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Ann Attwood, Editing and Proofreading Services for using her magic on the story.
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Ariel and Jenna board the RMS Titanic for its legendary maiden voyage, expecting luxury, adventure, and maybe even a little romance. What they don’t expect is a bug in the simulation’s code—one that leaves them off the official lifeboat assignments.

No problem, right? The Titanic is practically unsinkable, fitted with the most advanced technology and safety features of its era. Besides, how many ships are actually lost on their maiden voyage?

Well... it wouldn’t be the first White Star Line vessel to vanish under mysterious circumstances.

According to Ghost, their AI construct, the simulation is historically accurate—perhaps too accurate. Events long dismissed as conspiracy theories are revealed as chilling truth. The iceberg? A cover story. Sabotage, betrayal, and something far more sinister lies beneath the surface of the North Atlantic.

Trapped in a virtual recreation where death means being zeroed for real, Ariel and Jenna must survive the sinking of history’s most infamous ship... and uncover the truth behind why it was never meant to reach New York.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1

[image: ]


“I thought these ocular implants were just a software patch for the sim,” Ariel says, gripping the edge of the surgical table.

Ben’s glowing blue eyes lock on to her. “If they were, you wouldn’t be on my table, would you?”

Ariel shifts uneasily. The synthetic leather squeaks beneath her. “I never wanted body mods. Neural sync and an AI construct, sure—but this?” Her voice trails off. “I don’t even know what these look like... and the cost—”

“North of a million credits. Each,” Ben says flatly.

She gapes. “Jenna and I scraped together scratch for gear and mods—real-world weapons, armor, loadouts—things we thought we’d need in VR. Not this.”

Ben shrugs. “The best don’t separate the real from the virtual. They train with both. And your new eyes? Boringly human. Blue for you. Green for Jenna. No chrome, no silver—though I would’ve gone silver. Reflections are sexy.”

“Mishima Labs,” he adds. “Tokyo. Custom pairs only. Experimental, and fully paid for.”

“By whom?”

He leans in. “That’s the question, isn’t it?”

Ariel opens her mouth, but she is cut off.

“Don’t even think of backing out,” Ghost’s voice whispers in her mind. “You have no idea what I went through to get those eyes. If you two weren’t so damn vain, MilTech eyes would’ve been ten times easier to get—and cheaper.”

“Ghost... what did you do?” she says.

“Time’s up,” Ben says, flipping a switch. The room dims. Ariel’s world fades to black, and across from her, Jenna falls silent too.

#

BEN NARROWS HIS EYES at the screen. The purchase order pulses dimly on his monitor—approved, paid in full—but the buyer field is blank. No name, no trace. Just a ghost transaction buried in the system.

It is not DARPA, not NASTI, and definitely not the Eugenics Foundation.

Then who?

He exhales sharply through his nose. No time to dwell. Couriers are waiting to take Ariel’s and Jenna’s eyes to the buyers, and his assistant’s halfway through extracting Jenna’s. The transfer must go smoothly. No questions, no room for errors.

Ben minimizes the screen, but the unease lingers.
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The expanded field of vision is too much, too fast. Ariel clutches the armrest of the aircar, jaw clenched, eyes squeezed shut. Jenna sits beside her, one hand braced on the window, the other covering her mouth. The city below is a blur of chrome and neon, too sharp, too wide, rushing past at sickening speed.

It should be a short hop from the medical complex to their domes. Instead, it feels like an eternity—every motion amplified, every flicker of motion in their periphery a jolt to the gut.

The ducted fans whine as the aircar sets down on the dome pad. The sound fades, replaced by the tick of cooling metal. Ariel exhales slowly. Jenna opens her eyes first.

“I’ll walk from here,” she tells the driver, her voice hoarse.

They exit together. The aircar lifts into the sky with a soft pulse of pressure and vanishes into the traffic lanes.

#

INSIDE THE NASTI SITUATION room, the temperature drops three degrees the moment Lidia Gates enters.

She rides in on a gleaming black Imperium scooter, her light-blue floral print dress fluttering slightly with her movement. At her side, a silent assistant. Behind her, three cybernetically enhanced samurai, their armor matte black, their visors unreadable.

Jerry Mansfield, CEO of Nexus Advanced Systems Technology Inc., stands to greet her. “Director Gates. Your presence is an unexpected pleasure.”

“Lidia,” she corrects gently. “My friends call me Lidia. And we are friends... aren’t we?”

The question hits like a punch to the sternum. Jerry’s smile freezes.

The memory floods back unbidden—years ago, clawing his way to the top. The night he met her. The loyalty trials, the rituals, the children.

He’d screamed for hours after. Not from pain. From what he had done to prove his loyalty.

“Yes,” he says tightly. “We are... Lidia. Please—my seat is yours.”

She gives a dry chuckle. “Such a gentleman. But no. Switching would be... impractical.”

Only then does he notice the medical gear. A colostomy tube trails discreetly from her side, concealed by the folds of her dress. A Foley bag rests beneath her skirt, and a dual-lumen IV line runs into her right arm, branching into artery and vein. The outflow tube leads to a sleek filtration unit built into her chair—circulating, purifying, oxygenating. The assistant at her side: part nurse, part shadow.

Jerry swallows hard. “We’ve advanced the simulation,” he says. “It starts with RMS Titanic in port—Queenstown, Ireland. No need to monitor until Ariel and Jenna are aboard.”

Lidia smiles faintly. “So, they survived the amusement park?”

“Barely,” Jerry replies. “Everyone else... didn’t. We’re short on testers for now. Ariel and Jenna are going in alone.”

She laughs—light, brittle. “Those fools were never in their league. If this goes as I expect, I want it pushed to public release immediately. One thousand five hundred seventeen dead in two hours and forty minutes.”

Jerry nods. “Sixty-nine percent of all souls aboard.”
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