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Prologue

June 21.

Cheyenne Mountain, Colorado.

NORAD Command and Atmospheric Observation Center.

2:02 AM Mountain Time.
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“Sir?”

“Report.”

“We have an anomalous reading from the Van Allen belt. The inner radiation zone shows a strange fluctuation about 13 minutes ago.”

“Cause?”

“Unknown at this time, sir.”

“Could be hostile then?”

“More likely a naturally occurring phenomenon.”

“Impact?”

“That’s what we’re worried about. There was a discharge of radiation that interceded with the magnetosphere. There might be some disruptions to the telecom array.”

“Anything to worry about?”

“We’re not sure, sir. From what we can tell, we think we’re safe. All systems are up and running as usual with only minor interruptions. But still, I’ve never seen anything quite like this. The consequences could be... unforeseen.”

“Very good. Thank you, Jackson. I’ll bring this upstairs. Dismissed.”

Hours earlier...

***
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It was crunch time. I had been perched at my workstation for a punishingly long 15-hour day until my eyes could take no more as I scanned through screen after screen of code. It was all starting to blur together. Our latest beta test of the new installment of WarHunters, one of the most anticipated video game releases of the decade, had been an abysmal failure, marked by inconsistent AI performance and shoddy rendering. Months of hard work were down the drain and the suits were breathing down our necks hoping for a November release. That gave us less than 4 months to finalize.

“Just release it as-is,” said my compatriot Chad, as he reclined in his desk chair, his rotund belly exposed by the bottom of his shirt. “We can patch it later.”

I rolled my eyes. You get one shot to make a first impression on gamers. If you whiff it, they write you off and move onto something else. Only the most hardcore fans will accept the patch months after the fact. People had been waiting breathlessly for this release and we couldn’t afford to squander any goodwill with a lackluster debut.

We had gotten halfway into the design of the new game – three years ago now – when we realized the processing power of the new platform would be roughly half of what we were told it would be, setting our entire enterprise up for failure. We had to start making judicious edits in small places to smooth over load times and keep gameplay consistent, but combining that with a volatile and new engine that had been built from scratch – in anticipation of a much more powerful device – and we were up shit creek. We all recognized the severity of the situation, but some of us were treating it more seriously than others.

“Tell ya what,” Chad said, “You’re no good if your brain’s totally fried. Why don’t we knock off for the night, get a drink, and start fresh in the morning?”

“No way,” I huffed, sweeping away some empty cans of energy drink that had accumulated on my desk. “I’ve got another four or five hours ahead of me, and I’m good. I can make it.”

“You can’t, bro,” Chad said, “You look like death.”

I felt like it. My eyes were melting, my head pounding. I could barely see straight, the room was spinning, but I couldn’t admit it. The rest of my team had left for the night, and that was probably the smart play, but I refused. I needed this to be done.

I caught a glimpse of my reflection in the dark LED glass of my monitor. Heavy bags under my deep, sullen eyes. When I started this project I had a full head of hair but now it was receding and thinning back on my scalp, aging me prematurely. My cheeks were hollow. I wasn’t eating well, I wasn’t sleeping properly, I was a mess in human form, a pitiable subject.

“Well,” Chad said, pushing himself up out of his chair, “We can still make happy hour at Hooligan’s. If you wanna come, I’m buying, and if not, I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Yeah, yeah,” I said, waving him off as I scrolled through screen 213 for the third time trying to pinpoint the source of the loading error that kept tripping up the game’s second mission.

I don’t know how long Chad was gone, but after a while I did start to get hungry. Rustling around my desk, I saw only empty bags of Doritos and other snacks. I needed some brain food.

Making sure to grab my key card, I headed down to the lobby and left.

Outside, it was night. The office was only two blocks away from the beach and I could hear the usual partiers, their voices carrying over the distance at a dull roar. Usually I didn’t care for such things but the back of my brain was telling me to go toward civilization, so I walked toward them, to where I knew the air would at least be fresh. Soon I was at the pier, a crowded, busy place with much to do and many people – mostly younger and more attractive than I was – gathered around.

The night’s ocean breeze was refreshing. I walked with my hands in my pockets, eyes fixed on the ground as I mentally envisioned my work, trying to see if getting away from my desk would help me shake loose a lead on where that error was coming in. No answers to the puzzle were forthcoming. My mind refused to clear itself.

“Hey,” I almost didn’t hear a voice calling, “Hey you in the purple!”

I looked down. I was, indeed, wearing a purple polo shirt. I looked around and saw a woman standing at a food stall. She waved me over, a big smile on her face.

She was beautiful, with long blonde hair, bright blue eyes and soft-looking lips. She had what I would call a perfect body – her large breasts were housed in a skimpy bikini top, her waist trim and lean, her legs long and hips round clad in a pair of denim short shorts, at the top of which the strings of her bikini bottom could be seen. Better yet, or perhaps most crushingly, she looked alive and joyful, in a way I envied. She wasn’t burdened the way I was with a frustrating tangle of asks and impossible, unreachable deadlines. I looked her up and down and couldn’t help but smile. Getting her attention acted almost immediately as a balm, but it came with a slight twinge of sourness in my gut. Women this beautiful never spoke to me unless they wanted something. I told myself that was okay, they were probably all bimbos and dullards: nobody was that hot and smart, in my world.

When I approached, she spoke: “You look hungry.”

I was starving. “Y-yeah, I guess,” I stammered, unable to keep from staring at her breasts.

“Try this,” she handed me a hot dog from her stall.

“Um, I don’t know... it’s not exactly brain food.”

“Of course it is,” she said with that glowing smile. “It’s protein, you brain needs it to function.”

She had me there. I took it and bit into it. It was surprised by how juicy the meat was, and how flavorful.

“Is that...?”

“A teriyaki beyond dog,” said a voice behind the blonde. I looked and saw a leaner brunette – pretty in her own way, but not as drop dead gorgeous as her friend. “Our specialty.”

“Beyond dog?” I said, my eyebrows raised, “You mean this isn’t even meat?”

“It has everything meat has,” she smiled, “In terms of protein and nutrients, but derived from sustainable plant-based ingredients. And no artificial flavors. It’s good for you, and hopefully,” she giggled, “It’s just plain good.”

I took another bite. Perhaps because I had been surviving on empty junk food, this seemed to be the best thing I had ever tasted. Even with my mouth full I couldn’t help but say “Tha’ff gooh.”

“Thank you,” the blonde said sweetly. “First one’s free. Tell your friends.”

I swallowed my bite. “Sounds like you really know your stuff,” I told her, then went in for another.

She blushed. “Food science is my passion.”

Food science? A woman this hot was also brainy? I cursed, privately. I preferred to think that people got to be only one or the other.

“You stressed, hun?” the brunette asked, possibly observing the feral way I was gobbling down the rest of the dog.

“Majorly,” I admitted. “Work keeps getting crazier and harder, and I just... I don’t know, I guess I don’t know how to relax.”

“Everybody needs that,” the blonde said. “That’s how I live my life, and look at me! I’m doing pretty well for myself.”

Look I did. She certainly seemed happy, but anybody would be if they were that hot.

“Is it always like this around here?” I asked, looking around the busy-ness of the surroundings. I worked only a few blocks away but had no sense of how much revelry usually went on here.

“It’s a little more intense tonight because it’s the first night of summer,” the brunette said. “People need to blow of steam, you know. But yeah, pretty much from here on, every night’s a party.”

“And do you two... get to party? Or do you just sell food?” I asked as I finished the last bite of my dog.

They looked at each other and a wicked, knowing smile crossed their faces simultaneously. “Oh, we party,” they said with a giggle. Part of me really wanted to know what that meant. “You’ve gotta make time, otherwise, what’s it all for?”

I didn’t openly disagree even though I had never done any such thing. Instead I bought another and walked away. Chomping on the dog, I lifted my head and gazed around my surroundings. I saw bonfires, I saw drinking and dancing and partying. None of that was for me though. I had important things on my mind. I circled around and headed back to the office.

Instead of going right to my desk, I went to the couch in the break room. I thought I would sit for just

[image: ]




































[image: ]























[image: ]



























[image: ]

































[image: ]

























[image: ]

















[image: ]









[image: ]




















































[image: ]


























[image: ]



































[image: ]
























[image: ]





























[image: ]





















[image: ]












































[image: ]


































[image: ]


















[image: ]




[image: ]




d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
O FULERS REVERODEU Y

HOWIBECAMWEMﬁﬂ/ﬂ
y 4

\
oL \"

@ LOGAN FOURNIER





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





