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The final connection to the VR matrix locks into place, and then—

Suddenly, Ariel and Jenna find themselves standing in a dimly lit corridor. The walls tremble. Emergency lights pulse an ominous red, casting jagged shadows as klaxons wail through the ship. The deck beneath their feet bucks unpredictably, gravity flickering between stability and weightlessness.

A booming announcement echoes through the space:
"All hands, prepare to abandon ship! This is not a drill!"
Their breath catches. The waiting room—where is it? They were supposed to wake up there. But instead... they’re here. Is this another simulation? Or is this real?

Chaos erupts around them. Crew members sprint past, desperate to reach escape pods. Sparks rain from ruptured conduits, and the acrid scent of burning insulation fills the air.

Ariel and Jenna remain frozen, instincts warring with confusion—until a figure looms before them.

A tall, broad-shouldered spaceman steps forward. His presence is undeniable, commanding, and yet... unsettlingly familiar.

Their pulse quickens.

Who is he? And why does it feel like they've met him before?
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Persephone trembles with excitement. “Wow! That was amazing—better than I ever imagined. Had I known it would be this good, I would have made time to visit you sooner, to finish what you started in the Elysian Fields.”

Ariel pauses, her eyes drifting back to the moment when she and Jenna had left Persephone behind. “Leaving you unfulfilled wasn’t our fault,” she adds, her tone reflective.

Jenna steps forward, her voice soft but earnest. “I never wanted to leave, not when we were so close to finishing.”

Persephone shakes her head with a playful smirk. “No, it’s my husband who did it. Hades grows so jealous whenever my attention strays. If it weren’t for the endless business that keeps us occupied, I would have visited sooner.”

Jenna raises an eyebrow in disbelief. “I thought the underworld pretty much ran itself?”

“It does—except for special cases, which explains our boredom,” Persephone replies with a thoughtful pause. Her eyes sparkle as she continues, “But now, thanks to both of you and recent events, we have a new project to occupy our attention. For better or worse, Hades has taken an interest in you. I suspect he’s still furious about what you did to his dog. And that melody—‘Dance of the Sugar Plum Fairy’—echoes in his mind, driving him crazy. We’ve formed a new company, Hell’s Bells, and taken over as NASTI’s financial benefactor.”

Ariel’s gaze shifts around the lavish suite. “So, this suite—and everything in it—was not granted out of kindness for what happened to us?”

Persephone grins slyly. “Not from NASTI’s new CEO, that’s for sure. It’s a gift from my husband and me. I take care of my friends—I couldn’t let you both live in squalor after all you’ve been through. And remember, it’s not every day that two mere mortals are touched by the hands of Death, Time, the Fates, Athena, my mother, and Hestia.” She shakes her head in a mix of disbelief and wonder, fully aware of the truth in her words. “Never before in history has anything like this occurred.”

Ariel exclaims, “We were happy living together in the cluster. Compared to our city life, it was luxurious. This suite is more than we ever imagined possible outside of the simulations.”

Persephone frowns, her brow knitting in thought. “I am still not sure what these simulations are. Nor does my husband, but we intend to find out. Mother has informed us that you and Jenna are fully healed, and now may resume your work as beta testers.”

Jenna beams with excitement as she exclaims, “I’m so excited! While Ariel and I have enjoyed our time off, and cherished visits from Iris and Aphrodite, we miss the thrill of the games.”

Persephone shakes her head, a playful smile tugging at her lips. “Iris has told me every detail of her and Aphrodite’s visits. She simply can’t help herself—even when all the gossip revolves around her.” Then, feigning hurt, she adds, “You and Ariel have been very naughty—without me.”

Persephone’s playful smile fades as her expression turns serious—her pleasure now satisfied; she shifts to business. “Hmm... Aphrodite. That gives me an idea. Yes, the Venus simulation—it should prove very interesting. I’ll ensure access is granted to the simulation, and a game portal is opened first thing tomorrow morning. After you’ve have had a chance to break fast, of course.

#

THE STOLAS THAT ARIEL and Jenna were gifted are incredibly comfortable and warm. Wearing them during gaming, however, is out of the question—natural body functions persist in the real world even while they immerse themselves in cyberspace. They carefully remove the stolas and hang them inside an armoire. Next, they peel off absorbent pads and spread them over their gaming chairs. They muse that if they could get hold of Maximum Absorbency Garments (MAG), they might even be able to keep their stolas on instead of gaming in the nude.

Ariel sits on her gaming chair first, and Jenna follows suit. Together, they use the controls to raise the footboard and lower the backrest until they are lying flat. “I’m ready to jack in, Ghost,” Ariel declares to her AI construct.

“Me too, Bob,” Jenna replies with a smile.

Probes then emerge from the footrests and armrests, inserting into the IO ports at the backs of their ankles and wrists. Their limbs begin to go numb as the interface takes over their motor functions. Finally, a cerebral port ascends and connects with the IO port at the back of their necks. In an instant, the room dissolves, and they are enveloped in darkness.​
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Alarms blare, jolting Ariel and Jenna to their senses. As they open their eyes, they find themselves standing in a narrow corridor. Overhead lights pulse an ominous red, and gravity fluctuates beneath their feet. A booming announcement echoes through the space:

"All hands prepare to abandon ship! This is not a drill.”

The message repeats, the urgency is unmistakable.

“Ghost, what the hell is going on? Why aren’t we in the waiting room?” Ariel demands.

While waiting for a response, she and Jenna quickly assess their situation. Both are clad in flowing pink stolas—a gift from Hestia. At least they aren’t nude, but... why these? Why not combat armor? Or something a little more—sexy?

Ghost’s voice crackles to life in her mind. “The entry portal to the waiting area has been temporarily disabled. With Jenna’s AI construct fully operational, it is hardly needed. It possesses the same capabilities as I do. As for your attire, I cannot explain it. It was not my doing, nor Bob’s. And I do not believe it is a part of the simulation.”

Before Ariel can respond, a figure steps into the corridor—a man, tall and broad-shouldered, clad in a silver coverall, black gloves, and heavy boots. His helmet is down, the face shield obscuring his features. He lets out a low wolf whistle.

"Now that is what I call sexy attire!" he remarks, his deep bass voice filled with amusement. "What are you two gorgeous babes
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