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			Chapter 1

			Dimitri Straynokov sipped another lager, waiting for the representative of the one man who could buy and sell his entire family many times over. The Promenade, the most exclusive gaming club in The Metaverse, pulsed in vibrant neon pinks, golds, and reds as the gamers readied themselves for the usual vicarious thrills. There was Gyn, a game in which the object was to capture as many cryptocurrencies of as many small nations as possible. 

			Dimitri had conquered so many island nations–reducing their citizens to dire poverty–that he was forbidden further play. There was also Sybil, a game that created the thrill of sex, drugs, wealth, and death while putting its players in the most precarious of positions–sometimes literally falling off cliffs. Dimitri had conquered Sybil so many times that even the most heightened sensuous experiences of the virtual world left him bored. Dimitri likened himself to the shooting stars in so many of his avatars: he was like a huge asteroid, perpetually searching out a planet of dinosaurs to extinguish. The Promenade had offered up all of its secular delights, and Dimitri was a predator without his prey.

			The woman who sat next to him had black glasses, the wraparound kind that left only her cheekbones and lips visible. She was physically augmented, to the point where her impossibly taut muscles and perfectly shaped shoulders could match the physical might of even the largest prey on Earth. And she was beautiful, in the same way lightning is just before it tears the sky and sets the water afire. Dimitri had never met an artificial woman before, let alone a gamer with more skill than himself. The sight of such a predator immediately intrigued his senses.

			“What shall I call you?” Dimitri asked. 

			Dimitri fought to keep his composure, even when his augmentations, among the best in the world—including ideal height, eagle vision, and lean musculature—paled in comparison to the godlike entity seated near him.

			“There’s no need for names,” the woman said. She smiled. “Still, you do intrigue my employer. You are the only man to win Robotica by re-coding every user in the game.”

			

			Dimitri laughed, as if a boy at a foolish prank. “Winning is an interesting word to use,” he said. “I merely wanted to feel every experience at once–joy, exhilaration, fear–through the eyes of every creature I could. Turns out robots aren’t that much fun, no matter how human they look.”

			Dimitri smiled at the artificial woman. She did not smile back.

			“That’s why my employer wishes to avail himself of your services now,” the woman said. “Patrichus has been good to you, has it not?”

			“This is about Glitter Girl, isn’t it–the woman who beat the game twice?” Dimitri asked with a laugh. “She sent more than a few wealthy men running, didn’t she? I hear her trademark is dropping rich guys off of roofs onto their cars. Now there’s a predator who deserves to be in the hunt.”

			The artificial woman smiled. “The hunt is exactly what I’m here to talk to you about,” she said.

			“Wow,” Dimitri replied. “This is Patrichus we’re talking about, right? How can one woman scare the greatest illegal organization to infiltrate every government on the planet?”

			

			“Patrichus represents so much more to my employer than you can imagine,” the artificial woman said. “It’s the future of patriarchy the world over. Augmentations to make women more pliable. The ability to control workers, even down to their very thoughts. The ability to shape the world of augmented reality to my employer’s will before the working masses know what hit them. And all of this depends upon my employer being able to devote his time to what he does best, reshaping the world in his grand image.”

			Dimitri laughed. “I know what you’re going to ask,” he said. “I do kind of look like him, don’t I? In a certain light?”

			The Patrichus agent leaned in. “In the darkness, Mr. Straynokov,” she said, “we all resemble my employer just a little bit.”

			“What are the terms?” Dimitri asked.

			“There are no terms–just my employer’s undying gratitude,” the woman said.

			“Undying–now that’s the key word, isn’t it?” Dimitri asked. “Fine. I’ll do it. I know better than to let your employer down,” he said, holding up his right hand to reveal a mechanical pinky finger. “When do we leave?”

			

			The artificial woman rose. “My driver will take you to my employer’s personal plane,” she said. “A surgeon will be on board to get you ready. The hunt begins tonight.”

			“Surgeon?” Dimitri asked.

			“But of course, Mr. Straynokov,” the artificial woman said. “My employer wishes to experience the game through you.”

			Dimitri finished the rest of his lager in one gulp. “I’ll need every ounce of that,” he said.

			Dimitri rose. The artificial woman led the way to her driver.
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			Chapter 2

			As soon as The Gamemaster’s body plummeted, tearing the sky asunder, Tyra felt a gun pointing at her. 

			“Shut the door, genius,” the pilot called out.

			Tyra turned around to see the gun. Seeing the barrel pointing at her made its silver varnish stand out that much more. Tyra turned back around and shut the door. She stepped back. The pilot put the helicopter into auto hover mode. He focused on the threat to his life, steadying his gun and looking Tyra in the eye.

			“The next body flying out of this helicopter ain’t going to be mine,” he said. 

			“Concentrate on flying or we’re both dead,” Tyra told him.

			“I’d say one of us is dead already,” he replied, keeping the gun firmly pointed at Tyra. “She just doesn’t know it yet.”

			A message came in through the audio systems.

			

			Redirect immediately to the given coordinates, the system announced. Bring the girl. Orders of The Architect.

			“Emir wants to punish you,” the pilot said. “Too bad he won’t get the chance.”

			The pilot aimed his gun and shot. Tyra dodged the bullet. The pilot took aim again. Tyra grabbed his arms, fighting for the gun. The gun went off, shooting at a helicopter window. The pilot fought to break free, to get back to the controls. He was too late. The helicopter descended into the icy waters far off of the Irish coast. 

			“You really are stupid,” the pilot yelled. “Now we’re both dead!”

			Tyra picked up the gun. “You have no idea just how stupid I can be,” she said.

			Tyra shot the pilot in the head, killing him instantly. The pilot’s body dropped down, as did the helicopter. Tyra looked around for a lifejacket. She found the pilot’s and put it on quickly. Tyra opened the helicopter door. She saw the taut, black waves of the Irish ocean just below her. Tyra thought for a fraction of a second and then jumped. The frigid waters were angry, swirling around in the ill-tempered weather. Tyra fought against the massing waves. She struggled to swim, to take in the battering of rain and wind.

			

			Just then, Tyra saw a spherical light in the distance. Its sterling rays poked like a streak of stray lightning through deep, dark clouds. Tyra followed the light back to an approaching ship. The ship had the size and speed of a superyacht. Ricocheting against angry waves, Tyra never thought she’d be happy to see the serpentine logo of a Patrichus vessel. She wasn’t sure which was better–death by angry Irish waters or death by Patrichus. She knew she’d soon find out.
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			Chapter 3

			In the hospital, Cassandra felt the surgical scars around her bullet wounds. The scars twisted like misguided rivers at all angles. Cassandra wondered how much was a nightmare and how much was reality. Guilt washed over her, making the scars sting that much more. Cassandra knew that the only reason she survived her gauntlet of death was because of her dark guardian angel, Tyra. And now, here Cassandra was, safe, while Tyra had met an uncertain fate at the hands of male Furies.

			Cassandra lifted her phone. She posted a few videos on what happened, spoke of women being kidnapped in the streets and forced into sadistic games. Cassandra texted answers to reporters, hoping that the story of the feminist who survived would go viral. Yet, she knew that while this might protect other women from similarly dark fates, it did nothing for the woman Patrichus condescendingly called Glitter Girl.

			

			 What little investigating Cassandra could do in her recovery pointed in one inescapable direction. Pictures of the richest man in the world, Emir Evanovich Petrov, on a recent trip to London, circulated on social media. Cassandra thumbed her way through the pictures. One picture caption read Getting a last-minute wedding gift for his daughter, Emir Petrov stops in London. Cassandra continued scrolling, to find that Harrod’s in Knightsbridge opened one hour early exclusively to accommodate the multi-trillionaire communications magnate.

			Emir’s sudden support of London’s economy struck Cassandra as rather curious. There was only one person Cassandra
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