
Wild Wild West

Jay Toney

Copyright

This book is a work of fiction. The characters and incidents are drawn from the imagination of the author and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to actual events or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

Wild Wild West, copyright © Feb 2025 by Jay Toney. All rights reserved. Printed in the United States of America. No part of this book, printed or in electronic format, may be reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews.



  	
	    
	      Also by Jay Toney

	    

      
	    
          
	      Invasion Earth

          
        
          
	          One King, One Rule

          
        
          
	          Invasion

          
        
          
	          Occupation

          
        
          
	          Disaster

          
        
          
	          War of the Lords

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Net Zero

          
        
          
	          Net Zero

          
        
          
	          Net 2.0

          
        
          
	          Nasti Business

          
        
          
	          Asea

          
        
          
	          Wild Wild West

          
        
          
	          Starcross

          
        
          
	          Goes To Hell

          
        
          
	          On Venus

          
        
          
	          Moonbase Alpha

          
        
          
	          Mysterious Island

          
        
          
	          Atlantis

          
        
          
	          Salem Witch Hunt

          
        
          
	          Proving Grounds

          
        
          
	          Torture House

          
        
          
	          Antarctic Disaster

          
        
          
	          Star Chaser Down

          
        
          
	          Project Phoenix

          
        
          
	          Starliner Lost

          
        
          
	          Deadly Cargo

          
        
          
	          Infiltrates Eureka Base

          
        
          
	          Eternal Damnation

          
        
          
	          Whispers From The Graveyard

          
        
          
	          War Sprite

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Adventures of Corbin Nash

          
        
          
	          Betsy Loo's Last Dance

          
        
          
	          First Date

          
        
          
	          Rules of Engagement

          
        
          
	          The Guile of Cog

          
        
          
	          No Safe Harbor

          
        
          
	          Nabbed

          
        
          
	          Treasure Planet

          
        
          
	          Lost & Found

          
        
          
	          Desire Under Fire

          
        
          
	          No Free Lunch

          
        
          
	          Fire & Ice

          
        
          
	          Dark Is The Day

          
        
          
	          Into The Fire

          
        
          
	          Echoes From the Past

          
        
          
	          Point of No Return

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          Space Race 2500

          
        
          
	          Carrie Piper Captures the Gray Planet

          
        
          
	          The Oracle

          
        
          
	          Blowups Happen

          
        
          
	          Honeymoon Aboard The Mary Celeste

          
        
          
	          Sundancer Down

          
        
          
	          Heart of Gold Redemption

          
        
          
	          Tales From The Galactic Rim

          
        
          
	          Exiled From Earth

          
        
          
	          Alien Cargo

          
        
          
	          Deal of the Century

          
        
          
	          Escape From Avalon

          
        
          
	          Ghost of a Chance

          
        
          
	          Graveyard on Titan

          
        
          
	          Dream a Little Dream

          
        
          
	          Library of Eternity

          
        
          
	          Marooned

          
        
          
	          Project Terra

          
        
          
	          The Joust

          
        
          
	          New Eden

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at Jay Toney’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Also By Jay Toney

Introduction

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Sign up for Jay Toney's Mailing List

Also By Jay Toney

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Introduction

[image: ]


Welcome to Tombstone!

The ultimate Wild West experience awaits. Step into the boots of a cowboy—or cowgirl—and live out your frontier fantasy. Be a deputy sheriff, a saloon barkeep, a cattle rustler, gambler, bank robber, or ride solo as a freelance gunslinger. Live the legends: Buffalo Bill, Billy the Kid, Jesse James, Annie Oakley, Calamity Jane. Your story, your rules, in this full-immersion, open-world VR simulation.

The developers of Tombstone have handpicked Ariel Hartwell and Jenna O’Brien to beta test their newest build. These two aren’t just trouble magnets—they are the trouble. Known for breaking rules, pushing limits, and surviving the impossible, Ariel and Jenna are the perfect stress test for any virtual world.

The developers want bugs exposed. What they get is a shootout, a bank job, and the kind of showdown the O.K. Corral wishes it had.
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Drew Martel, NASTI’s Project Manager, takes his seat at the long, polished conference table. Seven other members of the executive board are already jacked into the network, as is the CEO, Jerry Mansfield.

“Enter the simulation,” Drew instructs his AI construct.

From his chair, slender probes rise and connect to IO ports embedded in his wrists, ankles, and the base of his skull. A flicker of static clouds his vision. When it clears, he’s seated at a banquet table in cyberspace.

The Tahiti simulation. A warm ocean breeze wafts in through open windows. The table is laden with fruit platters, lobster, shrimp, and roast pig. Polynesian girls in grass skirts and bikini tops circulate with trays of colorful drinks. The other board members and Jerry recline in rattan chairs, sipping from coconuts and crystal goblets.

“Open the Tombstone Project file,” Drew says.

Instantly, data floods into his interface—NPC profiles, terrain maps, occupation matrices, behavioral graphs. But what he’s looking for is information on Rockstar Games.

NASTI operates on a different level than Rockstar. While Rockstar still uses aging VR tech—headsets, haptic suits, external cyberdecks—NASTI interfaces directly with the nervous system via implanted neurochips, delivering full-sensory immersion inside the matrix.

With a gesture, Drew swipes aside the Tombstone data and replaces it with Rockstar’s metrics. He scans their most popular titles and isolates one that stands out: Red Dead Redemption 10.

An open-world action RPG-shooter hybrid set in the 1880s, players embody outlaw William Doolin, founder of the Wild Bunch gang. They rob banks, hijack trains, and dodge bounty hunters across the lawless frontier. It’s a legacy franchise with massive staying power.

Drew compiles Rockstar’s financials, franchise history, and Red Dead stats into a data packet. He links it to the Tombstone file and transmits the bundle to the other executives.

Then he rewards himself—plucking a shrimp from the platter, peeling it, and dipping it into virtual cocktail sauce. A nearby server girl refills his goblet with Mai Tai.

He sips. Perfect. The shrimp’s texture is firm, the taste vivid—so unlike the vat-grown substitute back in the real world. He eats another, knowing none of it is real, not a single calorie digested. Still, the memory will linger.

He clears his throat. “Jerry. Board members. The Tombstone simulation is ready to exit alpha and enter beta testing.”

All eyes turn toward him.

“This project is unlike any we’ve done before. It’s a dynamic open-world simulation set in Tombstone, Arizona, in the days leading up to the famous shootout. Players choose their own occupations—bartenders, clerks, gunslingers—except for essential NPCs. Every conversation, every decision, changes how the simulation reacts. Push the wrong person too far, and you may find yourself in a showdown at high noon.”

Ted McCallister, VP of Marketing, leans forward. “I’ve reviewed Rockstar’s market data. Our VR experience is decades ahead of their tech. With the right campaign, we won’t just compete—we’ll own the genre.”

Applause follows. Even Jerry offers a slow nod of approval.

Ted raises a hand. “We need to strike while the Western genre’s still hot. Red Dead has been dominant for decades, but trends shift. One day, disco was king. The next? ‘Disco sucks.’ And it was over.”

Drew grins and downs another shrimp. “The dev team made a request. They want Ariel Hartwell and Jenna O’Brien as beta testers.”

Jerry frowns. “I don’t see why. This simulation doesn’t require... let’s call it their particular brand of survivability.”

“It’s not about surviving,” Drew says. “This simulation allows for peaceful roles, yes—but that’s not what most players want. They’ll crave risk, glory, a shot at infamy or justice. Most will gravitate toward crime—robberies, rustling, duels. Others will rise as lawmen or bounty hunters.

“Ariel and Jenna aren’t just players. They’re chaos agents. Trouble finds them. If something can go wrong, it will—and when it does, we’ll have the opportunity to debug and stabilize the code before public launch.”

He sets down his goblet.

“Let’s unleash them into Tombstone. Let’s see what breaks.”
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Ariel rams the solvent-soaked patch down the barrel of her M240 machine gun, working the rod back and forth with practiced intensity. It’s the fifth patch she’s used. The previous ones came out streaked with grime—residue from another grueling day at the range. This one slides out mostly clean, just a faint gray tint along the edges. Almost there.

She inspects the barrel, squinting through the bore. Satisfied, she sets the patch aside and gets to work on the receiver, gas ports, and cylinder. Her fingers move with mechanical precision, brushing and scrubbing each component, wiping away carbon buildup and sweat from the California sun.

Each weapon she cleans is a meditation. A ritual. She’s alone in the gaming dome, save for the low hum of circulating air and Ghost’s occasional monitoring tones—faint clicks and whirrs from the internal systems that connect her to him. The place smells of gun oil, solvent, and hot metal. It grounds her.

When the last part is cleaned, she assembles the M240 piece by piece, wiping each with an oiled cloth before locking it back into place. The action slides forward with a satisfying click.

After thousands of rounds downrange, she should be proficient by now. Should be. But she’s still not where she wants to be. Without Ghost assisting her aim, she can hit a torso-sized target at three hundred meters, nine times out of ten. Not bad—but not perfect.

Jenna, of course, is already there. Natural-born sharpshooter. She groups her shots so tight you could cover them with a credstick. Five centimeters or less, every time, calm, focused, efficient.

Ariel sighs. I’ll get there. I just need more time. More control. Less second-guessing.

“Ariel,” Ghost’s voice chimes in her mind. “I just received a request. You and Jenna are being asked to beta test a new simulation.”

She freezes mid-wipe. That was fast. Too fast. Her gut tightens. “Let me guess. Titanic, patched and repackaged?”

“Negative,” Ghost says. “Not even close.”

Still, her mouth goes dry. “Tell them no.” There’s a long pause. “No, Ghost. Seriously, I’m not ready for any simulation that involves oceans.”

She closes her eyes, the memories flooding back—shards of chaos and cold, the sound of screaming, the crack of the ship breaking apart. She can still feel Jenna’s hand slipping from hers under the black water. Too close. Jenna had almost died. Almost didn’t come back.

Another few seconds and—Zeroed in cyberspace is zeroed for real.

Ariel’s fingers tighten around the cleaning cloth. She’d never forgive herself. And she knows it—if Jenna hadn’t made it, Ghost would’ve found a way to disconnect her, to bring Ariel back alone. But she wouldn’t have gone. Not without her.

Ghost laughs. It’s his trademark mechanical laugh—Ha-ha, ha—a sound that’s as grating as nails on a chalkboard.

Ariel winces. “God, Ghost. That laugh is awful
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