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The choice of simulations is out of Ariel’s and Jenna’s hands. Since taking over as NASTI’s financial benefactor, Persephone and Hades have been thrusting them into simulations with increasing peril.

In this simulation, they find themselves on Moonbase Alpha. Something is amiss with the nuclear storge facility. Eagle pilots are returning with what looks like radiation burns, but no radioactivity is detected. No alarms have sounded, radiation sensors at the waste facility, five silos dug deep into lunar basalt, show safe levels of radiation. Ariel and Jenna are sent to investigate in person.

This is their harshest assignment yet: investigating Moonbase Alpha's nuclear waste facility, underground containment chambers containing hundreds of tons of volatile uranium-235 and plutonium-239 reclaimed from disarmed warheads, spent reactor fuel rods, and other hazardous radioactive waste.

They discover something is terribly wrong, and work to stave off a chain reaction that may lead to nuclear fission. Are they too late?
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Chapter 1
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Hades and Persephone sit upon imposing thrones within the shadowy courtroom of Hades' dark citadel. The chamber exudes gloom, its walls, floor, and ceiling hewn from polished black basalt, illuminated only by sconces that cast an eerie, ghostly blue glow. The atmosphere feels deliberate, closer to a mausoleum than a throne room.

Hades leans toward his queen, his voice dripping with amusement. "Your idea to involve ourselves in these mortal games has been delightfully entertaining so far."

Persephone arches an elegant eyebrow, her lips curling into a playful smile. "It is my turn next. After all, what suits a god equally suits a goddess."

Hades erupts into deep laughter, the sound booming and reverberating through the vast, cavernous hall. "Your attempts to stir my jealousy are almost as entertaining as your dalliances with these mortals who amuse us so greatly. I'll confess, our latest pets, Ariel and Jenna, have indeed surprised me. They're not easily broken."

"Oh, my love," Persephone chuckles softly, eyes sparkling with mischief. "Don't place all the blame on me. I see your fingerprints clearly behind the scenes—the untimely demises of Lidia Gates and Jerry Mansfield, and your subtle manipulations of NASTI’s chairmen and stakeholders, orchestrating Drew Martel’s—hostile takeover."

Hades laughs openly, his eyes dancing in sinister delight. "You know me too well, my queen. Indeed, I played my part. I couldn't tolerate any further wickedness from Lidia Gates. Her evil needed stopping long ago. Now she'll pay dearly, tormented in the river of fire and blood for the next hundred thousand years—her meat puppet suffering by her side. Only when their souls burn clean shall I return them to chaos, ready to spin anew."

A sly grin spreads across Hades' face. "Now tell me, beloved wife, what adventure awaits Ariel and Jenna this time?"

Persephone leans toward him, lowering her voice to a conspiratorial whisper, "A lunar mission. Three hundred innocent lives hanging precariously on their every decision."

Hades roars once again, filling the chamber with his laughter. "You are truly wicked."

Persephone smiles slyly. "Remind me, dear husband, how many lives were lost for those who failed to disable the locator beacons of their escape pods before launching, and subsequently fell prey to pirate slavers during your last adventure?"

Hades pauses briefly before laughing again, shaking his head in mock defeat. "Touché."

***

ARIEL, JENNA, AND IRIS lounge together in the cozy great room, immersed in their own world. Ariel stares down at her hands, eyes wide in dazed wonder as they shimmer with an ethereal golden glow. She steals a glance toward Iris but quickly looks away, overwhelmed by the dazzling spectacle of Iris glowing vibrantly with every imaginable color—and some beyond comprehension.

Ghost—Ariel’s AI construct, with amusement evident in his voice says, "Gods, you are going to be tripping for hours! And it's affecting me too."

Jenna casually strikes a match and lights the freshly packed pipe in her hand. She draws in deeply, letting the smoke fill her lungs, and then passes the pipe to Iris. Iris takes her own hit, exhaling leisurely, but before she can hand it to Ariel, a graceful hand intercepts the pipe.

"I'll take that," Persephone announces, materializing effortlessly beside them. She settles comfortably among the group and inhales deeply from the pipe, holding the smoke effortlessly for twenty long seconds before gently exhaling and immediately taking another draw.

Jenna raises an impressed eyebrow. "You've been practicing."

Ariel blinks, giggling softly as she gazes at Persephone with fascination. "You have a violet aura," she says dreamily.

Persephone passes the pipe smoothly back to Jenna, a faint smile playing on her lips. "Ariel is clearly tripping. What exactly did she take?"

"Acid," Jenna replies matter-of-factly. "Candyman got confused—he was supposed to give her clean Molly but ended up tripping himself and handed her Molly laced with acid instead." She takes another relaxed puff, savoring it before passing the pipe back to Iris.

“Don’t you have a message to deliver?” Persephone asks Iris pointedly.

Iris smirks playfully. “I’m on a break—urgent messages only.”

“I sent you here specifically to deliver an urgent message.”

“Oh, right,” Iris laughs sheepishly, her cheeks flushing slightly. “I got distracted and forgot to mention it.”

“Distracted by getting stoned?” Persephone teases lightly, reclaiming the pipe from Iris. She takes a final, deep puff, finishing off the weed before handing the pipe back to Jenna and exhaling slowly.

“No,” Iris protests, grinning mischievously. “We don’t just sit around smoking weed. We do other things too.”

“Such as?” Persephone inquires, raising an eyebrow.

Iris blushes deeply, eyes flicking nervously around the group. “Well, the three of us...smash. That’s why Ariel called her Candyman—to get molly. And, well...” She shrugs, unable to suppress her embarrassed grin.

“And the message?” Persephone prompts.

Iris immediately sobers, her playful demeanor fading. “Ariel, Jenna, you are both requested to enter the Moonbase Alpha simulation at once. Persephone will be joining you, and she specifically requests you don't keep her waiting.”

“And when was this message supposed to be delivered?” Persephone asks, eyes narrowing slightly.

Iris flushes an even deeper shade of red, swallowing nervously. “Six hours ago. We were smashing, and I forgot.”

“They can't enter VR stoned and high on drugs,” Ghost, Ariel’s AI construct, interjects firmly.

“We can't enter VR until we're sober,” Ariel echoes, suddenly serious.

Persephone laughs lightly. “That won’t be a problem. The synthetic organs my mother gifted you will filter out all impurities. The nanites have already repaired any damage to your lungs, and the ambrosia—which you should've only had one sip of—will fully restore your strength and vitality by the time you're ready. I expect both of you on Moonbase Alpha in twenty minutes.”

Jenna sighs dramatically. “You sure know how to spoil a high.”

Iris warns quietly, “You both better hurry. You don’t want to keep the Queen of Hell waiting—again.”

***

ARIEL AND JENNA BURST into the game room, excitement buzzing between them as they find their simulation chairs already set. Jenna lifts the hem of her stola to slip off her panties but freezes mid-motion, eyebrows knitted in confusion.

"Iris took my panties," she blurts out incredulously. "Why would she do that?"

Ariel smirks, shaking her head knowingly. "I doubt Iris is the culprit. My credits are on Persephone—mine vanished too."

Crossing the room, Ariel opens an ornate chest inlaid with intricate golden patterns. She retrieves two sleek MAGs and tosses one to Jenna. Ariel slips hers on, feeling it instantly adjust to her figure. The garment hugs her body like a second skin, nearly undetectable beneath her stola.

Both women settle into their simulation chairs, reclining smoothly into comfortable, lying positions. Ariel closes her eyes, mentally signaling her AI companion, Ghost. "Ready to jack in."

Beside her, Jenna sends a similar silent message to her own AI construct, Bob.

Instantly, probes emerge, sliding effortlessly into the IO ports at their wrists and ankles, immobilizing their limbs gently yet securely. One final probe softly connects to their cerebral interfaces, and the vivid game room dims around them, swallowed by a deep, enveloping darkness...
d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





