasts appeared. It leaped over a concrete barrier with a snarling yowl. It slammed into Newt, hitting her so hard, her suit crunched. The heavy monster pinned her. They called the creatures hounds. A clumsy fit, but the best description they had for these particular beasts. Larger than any horse, it had muscles upon muscles. Short hairs covered its purple body. Its skin resembled scar tissue like they’d birthed it in a lab. It pressed its thick paws against Newt’s shoulders. Power-suit or not, she had no chance.

      The creature loosed another loud roar. The deep bass of it resonated in Dragon’s chest. The hound raised its livid purple face to the grey sky, its massive head sodden with rain. Saliva ran in thick strings from its bottom jaw. It dived, slamming its nose into Newt’s helmet. The bulletproof visor shattered, releasing Newt’s cries, which fell silent with the squelch of her yielding skull. With one snapping twist, the hound removed her power-suited head from her power-suited body.

      Its lip raised in a snarl, the creature turned to Dragon. He watched it through the sights of his sniper rifle and squeezed the trigger. He turned the creature’s head into pink mist. Hard to miss at this distance. The life left its muscly frame, and it fell on its side with a squelch.

      His heart in his throat, Dragon kept his sniper rifle raised. Many other soldiers continued their charge towards the tower. The next wave of hounds were at least two hundred metres away.

      The power-suits took a few seconds to get to full speed. A series of soggy steps increased Dragon’s velocity.

      An old twisted ammo crate up ahead. Ten metres wide and one metre high. Dragon slid up to it on his knees. He wedged the stock of his rifle into his shoulder. One eye closed, he looked through the scope and let off several shots into the hounds. He turned another one’s head into a cloud of blood. The crate hummed from where it soaked up the Triganius’ unrelenting assault.

      Four more soldiers slid into the ammo crate. The red-helmeted Cobra ripped her medi-jab from its slot on her right arm. Dragon winced when she raised the thick hypodermic needle and drove it through her power suit into her right thigh. Her scream distorted in his helmet’s speakers.

      Forty of them had entered the battle. Now just five remained. While Cobra recovered from her jab, Hawk, Lion, and Jackal, their helmets blue, red, and black respectively, rested their rifles on the ammo crate and opened fire on the advancing attack. Dragon kept his head low and fought at their side. He took down his third hound. A shot straight into its chest. Its front legs buckled, its face slammed into the mud, and it rolled, taking out the creature on its left. Jackal blew that one’s head off before it got back to its feet.

      The ground shook with the deep thrum of engines. They came from behind, and as they drew closer and shot overhead, they made the ammo crate sing like a tuning fork.

      A crackle burst through the speaker in Dragon’s helmet. “This is Herdald. I’m ready”—the ship banked right, avoiding a thick blue anti-aircraft blast—“to get you out of there. But you need to get to higher ground.”

      Dragon ripped off three more shots and took down another two hounds.

      A red grid appeared in Dragon’s visor and overlaid the tower in the distance. Their destination. The higher ground they needed to reach. The distance to the tower flashed up in red. Four hundred and twenty-four metres.

      “If you can get to the top of that tower, I can get you out. If I drop any lower, they’ll shoot me from the sky. There’s another wave of Triganius coming. It looks like their full army. You have seven minutes before I’m leaving. With or without you.”

      The countdown began in red digital numbers on Dragon’s visor. Six minutes and fifty-nine seconds.

      A plasma rocket streaked across the sky like a comet. A red ball of fire with an orange tail, it headed straight for their rescue ship. The vessel banked again, avoiding the second attack. Herdald’s voice quickened and rose in pitch. “What the fuck are you waiting for? Move! Now.”

      Dragon reached across to Cobra and rested a hand on her shoulder. “You ready?”

      “Worry about yourself, and I’ll worry about me, yeah?”

      “I’ll take that as a yes, shall I?”

      “Take it any fucking way you like,” Cobra said. She jumped onto the ammo crate and yelled, her scream shrill in Dragon’s ears. Exposed, she opened fire on the hounds. Every beast she targeted stumbled, slid, and kicked up a spray of mud before they finally came to a halt on the soggy ground.

      Cobra jumped away from the crate and landed two-footed with a squelch. Hawk and Jackal went left around the crate, Lion went right, and Dragon followed Cobra over the top. Although he readied his weapon, Cobra had already dealt with the hounds, and the tall and thin silhouettes of the Triganius were currently too far away to waste the effort. Even with a sniper rifle.

      A rangy race with insectoid bodies and stilted movements, the Triganius were as vicious as any foe. A cold shudder snapped through Dragon. “I fucking hate these bastards.”

      “Stick-insect motherfuckers,” Lion said.

      If only they were as weak as their forms suggested. Skinny and over seven feet tall, they had the strength in their long frames to tear the power-suited limbs and head from any marine. Even someone of Dragon’s stature.

      The long green face of a Triganius popped up on Dragon’s right. “Shit!” He ripped off a shot, vaporising the thing’s head before sliding behind the cover of a downed Triganius fighter ship. The wings, although made from steel, resembled those of a dragonfly.

      Cobra slid up against the wheels of a broken tank, the once red bodywork now black with scorch marks.

      Hawk and Lion used another twisted shipping container for cover.

      One of the downed hounds sprang to life near Jackal. The fucker had been playing dead. It slammed into him, sending them both rolling sideways. One snap of its powerful jaws. Instant decapitation.

      Hawk and Cobra opened fire on the hound. The blasts chewed into the beast’s purple flesh before they blew away its back legs and head simultaneously.

      “Try getting up from that,” Hawk said.

      Cobra tutted. “Although it’s too fucking late for Jackal.”

      “Three hundred and sixty-two metres,” Dragon said. They had to stay focused. “And we have five minutes and forty-two seconds left.”

      A hiss and crackle, Herdald said, “The next wave’s coming. You need to push forward.”

      Dragon ducked around the left side of the downed Triganius ship, his rifle raised. He ripped off a line of shots, taking down one, two, and then three hounds. The Triganius army drew nearer.

      A muddy stretch of open ground, Dragon charged, flanked on either side by his comrades. The Triganius fell behind steel shields and more downed vehicles. They loosed another multicoloured laser assault and sent another wave of hounds forwards. The beasts cleared tanks, ships, and containers in single bounds.

      Pausing mid-run, Cobra widened her stance and shot a leaping hound. Her line of blasts ripped a hole from the beast’s chin to its genitals. Its insides hit the ground first. Its body splatted into the mud like a flattened frog.

      Whomp! A landmine detonated on Dragon’s right. The blast knocked him over and turned Lion into a million little pieces. Dragon wiped his visor, the smeared mist from his fallen brother turning his view of the battlefield pink.

      Just three of them remained: Dragon, Cobra, and Hawk. They took shelter behind a fallen communication mast, the Triganius’ attacks exploding on contact with the metal skeleton like plasma fireworks.

      Dragon peered over the metal structure. He ducked again, narrowly avoiding a blue laser. “Three hundred and eight metres left.”

      “And five minutes and twenty seconds,” Hawk said.

      Cobra raised her head over the collapsed tower and ripped off several blasts. Each one a headshot. Each one dropped another Triganius.

      “You’ve got to keep moving,” Herdald said. The guns on the front of his ship whirred. Red rings of fire glowed at their spinning ends. While they only took down some Triganius, the shots that missed chewed into the ground, coating the enemy in waves of mud.

      Cobra went first, Hawk a second later. Dragon jumped up onto the metal structure as a red cannon blast hurtled towards him. He dived forwards, but the blast caught the bottom of his right boot, spinning him in mid-air like a rag doll.

      Dragon landed on his knees in the mud. His suit’s alarm whined. His oxygen levels were low. His weapons were losing their charge. The power in his suit had failed. Completely. Kaput. “Fuck it!”

      Cobra and Hawk charged towards the enemy. Fully functional, there might have only been two of them, but they descended on their foe like they’d been summoned from hell.

      Dragon gritted his teeth and gasped to fill his strained lungs. He pushed into the ground with his right hand and raised his head, the damp mud seeping through his steel-encased fingers.

      A rock the size of his palm nearby, Dragon reached out and grabbed it. He slammed it against his helmet, close to the suit’s CPU. His ears rang from the blow. The red timer on his visor flickered. He slammed the rock against his head again, and the timer blinked off.

      Whoom! The power returned to his suit. The timer reappeared on his visor. Dragon sprang to his feet. “I’m coming!”

      “You’d best come quick,” Cobra said. She’d taken a higher spot again, her finger working overtime as she opened fire on the enemy with her next attack. For every one she hit, several more ducked for cover. But it halted their blasts, clearing the way for Dragon’s charge.

      Two hundred and fifty-two metres to the tower. Four minutes and thirty-one seconds to get there.

      Cobra jumped down and used another devastated tank as a shield. She lay on her front and fired beneath it.

      Hawk found another ammo crate.

      Dragon sprinted across the battlefield and fell in beside him. For every shot they sent into the Triganius, the Triganius sent three back.

      Hawk shot blind over the top of the crate. “And there’s more to come behind this lot?”

      Herdald’s ship weaved from left to right. He laid down another wave of fire. Closer now, his attack proved more effective. “About ten times the amount,” he said. “That’s why I want to get the fuck out of here.”

      “We’ll get to you in time,” Hawk said. He raised his head and ducked again, avoiding the multicoloured fire from their enemy.

      Now he’d caught up to Cobra and Hawk, Dragon’s visor told him they had one hundred and forty-two metres to the tower, and three minutes and forty-eight seconds to get there.

      After another attack from their escape ship, Dragon said, “Herdald, how are we looking?”

      “It won’t get much better than what you already have,” the pilot said.

      Hawk growled, “Well, that’s fucking encouraging.”

      Herdald continued shooting and shouted over the noise in his cockpit, “You’re looking for encouragement? I’m afraid you chose the wrong fucking job, soldier. Now grow a pair like Cobra has and get over that damn crate.”

      “Fuck you, Herdald,” Hawk said. He jumped to his feet, rifle in hand. “You Triganius fucks!” A sniper blast smashed through his visor, blew out the back of his helmet, and took the rigidity from his legs.

      Dragon’s heart stopped, and he damn near lost his stomach as his friend fell limp beside him.

      “Forget him!” Cobra said. “You need to move now!”

      Dragon kicked Hawk’s large oxygen tank from the back of his suit. He yelled as he launched it into the air before running around the right side of the crate.

      The tank drew the Triganius’ blasts. The large metal cylinder buckled and twisted in the air before it exploded with a whomp!

      Dragon fired in the enemy’s direction while yelling, “Fuck you! Fuck you! Fuck you!” His throat hurt from screaming, but his adrenaline had sharpened his senses. A Triganius head poked up on his right. He vaporised it with a single blast. Another one on his left. His next shot forced the creature back into hiding.

      Using the hull of one of their previous dropships as a shield, Dragon ducked into cover, the Triganius now only thirty metres away. They’d retreated and had left a line of their Gatling guns resting on the old vehicle’s body. Cobra joined him.

      Herdald came through to them. “You need to keep moving. You’re ninety-eight metres from the tower, and you have two minutes and forty-two seconds before the larger army are on you.”

      “How many enemies on the other side of this barrier?” Cobra said.

      “Thirty-six.” The whir of the ship’s guns sounded through the speakers, and Herdald said, “Thirty-one.”

      “We don’t have time to fight them all,” Dragon said.

      “No.” Cobra shook her head. Although the rain came down hard, the suns broke through the clouds and glistened off her green-mirrored visor, dazzling Dragon. “But we have to try. You ready?”

      “I’m not sure I’d use the word ready.”

      “Are you fucking ready?”

      Dragon shook his head and led the way. He discarded his sniper rifle, jumped onto their fallen ship’s hull, and ripped one of the Gatling guns from its stand. Fully exposed, he turned the Triganius’ own weapon on them.

      Cobra followed him over, dropped her own gun, and took one of their enemy’s.

      One minute and thirty-one seconds remained.

      Forty metres to the tower.

      With Herdald’s help, they took down the remaining thirty-one soldiers.

      A single shot came from their right and winged Cobra. She spun and fell in the mud.

      Dragon opened fire, putting twice the number of shots into the sniper than he normally would before ducking behind one of the Triganius’ shields. “I thought that was all of them?”

      “So did I,” Herdald said.

      “How many more are waiting in the shadows?”

      “I could tell you that if they weren’t waiting in the shadows.”

      Cobra ten metres behind him, she crawled across the battlefield on her front. “Can you get up, Cobra?”

      “You think I’m crawling for a laugh?”

      Twenty metres to the tower. Herdald hovered overhead.

      One minute and ten seconds before the larger Triganius army overwhelmed them.

      “Save yourself, Dragon,” Herdald said. “At least one of you can get out of here.”

      “She needs a medi-jab.”

      “I’ve already used mine,” Cobra said.

      “I have one.”

      “One!” Cobra said. “That’s the problem. What if you need it?”

      “What if I don’t and I leave you here for no reason?”

      “Fifty-nine seconds,” Herdald said.

      Dragon tore his medi-jab free from his suit and ran to Cobra.

      “What the fuck are you doing?”

      “I’m not leaving you.” Clumsy with his actions, Dragon buried the thick needle into Cobra’s right calf.

      “Fuck!” Cobra screamed. “Why don’t you just ram it into my eyeball next time?”

      Dragon pulled her to her feet, and they ran towards the tower. “Thank you would be an appropriate response.”

      “You made the choice to waste your medi-jab.”

      The first blasts from the next wave hit several shields scattered across the battlefield. Cobra took the lead. She slammed, shoulder first, into the tower’s wide metal door and drove it clean off its hinges.

      Before Dragon could follow her into the tower, fire exploded in his right knee. He yelled and went down in the mud.

      Cobra stood in the tower’s doorway.

      Dragon held his hand out to her. “My knee’s gone.”

      “Sorry.” Cobra shook her head. She vanished into the tower.

      Fifteen seconds remained.

      Herdald held back the first wave with more shots as he lowered to the top of the tower and opened the back of his ship.

      Cobra appeared and jumped, vanishing into the vessel.

      Herdald spun around, the ship’s back to the fight. He accelerated away, leaving a sonic boom in his wake.

      Dragon rolled onto his back and screamed through clenched teeth. His knee burned white hot.

      The Triganius closed in.

      The first one to reach him discarded its blaster and removed its helmet. It bared its small pointed teeth before lifting its right leg and stamping on his injured knee.

      A flash of light burst through Dragon’s vision. Nausea clamped his stomach. He gnashed his teeth against the agony.

      Another one of the tall insectoids closed in. This one put its long and bony foot to his neck while releasing a series of giddy clicks and pants.

      More creatures leaned over him, blocking out the light from the suns.

      Dragon winced as another Triganius raised its massive foot over his face.

      It stamped with such force, his helmet cracked a second before his world turned dark.
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      Dragon caught his headset as it withdrew into the ceiling. His chair reclined, dragging him farther away from the black helmet. He clung to it by his fingertips, the glossy plastic slipping from his grip a millimetre at a time. It teased him. It wanted a tug of war. Maybe he could have another go. Another chance to win the PPs he needed this month. He could overpower the automated retraction. But if he broke it, he’d be indebted to them for months. They’d take away any chance he had to earn PPs for a long fucking time. But he still held on.

      His fingers numb in the cold room, aches ran up either side of his face from where he’d clamped his jaw for the entire time he’d been on the battlefield. Dragon tested the pull of the headset one last time before letting go. He fell back in his reclined seat. The helmet pulled towards the ceiling and hung there.

      A click ran through the base of the gamer chair from where the recline unlocked. Dragon rocked forwards and stood up. He clapped his chilly hands, the echo of each contact whipping through the small room. He bounced on the spot before walking laps around his tiny habitat. They might have been competing virtually, but fitness mattered. The fitter he felt, the sharper his mind, and the more chance he had of earning enough PPs towards connection that month.

      Dragon’s cube stretched three metres long, three metres wide, and three metres tall. The walls, floor, and ceiling were all painted gunmetal grey with a high gloss that picked up the reflection of the TV mounted on the back wall.

      The screen showed footage of C0br4 getting into the escape vessel. The camera joined her in the back as she removed her helmet and gave a thumbs up. Half of those PPs should have been his. Damn his shitty knee!

      The camera returned to the action. It overlooked the Triganius horde as they swarmed past the base of the tower and hit Dragon in a wave. His chest tightened.

      “She should have come back for me. I gave that bitch my medi-jab.” Dragon quickened his pace. Back and forth in his small cube. His pulse slammed through him. His temples throbbed like his skull might burst. He shook his head again and chewed the inside of his mouth. “She should have come back for me. She wouldn’t have gotten out without my help.”

      The ship grew smaller as it vanished into the distance. The camera swept down the length of the tall structure like a diving bird. It skimmed over the heads of the Triganius and across the battlefield. It took a path that traced the fallen heroes in the order they fell. Each had their name floating above their broken corpse, him first: Dr4g0n666.

      Jackal, Lion, Hawk, and Viper. The camera moved so fast Dragon’s head spun. There were more gamers farther back. Some of them hadn’t made it past the first wave. “I should have won today!” Dragon’s growling resentment echoed in his cube. “Connection’s in four days’ time, and I don’t have enough PPs. I should have fucking won!”

      Dragon dropped and did press-ups, the cold hard floor turning his palms numb. With every dip, his nose stopped millimetres from the ground. He pushed up again and dropped, pushed up again and dropped. The cold wormed an arthritic ache into his knuckles, but sweat stood on his brow.

      “Forty-five … forty-six …” Drops of perspiration left small dark pools on the glossy grey floor. At fifty, Dragon jumped to his feet and ran on the spot. He held his hands out in front of him and brought his knees up, slamming them into his palms. “Get fitter. Get better.”

      After its sweep of the battlefield, the camera joined C0br4 again in the retreating ship. An androgynous voice asked, “So how did you do it?”

      “Lots of training.” She nodded and grinned, her yellow reptilian eyes glowing as if they were backlit. “Lots and lots of training.”

      “And my medi-jab.” Dragon threw a punch against the wall. He attacked his usual spot, the paint worn away from where he’d let out years of frustration. The blow stung his already sore knuckles. “You only did it because of me!” He punched the wall again. And again. “That should have been my win!”

      Dragon’s knuckles split, but he continued to strike the wall. He left patches of blood with every blow, each one snapping a wet crack! He yelled through his clenched teeth, “You made it because I saved you.”

      The footage of C0br4’s win passed, replaced with a replay of the battle from the start. Blood turned the space between Dragon’s fingers slick. He examined his knuckles. He’d only done superficial damage. If he stopped now …

      The sweat on Dragon’s brow turned cold. He stumbled to the shower in the corner and caught a glimpse of his IRL self in his mirror. Dark skinned. Five feet ten. Slim. Nothing like his hulking reptilian avatar. Discarding his grey tracksuit as he walked, he winced beneath the showerhead. “On!” The icy water stole his breath and gave him brain freeze. He’d never get used to cold showers.

      A bright glare lit the room’s corner, and Sylvia appeared. The light required to manifest her hologram gave her a celestial glow. She had blonde curly hair, brilliant blue eyes, chubby cheeks, and porcelain skin. She might have only been virtual, but she still had the good manners to maintain eye contact. Dragon hardly looked his best when naked in a frigid shower. “Would you like to use some of your PPs to heat the water?”

      “How many do I have?”

      “Twelve hundred.”

      His shoulders tight, his hands balled into fists, his pecs like rocks, Dragon forced his reply through clenched teeth. “No.”

      “How about using some of them to heat the room?”

      “No!” A splash of water jumped up from his stamping foot. “I don’t have enough. The end of the month is only a few days away.”

      Hugging himself for warmth, Dragon stepped from the shower.

      “Fifty PPs for a towel.”

      The muscles in Dragon’s back ached. If he stood there much longer, he’d get hypothermia. He spat the words in the hologram’s direction. “It’s not like I have a fucking choice, is it?”

      “Please don’t get cross with me.”

      She always made him feel like an arsehole, but she never gave him justification to bite back. She spoke every cutting remark with a gentle tone and had a warm shine in her eyes. He dropped his head with a sigh. “I’m sorry.” His heart turned to stone in his chest. It trebled in weight and tugged on his frame. Why did he have to be such a dick? “I just feel so frustrated.”

      A hatch about fifty centimetres square opened in the wall with a clack! Dragon reached in and pulled out the small warm towel. He wrapped it around his waist, the band of fabric just about enough to spare his blushes.

      “And I appreciate that,” Sylvia said. “I really do.” Her tone softened. “Just please know that I’m only trying to help.”

      His dignity be damned, his cock the size of an acorn in the frigid room, Dragon dried himself with the towel before throwing it into another hole in the wall. The hatch to the second hole closed with a sharp crack that made his ears ring. It highlighted what Sylvia had told him more times than he cared to remember: those who tried to escape through one of the holes ended up bisected. Although, she never used the word escape.

      Dragon got dressed in a fresh grey tracksuit and white trainers. Identical to the outfit he’d removed. The cold had worked its way into his bones.

      “Would you like me to put the heating on?”

      “Why do you keep asking me?” Dragon said.

      “I cannot advise how you spend your PPs. I can only ask the questions I believe to be the most pertinent.”

      “But what does asking the same questions achieve?”

      “Would you like me to put the heating on?”

      Dragon’s chest swelled with his deep inhale. As he let his breath go, he said, “Yes, please. Turn the fucking heating on.”

      “You want me to spend one hundred PPs?”

      “You’ve got what you want. Why are you still asking me?”

      “I need to confirm the transaction. It will leave you with one thousand and fifty PPs.”

      “Seven hundred and fifty away from connection.”

      “Would you like me to spend one hundred PPs?”

      “Yes! Jeez!”

      “And would you like me to send you dinner?”

      “How much is it tonight?”

      “Fifty PPs. As always.”

      “Of course it is.”

      “Would you like me to send you dinner tonight?”

      “What do you expect me to say? No thanks, I’ll starve?”

      “Can I remind you about your temper? I’d hate for you to get a fine.” She smiled. “Especially with how concerned you are about your PPs.”

      Mugging him off again. But with his best interests in mind. Of course. Dragon paced the room until another small hole opened in the wall. Like with the other holes, they were invisible until they weren’t. A shelf poked into the room like a tongue. A robotic hand placed a small pill cup on the shelf and a glass of water beside it.

      Knocking the first cup back, Dragon caught the pill in his mouth. He swallowed it with a swig of water and retched. His room unbearably cold, yet they still gave him a warm drink. Bastards! The pill would give him everything he needed for the next twenty-four hours. His mouth watered. If only they gave him real food.

      Sylvia pulled up a chair. The screeching legs across the hard floor wound Dragon’s shoulders tight. She sat, rested her elbows on her knees, and leaned towards him. “Do you feel better now?”

      His jaw still clamped so tightly it ached, the room still cold, Dragon nodded.

      “Would you like to talk about it?”

      He stopped halfway through shaking his head. What would he achieve by not talking? Dragon held his fists by his thighs. He spoke through gritted teeth. “I get so frustrated, Sylvia. Everything seems to work against me, you know?”

      “Like what?”

      “I feel like I’ve competed better this month than last month, but I have fewer participation points because there are more things to spend them on.” He stamped his foot with a crack! “And my shitty knee’s let me down again. I have no idea when it’s going to give out beneath me. How am I supposed to compete when I can’t trust my own body?”

      “I think the knee’s unfortunat—”

      “Unfortunate?” He pointed up at the invisible gods controlling his life. “When I’m in a game, they can make me seven feet tall, give me the head of a dragon, and add a long fucking tail. Are you seriously trying to tell me they can’t strengthen my knees?”

      A slight tilt of her head, Sylvia smiled. Her brilliant blue eyes didn’t. “Your heart rate’s quickening. And as for spending your PPs … it’s winter, it’s cold. Heating this place costs more at this time of year. You’ve been here long enough to know that.”

      “There has to be another way.”

      “Like what?” Sylvia said.

      “I could leave.”

      “The cube?”

      “Of course.”

      Sylvia sighed. “We’ve talked about this. Many times.”

      “There must be a different path.”

      “Then what is it?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “And even if you get out, which you won’t, where will you go?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “You know what it’s like out there.”

      “Of course I do. You’ve shown it to me a thousand times before.”

      Sylvia clicked her fingers. The footage played on the screen. Not exactly the same scenes, but once you’ve seen the ruined city once, you get the idea. Skyscrapers missing their top halves, snapped off midway with bent metal girders poking from them like splayed sticks of rhubarb. The shells of downed hover cars lay amongst vast chunks of rubble. Every window in every building missed the glass they’d once held. And the people … A close-up of a child only about six years old. The same age as Sloane. It stumbled through the wasteland, its skin yellow with radiation poisoning. Clumps of hair had fallen from its bleeding scalp. Dressed in only its underwear, Dragon couldn’t tell its gender. Its frame was skin and bones save for the bulbous vivid purple growth sprouting from its stomach as if its body had turned inside out. Thick ropey veins ran along the large swollen lump. The kid cradled the tumour, both of its jaundiced skinny arms wrapped beneath it.

      “Do you really want to go out there?” Sylvia said.

      “Maybe.” The room’s echo threw Dragon’s ridiculous statement back at him.

      “Maybe?”

      “Maybe I should take my chances. Anything has to be better than this life.”

      “You’re only saying that because this life is all you know. Twenty percent of people go blind within the first five minutes of being outside. Look at her!” A woman with wild hair stumbled into shot. Two thick bands of blood streaked her cheeks like war paint. All that remained of her eyes were deep black pits filled with livid scar tissue.

      Dragon shrugged. “It might be worth taking my chances. I could run. I’m fit enough. I could get out of here and get to the edge of the city.”

      “Into the wastelands? We have footage of that too if you want t—”

      “I’ve already seen it,” Dragon said. “You know that.”

      Sylvia played it anyway. “This is from last week.”

      The wastelands beyond the city’s walls at this time of year were a boggy mess. Scores of violent nomadic militias who made their credits from farming the common land occupied them. They fought a constant bloody war that gave the victor the right to earn credits by supplying food to the surrounding communities. The camera followed a skinny man covered in purple sores and tumours as he ran from the contaminated city. A wall of soldiers greeted him. A ragtag band of petrol-punk lunatics. They had a fleet of jacked-up cars, buggies, trucks, and motorbikes, each one different. Their uniformity came from how they constructed their vehicles with meaty soft tyres, chrome frames, and exposed engines. Armed with guns and knives, they kept their blades sheathed and opened fire on the man. His body twitched and snapped from the onslaught. The bullets acted as his puppeteer, keeping him standing. When they stopped firing, the man fell face first into the mud.

      Dragon stepped back two paces and slumped into his gamer chair. The footage on the screen blurred through his tears. He shook his head. “I need connection. I can’t miss it this month. I can’t wait another four weeks.”

      “You still have a chance,” Sylvia said.

      “A slim chance.”

      “A chance is a chance, no matter how slim.”

      “Fools cling onto hope when the odds are against them,” Dragon said. Before Sylvia could counter with another sickly-sweet dose of her vacuous motivational rhetoric, he added, “It’s not like I’m going to run the nine levels again, is it?”

      His stomach lurched when Sylvia shrugged. He shook his head in a futile attempt to banish the memories from the last time he ran. He pointed at the screen. “How are the machines getting on? How long before they clean up the entire city?”

      In every piece of footage Sylvia had shown Dragon, there were bots. He’d grown so used to them, they’d simply become a part of the scenery. Each one stood at least two metres tall. They had eight legs and two arms. They used snapping pincers on the ends of each arm to collect samples, scanning them for radiation. They ingested most of the items they’d picked up. Twenty minutes later, when it passed through their system, it would be free of radiation. Although, when they shit it back out into a wasteland thrumming with toxicity, it seemed to negate the process. But Dragon said, “So how long?”

      “We don’t know.”

      “I might never see the outside world. I’m thirty-one now. How long will I last in here? And when I can’t compete anymore, what happens to me then?”

      “Look, Dragon …”

      Nothing good ever started with look, Dragon …

      Sylvia rested her hands on her knees. “You need to focus on changing the things you can change and accept those which you cannot.”

      Dragon rolled his eyes.

      “Remember what’s at stake and what you can win. Even if you miss connection this month, surely it’s better to know you tried your hardest rather than gave up? Just hold on. You’ll be fine. Trust me.”

      “Thank you, Sylvia.” It always took a great effort to thank her when most of the time he wanted to tell her to go fuck herself. But if he didn’t, she’d never shut up.

      “Now, are you ready for your well-being time? The girls and I miss you.”

      “You’re not real. You’re no substitute for connection.”

      “But we help.”

      His head still spun, but what else could he do? Dragon nodded. “I’m ready.”

      Despite himself, he smiled when the two girls appeared. Each one held a board game. Sloane, the youngest at six years old, and Maxine, two years her senior. As one, they ran at him and yelled, “Daddy!”

      They might not be his kids, and he would only know what it felt like to be a dad when he had children of his own, but their smiling faces always helped.

      “Daddy,” Sloane said, “will you play a game with us?”

      A wide grin, Dragon nodded. “Of course. I’d love to.”

      Sylvia stood behind the girls and winked at Dragon as he sat on the floor with the two children. A rigid posture, her back board-straight, her eyes cold, she smiled while the two little ones raced to unpack their games.
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      The back of Dragon’s bike butted up against the racer ahead. In the middle of a tight press, riders surrounded him. At over seven feet tall, he sat higher than most. Screeches spoke of the scratches and dents being carved into the immaculate bikes. A sign of what was to come. Too many competitors in too tight a space. His own speeder, cherry red, had already been scored with several angry scars down each side. Other than their paint jobs, all the speeders were the same. Five hundred identical bikes at the start line. They hovered as a swarm above the city. Their engines rumbled with the collective hum of potential.

      Dragon had his helmet in a headlock until those around him put on theirs. The blue-tinted visor dulled the bright morning sun, but the helmet directed Chelton’s voice into his ears. He’d been lucky to lose connection to the man when he’d fought the Triganius. No chance he would have been spared his hyperactive shrieks for a second time in a row.

      The man’s giddy tempo rattled Dragon, twisting tension through his spine like a corkscrew. “I’ve missed you, buddy. Damn that faulty connection during your battle against the Triganius! I watched the replay. It would have been sweet to be riding shotgun.”

      “Sweet for who?”

      “We just need to make sure we put on a good show today, yeah?”

      “We?” Dragon needed to put on a good show. Chelton had to make the spectators in their boxes either want to race, or to spend their PPs gambling on the outcome.

      “And here we have it, viewers. Riding with d-r-four-g-zero-n six-six-six—”

      “You could just call me Dragon.”

      “The race you’ve all been waiting for,” Chelton said. “The Prime City five hundred. Five hundred racers on a route around our wonderful home.”

      What used to be their wonderful home. They were all living in boxes scattered throughout a toxic wasteland now. But maybe the powers that be thought it better for morale if they pretended.

      Chelton continued. “The back runners get cut at every stage. Stage one sees the largest cull of the lot. From five hundred down to one hundred and twenty-five in less than ten minutes. Who will be the elimination of the day? Who will win the first stage? Who will win the overall race and claim the one thousand PPs? Stick with me, Chelton Melton, as I guide you on the race of all races.”

      The most popular competition of each day started at one minute past midnight. The busiest and the one with the highest rewards. With each gamer only allowed to compete once a day, it ensured huge participation in each marquee event. Why waste your only chance at earnings in one of the smaller two-hundred-PP competitions? Especially for someone in Dragon’s situation. So close to the end of the month and still so far from the PPs he required for connection.

      Surrounded by a sea of reflective visors. Each rider no doubt shackled with their own personal Chelton. They all stared straight ahead, the personality of their flamboyant avatars now buried behind almost identical helmets. They might have been people he knew, but until the end of this race, they were currently the other riders. Faceless rivals who stood between him and stage two. Between him and this month’s chance at connection.

      Dragon’s leather gloves creaked when he tested his grip on his speeder’s handles, wincing from the burn in his knuckles. He’d left the heating off in his box again, and the cold had wormed into his joints. He needed to save all the PPs he could. Connection could still happen this month.

      “And it looks like we’re ready to start the race,” Chelton said. “It’s a beautiful day today. The sun’s shining. The citizens are out in force, watching from below. And why wouldn’t they be? This is the most ruthless part of the race. Will we lose the first one hundred in record time today? Will we even get one hundred and twenty-five across the line for stage two?”

      Five to ten thousand avatars below. Representations of the spectators locked in their lead boxes. Those who hadn’t made the grade to join the race, and those who didn’t want to. They stared up as if Chelton spoke directly to them.

      “And will you look at this, viewers?”

      The bitter taste of bile burned Dragon’s throat. The rider rolled in slowly from behind, putting on a show for the viewers. She came close to Dragon like she recognised him beneath his helmet. Her own visor shone a reflective green. Her speeder’s custom paint job gave away her identity. The bike looked like a stylised cobra. It wrung the knot in his gut, lifting more stomach acid onto his tongue. She’d clearly earned enough PPs that month for connection, so why not spend some on a fresh skin just to prove the point?

      Dragon clenched his jaw. “She only won yesterday because I helped her.”

      “Cobra!” Chelton said. “She’s one badass bitch.”

      Next time Dragon would leave her for dead. Badass because he’d fucking carried her.

      A block of five circular lights lit up the sky. Each one had a fifteen-metre diameter. The first glowed red. “Ladies and gentlemen,” Chelton said, “start your engines.”

      The vibrant speeders were little more than saddles strapped to rockets. Crash one and you burned hotter than the sun.

      The second red light glowed.

      Dragon flicked the switch next to the throttle. His seat vibrated. His speeder twitched and twisted, desperate for release. A clattering symphony as the bikes bumped and nudged one another. The rider on his right swung towards him. A rookie out of control. He kicked them away, propelling himself into the rider on his left.

      The third red light.

      Chelton rolled his tongue as he said, “Rrrrrrreadyyyyyyy!”

      The fourth red light.

      “Set.”

      Sweat lifted on Dragon’s brow. His fingers remained frigid and locked. The inside of his helmet threw his gasping pants back at him.

      “Go!”

      Dragon lurched forwards on the green light with the rest of the pack. A blue arrow floated in the middle distance. No one knew the course beforehand. The arrow led them straight.

      The force of an explosion on Dragon’s right shook his bike and warmed one side of him. Whomp! Another ball of flames next to the first. A single racer, whether by design or accident, had turned a hard left from the start. It slammed into a third speeder, swiping the rider from their bike. Another one blew. Whomp! The racer headed straight for Dragon.

      Dragon shot up, breaking from the pack as he avoided the wayward rider.

      “Whew! I thought you were a goner there,” Chelton said.

      Still in the race, unlike the rider on his left, Dragon hovered above the main swarm as it sped away from him.

      Another ball of flames. The kamikaze rider took out three more speeders before his own bike ignited.

      “Well, at least something put a stop to that lunatic,” Chelton screamed. “Dragon might be alive, but is he already too far behind?”

      Dragon leaned forwards and dived after the escaping pack.

      The front runners reached the first turn, a right angle around a tall pink tower block with mirror-ball windows. Explosions lit up the race, the mirrored fragments reflecting them back. Dragon continued his dive. He swerved left and right through the carnage, rookies exploding all around. They were a fucking liability. Maybe being forced to hold back at the start would work in his favour. It separated him from the bulk of the carnage.

      “We already have thirty-two racers down,” Chelton said. “Four hundred and sixty-eight remain. Only one hundred and twenty-five will make it to stage two.”

      A racer slammed into Dragon’s back right and changed his direction. Dragon twisted the throttle, powered his bike straight, and burst through the flames of a fresh wreck.

      “And we have Chameleon twelve in the lead right now, followed by Stalker eight, Ginge six-two-six, Assassin one thousand, and Jackal rounding out the final five.”

      Often there or thereabouts, Jackal’s name came up frequently. He must have gotten connection every month without fail. A gent, Jackal would have helped Dragon onto the escape ship when they’d battled the Triganius. Jackal wouldn’t flout his success with lavish skins. Jackal had morals.

      Clang! The vibration of another collision thrummed through the inside of Dragon’s tense thighs. The rider who’d hit him sped off. “Motherfucker!” Unlike the previous competitor, this one had attacked him with intent.

      “Four hundred and twenty-nine left,” Chelton said.

      The targeted attack marked the next phase of the race. With the end of stage one getting closer, they were now in a battle to be in the top one hundred and twenty-five. Dragon reached down to his left and tugged on the bar attached to his bike’s bodywork. It came free with a snap! One of the designers’ Easter eggs, they placed a detachable weapon somewhere different on each bike.

      “We’re about to go to war, ladies and gents.”

      Dragon’s attacker came at him again. Unarmed. They might have intentionally attacked him, but this rookie didn’t know how to find a weapon. Dragon kept the bar hidden. When the rider got close, he transferred it into his right hand and swung. The rider’s visor shattered into a shower of fragments that filled the air like glitter. The rider lost her helmet as she fell backwards, and her bike shot straight up.

      Bikes exploded around him like fireworks. The other experienced riders must have all liberated their weapons. Those still wet behind the ears were going down like swatted flies. And a good fucking job. They were a liability.

      Dragon’s tense body ached as he leaned into the right turn around the pink tower. His knuckles had gotten colder, his grip threatening to give out.

      “Four hundred and eight racers left,” Chelton screamed.

      About one hundred racers ahead of him, Dragon followed the crowd around another tall tower block. An imposing phallus of black steel and dark-tinted windows. Its matte surface soaked up any light that hit it.

      There were more explosions behind. “The first killer turn,” Chelton said. “Probably for the best. If they can’t make it around there, they have no chance for what’s ahead.”

      Better to get rid of them early. Dragon had been in their shoes before. He’d only gotten to the end of the first stage of this race on his fourteenth attempt.

      “After seventy-three goes,” Chelton said, “will this finally be Dragon’s race?”

      The arsehole always needed to remind everyone.

      “Lucky number seventy-four? God knows Dragon needs it now more than ever.”

      “Will you fuck off?”

      A click signalled Chelton moving to personal chat. “Shall I change my narrative? Tell everyone how you’re going to run the nine levels?”

      Dragon’s bike wobbled. He shook his head. His focus returned, and he straightened out.

      The avatars were as numerous on the street in this section as they’d been at the start. Bikes landed amongst them, flaming and twisted metal hitting the solar-panelled ground like meteors. One of Dragon’s many crashes had come when he’d watched the carnage. A rookie error. As fascinating as it had been to see hundreds of people wiped out, he should have seen the wall.

      “Get ready for some more twists and turns,” Chelton said. “We’re about to enter the rat run!”

      If only the connection would drop again. Chelton made everything harder. Even when he alerted him to what lay ahead.

      Walkways stretched like webbing between the tall buildings. Painted in rainbow colours, some of them more camouflaged than others. Dragon dived as the riders on either side of him missed the arrow’s inflection and slammed into a yellow metal bridge.

      More racers fell with bursts of light and thick black smoke. Dragon rode blind. Just follow the arrow. He scraped the bottom of his speeder on a walkway.

      “Woooeee!” Chelton screamed. “Any lower and you would have been a goner!”

      “Thanks for stating the obvious.” Every race had a section like this close to the start. Intricate, which always filled with explosions and smoke. It separated the rookies from the pack. Wiped out a sizeable chunk of the field. But as long as you trusted the arrow, you’d make it. Dragon turned left, right, down, up.

      “Ignore the threat,” Chelton said. “Sure, hard steel hurts, whether you’re in virtual or not, but what’s the point of thinking about crashing face first into a bridge?”

      Dragon turned left. “Not. Fucking. Helping!”

      “Jeez!” Chelton said as Dragon flashed past a building on his right. “Any closer and …”

      Dragon launched the pole he’d liberated from the chassis. To hold on to it any longer would be suicide. He needed to stop fighting and start racing. The bar spun through the air and sank into another visor, embedding in the rider’s face and sending him left into several bikes beside him.

      “Outstanding work!” Chelton said. “Five racers with one attack!”

      Fewer explosions ahead gave Dragon a clearer view. The sun now at their backs, the glow from the solar-panelled streets below. Dragon dived beneath the buildings’ walkways, the arrow sending him down.

      “They’re going to drive you into the road at this rate.”

      Dragon gritted his teeth against the burn in his knuckles and followed the course laid out by the blue arrow. He formed part of the front pack. They were a swarm of speeders, moving in unison as if they were all locked into a hive mind.

      They went into the Underneath. Another fireball flash ahead. Dragon flinched as he burst through it. Sweat ran into his eyes. The dense cloud of black smoke was too thick to see through. He followed the arrow. A hard left. He winced in anticipation of an under-citizen’s attack.

      “Three hundred and eighty-two riders left. Chameleon twelve remains in the lead.”

      The tight walls amplified the speeders’ engines. So loud it tilted Dragon’s balance. He wobbled.

      “Steady on, fella!”

      Just hold on. Get through this section, and it would open up again. It always did. Dragon shook his head and followed the arrow right.

      “Three hundred and seventy-five racers left. Will Dragon make it into the top one hundred and twenty-five?”

      A speeder in a death roll shot across the front of Dragon’s bike. The rider’s scream rang louder than the dizzying roar of the scores of engines. It had clearly been amplified for effect. Give the viewers what they wanted. More explosions. Speeders slammed into walls. They crashed into the ground. Some riders were knocked from their bikes by the under-citizens’ attacks.

      Dragon wobbled again as one, two, three riders nudged him. Just get out of the tunnels. In a tight spot like this, retaliation only led to destruction. The arrow sent him even deeper. Their surroundings turned darker than the devil’s arsehole.

      “Can you believe this? They’re being sent into hell this early in the race! And we still have three hundred and sixty-two riders remaining.”

      “Three hundred and forty-nine.”

      Dragon’s eyes burned. Even blinking at the wrong time could end him.

      There weren’t many riders ahead, but he shouldn’t look. They all knew that. Take your eyes off the road and you had no one to blame but yourself. And of course, Chelton wouldn’t tell him his race position.

      The red LED display sat on his speeder’s tank. Dragon glanced down. The briefest look. He wobbled as he fought to get his bike back under control.

      “Number thirty-two in the race,” Chelton said. He’d waited for Dragon to risk his life looking. Bastard!

      Dragon pulled up hard. He avoided the steel bar in his path, but hit his head on the roof of the tunnel. His skull rang like a struck bell, and his vision blurred.

      “Number thirty-one!” Chelton said.

      Dragon dived and ducked. The rapidly lowering ceiling nearly decapitated him.

      “Virtual or not, you’ll still feel the pain of losing your head,” Chelton said. “The stakes are real, people. The stakes are very real.”

      Sharp lifts and dives, Dragon followed those ahead.

      “I suppose this is the top thirty for a reason,” Chelton said. No rookies here. “There are two hundred and eighty-four racers left. How many more will explode in these tunnels? And if this is stage one, what the hell do we have waiting for us with the rest of the race? I’ve said it once and I’ll say it again; will we even get one hundred and twenty-five bikes and riders across the line? And if Dragon dies, let’s hope it’s spectacular.”

      A line of speeders stretched out ahead of Dragon. With fewer explosions, they mapped out the route. One after the other vanished from sight.

      Three. Two. One. Dragon pulled his bike’s handlebars. He followed them straight up, clear of the Underneath, and hurtled towards the sky. He left a series of explosions behind.

      “Will you look at this, ladies and gents? Who’s backing Dragon for the win?”

      Dragon’s speeder trembled with his gathering momentum.

      “Get your bets in. I think this is his race.”

      Stars danced in Dragon’s vision. His head spun. They were climbing too fast. A rider on his right passed out. They parted from their bike. A graceful separation, as if they travelled in slow motion. Rider and speeder went different ways. Both of them turned weightless momentarily before falling back to earth.

      The copper taste of blood flooded Dragon’s mouth. His nosebleed ran down the back of his throat. His grip loosened. His world turned black.

      “Dragon!” Chelton screamed.

      Dragon came to as he reached the pinnacle of his climb. He floated above the city like an angel. His head pounded and his ears rang, but his bike had levelled out. One long and persistent note played in his skull. He sat above tower blocks. The arrow showed him a steady descent over lowering buildings all the way to the thick white finish line ahead.

      “Two hundred and fifty-two racers left! Well done, Dragon!” Chelton’s words came at him like they were underwater.

      On his descent, Dragon swerved and swayed. Speeder after speeder overtook him on his left and right. Even if he’d wanted to look at his race position, he couldn’t read the number because of his blurred vision. He drew closer to the white line.

      “Come on, Dragon, you can do it.”

      And he could. He’d get there. Just hold on and point the speeder where it needed to go.

      More racers shot past until a bike pulled level with Dragon. The rider stood up and kicked out with their left leg.

      Dragon’s speeder shook and shimmied. He tried to twist the throttle, to accelerate from the loss of control, but his numb hands failed him.

      The back of Dragon’s bike snapped left and right. He clung on. Clang! His right handlebar struck the bike’s tank. Clang! His left hit the other side. The finish line so close. The handlebars cracked into his bike. Clang! Clang! Clang!

      Chelton had grown giddy in his ears. “We have a tank slapper!”

      Clang! Clang! Clang! Each sharp turn a neck-breaker, but Dragon held on. His hands still unresponsive, he leaned over the bike and pushed the front of his speeder to see if it would help.

      Seconds later, he slammed into the roof of the next building. It sent him into a somersault.

      On his second spin, Dragon blacked out.

      His third spin in darkness, Chelton screeched, “One hundred and ninety-eight racers left.”

      Dragon lost his grip and came away from his bike. He sailed through the air and hit the hard asphalt. His suit protected him. He regained his sight as his bike shot over his head, hit the ground, and burst into flames.

      Dragon came to a halt fifty metres from the finish line. He lay on his front, every muscle aching. Speeders swarmed over him and crossed the line. His bike was ten metres ahead. It burned on the side of the road.

      Several uneasy steps on wobbly legs, Dragon quickened his pace into a slow and shambling jog.

      “One hundred and eighty-four riders … wait a minute,” Chelton said. “One hundred and eighty-five riders. But can Dragon get across the line before he’s outside the top one hundred and twenty-five?”

      The front of Dragon’s speeder remained painted red while the back half had turned black from where it burned. He grabbed his bike’s nose, lifted the front, and walked backwards, dragging it towards the finish line. Seven feet of muscle. He could do this. And no matter what state they were in, if the rider and their bike crossed the line, they’d get to the next stage.

      The screech of metal over solar panels. The crowd cheered and whooped as they parted for Dragon. Sweat turned his body slick, but he had this. He’d trained enough in his box. He’d punched the walls enough times. He’d done thousands of press-ups. He had this.

      Many of the riders overhead slowed, watching him as they crossed the line.

      “He helped her in the previous game. Will she help him in this?” Chelton said.

      The speeder with the cobra paint job was amongst those in the sky. The green visor fixed on Dragon. He reached up to her. She could drag him and his speeder across the line. The back of her bike glowed as she accelerated away.

      “One hundred and seventy-eight riders left. Come on, Dragon, you can do this.”

      Twenty metres from the finish line. Speeders continued to cross ahead of him. Dragon yelled, dropped his head, and tugged the bike with everything he had. His cross to bear. He might die on it, but he wouldn’t fall here. He wouldn’t give them the satisfaction.

      Fifteen metres from the finish line.

      Ten metres.

      Five.

      More speeders passed overhead.

      Dragon fell backwards over the line, dragging his bike with him. Every muscle in his body burned, and he gasped, his
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4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
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Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
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5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
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