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Ariel and Jenna’s escape from the Mysterious Island is only the beginning. The simulation, once thought to be controlled, has evolved—rewriting its own code, bending its world to new rules. Now, they're being sent back in... but not to the island.

The island is gone, swallowed by the sea after a cataclysmic volcanic eruption. They barely survived, rescued by Captain Nemo aboard the Nautilus, now bound for the legendary lost city of Atlantis, deep beneath the Aegean Sea.

They’re not alone. Iris joins them—wings folded, eyes watching.

Their mission: face a new enemy. The Kaigan. Regenerating, relentless, nearly impossible to kill. There’s only one sure way to stop them. Decapitation.
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Persephone’s warning clings to Ariel like strong perfume—impossible to shake, impossible to forget. Die in cyberspace, and you die for real.

Not a metaphor. Not a glitch. It’s the truth, carved into the code of the worlds they play in. The boundary between virtual and real has eroded, worn down by the thrill that draws them back again and again—the risk, the immersion, the raw edge of danger. This isn’t just a game anymore. It’s a proving ground, a crucible.

And NASTI has made it so. With their bleeding-edge tech—no decks, no suits, no gloves—just a direct neural link into the Matrix, total sensory override, full-body illusion so seamless that waking up feels like falling out of a dream.

Ariel breathes deep, tries to ground herself in the physical. The subtle tremor in her hands betrays the truth: she’s still not sure they made it out. Persephone sees the doubt. She always sees more than she should.

“To die in cyberspace,” she said, voice silk over steel, “is the easy way out. I won’t let you go so easily.”

Ariel wonders—does she have that kind of power? To hold them here, to anchor their minds to this fragile reality even when the simulation comes for them again?

She and Jenna have seen the other side. The underworld is not myth. Not to them. They've walked its lands, smelled the brimstone burning, and felt the drain on their souls. And whatever else it may be, it is not a place they’re ready to visit again—not if they can help it.

So, they stay. They survive. They fight their way through whatever the simulations throw at them.

It takes days to convince themselves this is real. That the Mysterious Island is behind them. That they are not still inside another layered illusion, another recursive trap.

But certainty is elusive. The Isabella was real. Its wreckage rests beneath waves, and Iris’s wings—beautiful, divine—were torn, and had to be cut away. The pain was real. 

Still, doubt gnaws at the edges of their memory. The island. The Nautilus. Nemo and his impossible science. How much of it was true? How much was code dressed as myth? And then there is the treasure.

Persephone arrived with a chest full of glittering gold coins, weathered pieces of eight, diamonds like fallen stars, rubies glowing with heat, emeralds cut like ancient eyes. Real. Tangible. Wealth beyond imagining.

But the question hangs in the air like poison:

Is it treasure from the pirates lost to time... or did Persephone conjure it, Queen of Shadows, offering trinkets to keep them docile? Ariel can’t shake the feeling that they’ve traded one illusion for another.

A shimmer fractures the air. A prismatic ellipse with every hue of a rainbow spirals open in the center of the room, a portal between the realms of the gods, and the mortal world. There’s only one being who travels this way—Iris.

But this is too soon. She left barely an hour ago.

She steps through the portal in a cascade of light, wings unfurled—restored and radiant after her sip of ambrosia. Each beat of them leaves a faint luminescent trail, particles dissolving like sparks in the air.

Her expression breaks the illusion. Gone is the ever-present smile, the mischievous twinkle in her eyes. Joy has drained from her face, replaced by a tension that sends a chill through the room.

“I wish I had time to smoke weed and smash with you two,” she says, her voice carrying that familiar echo of stardust and static, “but if I want a spot in the next sim, I’ve got to stay on task. And this message... this one can’t wait.”

Ariel and Jenna exchange a look.

“I have an urgent summons,” Iris continues. “Persephone demands to see you at once.”

Jenna stiffens. “That would mean...”

“We have to die,” Ariel finishes, grim. “And the route won’t be easy. We’ll have to cross the regions of the underworld to get to Tartarus.”

Iris steps closer, her wings brushing the air with soft whirring tones. “If that’s what it takes, then don’t waste time. She doesn’t like being kept waiting. Linger too long...” Her eyes darken. Her voice lowers to a whisper. “...and you’ll find yourselves as nothing more than a red rose and a white orchid rooted in her garden. Forever.”

“How do we do it?” Ariel asks, her voice steady, but her eyes flicker with unease.

“Poison,” Jenna suggests, almost too casually. “We could drink poison.”

“That won’t work,” Bob says. “Your synthetic organs will neutralize any toxin before it takes effect. At worst, you’ll just vomit. Messy, inefficient, and still very much alive.”

Ariel grimaces, shaking her head. Ghost, her own AI, says, “He’s right. Your biochemistry is reinforced. Nanites, synthetic tissue, the ambrosia still circulating in your system. You’re nearly unkillable by conventional means.”

Ariel crosses her arms. “That ambrosia—wasn’t it virtual? Just part of the sim?”

Ghost replies, “Was it?”

The question hangs there, unanswered. The line between simulation and reality is paper-thin, and it’s tearing.

Jenna sighs, frustration tightening her jaw. “Guns? Knives? We could shoot each other. Slit throats. Something fast.”

Ghost hums thoughtfully. “You’d bleed. You’d fall. But the wounds would seal before death could take hold. The nanites are adaptive. You will heal quickly—survive.”

“Even now,” Bob adds, “your vitals are under active protection protocols. The ambrosia and nanites enhanced them, regardless of the source.”

“They made us... damn hard to kill,” Ariel mutters.

“Swords,” Iris says suddenly, stepping into the circle of light. Her voice is calm, but something gleams in her eyes. “Swords would be better. Persephone and Hades have proper swords. Forged for this purpose. Ritual weapons, not mass-manufactured toys.”

Ariel frowns. “At what price?”

“We could buy swords,” Jenna says. “Off the interweb. Any model we want.”

“Swords, yes,” Iris replies, her tone sharpened by something old and knowing, “but not the right swords. The proper blade isn’t just a weapon—it’s an extension of your body. It reads your intent. It reacts like muscle memory, like instinct.”

Ghost says, “Those kinds of swords are rare. Most are bound to ancient permissions and soul prints.”

“And most come with blood contracts,” Bob adds.

Ariel looks between Iris and Jenna, the weight of it all pressing down like gravity. They can’t die conventionally. They can’t even be sure death is death anymore. Not when code and soul blur, and gods rule both realms.

“Then we’ll go to Persephone,” she says at last. “And we’ll present ourselves and ask for swords.”

“Ask?” Iris raises an eyebrow. “You don’t ask Persephone, or Hades for anything. You pray they find you pleasing, and offer it.”
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