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Ariel and Jenna are given an upgrade courtesy of NASTI’s new financial benefactor, Hell’s Bells, Inc. They are going wireless, no more need for a physical connection. But there’s a catch. No more physical connections mean no more control. The lines between reality and simulation blur. They can’t choose when they log in—or when they’re released.

Their first field test seems simple enough: a joyride with Iris aboard the Isabella, her lovingly maintained steam-dirigible. A girls' day out above the clouds, skimming the sky, engines humming with arcane energy.

But the skies turn violent. Caught in a rogue storm, lightning rips through the envelope, sending the Isabella spiraling out of the heavens. The ship crashes into the sea, and washes ashore on an uncharted island. The Mysterious Island. 

Ariel and Jenna, with their companion Iris, must navigate a strange new world teeming with secrets—and fight to survive whatever it is that’s been waiting for them here.
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​Chapter 1
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Gleaming brass chandeliers hum softly overhead, casting warm light across the obsidian glass of the round conference table deep within the heart of NASTI’s executive tower. Seated around the table are five figures of power. Drew Martel, the CEO of NASTI, leans back in his high backed leather chair. Tedd McCallister, Vice President of Marketing, taps a pen against his notebook. Terry Jacks, Project Manager watches the second hand sweep on his time piece. General Peterson of DARPA sits patiently, and Dr. Ben Dickerson, Chief Medical Officer, consults a computer tablet glowing with blue light.

The room's door opens silently, and two figures step through the opening. The man is a towering presence—over two point one meters tall, broad as a war automaton, and built like a forge hammer. His midnight-black suit is sharply cut, embroidered subtly with runes that shimmer under the light. Polished leather boots click with each step. A short-trimmed beard frames his face beneath coal-black hair, and at his side hangs a thick, rune-etched belt supporting a sheathed sword—Chaos. Its hilt flickers with crimson pulses begging for action.

Beside him stands a woman, more than a head shorter but emanating a power that silences the room. Her golden-blonde hair, the color of harvested wheat, flows in waves over the shoulders of a ceremonial powder-blue stola that seems both ancient and alive, its fabric whispering like wind through forgotten ruins. Her eyes—piercing blue and stormlit—sweep across the room with calm authority. At her hip rests Storm Bringer, a sword crafted from steel with runes along its length, glowing blue with power.

“Hades. Persephone,” Drew says, rising slightly, voice steady despite the arcane tension coiling like steam in the air. “Please, be seated.”

Hades strides forward, boots thudding against the tiled floor, and gently holds the high-backed chair as Persephone lowers herself with the grace of nobility. He follows, settling into the chair beside her. It creaks violently under his weight, but the heavy-duty frame holds—just barely. He’s not bulk for show; he’s pure granite wrapped in flesh and silk.

Ted McCallister clears his throat, sliding his folder across the table. “I’ve reviewed your proposal. I don’t see how it fits our current program structure.”

Hades turns to him with a smirk that sends shivers up his spine. “Obviously,” he says coolly. “Someone of your limited intelligence wouldn’t.”

Ted stiffens.

General Peterson leans forward. “I’ll admit—we don’t fully grasp the tech you’re pushing. My best engineers can’t even explain it. That’s immaterial. I don’t need to understand it. What I do need to know is how this benefits DARPA and the war program.”

“A question worthy of an answer,” Hades says, laughing—a booming, thunderous thing that vibrates the crystal carafes on the table. “One word: efficiency. With our system, you can double—no, triple—your war game participants without expanding a single housing cluster.”

Terry Jacks raises a brow. “How? The new domes—hell, all domes—are hardwired. One dome, one neural interface. That’s how the sync interface works.”

Persephone lets out a sharp, crystalline laugh. “A single interface, yes. But our system doesn’t require tethered sync. What we’re offering is wireless. Real-time data streams faster than your current neural chairs could ever handle. Each interface becomes a nexus—capable of hosting multiple occupants simultaneously.”

Gasps ripple around the table.

“That’s not all,” Hades bellows. He slaps the table, startling every one seated around it, save his wife. “You’ll have total control—who enters, who exits, when and how. Total control, no more crashes or sync errors. The simulation obeys you. And the players—They won’t be able to tell simulation from reality.”

Ben Dickerson frowns. “These... intricacies... they’re well beyond our current medical tech. Maybe, in twenty years, when the neuro-organic field advances...”

Drew Martel steeples his fingers, eyes flaring with curiosity. “We’ll need to test it first. No commitments without proof.”

Persephone smiles, slow and knowing. This is her opening. “Of course. I wouldn’t have it any other way. I already have two subjects in mind—Ariel Hartwell and Jenna O’Brien.”

Drew stiffens. “They’re our best testers.”

“Precisely,” Persephone says, voice like velvet lined with steel. “And the only ones currently capable of surviving the initial implantation process. Our chief surgeon, Artemis, will perform the procedure. Following satisfactory results, we’ll refine the process so it can be used universally, and provide the equipment and training needed for your medical teams to continue with the other subjects.”

At the name—Artemis—Ben’s ocular implants dim. A flashback; he sees her, Artemis and her partner Demeter moving with impossible speed and precision, their arms a blur of surgical instruments. Ariel and Jenna lie open on operating tables, their organs removed, then replaced by gleaming synth-constructs, then the abdominal cavities infused with nanites with superior technology, repairing, reconstructing damaged tissue at incredible speed. Then—life returns. hearts beat, lungs fill, eyes flicker open.

His ocular implants brighten. Artemis is not a surgeon. She is a divine being. “She is right, Ariel and Jenna are uniquely qualified for the procedure.” 

#

“YOU’RE MORE FUN WHEN you’re stoned,” Jenna mutters, sprawled across the velvet divan, swirling a glowing glass of ambrosia, her eyes half closed.

Persephone arches a brow, leaning against the balcony doors of the penthouse suite. Moonlight glitters off the silver threading of her stola, now provocatively slipped to reveal the sculpted curve of her thigh—just enough to catch Jenna’s and Ariel’s attention. Her grin is wicked, magnetic.

“Business first,” she says, voice smooth as a silver-tongued serpent, “then pleasure.”

Ariel reclines on a chaise. “I don’t see why we need upgrades so soon. The current implants and cerebral interface are still top-of-the-line, elite. Experimental, sure, but neither of us has had any issues. Not that we know of.”

Persephone’s smile sharpens. “That you know of.” A subtle shift in tone. A hint dropped like a gold coin on basalt. The silence that follows is laced with implication.

She crosses the room, light glinting off the sword sheathed at her thigh. “Just because you haven’t noticed a problem doesn’t mean NASTI hasn’t. Let’s say... some data isn’t reaching your end of the simulation logs.”

Jenna sits up straighter, catching the edge in Persephone’s voice. “Wait—you’re saying NASTI’s hiding something from us?”

“Only what they consider... non-essential.” She says it like a dare, like she’s waiting for them to catch on. They don’t, not yet.

Persephone softens, drawing close now, her voice turning coaxing. “Look, it’s a simple upgrade; ten minutes on the slab. We swap the neural conductors, install the new transmitter and receiver. No more hardline gaming chairs. With this tech, you can connect from anywhere in this suite,” and elsewhere.

Jenna perks up. “Wait—we could game from bed?”

Persephone nods. “Bathtub, couch, rooftop garden. You just lie back and will the link. No chairs, just pure, wireless dive.”

“I like the chairs,” Ariel grumbles.

“You can still use them, Sweetie,” Persephone says with a chuckle. “You’ll have the option: direct link via IO port connections to the chair’s interface, or full sensory sync wirelessly—instant connection, faster and more data flow. The simulations will seem more real. And when you’re ready, we can
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