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            Press Start to Lose Yourself
Some games are short. This one isn't.
Some stories let you pause. This one might not.
Between Worlds is for the players who've stayed up too late, chased one more level,and whispered "just five more minutes" while the sun was rising. It's for anyonewho's ever felt the game bleed into reality or wondered if reality was just anotherlevel.
This isn't just a story about gaming. It's a story about what happens when the gamestarts playing back.
So grab your snacks, silence your phone, and get ready to glitch through the linebetween real and virtual.
Your save file starts now.
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Chapter 1: A Gamer's Haven
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The Digital Distraction

Ashlee’s thumbs hover, twitch, then press with precise violence. Sweat sticks the controller to his hands as the on-screen Tarnished barely dodges a spinning axe, blood pixels fountaining from an unguarded side. Around him, the Guangzhou apartment hums with the low-level tinnitus of overclocked fans and the ghostly shimmer of four adjacent monitors. LED strips paint the space with shifting blues and magentas, cycling hypnotically in sync with the cheap gaming mouse. The desk is a chaos altar: scattered switch cartridges, an open bag of Lay’s, disposable chopsticks, three half-empty Red Bull cans, and a mat stained with the ringed sweatmarks of a hundred consecutive nights. The walls are a sermon in licensed posters—FromSoft bosses rendered ten feet tall, their monstrous eyes reflecting neon and judgement. A mountain of tangled charging cables and controller shells forms a monument beneath the TV.

He lives in this world, and this world lives in him.

A boss shriek: the Valiant Gargoyle has him pinned against a plinth, its grotesque blade twitching with AI-perfect menace. “No no no—fuck—” Ashlee mutters, the words frictionless, not meant for air. He leans forward, every vertebra articulating in a slow, instinctive slouch, brown hair clumping over his brow in greasy wings. His left foot pumps at the floor with every in-game evasive roll. If anyone else watched, it would look like he was prepping for flight.

On the outskirts of attention, the apartment’s entrance pings with a distant mechanical click—the faint, anticipated sound of Julia’s key. It’s eight-oh-six, which means she’s late by her own standards, and Ashlee’s mouth shapes the thought without sound: fuck, go, get through this cycle, you can talk after. Julia’s existence recedes until a flare of yellow incandescence pours down the hallway, the old-world bulb fighting the sea of digital blue.

Julia stands framed in the doorway, still zipped into a navy pencil skirt and powder-blue blouse. Her hair is drawn back tight, but wisps at the temples have surrendered to the Guangzhou humidity, giving her a makeshift halo in the light. She regards the spectacle of Ashlee and his synesthetic cave with the same expressionless patience that she uses for lesson-planning or apartment-hunting—thousand-yard stare, only the lower eyelids betraying fatigue.

Ashlee’s left hand vibrates the controller in a nervous tick. The boss roars, and a pixelated health bar shrinks with algorithmic fairness.

“You’re home early,” he says, voice thin, barely projecting above the clang of in-game metal.

Julia sets her bag down with deliberate quiet, aiming for the table but missing by a good foot—leaving the bag to slouch against a pile of unopened Steam Deck packaging. She steps out of her shoes, the rubber soles making two mute sighs as they land. She doesn’t approach, just plants herself on the doormat, arms folded, surveying the scene like an unannounced inspector.

“You said you were going to try and finish before I got back.” Not a question, and not a plea.

“I did. But then it’s a new build, and—” Ashlee’s eyes dart, like a criminal’s, toward her. Her reflection looms in the monitor’s black bezel, distorted, so that she appears to be floating in the void above Limgrave. “It’s hard to just, you know, leave it hanging. At a boss.”

Julia exhales with the kind of restraint that’s meant to be audible. She picks up an energy can from the floor, holds it up, and shakes it with a cold rattle. “How many of these today?”

“Three,” he answers, without thinking. Then, “No, two. The third is from last night.”

“And how many hours have you—” She cuts herself off, flattening her lips as though that’s enough. “Never mind.”

Ashlee’s avatar staggers, virtual stamina depleted, and the Gargoyle lands a brutal blow. The controller vibrates violently, a haptic death rattle. Ashlee winces, reeling as though the force could traverse plastic and bone. He clicks the home button and the game freezes, splaying a pixelated graveyard on the TV and a much quieter hush in the room.

He turns, finally facing Julia fully, blinking as his irises recalibrate to her light.

“Sorry,” he says, and tries for a smile, but his lips don’t quite obey. “Bad day at school?”

Julia shrugs, toeing at a granola wrapper. “Not as bad as here, apparently.”

There’s an awkward minute, in which neither of them moves. Ashlee places the controller carefully on the desk, arranges his legs to cross under him, but can’t quite shake the sense that his hands are still trembling. He knows the next line in their script—Julia will ask if he’s eaten, if he’s showered, if he’s remembered to message his mother, and then, after the ritual, he will say yes, or mostly, or sorry, I lost track.

But tonight she just stands there, washed in the border between real and simulated light, and lets the silence accrue between them like a debt.

He’s the first to break. “Do you want to order something, or...? I think there’s noodles left in the fridge.”

Julia turns away, toward the kitchen, the pale backs of her ankles catching the LED glow as she walks. “I’ll figure it out,” she says, words trailing like footprints.

Ashlee watches her go, the afterimage of her form hanging in his field of vision for several seconds, until the monitor’s standby timer plunges the room into darkness. For a moment, the only light comes from the hallway, and in that golden rectangle Ashlee is just a silhouette, hunched, uncertain, and utterly still.
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[image: ]


JULIA’S FOOTSTEPS FADE into the kitchen, replaced by the distant whir of the refrigerator and the flat, measured impact of her opening and closing the cabinet doors. Ashlee remains fixed in his chair, knees drawn up tight, the sudden darkness on his monitor somehow more oppressive than the boss fight had been.

He hears the unmistakable sound of a container being pried open, plastic fighting plastic, then the dull tap of metal spoon against a ceramic bowl. The clatter is louder than usual, as if Julia is amplifying every gesture—an invitation for him to say something, do something, or at least bear witness.

When she returns to the living area, she brings with her the soft umami reek of leftover noodles and a posture that brooks no escape. She doesn’t bother to sit: instead, she positions herself directly between Ashlee and the TV, cradling her bowl in one hand, the other arm pressed tight against her waist.

“We haven’t been out together in three months.” Her voice isn’t raised, but the words have edge—polished and measured like a new chef’s knife.

Ashlee’s mouth opens, closes, and then opens again. “That’s not— It hasn’t been that long.”

“It has,” Julia replies, not missing a beat. “The last time was Yi Mei’s wedding. You left early so you could hit the North American launch event. Remember?”

He remembers. The event had been a debacle, the servers down for hours, but the camaraderie of waiting in the Discord channel with his guild had carried him through. He had posted a selfie with Julia, tuxedo and dress, then another with the hashtag #TrueDedication, clutching the collector’s edition box in front of their apartment elevator.

“It was an important day for the game,” he says, with a shrug meant to dismiss the point. “A global launch. Everyone was online.”

“And now it’s just...every day?” Julia gestures to the room: the mess, the empty cans, the heap of laundry wilting near the bathroom door. “You said after the expansion things would slow down. You said you’d try.”

Ashlee picks at the seam on the controller’s grip, refusing to look up. “I am trying.”

“Are you?” Julia’s voice remains calm, but there’s a fissure running beneath, a crack just waiting for pressure. “You set an alarm to wake up at three in the morning for some streamer’s charity boss run. You skipped lunch with my parents. You missed my cousin’s kid’s birthday and you didn’t even text me back until the next day.”

“I said I was sorry about that,” Ashlee counters, too quickly.

Julia sets her bowl down on the coffee table with careful, angry precision. She folds herself onto the arm of the sofa, facing him at eye level. “Ashlee, I’m not keeping a scorecard. I don’t want to. But it feels like you’re not even here when you are here. Like you’ve been replaced by some...NPC with my boyfriend’s face. And every time I talk to you, I get the same dialogue options. None of them matter.”

Ashlee bristles at the word ‘NPC.’ He looks up, at last, blue-lit features stark against the yellow glow at Julia’s back. “That’s not fair.”

She leans forward, elbows digging into her knees, hands steepled. “You know what’s not fair? The day I found out my dad was in the hospital, you were doing a thirty-hour marathon for some digital trophy. I had to call your friend—what’s-his-name, the one with the Pikachu tattoo—to get through to you. You didn’t pick up your phone for two days.”

He remembers this, too. He remembers the feeling of his phone vibrating somewhere under the couch, remembers thinking he’d check after this boss, after this cutscene, after just one more fight.

“I didn’t know it was that serious,” he says, voice thin. “You said he was stable.”

Julia’s hands drop to her lap. “I didn’t get the chance to say anything else.”

There’s a silence then, brittle and dense. Ashlee can hear the buzzing drone of the city outside, the faint vibrato of motorcycles and distant horns. The weight of Julia’s gaze is like a second gravity, pinning him to the chair. His thumb finds the analog stick on the controller and spins it, clockwise and counterclockwise, until he realizes the futility and sets the device down, hands open in his lap.

“Look, I know I’ve been...distracted. But this is important to me. It’s how I keep from burning out. The game is—” He flounders, struggling for words with the same desperation as his in-game avatar lunging for a potion flask. “It’s not just a game. It’s a whole world, and I actually matter there. People need me.”

Julia raises her eyebrows, not unkindly, but without yielding. “And what about here? Do I need to join your Discord if I want to see you?”

He tries to laugh, a feeble sound that crumples on exit. “It’s not like that.”

“Isn’t it?” Her face is calm, her tone so reasonable it stings. “I want to understand, Ashlee. I really do. But you keep moving the finish line. If it’s not this boss, it’s the next expansion, or the next tournament, or the next speedrun. I’m tired.”

Ashlee flinches, physically recoiling at the word. He doesn’t want her to see the flush on his cheeks, but the screen’s blue glow throws every flaw into relief. He glances at the coffee table, at the pile of ramen packets, the sticky half-finished soda, a wadded napkin stained with Szechuan red. He scans the apartment, the physical evidence of months’ neglect: trash bags not yet taken out, laundry baskets overflowing with faded black t-shirts, the faint stink of gym socks fermenting near the heater vent.

It hits him all at once—the squalor, the self-imposed exile, the narrowing of his world until nothing remained but pixels and scores. For a moment he wants to explain, to say that the real world is the one that feels like a boss fight, with no instructions and no save points. That he likes the clarity of games, the way you always know what you’re supposed to do next, the comfort of fixed rules.

But Julia is right. He doesn’t remember the last time he cleaned the bathroom, or took out the recycling, or even went to the corner bakery with her for Sunday buns. He can’t remember the last time he let the day unfold without an artificial sense of urgency.

Julia reaches out, placing a gentle hand on his shoulder. Her fingers are warm, grounding. “Ashlee. Is this—” She gestures at the desk, the screens, the artifacts of his obsession. “Is this more important to you than us?”

The question lands like a cleaver, sudden and surgical. He wants to say no, to deny it outright, but the words stick. He hesitates, and the hesitation is answer enough.

Julia lets her hand drop, her gaze heavy with an exhaustion that is no longer physical, but existential. “That’s what I thought,” she says, so softly it nearly disappears.

The conversation doesn’t so much end as run out of air. Julia stands, gathering her bowl and bag, and walks back toward the bedroom. The blue and yellow lights chase each other along her silhouette, stretching the shadow behind her. Ashlee remains where he is, hands limp, controller untouched.

Around him, the apartment seems to breathe in time with his own shallow pulse. He sees, for the first time in months, the border between real and virtual worlds—how much smaller his reality has become. The LED lights flicker, casting him in alternating hues of sadness and regret.

He doesn’t call after her.

***
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JULIA’S RETREAT IS a slow-motion event, the kind that stretches out in the mind and only resolves once every step, every pause, has been logged for later regret. She moves down the hallway, spine held straight by force of will, but her head bowed, shoulders notched inward. There’s no final shout, no slamming of doors—just the hush of her stockinged feet on tile, the weighty sound of the bedroom door closing with a near-silent click.

Resignation, not anger. That’s the part that gets to him.

Ashlee sits in his chair, immobilized. The controller is a dead thing in his lap, rubberized triggers cooling under his fingertips. The pause screen on the TV casts a ghostly, static blue across his face, sharpens the lines under his eyes, throws his unshaven jaw into deep relief. He stays like this for a minute, then two, as if waiting for a cue, a prompt, some signal that the fight isn’t over.

But nothing comes. The apartment is as still as the aftermath of a bad wipe. The only movement is the lazy carousel of RGB colors reflecting off the glass of the monitors, painting him in a shifting mask of remorse and embarrassment.

He thinks, briefly, about following her. About opening the bedroom door, sitting at the foot of the bed, and just...saying something. He can imagine the scene: Julia turned away, face half-buried in a pillow, body tight with anger or grief. He could apologize. He could promise, again, to be better. It would be a start.

But the vision collapses under its own weight. He knows himself too well. The shame is already calcifying inside him, transforming from an active pain to a passive, familiar ache. The next move is always the hardest, and easier to postpone.

So instead he reaches forward and unpauses the game. The action resumes with an orchestral blare, the Gargoyle mid-swing, pixels burning bright. He doesn’t care that he’s about to die again. He leans in, lets the noise and fury of the virtual world engulf him, crowding out the silence from the bedroom.

He’s not sure how long he plays. Ten minutes, maybe an hour. Time in the apartment flattens, subdivided only by deaths and respawns. Every few cycles, Ashlee glances at the closed bedroom door, as if expecting it to open, but it never does.

Eventually, he forgets to check.

The camera pulls back: Ashlee hunched forward, illuminated by the sickly blue; the battlefield on the screen, chaotic and full of meaning; the rest of the apartment shrouded in neglect, a monument to inertia. The bedroom door stands shut, a physical firewall between two universes—one desperate for connection, the other built for escape.

Inside the game, the boss roars, and Ashlee fights on. Behind him, Julia’s world recedes into silence, as unreachable as any other offline realm.
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Chapter 2: The Dream Begins
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Awakening in Armor

He blinks. Or maybe he doesn’t—maybe the black is what happens when his eyes roll back, too tired to track the screen, only the persistent afterimages and the angry blue LED still burning underneath the lids. He’s slumped in the chair, knees tangled with the arms, controller at half-mast on his lap. Somewhere in the digital background, a motif of choir and timpani echoes from the flat TV, but the sound is distant, sludgy, as if dragged through a meter of concrete and water. It’s late, he thinks. Or early.

Ashlee’s head sags, then bobs. Sleep comes in off-tempo increments: his chin hits his collarbone, snaps back; his hands jerk the controller into his lap with a wet plastic thump. He tries to reassert control, but the room’s edges pulse and warp. The walls pulse, then twist into an unfamiliar, moss-colored gloom.

The world sloughs off like a wet towel. He’s standing—no, not standing, but braced, knees slightly bent, both hands clutching something rough and leather-bound. His whole body is encased: pressure at the temples, the crush of a jaw-tight helmet, damp metal weight anchoring each shoulder. His arms are invisible except for the bone-white gauntlets protruding from chainmail sleeves. His sight is tunneled, circumscribed by the iron visor that encases his head.

A memory blooms: a boss run, but not any he’s actually played. The air is dense with mold and the faint acid tang of urine. There is a corridor, ancient, slick with green-black moss, the stone underfoot so wet that each step makes a slap and a scrape. He tries to flex his foot and feels only the heavy, inflexible encasement of plated boots. The sound of his own breathing is amplified inside the helmet, so that it sounds like he’s gasping through a paper bag.

His mind runs diagnostics. He tries to look down. The movement is natural, seamless, the helmet tracking in perfect time, no lag or latency. He can see the edge of a battered steel breastplate, scratched to dullness, and a crosshatched pattern of leather straps cinched under his armpits. A sword, chipped and uncomfortably real, is gripped so tight in his right hand he can feel the ridge of the hilt through the leather glove.

Ashlee tries to speak. Instead of his own voice, a growl vibrates from his chest, something guttural and deeply foreign. It’s not just cosplay. The reality here is molecular, total.

He advances. The torchlight is sickly orange, and the flames don’t so much dance as jitter in place, little visual bugs his brain expects but now finds almost...intentional? Each stride pushes the armor’s weight against his hips, the chain links tug at his neck, and inside the helmet the air is so moist that it condenses, runs in tiny rivers down his cheek.

Water drips from somewhere far above, each droplet echoing off the stone with rhythmic regularity. He hears something else, too—a scrape, a mechanical rattle, the telltale prelude to an encounter. Instinct tells him this is a boss corridor. The sword grows heavier, almost vibrates in his grip with anticipation.

Ahead, the hallway opens to a vast, circular chamber. The ground is made of concentric stone rings, each pockmarked with the black stains of ancient fire. The walls are impossibly high, curving up into a darkness that torches cannot touch. But what commands the space is the creature at the center—immense, insectile, made of fused bone and muscle and geometry. It is at least four stories tall, hunched in the way spiders hunch, limbs splaying out in a fractal array. Its eyes—twelve or more—are sickly blue lanterns, each fixed on a separate quadrant of the room.

Ashlee’s breath shortens. He recognizes the type: phase one, telegraphed attacks, a window for counters. But this is not a flat-screen simulation. The boss’s exhalations vibrate in the air, sending a hot wind that smells of decayed protein and burned oil.

He tries to parse what to do, to summon a menu or a HUD, but nothing materializes. All he has are his own instincts and the knowledge drilled into him from a thousand failed attempts.

The boss lets out a sound—part whistle, part avalanche—and the fight begins.

The body moves with a logic independent of Ashlee’s conscious thought. When the first limb scythes downward, he’s already rolling left, the armor screaming in protest but obeying. The impact pulverizes the stone, and shards ricochet off his helmet with a high-pitched ring. He feels pain—not sharp, but a full-body vibration that leaves his teeth tingling.

The boss rears, sweeps two arms laterally. Ashlee plants his feet, brings the shield up (where did that come from?), and the blow lands with such force his forearms go numb. But the shield holds, and his vision whites out in a field of static before quickly clearing.

He ducks, rolls, comes up swinging. The sword—so heavy, so real—cuts into a limb at the joint. The sound is a meaty pop, followed by the squeal of cut bone scraping metal. He’s splattered, not with blood but something closer to iridescent sap, instantly sticky and smelling like electrical fire.

Another limb comes. He backpedals, shuffles, drops and rolls to avoid being skewered. In the helmet, sweat beads instantly. It runs into his eyes, stings. He keeps moving, because the logic of the dream says if he stops, even for a second, he’ll die.

And the amazing thing: he doesn’t make mistakes. All the split-second timing, the dodge frames and hitboxes he’s spent years obsessing over, are muscle memory here—not just thumbs on plastic, but whole-body choreography. He slides inside the arc of a sweeping leg, ducks under a geyser of venom, hears the splash of it dissolving the floor behind him. His footwork is perfect. His aim is perfect. The boss screams again, and his pulse spikes in triumph, not fear.

He loses track of time—maybe it’s five minutes, maybe an hour. The fight is a blur of sensation, each successful dodge and parry sending a rush of dopamine that threatens to overwhelm him. There’s pain, too, a dozen near-misses, the dull thud of blunt force, but it only sharpens the edge of his focus.

The boss slows, wounded, its movements less crisp, more desperate. It corners him against a collapsed pillar, rears back for a deathblow. Ashlee seizes the moment. He sprints forward, ducks inside the boss’s guard, and drives his sword up into the creature’s thorax. It’s like splitting a refrigerator. The resistance is immense, but the dream makes him stronger than he’s ever felt, and he screams—this time in his own voice—until the blade finds the heart.

Everything freezes. The boss howls, a basso profundo that shakes the entire arena. Its body dissolves, not in pixels, but in actual rot: muscle sloughs off, bone buckles and shrinks, until nothing remains but a puddle of sizzling, blue-lit ooze and a single, obsidian-black ring.

Ashlee stands there, panting, his whole body trembling from adrenaline and the sheer alienness of effort. He looks at his hands, flexes his fingers. For the first time, he feels not like a bystander but a god—a living thing perfectly attuned to the laws of this world.

He reaches for the ring. His gauntlet closes on it, and the cold is absolute: like grabbing dry ice, but it doesn’t burn. Instead, the sensation radiates up his arm, into his skull, until the world pixelates, shatters, and—
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ASHLEE COMES TO WITH a convulsive start, every muscle braced for impact. For a moment, he’s nowhere: blind, numb, deaf except for a high-pitched whine ringing in both ears. The edges of the world trickle back, unwilling. His head pounds. His eyes struggle to focus, locked on the frozen blue static of his monitor. The controller dangles from limp fingers, slick with evaporating sweat. His mouth tastes like aluminum.

For a handful of heartbeats, Ashlee just sits there, the helmet’s phantom weight still pressing into his scalp, breath shallow and uneven. His hands close and open as if grasping for something substantial—a sword, a shield—but all he catches is air. His chest spasms with a leftover growl, but the sound that escapes is a tired wheeze.

He wipes a palm down his face, only to find his skin freezing, not with the chill of dream-forged armor but with the sweaty aftermath of unconscious exertion. Everything aches, not just the usual microtremors of too much caffeine and too little sleep, but the deep-bone exhaustion of someone who’s just run a marathon in their own skin.

He blinks again. The room rights itself, pixel by pixel. The faint, stale smell of junk food and recirculated AC. The piles of wrappers and cans. The bloodless light from the street outside, filtered through double-thick blackout curtains. He can just make out the dim glow from Julia’s phone charging in the next room, a single red LED throbbing at intervals. The memory of her—the last real thing before he went under—hovers at the edge of his attention, sharp as a splinter.

He glances at the monitor. 03:12 AM, system clock reads. He’s only been out for forty minutes. The discord channel’s ping indicator is a graveyard. Nothing moved in his absence. But in his head, the echo of the boss’s death-cry rolls on, louder than the city outside.

Ashlee stares at his hands again, this time under the sallow light of reality. The knuckles are ridged with tension. His thumb hovers over the X button, half-expecting to see blood, or a blue-black residue, or something. But it’s only flesh. His arms feel heavier than they should.

The rational part of his brain wants to dismiss the dream as just that: a glitch in the neural matrix, a fevered output of sleep debt and overstimulation. But the sensations linger. He remembers every detail—the scrape of armor, the sucking pull of mud, the tang of burning ozone. He remembers what it felt like to move perfectly, every action dialed to god-mode precision, every input anticipated, measured, executed.

He wants it back.

The controller is suddenly vital in his grip, not just plastic but a trigger for something deeper. Without thinking, Ashlee hammers the power button and waits for the console to boot. The start-up jingle is jarring in the quiet, too bright, but he drinks it in, lets the opening splash screens roll over him like a benediction. The main menu loads. He slams “Continue.”

The game puts him in the last checkpoint: the antechamber before the boss he’s been dying to for three weeks. The routine is muscle memory, and yet something about it is unfamiliar—his hand moves just a little faster, the angle of his thumb on the stick more ergonomic, as if his nervous system upgraded itself without permission.

Ashlee checks his inventory, his build. Everything is as he left it. He cycles through the options, heart-rate climbing, and then enters the boss room.

He expects the usual: a brief moment of confidence, a single mistake, then a rapid, ignominious death. Instead, what happens is this:

He moves. Not like before—not like a person simulating an avatar, but like the character is an extension of himself. The boss’s windup is as slow and predictable as stop-motion. His dodge is mistimed, yet somehow he corrects mid-animation, threads the needle, and counters with a strike he would never have dared attempt.

The boss’s second phase triggers. This should be the panic zone, the part where the pattern breaks and Ashlee gets caught off-guard. Instead, he sees the tells before they start: the twitch of a limb, the flare of energy, the microsecond when the boss’s A.I. commits to a move. He responds automatically, almost bored, but the thrill is anything but.

His hands are liquid on the controller, each finger acting as if in consultation with a more expert version of himself. He remembers the fight from the dream, the feeling of a body tuned for battle, and it’s as if the boundary between reality and simulation is suddenly obsolete.

The boss’s health bar evaporates. A new world record—Ashlee’s personal best by a margin he never thought possible. The death-cry is even more satisfying in stereo, the shower of digital loot a confirmation from the universe.

Ashlee sits back, controller in his lap, and stares at the screen. For a full minute, he doesn’t move. He just breathes, slow and ragged, letting the euphoria pulse through him.

He flexes his fingers again. The tremor is still there, but now it feels like energy barely contained. He looks around the room, half-expecting applause, or a witness, or Julia’s voice from the other room telling him to keep it down.

There is nothing. Only the hum of the console, the persistent ache in his forearms, and the proof, right there on the leaderboard: something impossible just happened.

He wonders if this is how real athletes feel, or soldiers, or maybe the first guy to discover a new law of nature.

The dream was just a dream. But the skill is real.

He looks at the clock. 03:21. His hands don’t want to let go of the controller.

He knows, in a way that’s both thrilling and deeply disturbing, that he has to sleep again. To go back, to test the limits, to see if the world behind the eyelids is now another kind of reality—a place where he’s not only in control, but perfect.

Ashlee powers down the game. He stands, legs trembling with the not-quite exhaustion of someone who’s spent more time living in pixels than in flesh. The apartment is cold, and silent, and for the first time in memory, he feels more alive than dead.

He shuffles to the bedroom door, hesitates, and instead of going inside, paces the hallway once, then twice, then returns to his chair.

He doesn’t want to wake Julia. He doesn’t want to explain.

He wants to dream again.

Ashlee folds himself into the chair, nestles the controller against his chest, and closes his eyes.

On the other side of the dark, the ring is waiting for him.
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Chapter 3: The Virtual Mentor
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Whispers from the Sage

Ashlee drifts off mid-button press. He doesn’t notice the shift at first; the sensation of falling asleep is so incremental, so feathered by habit and exhaustion, that it feels less like a descent and more like sinking into the bottom layer of an old save file. The controller slips from his hands and thuds onto the mat, but he’s already too far under to react. Blue light from the monitors strobes against his closed eyelids, a memory burn that lingers long after the rest of the room has faded to black.

A moment later, he’s standing. Not in the apartment, but somewhere else—a place where even the air is heavier, slicker, and deeply wrong. His legs are locked straight, thighs pressed by something dense and inflexible. Every joint is weighted, spine caged in metal, arms pushed outward by thick gauntlets that compress the meat of his palms. He tries to turn, and the world tilts with him.

The first thing he notices: cold. Not the Guangzhou A/C chill, but something elemental, biting. He’s barefoot—no, not barefoot, but the sensation of the stone underfoot is absolute, as if the boots are just an extension of his skin. The ground is ancient, cut in big rectangular blocks, each slab darkened by centuries of grease and moss. When he shifts his weight, tiny flecks of ice scrim across the edges. He can feel every contour, every seam, the stone almost remembering the
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