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CATCH A TYPO?

THE END MATTERS

AUTHOR’S NOTE: This book was previously released as an earlier edition under the title “City of Cinders.” While maintaining the true meaning of the original story, there have been minor edits to both plot and structure. 
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SOME GAMES WERE WORTH WINNING, if you had to walk down the stairs, past the damp walls, and through floating cobs to play them.

Cindira shivered, but it wasn’t because of the misty, mildewy kiss of air blowing across her forehead. “You know if we ever get trapped down here when there’s a tsunami, we’re both dead, right?”

Unlike the Ferries, the Stadium had to keep up the appearance of being a legitimate business. If you wandered in at the right time of day, their burgers and fries weren’t too bad. Assuming you didn’t think too much about what meat you were actually eating. Raids, if unusual, happened. Generally, whenever the Authority got a new chief or some semi-celebrity chiphead jacked out for the last time, sparking seasonal outcry and tissue paper tears. The Stadium, consequently, kept its jackpods under the bar. Literally. Storage closets on the north and south side of the joint concealed hidden staircases leading to twin dank cellars just large enough to host two devices each. Cindira had always suspected there were more, but she’d never had a reason to go looking. 

“Tsunami?” At her back, Scotia scoffed. “A basement in San Francisco, and ocean levels still on the rise? I’m surprised this isn’t an aquarium already.” The redhead nudged her friend forward with a gentle push on the shoulder. “It’s a good thing we won’t be down here too long, then. I checked this guy’s stats. His completion average comes in just a little under four minutes.”

“Is that typical?”

Scotia scoffed. “Asked like a woman who hasn’t been with a man in a while.”

“Hey, this has nothing to do with that.” Cindira flicked on the light switch when she was the first to reach the bottom. “You know why I don’t date anymore. Every time a guy finds out who my parents are, then all they see when they look at me is them, not me.”  

Scotia didn’t understand what it was like. It didn’t matter that she was plain looking or didn’t have her family’s money or that she wasn’t constantly talked about on the celebrity gossip streams like her stepsiblings were. Cindira was a Tieg, even if only in name. More importantly, she was Omala Grover’s only child. Once a man discovered your mother had invented the platform for saving the world from destruction and your father had monetized it to make sinful amounts of money from it after their divorce, you became a two-dimensional trinket to them. Suddenly, they weren’t dating Cindy, that shy but smart girl from the coding department. They were dating Cindira Tieg, and her legacy, no matter how unwanted, became the other woman in their relationship.
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THE CYRSTALINES GLOWED a soft green, reflecting off the semi-opaque lids of the two jackpods. “Four minutes is damned fast. Are you sure I can beat that?”

“If I thought you’d lose, I wouldn’t have put ten thousand greens on you.”

“Ten thousand—” Shock cut off the coder’s words. “That’s a hell of purse. You sure that much crypto won’t cull attention?” If the transaction had been in kartz or rubis, she wouldn’t worry. While not technically illegal, tracing the transactions through the neo-c blockchain was a task only the most talented of fiscal hackers could handle. 

“Sorry, babe, I only have the regular kind of crypto. And you of all people should know that 10K isn’t enough to raise any eyebrows in this town.”

“Isn’t it what you pay in rent each month in this town?”

Scotia shook her head. “Not this month. Not unless you win, that is.”  

In so many ways, Scotia was everything Cindira was not. Beautiful where she was plain. Courageous where she was timid. Opportunistic where she was passive. She was also the only reason Cindira had the courage to show up in at a place like this. Hackdomes were a clear violation of her contract with Plaxis. Something about its elite tier of code writers using their skills in environments it didn’t own.... When Scotia was around, no one paid much attention to plain, little Cindira Tieg. No one ever noticed, therefore, the keen resemblance she bore to the vreal’s patron saint and its most famous martyr.

A martyr she might follow in death, if an earthquake hit and the building pancaked into the basement.   

Scotia must have read the anxiety written in Cindira’s features. She wrapped a hand around the young woman’s shirt and pulled her along. 

“I promise,” she said, “if the water starts pouring in, I’ll hit the emergency shut down and get you out of here. I’ll even throw you over my shoulder and carry you out if I need to.”

“But don’t forget to get our winnings on the way out, okay?”

Scotia turned back over her shoulder, giving Cindira a Who in the hell do you think I am? look.

Two ancient devices occupied the room, fourth generation or worse, each sprouting wires from its underside like weeds. Officially, they were called NNIPs, or Neural Network Interface Pods. “Jackpod” was the colloquial term, but the truly cynical used more morbid terms. Meat locker, crypt, sarcos, chippers...  If you didn’t know you were in the basement of a hackdome, you might think you’d just ended up in an Egyptian tomb. Except for the fact that the devices had transparent walls and a cranial interlink shield that looked like an upside-down pasta drainer cut in half, the similarity couldn’t be overstated. On the opposite end of the bar, her opponent would be shimmying into his own device, getting ready for battle. Cindira needed to do the same.

Scotia tried to calm Cindira’s nerves with levity. “Already for you, Sleeping Beauty.”

The coder grimaced as she used a small step stool to climb up into the device. “Any sign of water, right?”

It was ridiculous.  This wasn’t the Ferries. There were no dilapidated buildings in this part of town, now halls full of wasted chipheads, offering any part of their body, real or vreal, for just enough crypto to get them jacked up another hour. Cindira thought it might have been in the Ferries and other underground cyberdens like them that the jackpods got their most infamous moniker: coffins. Chipheads jacked in, and if their wallets allowed for it, never jacked out. In the vreal, problems were few and opportunities for diversion, great. In the years after war had uploaded, the government had been all too happy to encourage their addiction, the theory being that experts in vreal immersion could make prime soldiers in the wardomes outside Gaia’s capital city someday. What had they been thinking, Scotia would say? The chipheads didn’t even fight for their own prosperity, why would they fight for their countries? Especially given that most of the countries who fought their wars in Gaia hadn’t even existed fifty years ago.

Sure, hackdomes were looked upon by the digi-elite as plebian, but the Stadium was a legitimate business. Its owner, Talia Green, wouldn’t risk getting shut down—or worse— by letting one of her regular champions drown.

Despite only being a year older, Scotia knew how to summon a comforting smile any mother would recognize. No doubt a skill that came in handy for a Social Worker. 

“The smallest drop, and I’ll eject you.”

Cindira tried to ignore the smell of sweat and trace amounts of urine that clung to the inside of the jackpod. These low level vreals and standard jackpods didn’t have sophisticated enough source code to carry over physical pain from the vreal into reality. If they had, Cindira would have been a convicted murderer many times over by now. That didn’t mean the brain and body never reacted to something inside the platform. 

So far, Cindira had never felt that kind of fear. The vreal was the only place she controlled everything, where she had real power. She’d never lost a match. Why would she fear anything? She sat back and nodded to Scotia to close the lid. Cindira reached up, looking for the launch button that would turn on the neural interface and turn off her interaction with the real. 

The game was afoot, and she was ready.
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BLACK WISPS SPIRALED in a distant gray sky, but both the weight and balance of the form in which she found herself felt alien. The massive hands shouldn’t surprise her, but platforms that forced her to embody someone so different from her true self always disorientated. There was never any telling the form you would take in the hackdome. Most battle programs like this one came preinstalled with a catalog, and the avatar you found yourself in was usually up to chance. Today, she was what Scotia liked to refer to as “the Banshee.” If this creature had existed in the real world, it would stand about two meters, with arms about two-thirds the length of its body. Other than that, though, scrawny. Little muscle mass, and a profile which did not lend itself to agility or speed. Neither of those things mattered, though. What dominated the hackdomes wasn’t physical strength, though too many players fell into the trap of internalizing what they thought the shape of their avatar demanded. But this was a realm of algorithms and logic, and the only muscle a champion needed to flex was their intelligence.

Deep breaths through her mouth acclimated Cindira’s native neural processes to the faux experiences, as well as let her call to arms her... well, arms. Around her feet lay a ramshackle collection of tools and weapons: lumber, axe blades, rope, spears, stones, swords of varying shapes and sizes... a mirror image to those that her foe would have. Straw bales formed a wall around them, both to force the fight into tight quarters, and to simplify the virtual platform’s speed and performance. The system read the code the player thought, stringing together the tools provided into weapons of choice. Outside of this manipulation, real world rules still held. Gravity couldn’t be overwritten. Day would not become night. The dead didn’t come back to life.

The one left standing at the end won, in whatever way that came to pass. 

Overhead, horns blared, and within two blinks, her opponent’s avatar took shape across the arena. Only by seeing her enemy could she truly see herself, for what united also divided. Each had the same goal; to conquer. 

“Mistress of Cinders.” He didn’t look at her when he spoke, instead leaning over to take up one of the staffs from his armory. “Finally, a worthy competitor.”

“I didn’t catch your handle.” 

Cindira kept her eyes fixed on him as he leaned the staff against his shoulder while testing the weight of a grapefruit-sized wedge of rock in his hand. A show, of course. Neither would forget that back in the Stadium, the crowd watching on the aeroprojectors hurried to get their bets registered before one of the competitors made the first strike. No doubt the odds had shifted towards her foe; too many spectators accepted the weaker-looking female form she occupied as inherently disadvantaged. Luckily, Scotia wouldn’t be one. She’d take every bet, no matter how small or how large. 

“I’m called Barrel. I’m not sure why, but that’s all part of the mystique, isn’t it?”

“Barrel?” She searched her memory and found it wanting. “I don’t remember seeing you on any of the master boards at the Stadium before.”

“It’s my first time.”

That didn’t sound right. “You have to earn your way into the Master’s League.”

“I did, or should I say, you earned my place for me.”

Her head cocked to the side, the flow of long, shinny blue hair flowing around her shoulders.

Barrell passed along a smirk as he looked up. “You’ve beaten everyone else. I was... let’s just say ‘recruited.’” He strained as he familiarized himself with the balance of his newly-coded weapon, an impressive meld of axe blade to long staff that reminded Cindira of the Grim Reaper’s sickle. “Best of battle to you, Mistress.”

“And to you.” She returned the customary salutation moments before he ran for her at full force, the staff pulled back to his right side.

He might as well have been narrating his attack.

Barrel swung only seconds after Cindira stepped to her left, giving his axe nothing but air to rend. Speed turned against him as his center of gravity shifted. Her adversary fell to the ground in a harrumph, barely avoiding the bite of his own weapon.

Barrel bellowed. “Coward! Diving away from an attack.”

“I stepped away from an attempted attack,” she returned. “You think the rules are different here? They’re not. The supreme art of war is to subdue the enemy without fighting. Was true when Sun Tzu said it thousands of years ago. It’s still true now, even in a virtual arena.”

In a flash, Barrel regained his feet. “Thanks for the philosophy lesson, let me give you one in anatomy.”

The swing came quicker this time, so much that Cindira found it difficult to maneuver her avatar’s bulk away. Barrel kept a striking distance, supplemented by a step. He was a quick learner, she’d give him that. Unlikely he’d try running at her full force again.

She needed a weapon, but the opponent lay between her armaments and herself, and only the wall of haystacks lay behind her. Those weren’t weapons, but it didn’t mean they were useless. He’d need to be closer, though.

Cindira put up her empty hands as she sidled back, drawing him by instinct in her direction. “The fight seems unfair, given that I’m unarmed.” Her back hit the boundary.

“You had as much time to choose a weapon as I did.” He pulled back his staff again. “Or maybe you don’t know the simple code it takes to weave together wood, metal, and rope. I can teach you – for a price. Hyuah!”

Dry shafts of grass scratched her fingers as she pulled the straw bale behind to her front. Barrel’s weapon anchored deep within, the curvature of the blade a disadvantage, catching the bound stack that now gained strength in its formation. With one vigorous yank, Cindira took Barrel’s weapon from his hands, throwing the impaled bale to the far end of the arena. 

“There.” She rubbed her palms down the front of her shirt. “Now we’re even again.”

Red-faced, Barrel guffawed. “You... cheated! The bales aren’t weapons!”

“Everything here is a weapon, if you figure out a way to use it. The wall’s held together by a weak repeating code, but it’s easily undone. I could teach you – for a price.”

“Why, you—”

His response came too suddenly for her to dodge. The force of his blow knocked Cindira from her feet. Strong, angry hands encircled her throat. Left, right, up... no direction offered solace. Maybe she had been wrong. Maybe brawn would win over brain. 

Virtual death didn’t affect the real-world body, but the mind still felt the pain. Stars burst around the edges of her vision, blackness creeping in. She might as well surrender; her dead body would only up Scotia’s losses. But the movement of something on the edge of her vision drew Cindira’s attention. A flash of white fur, the scurry of tiny feet. Some sort of rodent? She’d never seen one in the arena before, but then again, she’d never been pinned to the ground, moments from defeat. 

The creature was gone, but it had drawn her eyes to the only thing that could save her now: the stockade of weapons she’d ignored earlier. What she wouldn’t give now for one of the swords, or even an axe. If wishes were weapons, Barrel would fall down dead. But no code she knew of could make things fly through the air. 

“Why won’t you yield, already?” Barrel’s grip clenched even tighter. “You should be dead!” 

The dead did not wage war. Cindira struggled to make her muscles obey, drawing up her left hand to signal while her brain attempted to piece together the necessary lines of code that would tell the program she’d surrendered. Barrel’s grin widened, but only for a scant moment. The very next, his eyes filled with terror. Suddenly his hands were off her as he backed away.

“What in the hell?”

Cindira sat up, sputtering, spinning around to follow her opponent’s gaze, when she too saw it. Every weapon, every blade, every staff, even the fist-sized rocks, floated in the air, poised to strike.

She blinked, and every one of them rushed forward, streaming through the air. Cindira swallowed her scream and squeezed her eyes shut. To victor was one thing. To disseminate your opponent limb from limb was quite another.
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“JESUS CHRIST, CINDIRA, get out! Get out of that, quick!”

Cindira opened her eyes, seeing not the bloody gore she’d just caused, but the hood of the jackpod lifting away.

Smoke stained the air as she sat up, looking around in confusion, trying to find the source of the heat against her face. Had the jackpod overheated? She couldn’t move fast enough. Adrenaline pumping through her veins pushed her to her feet and into Scotia’s hold. The redhead pulled Cindira clear as white fogged the air. A bartender bearing a fire hydrant rushed past, followed by the surly gamemaster who managed the floor.

“No winner!” He threw his hands wildly through the air. “System error! No winner! All bets void!”

The crowd groaned, some shouting that Cindira had clearly been defeated, others saying that she had been on the edge of turning the tide.

Confusion clouded Cindira’s thoughts. “Scotia?”

“You heard him, system error.” The redhead didn’t pause, too concerned with making the door. “Weapons don’t just fly through the air unless something goes wrong. Hurry up, we have to get out of here before anyone tries to claim you were cheating. I don’t know who the hell this Barrel is, but he was seconds away from making a half mill off your defeat.”

“So what? He didn’t lose anything. You heard the gamemaster, all bets void.”

“I don’t care. A man who can throw that kind of black market crypto at the Stadium isn’t someone we want knowing who we really are.”

Scotia may not have been alone in her thinking. As normality reclaimed her and Cindira became more in tune with her real-world surroundings, she found herself in a stream of people heading to the exit, though that also could be because the smell of smoke filled the air. 

“Glitches happen,” she tried to argue, looking back over her shoulder in hopes of catching a glimpse of someone befitting the name Barrel. “I’m sure it’s really not that big... of a... d—”

Her words died when she saw him: Cade Fife, staring back at her with equal doses of cockiness and condescendence. 

So, Johanna had sent a spy again.  How typical. Just what her father’s second wife thought she’d discover, Cindira didn’t want to imagine. Maybe an excuse to fire her. As if her father, Rex, would ever let that happen. Hell, as if Kaylie, Johanna’s daughter and Cindira’s stepsister, would. Who would code Kaylie’s dresses, design her carriages, do all the work inside the company that Kaylie took credit for? Whatever Cade might think he’d uncovered, getting into a verbal standoff with “Barrel” wasn’t in her interest on any level. The Stadium was one of the few places she could come and be who she was without hiding it, ironically, but hiding it all behind Scotia.  

Cindira felt the need to be gone ASAP, outpacing Scotia in three steps and pulling her friend insistently forward by the hand. 

“You’re right. Let’s get the cache out of here.”
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BY THE TIME they slowed down, it was only because they had run out of land. Here, on the bay shore, the red-blue shafts of lights from the Authority transports no longer lit the sky. Across the murky waters, over a field of makeshift boats bobbing in the water, the barren Berkeley Hills rose. Further down, an eerie red glow marked where the Ferries stood, housing who-knew-how-many chipheads, vreal addicts who’d given up on any chance at life and instead slowly drifted further into their fantasies. 

“I think we’re good.” Cindira’s words pushed past airy breaths. “If anyone thought we were worth tagging, they’d have caught up to us by now. But we still don’t have much time.” 

Cindira lifted her comque into view, tapping away at the light-based interface it projected. 

Doubled over, Scotia scrunched up her nose. “What are you doing?”

She waited until the task was complete to answer. “I pinned into the Authority’s mainframe, made sure your comque GPS records were altered.” She lowered her wrist, and automatically, the light green glow from the wrist-worn device died away. “And gave you about twenty minutes to get home before your GPS node reactivates.”

Scotia’s eyes went wide. “You can do that?”

Cindira shrugged. “Their AI isn’t too different from what we use at Plaxis, and it operates with the Purusha Plus language as its backbone, so yeah.” Her eyes rolled to the side. “Not that it wasn’t without consequence.”

Head dropping, Scotia forced her breath into submission before pushing off her knees and pulling herself erect. “Do I want to know?”

“If we weren’t there tonight, no way we could have won the tournament, is there?”

“Jesus, Mary and...” Snapping to attention, Scotia shook her head. “At least tell me you retracted our entry fee?”

“What do you think I am, some backstreet hacker?”

“No, you’re main street, biggest storefront. The best of the best.” A smile on Scotia’s face fell away. “They announce the new Director tomorrow, don’t they?”

“It’s going to be Kaylie.” She’d said it so plainly, it sounded like an announcement. “At least, everyone says it’s going to be. I don’t know; no one told me anything definitive.”

“Which means it’s not going to be you,” Scotia said. “Even though you’re obviously the best person for the job. That whole department rides on your back.” 

Cindira shook her head. “That’s not true. There are a dozen coders working in the Kitchens. If I fell off the map tomorrow, the only one who’d care would be Kaylie, and then only because I couldn’t be at her beck and call anymore. Then who would create all the dresses she wears in the Kingdom that she’s so famous for?”

“I still don’t get that. Does she even keep them on long enough to be seen by more than one person?”

Both women laughed until Scotia sobered. “It’s not fair, the way she uses you and claims credit for all your best work.”

No, it wasn’t, but it was the tradeoff Cindira was willing to make. Mangers were by consequences ambassadors and politicians. Cajoling and manipulation weren’t powerful tools in Cindira’s arsenal. Not unless it had to do with making the code obey her command. Kaylie was a much better woman for the job. Not only because she had those abilities, but because she seemed to thrive on exercising them. Dislike the personality traits though she might, Cindira couldn’t deny the benefits she reaped from Kaylie’s weaseling. In some ways, her stepsister had become her shield. The last thing Cindira wanted was to be in the public eye again. The coder still remembered what that was like when her famous mother had been found floating in the waters off the coast of San Francisco. It was so easy for sympathy to drift into expectation. Cindira never wanted to be at the business end of someone else’s best intentions again. 

This time when Cindira twisted her hand to display her comque, lighting the time with three taps, it was for Scotia’s benefit. “Nineteen minutes now. Can you do it or not? Every time I push into the system to change something, it creates ripples, and too many ripples turn into waves. I have limits, you know.” 

“Liar. I just saw what you did in that hackdome. Don’t think I’ll be forgetting about that soon.” Scotia placed fisted hands on her hips and looked up the street, back the way they’d fled. “I can do it. I’ll be dead and sweaty as a hog when I get home, but I can do it. It’s only running a kilometer uphill, right?” She tapped Cindira on the shoulder. “We’ll get them next time, and then, drinks on me.”

“Out of my winnings?”

“I mean, it only seems fair, right?” The redhead smiled, assumed the ready stance, then started her jog. She was only a few steps away when, trotting in place, she turned back to the coder. “Did you notice that it wasn’t Authority conducting the raid?”

Cindira’s face screwed up. “I didn’t stop to look.” She traced her memory, but she wasn’t sure she had seen any of the uniformed agents in the bar. Her focus had been on getting out. “Who was it then?”

“If I didn’t know better, I’d say it was Gaian Royal Real Guard.” 

That didn’t make any sense. Gaia operated as a sort of independent monarchical democracy, and its head of state, bona fide. That being said, in the real, the prince didn’t have much more than security staff to guard the complex where his offices, residence, and jackpod bays were located. Why pull from such a limited stock to raid something as mundane as The Stadium?  

“That is weird.” Cindira huffed. “But not my monkeys, not my circus. Now go. I’m not committing a second international hacking crime tonight to save your ass.”
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CINDIRA OBSERVED her father’s second wife from the only acceptable position: at a distance. Standing at the back of the crowd came with other benefits, though. Best of which was that no one noticed you, and the last thing she wanted today was to be noticed. Already, it felt like the secret of her narrow escape the night before had taken on mass, a bowling ball imbedded in the pit of her stomach that should make everyone gawk at her.

So far, though, so good. As Kaylie gloated at the right hand of her own mother, none of the Plaxis employees in the lobby had a vantage from which to notice Cindira’s angry frown. Perhaps Johanna, standing at the front, could have noticed, if she ever cared to lend a sympathetic eye. Sadly, the only time her stepmother gave her any consideration was when barking out commands or passive-aggressive insults.

It was better to be ignored than admonished.

“There was a healthy crop of candidates, both from outside and within Plaxis, worthy to fill the vacant Director of Code Integrity and Specialization position.” Bold, blond, and voluptuous, Johanna also had a tongue forked in the middle, even if metaphorically. “At the end of the day, the candidate who embodied our ideals, was a proven leader, and has shown herself to be not only competent but cerebral in the broadening and emboldening of our platforms, became obvious. Yes, she is also my daughter, but Kaylie’s innovation to create vreal estate within the Kingdom environment itself has led to our biggest quarterly growth of profits since we launched fifteen years ago.”

Cindira became a block of ice, even as Scotia leaned over, keeping her voice to a whisper. Barely. 

“Weren’t those your ideas?”

“And my code that made them possible,” Cindira replied. She wouldn’t mention how her marketing plans, saved in her company e-folder until she worked up the courage to show them to her father, had somehow ended up in Johanna’s inbox branded with Kaylie’s name.

Plaxis’s Executive Vice-President droned on. “Kaylie also understands that, while we still hold a dominant share of the luxury VR environment market, our competition increases not only by the day, but by the hour. Tagentry and others like them are keeping us on our toes, however. Each of their innovations inspires us to push for our own.”

Or hire out the competition’s best assets or sue for infringement, Cindira thought wryly. Not that the second strategy ever got very far. It wasn’t like the other vreal platformers were stealing Plaxis’s source code. How could they, when Plaxis itself didn’t have access to it? It was a testament to Omala Grover’s genius that her coding was so robust it was still holding up fifteen years later. Mostly. Luckily, the Kitchens (“Where the best code is cooked!”) knew how to work the derivative programming language that Cindira’s mother had invented well enough to patch up the problems that crept up from time to time.  For now.

“We need to improve our existing products and create those that will take us into the future,” Johanna continued. “The Kingdom must endure, not for its own sake, but for the sake of humanity. Never forget: it makes possible Plaxis’s continued and independent support of Gaia. Yes, one may be the playground of the rich and famous, but the other is the salvation of the poor and voiceless.”

Only years of practice kept Cindira from rolling her eyes. Her mother’s legacy and gift to humanity meant little to her stepmother. There were only two things Johanna longed for: power and money, preferably other people’s. If not for her father’s controlling interest in the company, Cindira was certain Plaxis would have pulled its support of Gaia long ago. Even after all the good the platform had done, taking warfare into the virtual world and curbing the destruction of both the environment and societies, Johanna thumbed her nose at its continued existence.

At least, behind closed doors. Literally. How many times, while home from boarding school or university on summer break, had she overhead her stepmother’s condescension? 

Scotia squeezed her shoulder. “Don’t worry. She won’t last.”

“Kaylie’s savvy.” Cindira turned to her friend. “As long as she produces results and keeps the Kingdom growing, she’ll stay in that position.”

Besides, Cindira couldn’t visualize the situation in which Johanna would ever fire her own daughter. 

“You mean as long as she has you there to clean up her crappy code.” Scotia shook her head.

No doubt about that. Over the last three years, from the moment Cindira returned to the city where she’d been born, Kaylie had done as little as possible, and sloppily at that. Cindira cleaned up the messy code and made it actually work. Because Kaylie was her boss, and because her one true talent was swaying people to believe in her own righteousness, she got all the credit. Because Cindira feared the fallout of going against her stepfamily and upsetting her father in the process, she let her. 

Scotia continued. “Call her out.”

Cindira shook her head. “Kaylie’s the celebrity face of Plaxis. I’d be doing more damage to the company than helping myself. Besides, no one except you and the Kitchen crew would believe me, and they’re not going to do anything that would cost them their jobs.”

“You’re amazing. How can you go into the arena like you did last night and kick serious ass but still turn belly up for the Fifes? Next time you sit down to your station, code yourself a new backbone.”

“This isn’t the vreal, Scotia.” Cindira kept her voice low. “There, I can be whoever I want to be. Here, I’m just plain, little Cindira Tieg.”

Scotia swallowed a frustrated laugh. “Just because you can’t code the walls here doesn






















































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
KENDRAIMEEKS

MI:TﬁF Ss

- CINDERS:

ENTER THE KINGDOM =





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image002.png





d2d_images/image000.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





