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            PREFACE

          

        

      

    

    
      If you are a fan of the Cyber Teen Project series, you already know about the online world of the Colossal Machine. In this novella, Jet has her first solo adventure. I'm often asked about the world that Nigel, Jet, and April visit. In White Hat Black Heart, we learned of Sludgelings. In War with Black Iris, the city of Parousia is introduced. And in Reckoning of Delta Prime, we explored some in-game lore and the existence of the dungeon master. Many of those questions are answered in this stand-alone LitRPG adventure. To enjoy this installment, no prior knowledge of the Cyber Teen Project is necessary. However, existing fans will recognize many characters from the novels. The timeline for this story is right after the events of Crisis At Worlds End, Cyber Teen Project Book 4. Another goal of the book was to expand upon the magic system. I hope you enjoy reading the book as much as I did writing it.

      
        
        D. B. Goodin

        August 1, 2022

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Oakland, California

        Ten years ago

      

      

      Dustin Draper gazed out of his custom loft overlooking the bay. Enjoying a beer, completing the remaining lines of code, and watching the brilliant sunset were some of his favorite things to do. The hardware specifications for the VR headset that he had created far exceeded the competition. His hardware team was on the verge of perfecting the new, more powerful and lighter version.

      We got the original Blindspot device down to 701 grams. Once we launch this updated version, it will blow away the competition at 314 grams. For the first time, I’m done before the engineers, and it is tight, using a fraction of the required memory.

      Dustin’s phone chirped. He was annoyed at the intrusion.

      Why didn’t I turn this off—Molly, that’s why.

      The display read: the unknown gamer.

      Who the hell is that? If I added this guy to my contact list, it’s probably safe to answer.

      “Hello, Dusty,” a man with a heavy South American accent said.

      “Sal?”

      “Yes, it’s me. I was just thinking about you the other day. Of all my students, you were the brightest. I think you and Fosco were the only students to work in the biz.”

      “It’s been at least three years since I saw you last. You still teaching?”

      “Nah! I quit about a year after you graduated. I’m forming a new gaming start-up and need some state-of-the-art tech to run it, so you were on my short list.”

      “You have a new game in development?”

      “Not yet, it’s all in my head right now, but I would like to work with you to help coax it out.”

      “Game design is not my thing. I’m more of a hardware guy.”

      “I know better. Your class project had game design and hardware elements. That’s why I gave you the extra credit. I know you have the head for it.”

      Yeah, but I didn’t tell you that I fucking hated it. I do better at bringing stuff to life.

      “I suffered through your class and leaned heavily on my class material to get that rudimentary game even working.”

      “Yes, but you did it with style and grace. I’ve seen a lot of up-and-coming game designers, and you are a natural.”

      “That may be, but I don’t enjoy game design; I’d rather build electronics to integrate into the game. Why are you suddenly so interested in my work?”

      “Your games are incredible. They were barely announced and people already preordered them. And the test servers for the technical preview are always at capacity.”

      “To be clear, they prepaid for the hardware I designed. The game is not the main product. I want to help people who have lost the ability to live a normal life. My hardware has the potential to do that and so much more.”

      “That is why we should work together. With your hardware expertise and my game design knowledge, we can lead a world-class team. Imagine all the people we can help by developing the perfect escape from their meaningless lives,” Sal said.

      “How can you say that? My goal is to give people purpose. I’ve helped people who have never walked or who have lost limbs. I created the game to help them use their new prosthetics. I’m not interested in creating any full-immersive experience for—gamers.”

      “My apologies, Dustin. I had no idea that you were so passionate.”

      “I’m not against gaming, I…just want to help people. Not exploit them for some giant gaming company.”

      “How is your funding these days?”

      “I’ve had some investors pull out, but most share my vison. Creating life-changing technology doesn’t happen overnight.”

      “I totally agree, but I don’t see the problem of giving people a high-quality game. And what about the people who can’t afford real prosthetics? Don’t they deserve to benefit from your technology, too?”

      I never thought of it that way. If I can give someone the ability to do things an able-bodied person could do, that might also have some value.

      “I’m open to learning more about the start-up. But I want full control of my hardware.”

      “Excellent, why don’t we discuss it further over lunch?”

      “Okay. But I’m not agreeing to anything until I know that people’s lives will actually be changed for the better.”

      “Of course, I see this as a win-win for the both of us. We’re just going to make a boatload of money in the process.”

      Dustin cringed. He wasn’t interested in the money, but his research grants were coming to an end and he couldn’t help anyone if he didn’t have funding.
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      Somewhere in New England, Ten Winters Later

      Josephine “Jet” Smith stared at the ceiling. She was dying to get back into the world of the Colossal Machine, but the many internet outages made that all but impossible. She reached for her backpack where her gaming gear was stored.

      Maybe Nigel will be logged in?

      She still had nightmares of her last home, getting blown to bits by the very people who had taken her in. She had been lost and confused. Nigel had tried to search for survivors, but the Dark Angels had found her first. She would have been interrogated or tortured if it wasn’t for Nigel giving her his lucky charm. A symbol of the Dark Angels. The search for Nigel had been called off due to extreme weather, and she needed something to take her mind off her heartache.

      Why did he leave with those girls? Doesn’t he love me anymore?

      Jet put the negative thought out of her mind. She needed a break, and the Colossal Machine had always been there for her. It’s a good thing that I was able to download the portable version of the game.

      The Colossal Machine was designed as an online-only game. There was an offline version that she was testing for Pretzelverse, but she never got to try it out. The incessant howling of the wind would make it difficult to get any quality sleep, so she decided to load the Colossal Machine Lite, or CML.

      It’s a good thing I was able to sync my progress from the online version.

      Jet was a beta tester for the Lite version of the Colossal Machine, or CM. Since she was a beta tester and an unofficial game ambassador for the CM, this meant that she got pre-alpha versions of the game for early testing and feedback.

      I have not been able to play the portable version of the game yet. I hope there aren’t any required downloads.

      She plugged in the game and thought of Nigel as the Pretzelverse logo appeared. The LCD turned gray and blue placeholder text read: Magi Quest. She pressed the load button, and her in-game avatar appeared in all of its low-res glory.

      I wonder if I can hook up my VR headset? This hardware is probably not up to the task.

      Jet remembered reading about the portable version requiring the use of a full VR headset with an advanced tracking processor.

      My headset should work with it.

      She removed the rubberized protective covers from the test unit. She recognized the mini VR interface on the side of the portable console.

      Wait, don’t I have an adapter someplace?

      Jet dumped the contents of her backpack on her bed. Various cables and adapters spilled out everywhere. She grabbed the adapter she needed and connected her visor. The CML device supported Wi-Fi, and out of habit, she connected the device to the access point in the hanger.

      I’m part of a select few that even have this device. I wonder if anyone else has connected to the internet.

      Don’t be silly, girl. The internet has been down for weeks, and it’s not coming up no matter how much you want it to.

      She loaded the Lite version of the Colossal Machine and created a Mage. She didn’t have access to the Magi class until level ten. She’d tested the game enough to know how to power level her fledgling mage to at least that far. She would at least try. Jet glanced at her watch: 10:42 p.m. The Dark Angels were pulling out early tomorrow. Damien agreed to spare enough resources for a final search before giving up. And she wanted to be well rested.

      I can probably spare an hour or perhaps a little longer. I could probably get to level two by then.

      Jet plugged her VR headset into the CML. The graphics processing power was far superior to the native interface. She made some adjustments to her VR visor’s settings before immersing herself in the game. Normally she would be seated upright during her gaming sessions because of the power demands of the visor. But tonight she wanted to experience the Colossal Machine lying down. Plus, it gave her an excuse to stop when the battery ran low.

      “Hey, Jet, it’s lights out in fifteen minutes,” a female voice said.

      She removed her visor. Sally gave her a smile.

      “We will find Nigel tomorrow. I have a good feeling.”

      “I hope so. We’ve been apart so much already,” Jet said.

      “You should get some sleep. You need to stay frosty,” Sally said.

      “Yeah, I will…I just need an hour of the game to get my mind off—things.”

      Sally gave her a suspicious look, but didn’t protest. Jet was putting on her immersive VR gear before Sally left the room.

      Maybe Nigel left me a message inside the machine. Yeah, I just need to check.

      A flat menu appeared:

      
        
        Colossal Machine Portable Edition

        1)   Load Game

        2)   Synchronize local game files

        3)   Create New Character

        4)   Journey Onward

      

      

      She chose the third option. The visor faded to black. JetaGirl stood atop a massive parapet. Below was a chasm so deep she couldn’t fathom how long it would take to hit the bottom if she had fallen.

      My avatar is finished if she falls in there! I don’t think I have enough mana to keep the slow spell going for that long.

      Several waterfalls and an enormous river overflowed into the chasm. She didn’t see any bridges or any other way across the divide.

      “Are you ready to receive your first quest as the Grand Magi?” an old man said.

      This is the dungeon master!

      “I am,” JetaGirl said.

      “Good, there are many good folks who will perish if you shall fail. The council has located the cause of the disruption.”

      The dungeon master handed her avatar a scroll. JetaGirl gave the old man a revered look.

      “You will know when it’s time.”

      JetaGirl bowed before the dungeon master. “I accept this quest, and I will do everything in my power to seek out the evil that plagues this land.”

      The dungeon master raised a staff, and Jet was staring at the character creation screen. Moments later, an image of an old woman appeared. The VR visor enhanced the background, but the characters seemed pixelized to her. She chalked it up to the portable hardware not having enough power to support the high-res imagery. Backgrounds were more static than characters, and the Colossal Machine was famous for having some of the most lifelike in the industry. Well, except for maybe that interstellar sex-based adventure that many of her classmates were interested in.

      “Hello, dear, why don’t you come a little closer so I can see you?” an old voice said.

      Jet’s head snapped toward the voice. An old woman sat in a chair that resembled a throne. She waved a hand, and a table with a purple white-trimmed tablecloth appeared.

      “Sit.”

      A chair slammed into Jet from behind. Her screen rocked, and she lost five points of health. She had not completed her character’s stats rolls yet, so her heath and stamina bars were capped at a hundred. She was playing in hardcore mode, the only mode that serious gamers used. She wanted to stay on her toes, so the thought of her character dying a
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