
  
    [image: The Grind]
  


  
    
      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents either are the product of imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or locales, is entirely coincidental.

      
        
        RELAY PUBLISHING EDITION, FEBRUARY 2018

        Copyright © 2018 Relay Publishing Ltd.

      

      

      All rights reserved. Published in the United Kingdom by Relay Publishing. This book or any portion thereof may not be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever without the express written permission of the publisher except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      
        
        www.relaypub.com

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BLURB

          

        

      

    

    
      One young woman hungers for status in a harsh, feudal future—but her greed could become her downfall.

      In the desolate future city-state of Verre, King Leopold and his lords rule with absolute authority. There’s only one way for oppressed serfs to rise in rank: the MMORPG called ‘The Grind’. Once a year, players in this virtual game can fight for the opportunity to raise their standing by gathering as many points as possible. Peasants can become Nobles, Lords and, with enough skill, sometimes Kings…

      Savannah “Savvy” deForge is a Grinder—the lowest of the low, who earns a living racking up points for players by “ghosting” them in the game. When a wealthy client named Timon comes calling, she sees him as her ticket out of the classless limbo of Grinder life.

      But when her father vanishes into the game, Savvy will have to choose between the advancement she craves and reclaiming the one she loves. As virtual deaths start to become terribly real, Savvy realizes there is much more at stake than status, and it may be too late to save anyone, including herself.

      The Grind is a 150,000 word, original LitRPG standalone with lovable characters, unputdownable battle scenes, awesome weapons and a big twist-finale.
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      The writhing mass of tentacles whipped back and forth menacingly even as Savannah heard the screaming of an inexperienced Noob in her earpiece. She smirked, standing atop the rumbling combine harvester with its menacing blades chopping at the crops and then spitting the grains off to the side. One slip of the foot and she could end up dropping into those blades herself—putting an end to this job—but that wasn’t going to happen.

      Staring at the yellow-green monstrosity, she took a deep breath, her defiant grin making her cheeks hurt before she laughed out loud. Why should she be afraid? She was one of the best Grinders in the game, and this Viral didn’t stand a chance against her.

      “We need to run!” Sal shouted over the voice-chat. “That thing’s too powerful!”

      “I’ll show you powerful!” Savannah shouted as she leapt out of the way of one of the Viral’s lashing tentacles. A gun manifested in her hands. The weight felt good as she placed her finger over the trigger. Savannah landed on the ground then, dodging another attack and waiting for the opportune moment to strike. Hovering above her energy rifle was a small timer, counting down from 10s. Ten seconds was a long time in the Grind, though—long enough to determine life or death.

      Sal, who was hiding behind one of the tractors in the middle of the wheat field, called out again. “Look, we should run!”

      “You’re fine! Stay there and let me do my thing!” Savannah cried out gleefully as she leapt to the right of another tentacle. This time, she climbed atop the yellow tentacle and steadied herself. The arm swung upwards, trying to shake her off, but she was able to hold herself perfectly still. Balancing Skill Increased by 1 noted the heads-up display above Savannah. She smiled at that. Even though she rarely had to use Balancing, it was nice that it had leveled up—every little bit helped with her job.

      Savannah ran along the swinging limb, dodging more attacks from the Viral. It emitted a high-pitched frequency that sounded somewhat like a shriek. No matter how many times she heard it, it always chilled her to the bone.

      Undaunted by the noise, however, she aimed her gun right at the center of the mass. A short, DNA-helix head rested in the middle of the tentacles. This was where the Viral kept its main programming. Savannah aimed her Pulse Blast Rifle and squeezed the trigger, activating the Overdrive ability. The words Overdrive, Extra Damage hovered above her as she began to fire rapid blasts of green energy into the helix head.

      The green shots crashed into the center of the Viral and the phrase 100 damage hovered briefly through the air. The health bar of the Viral dropped down rapidly as she continued to fire away at the creature. The Overdrive function increased not only the damage output, but also the damage per second of her weapon. As the DPS ramped up, the Viral’s health continued to drop down to almost zero.

      The creature shrieked its strange shriek again, flailing wildly, and this time throwing Savannah off the tentacle she’d been riding. Savannah tried to salvage her fall, tucking her legs together the way her dad had taught her; she bent her knees, preparing to roll when she landed, but the momentum threw her backwards and she landed hard, slamming her shoulder into the ground and narrowly avoiding hitting her head. She felt a surge of pain rush through her body as she gasped for breath. The alert 50 damage hovered above her head. She watched her health meter drop rapidly from 75 down to 25.

      “You’ve got to get out of there before you’re killed!” Sal called out as she shifted from her position behind a tractor.

      “I’ve got it, relax!” Savannah grunted as she gritted her teeth. Her gun had been thrown out of her hand and was resting next to the base of the writhing Viral. And her Weapon Summon power was still on cooldown. She opened her inventory for a split second, so she could take a look at what she had, moving even as the creature continued to lash at her.

      
        
        Inventory:

      

      

      
        	Pulse Shotgun

        	Energy Pistol

        	Laser Sword

      

      All of those weapons were weak sauce compared to the almighty assault rifle that Savannah had been wielding a few seconds before, but the creature was as good as dead anyway. She selected the shotgun and took a deep breath, pumping the forend. The gun buzzed a little as blue waves of energy began to collect at the barrel of the weapon.

      The Viral raised all eight of its tentacles at once and brought them down on her, but she was faster. She leapt up and dodged between the tentacles, firing her shotgun and blasting into the center core of the creature. The Viral let out another shriek as Critical Damage x5 hovered above its head. All of its limbs stretched out at once and, in a single moment, the being faded away.

      “Take that!” Savannah triumphantly cried out as she raised her hands towards the heavens. Golden orbs began to flow towards her. They were point orbs, and there were enough points to rank her up several times over. However, the points wouldn’t be going to her. Rather, the points would be transferred to her client, Sal.

      Rank Up! appeared over Sal’s head. The golden letters of Serf hovered over her for a moment, and then the announcement of Rank Up! appeared again over Sal, followed by a series of ranks.

      1.	Noob

      2.	Serf

      3.	Lady

      4.	Knight Temporal

      5.	Baron

      6.	Lady of the High Court

      Lady froze above Sal’s head. “Very nice!” Savannah said as she approached her client. Sal was nothing more than another paycheck to Savannah, but she couldn’t help being excited for her. Her dad always warned her about becoming emotionally attached to her clients, and so it was something she tried to abide by, but watching them level up and knowing she’d gotten them there… she just loved it. Her job was simple. She illegally connected to the Grind and then attached herself to a client’s character—in this case, Sal’s. This practice was known as ghosting. When an illegal Grinder was ghosting, most of the points they would normally earn inside the game would be transferred to their host. Savannah would keep a fraction of the points, but wouldn’t be able to redeem them until she one day entered the game legally. Of course, that was going to be a long, long time from now.

      “Well, let’s get moving!” Savanah said as she grabbed Sal by the hand. “We’ve got plenty more levels to explore. I’m willing to bet I can get you up another rank today.”

      “No!” Sal replied as she pulled her hand away from Savannah. “You’re crazy, do you know that? You could have gotten yourself killed! What possessed you to go after that Viral? What if you’d fallen against the Crop Machina and it had gone Aggro, taking you out? Or worse, you slipped off that combine harvester? You would have killed us both instantly and put yourself into a world of hurt when you woke up in the real world!”

      “Eh, it’s no big deal,” Savannah said. “I’ve been in worse situations.”

      “Worse situations? We agreed to stick to some low-level fighting in order to rank up; you didn’t have to go running after a gigantic Viral the minute you saw him! What was it even doing in the wheat fields? I don’t think it was supposed to be here.”

      “Which was exactly why we had to go after it. Why turn something like that down? He was right there.” Savannah didn’t understand why Sal was so upset. It wasn’t as though she’d gone looking for the Viral. When they’d decided to cut through the Imaren Fields, she’d been expecting to see the Machina working the land and then maybe some low-level Virals, if they were lucky. Seeing this one had been too good of an opportunity to pass up, and it had worked in their favor. If luck stayed on her side, she could easily help Sal move up another level in this same session.

      Sal shook her head before pointing towards a large swirling portal a few hundred feet away. “I’m leaving the game.”

      “Leaving? Are you kidding me?” Savannah laughed, shaking her golden brown hair back and forth. “We’re on a hot streak.”

      “Hot streak? You’re crazy, Savannah,” Sal shot back. “I’ve got enough of a rank to where I’m happy. Don’t forget—if you die, you take all of my points with you and I’m kicked out of the game!”

      “Oh relax, I’m fine,” Savannah replied.

      “Relax? Relax? That’s easy for someone like you to say. You’re a Grinder! You don’t have any purpose in the real world. Out there? I’m trying to build a life for myself. I paid you good money to get me to the rank of Lady safely. I’m not paying you to waste my time. I’ve already been kicked out of the Grind twice. If I’m kicked out one more time, I’ve used up all of my tickets for the year. I’m not going to go another year without being a part of society!”

      “Ugh, what’s so great about being a Lady?” Savannah asked. “Oh boy, you get to live in a dank and wretched world controlled by the Nobles. Hurray. I mean, come on, I can make you an aristocrat! I can get you to the High Court, easy.”

      “The only thing you can get me is killed.” Sal shook her head. “You got me to Lady, so you’ll be paid for your efforts, but I’m getting the hell out of here before you get both of us killed.”

      “Go ahead and enjoy your middle-class life, but you’re missing out on the good stuff,” Savannah shouted after Sal as she walked away. What was wrong with her? Why couldn’t Sal see that becoming an aristocrat was the way to go? A Lady was barely above a Serf! The girl ignored her, however, and strolled off to the swirling exit portal. Sal gave her one last look before placing her hands on the purple energy and fading away. Savannah sighed as she felt the world around her begin to contract and stretch for another moment before she was kicked out of the game, too.

      The world before her slowly came back into view as her glass pod slid open. “Urgh,” Savannah groaned as she staggered out, pulling the cables out from the back of her neck. Disconnecting was always the most unpleasant part of the job. The stench of the real world was unbearable compared to the sterile, clean smell of the world of the Grind. She retched for a moment, trying to keep her composure. How long had she even been in there?

      Savannah glanced back at her pod. It had been illegally obtained by her father and wasn’t as well made as the ones the official courts used. It worked well enough when she was connected inside the game, but the connecting and disconnecting process always sucked. The display next to the pod showed her character, Savvy, who looked similar to her but was far more beautiful. Her brown skin had a luster to it inside of the game, her hair shined more, and even her eyes sparkled with an emerald hue. Savannah wasn’t particularly vain, but she preferred her avatar’s appearance to her own. The avatar had money, and could afford the best clothes on the online market.

      As Savannah checked her character, she noticed that her points hadn’t been adjusted properly. She had forty-five thousand points showing, but her percentage from Sal should have put her up to fifty-two. “Dammit, Sal!” She smacked the side of the pod in anger before shaking her hand out. She really needed to be careful that she didn’t damage herself so soon after exiting the pod. Staring at her points, she counted to three, but the points still didn’t change, making her growl in frustration. How could Sal stiff her after everything she’d done for her? No matter. She’d get her points, one way or another.

      Her eyes darted past her own pod to the large, wooden frame surrounding another green pod. Inside of that tube was her father, Hem. She gently placed her fingers on the glass. It felt warm with the machine pulsing and whirring. Her father was also a Grinder, illegally accessing the Grind so he could horde points, as well. A few months ago, he had entered for a routine job… and simply hadn’t come out.

      Her mom had repeatedly tried to reach him inside of the game, but either he was ignoring her or his communicator wasn’t working—both possibilities only made her mom worry more. Hem was an experienced Grinder and in high demand with those wanting to level up to aristocrat status, so it wasn’t uncommon for him to disappear for weeks at a time, but he always managed to keep in touch.

      Savannah rested her cheek against the glass. “Where are you, Dad?” she murmured against it, letting the heat warm her.

      The pods themselves were advanced pieces of long-forgotten technology. Relics from the World Before. Savannah was young compared to them—only nineteen years of age, and far too young to have any living relatives who had been in the World Before. She knew the stories, though. They were often told in taverns, on cold nights when the question of survival would come up. In the long ago, there was a place called the World Before.

      Before what? She wasn’t quite sure.

      Some legends told of a great sickness that had claimed many lives, whereas other legends said that mankind had destroyed itself, leaving only a few cities left in the world. Regardless, the legends always had the same conclusion. Three major cities remained in the world, and of all the cities, her home of Verre was the safest.

      At least, that’s what the ruling class of Verre insisted was the case. Known as the Crown of the Remaining World, the Nobles claimed that Verre was a land destined for greatness and set apart from the other dwindling cities. They made the case that their agricultural and management techniques would ensure that the population of the city state would survive for generations to come. Perhaps what made Verre so different was that a lot of old tech remained.

      Unfortunately, because the tech was so old, there wasn’t anyone around who could pull Hem out without killing him. At least, no one who’d be willing to help a Grinder. They were a necessary evil for anyone wanting to make a place for themselves in society, but if they were caught, they could become outcasts. No, Savannah and her mother would have to wait until he died in the Grind or came out on his own.

      Savannah left her father behind as she climbed up the stairs, leaving behind the cellar where their pods were hidden. The perpetual overcast sky greeted her as she climbed out. The air didn’t smell any better here than it did in her basement. She could hear the clucking of chickens as peasants wandered about, tending to the crops and livestock around her little home. Savannah deForge and her family lived on the outskirts of Verre. The wall still protected them from potential marauders and anyone trying to get in who didn’t belong, but they were far away from the glitz and glamor of the main city hub. Verre’s center, the Central Courts, was one of the most gorgeous places in all the land, but only nobility could enter such an area.

      She made her way through the shantyville, walking past the poorly cobbled together homes. The serfs of the land kept Verre well-fed, but their living conditions were wretched.

      “Marnin’, Savannah,” Mr. Krull shouted at her as she walked by. He was an elderly man who walked with a limp. His clothes were made of burlap and he was always squinting at her. “Ya git yer Grind pass yet?”

      “No, sir,” she replied. He asked her this question every single time he saw her.

      “It’s not right fer a yang lass to not go inta the Grind, ya know!” he said. “Think o’ yer family.”

      “Yes, sir,” she quietly answered. She could never quite tell if he was senile and forgot about the conversation each day, or if he was just extremely pushy.

      Savannah made her way on to the village square; she needed to track down Sal to have a few choice words with her and get her points. She could hear the hopeful voices of children as they ran past her.

      “Come on! They’re about to knight someone!” one of the boys shouted. The children all scampered forward, excited to see the spectacle.

      Savannah followed the children until she reached a small crowd gathered around a large platform. Upon the wooden platform were eight pods. Sitting next to the pods was a woman with skin as white as snow. She was older, maybe in her mid-thirties, but she was beautiful. Her face was soft, her smile was gentle… and her hands! Her hands were slender and clean. Savannah imagined that there wasn’t a speck of dirt under her trimmed fingernails, and nor would they look rough or calloused. She stared at the woman for a moment more, wondering what it would be like to be that woman right now. To sit tall above the people, casting down judgments instead of being judged. To be a Noble was to be a god amongst ants.

      “Fair people!” the Noble said as she stood. “As is custom and tradition, we shall begin to confer titles upon those who have made their way through the Grind. Four people have emerged victorious, and I, Lady Emila, am here to grant them their rewards.”

      There was clapping amongst the peasants as the first pod slid open. A bleary-eyed man stumbled out of the pod rubbing his face.

      “Young Toddmin,” Lady Emila said as she gently placed her golden scepter on his shoulder, forcing him to his knees. “Under the law of Verre, and benediction of King Leopold, I hereby grant you the title of Serf, for your deeds within the Grind. As Serf, you may tend to the land, serve a baron or greater household, and you may marry.”

      There was widespread cheering from one side of the crowd, and Savannah could guess these voices belonged to Toddmin’s family.

      “Thank you, ma’am,” Toddmin said. He looked quite pleased with himself. Savannah felt a little spike of agitation run through her stomach. Why was he so happy? He was condemned to being hired help for the rest of his life. People could only go through the Grind to obtain their social status once. After that, a random lottery would maybe give them a chance to go through it again, but the odds of winning the lottery were fairly low.

      “Salsima, step forth!” Emila said as Toddmin walked over to his family, who received him with great adulation.

      The second pod slid open then, and Sal emerged. She was grinning widely and walking proudly, as if she herself had earned her rank. Savannah knew the truth, though. She knew it all too well.

      “Salsima, under the law of Verre and benediction of King Leopold, I hereby grant you the title of Lady, for your deeds within the Grind,” the Noble said as she touched her scepter to Sal’s shoulders. Unlike the boy, Sal wasn’t required to kneel. “As a Lady, you may marry into nobility, own land, and hire serfs.”

      “Hire Toddmin!” someone in the crowd shouted, eliciting a laugh from everyone.

      “Thank you,” Salsima said as the Noble handed her a bright red sash. She draped it around her neck, allowing everyone to see that she now had the red colors of a Lady.

      The awarding continued, but Savannah wasn’t paying attention anymore. She had a bone to pick with Sal. The new Lady didn’t even bother to wait for the ceremony to end before she headed home. Savannah followed after her, not bothering to hide her footsteps. Sal looked over her shoulder, spotted her, and hastened her pace forward before she made an abrupt turn. When Savannah got to the walkway, Sal was nowhere to be seen. Savannah’s smile was grim as she moved to follow her. Hearing a noise, she stepped closer to the wall and looked to where it had come from. She caught sight of Sal dusting herself off as though she’d run through a barn. Deciding to be more careful, Savannah waited until she was moving again before following her.

      She noted that there were no family members waiting for Sal. Perhaps the girl didn’t have a family—orphans weren’t uncommon in Verre. Those who went afoul of the King or Queen usually found themselves cast out or dead, but the children of political dissidents would often remain.

      There weren’t many orphanages, but if a child was smart enough to operate a combine harvester, or use a harvest-scythe machine, they could get by well enough. Parentage didn’t matter much when it came to the Grind. Everyone would undertake it before the age of twenty-one, and the Grind would then determine their place in society. It was a total meritocracy.

      Salsima reached a small hovel and looked over her shoulder one more time before entering. It was more of a trash heap than a home, but Sal wouldn’t be there too much longer. With the rank of Lady, she could move out of the farmlands and closer to the city, where she would be sure to find work with a Baron.

      As Sal entered her house, Savannah went crashing in after her, pushing the door open and pouncing on the girl’s back.

      “Ah! Mrpph!” Sal tried to yelp, but Savannah wrestled her down and put her hand over the girl’s mouth.

      “Remember me?” Savannah hissed.

      “What do you want?” Sal demanded as she tried to get free of Savannah’s grasp. She squirmed, but wasn’t able to break away.

      “I want what you owe me!” Savannah growled, tightening her grip around Sal’s hands.

      “I paid you already. I gave you three hundred shekels up front for the job. It was one-fifty per rank, remember?”

      “Not that! You took all of the points, and you said I’d get twenty percent of your points—when I checked my account, I saw you didn’t transfer any of them to me.”

      “Yeah, because I wanted to get out of the game. You’re a nutjob, you know that? I paid you explicitly for the purpose of getting me safely to another rank, and the first thing you did was go in with guns blazing, fighting against anything that moved without pausing to think if it was a good idea. As far as I’m concerned, you should be happy I’m not taking my money back.”

      “That wasn’t part of the deal.” Savannah let go of the girl’s arms. “We had an agreement.”

      “What are you going to do about it?” Sal sneered. “Go to the courts? You’re a non-person, Savannah. Until you go through the Grind yourself, you’ve got no rights.”

      “I’ll tell everyone about ghosting you!” Savannah threatened, knowing full well it was a useless bluff.

      “Right, so go ahead,” Sal replied. “Tell everyone how you’re illegally entering the Grind. I’m sure the higher authorities would love to hear about that. You know you can get thrown out of the city for doing stuff like that, right?”

      “Arrrgh,” Savannah growled. She grabbed the bright red sash around Sal’s neck and tore it in half.

      “Hey!” Sal protested.

      “One of these days, I’m going to be a High Noble,” Savannah warned. “And I remember the people who wrong me. I’m going to be powerful and wealthy. And you? You’re gonna marry some Lord, have a bunch of kids, and work for the rest of your miserable life serving other people. Maybe if you’re lucky, you’ll die of a pox at thirty.”

      “Savannah,” Sal said as she shook her head. “If you’re really lucky, you’ll be a Serf, like the rest of these people. Because, at some point, you’re going to get to a place in the Grind where you can settle for something good, like being a Lady, or hell, even a Baroness, but your eyes are going to be bigger than your stomach and you’re gonna crash and burn. Look, not everyone aspires to join the High Court. Some of us are happy with the position we achieve. Maybe, if you hadn’t been so aggressive, I might have considered transferring all those points, but…” Sal shook her head as her voice trailed off. “Look, just slow down in there before you find yourself locked out for good.”

      Savannah stood and walked to the door, shaking her head. She’d never let herself become a Serf. “Why would you settle when you could have everything?”

      Sal picked up the red ribbon, smoothing it out. “Dreams are dreams and reality is very different. If we push ourselves too far, we end up losing everything. Even our dreams.”

      The last bit was nothing more than a whisper, leaving Savannah to wonder what had happened to Sal. Shrugging her shoulders, she left the hovel. There was no way she was going to settle. Not so long as she could Grind.
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      Savannah walked into the Drunken Knight and slammed the wooden tavern door against the wall. Casting a glare around the empty room, she spied her mother, Casty deForge, sweeping.

      Her parents had been running the tavern long before she was born and, after all these years, it still hadn’t changed. An old oak floor met white plaster walls, which made their way up to a low-beamed ceiling. If you were too tall, you were sure to hit your head if you didn’t remember to duck. The heavy wood furniture was old, but still in excellent shape thanks to her parents’ elbow grease—and hers. When she misbehaved, her father often found that having Savannah polish all the wood in the old tavern was an effective deterrent against future infractions.

      “Hello, dear,” Casty said as she continued to sweep. “How was work?”

      “A disaster,” Savannah complained as she slumped down on a stool at the bar. “An absolute disaster.”

      “What happened?”

      “I got the money, but they reneged on paying me my points; it was a great haul, too. Seven thousand points! I’m practically at the rank of Knight now, and… she stiffed me.”

      “Well, that’s what you get for working without your father,” Casty said as she shook her head. “He had a list of rules to follow when picking clients.”

      “Yeah, and those rules cost us a lot of clients.” Savannah laid her head on the stone counter.

      “If they don’t pay, they aren’t clients,” her mother chastised her. “You know that if you get caught in there, you’ll be kicked out, right? Or worse? That’s why Hem always played it safe.”

      “I know, I know,” Savannah replied.

      “I wish Hem was around more. He has so much to teach you about the Grind that you have yet to realize. While it’s one thing to go in prepared to shoot everything in front of you, there are ways to play the game strategically so that you may amass points safely. You’re so brash at times!”

      “I’m not brash; I’m decisive. It’s my job to make sure the clients level up, and the only way to do that is to take out Virals. I can’t sit around wondering if I’m making the right decision. I have to get in there and work. It’s the only way I’m going to level up and get us out of here.” She threw a bag onto the counter. “At any rate, the client paid in real money this time.”

      Casty looked as though she were going to say something more, but she smiled instead. “Great! Taxes are right around the corner and Baron Hauss has been impatient with us.”

      “You run his damn tavern without taking a wage and he’s the one getting impatient?” Savannah grumbled.

      “Savvy, how many times do I have to tell you?” Casty sat next to her daughter and placed a hand on the girl’s head. “Verre runs because we all play our part.”

      “Hah, sure it does. It runs because they’ve somehow tricked us all into obeying them. Two royal leaders, forty members of the High Court, and more than a hundred thousand peasants in this city. They all live in prosperity while the rest of us are down here in misery.”

      “Don’t talk like that. People need leaders. Do I need to remind you of the story of Nuerk?”

      Savannah sighed. Her mother loved to tell the story of Nuerk. Unlike many other residents of Verre, Casty was a refugee. Her city had fallen due to infighting, and thousands of people had been displaced as a result. Somehow, Casty had survived the wretched wastelands and arrived in Verre. Immigrants were usually ignored by the city watch, but a Knight had taken mercy on her and allowed her into the city. The Knight had died shortly after due to a pox, but Casty had been able to find her home under Baron Hauss, where eventually she’d become a serf.

      “I know the story full well, Mom,” Savannah replied.

      “Then I’ll skip to the last part,” Casty said as she ran her fingers through her daughter’s hair. “In the end, Nuerk survived plague, raid, and blade, but it could not survive greed. Forty thousand men and women wanted what the nobility had, so they became rulers. Then twenty thousand wanted to live better and killed the others. It was a civil war. All because someone wanted something more. Be happy with what you have, child.”

      “You only say that because Dad and I bust our asses enough to pay for these taxes. If we couldn’t pay, the Baron would have us kicked out of this place in a matter of seconds. When I make it to the High Courts—”

      “We do our part,” Casty replied, interrupting her. “And that’s the best we can do.” Casty leaned over to hug Savannah. “For now. I know you have aspirations. But for now, I need you to do your part and watch over this place. If I can get this money to the tax collector, it will get us ahead of the game.”

      “He’s just gonna skim off the top.”

      “I know, which is why I always put brass shekels on top,” Casty said as she made her way to the door. “If Otis comes in, give him the vodka in the brown bottle; it’s mostly water.”

      “Will do,” Savannah said, raising her hand in acknowledgement but not bothering to move her head from the table. The door slammed shut behind her mother then, leaving her in the silence of the tavern. There was only the low-pitched hum of the cold-keeper to make any noise.

      As Savannah grumbled to herself and fantasized about getting her sweet revenge on Sal, the door opened once again, making the bell ring as it bounced against the door, but she was too tired to look at whoever was coming in.

      “Excuse me?” said a quiet, timid voice. “Is this place open?”

      “Sure,” Savannah said, still refusing to move. Going into the Grind had taken a real toll on her, and her altercation with Salsima had been a little too much exertion on top of it. She really should go easier on her body.

      “Great,” the man said. She heard him rustling as he sat next to her. “This is the Drunken Knight, right? I didn’t see a sign.”

      “Our old one broke,” Savannah replied. She leaned up to look at him. He was a fancy boy, dressed in the finest silk and sporting a bright purple cape. He was definitely not their usual patron. She sat up at attention immediately, realizing that it was possible he was a Noble of sorts.

      “No, no, please, relax,” he said. “I’m just a… er, a Noob. Don’t be fooled by my dress.”

      “You haven’t been in the Grind yet?” Savannah asked.

      “No,” the man replied. He tapped his fingers on the table. “They… er, my sources told me to find the tavern with no sign. And look for a Hem?”

      “Hem’s on a job; how can I help you?” Savannah asked, assuming he was a prospective client. That would explain why he seemed so nervous.

      “Well,” the man said as he reached into his bag, rummaging around for a moment. “I was told that this fine establishment offers ghosting services. My twenty-first birthday is right around the corner and my parents have insisted that I use a ghost.”

      “Really?” Nobles often did use ghosts to get their children into the right rank, but they usually used people inside of their own household to ensure the affair was kept secret.

      “Indeed,” the man said as he produced two thick bars of silvar. “This should be enough, yes?”

      “Silvar?” Savannah whispered as her eyes grew wide. A bar of silvar that big was probably worth at least 10,000 shekels. She reached out and touched it. The bar was strong and dense. She grabbed a spoon from the counter and thwapped it. The bar let out a nice, strong ring. It was real. Well, at least, if the legend about silvar ringing when tapped was true, then it was definitely real.

      “I can assure you that my money is good,” the man said as he watched her test it. “If you’d like, I can pay in shekels.”

      “Your silvar is fine,” Savannah said. She thrust out a hand to shake his. “My name is Savannah deForge.”

      “I’m Timon laRange,” he said.

      “Of House laRange?” Savannah gasped. “Those are the big leagues!”

      “Well, yes…” Timon said. “But, we aren’t without our problems. There’s been a big fight inside of the family lately and my parents are worried about the loyalty of our Knights. My brother has been pushing hard to take control of the family factory, and Father is worried about a coup. If I were to end up a Serf, well, it would be trouble all around. So we decided to hire someone on the outside for help.”

      Savannah didn’t particularly care about what he was saying. For all she cared, he could have claimed to be from the moon and she’d still have taken his money. Normally, her father would ask all sorts of questions and probably lose Timon’s business, but no one was around except for Savannah. This was the perfect job.

      “Let’s talk about points,” Savannah said. Greed seized control of her at once. If he were willing to pay two silvar for the job, he’d probably pay even more in points. “I want an even split, fifty-fifty. It costs one point five million points to become a Lord of the High Court. So that means you’re going to need three million points with consideration for payment.”

      Timon looked at her for a moment, as if he were discerning her words. She kept perfectly still in response, knowing that she couldn’t give away how absurd of a deal this would be. After a second, he shrugged. “I don’t care; I’m not one to do the math. I’ve always assumed someone would be Grinding for me, so whatever it takes, I suppose.”

      Those words were like honey dipped in gold to Savannah. One of the problems with entering the Grind illegally was the fact that the only way she could gain points was by ghosting. If she were to attempt to play on her own, she’d have no way to save her points and would be restricted to the one entry per ticket like everyone else. She felt her heart flutter at the idea of gaining enough points to become a Lady of the High Court. All she’d have to do was finish this one job, wait for the next Grind day, and stroll into the game, cashing in all of her illegally gained points. Then she’d be a Noble. She’d be part of the ruling class and no one would ever tell her what to do again. She’d be free.

      Savannah smiled widely as she shook his hand. “Okay. When are you due to go in?”

      “Anytime I’m ready,” Timon said.

      “Then let’s not waste our time,” Savannah replied. She took out a small pill from her satchel and handed it to him. “Swallow this, and then head over to your pod.”

      “What is it?”

      “It lets my pod find yours so that I can ghost you,” Savannah said. She had never once thought to wonder what the pill actually was, but its purpose was enough of an explanation. Her father had a large stash of them, and they had always used them.

      “I hope it’s safe,” Timon said as he held the pill up to the light.

      “It’s as safe as anything in this world can be,” Savannah replied.

      “So there’s only a thirty percent chance of me getting sick? That’s a better rate than breathing the air, then,” Timon joked.

      Savannah burst into laughter. The joke was moderately funny at best, but the real joy was in the fact that Savannah had found her ticket to the life she’d always dreamed of. She had found her way to nobility.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Savannah stretched her arms out as she felt the warm winds whip around her. She was back inside the Grind, a place that was almost more familiar to her than the city of Verre. Of course, that wouldn’t be the case for long. No, soon she would be free from having to spend her days Grinding away for other people, fighting tooth and nail for the status she desired. All she had to do was take this Noob around for a few weeks, or even a month or two, and she’d be set for life.

      “What is this place?” Timon asked once he finished materializing in front of her. She had been waiting for him to finish adjusting to the world. He had been motionless for a few minutes, eyes darting back and forth rapidly. Transferring into the Grind for the first time required a brief loading period for human consciousness to be able to adjust to the virtual world. Now, Timon looked rather awestruck at the plains of wheat surrounding them.

      “We’re in the Imaren Fields,” Savannah said. “Not the typical starting area, but it’s a good place to get your feet wet and find some Virals.” She smirked when she saw a combine harvester roll past them, being pulled by a tractor. Turning back to look at Timon, she added, “I figured it’d be a great place to begin.” Before bothering to say more, she quickly checked both her and Timon’s character sheets, making sure to set both of their characters so that they had the same target goal: 1.5 million points.
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      “Incredible,” Timon said as he watched a large machine with two huge scythes attached to its arms effortlessly slice through the wheat. “I’ve never seen such marvels!”

      “Yeah, those are called Scything Machinas,” Savannah said as she pointed at another machine. This one was fifty feet tall and was planting thousands of seeds across a vast stretch of land. It would slam its long arms into the ground, pulling back on the soil, and then distribute the seeds evenly through a special tube feeder system in its legs. “Big-ass machines designed to farm.”

      “Why are they farming in a simulation?” Timon asked. “That doesn’t make much sense.”

      “Don’t ask me,” Savannah replied. “I think they made the Grind for something in the World Before, but I have no clue.”

      “It is a mystery,” Timon mumbled as he stared at the machinery. “Well, what’s the plan?”

      “Do you see those things over there?” Savannah asked as she pointed at a large, hunched over creature. It had purple and yellow tentacles jutting from its back, and it moved across the ground like a gorilla, using its long arms to push itself forward. Its body swirled as if a nebula were inside of it.

      “Yes, is that a Viral?”

      “Yup. We’re here to kill them. Virals are worth plenty of points. We’ll move from level to level, looking for Virals to kill and doing some quests or puzzles along the way.”

      “I was taught that Virals are too dangerous to fight,” Timon warned her.

      “Bah, we’ll be fine. They’re dangerous, but they’re also worth the most points in this game. So, we’re Viral hunters,” Savannah said simply. “But before we get fighting, hold still.”

      She turned and faced Timon’s avatar. Then she took a deep breath and passed through his body, allowing the electricity to jolt her skin as she walked.

      “Whoa!” Timon shouted as he was also zapped. “What did you do?”

      “I ghosted you,” Savannah replied as her UI stated, You are now linked to Grind Player #44593. “Now, whenever I score points, you’ll be the one to receive them. At the end of the game, you’ll have to split your points with me.”

      “Oh, I understand,” Timon said as he flexed his hands. “I don’t feel any different.”

      “You won’t, either. Here’s the deal—if you die in here, you get kicked out of the game and you take me out with you. If I die, you’ll get kicked out, too.”

      “I won two additional lotteries,” Timon replied. “We have three lives total.”

      “Why is it that the Nobles and rich always seem to win the extra lives?” Savannah murmured to herself as she glanced out at the Virals. Whatever. It was time to fight.

      “Now, you’re free to shoot at them and play along or you can just hang out,” Savannah said, “but never draw Aggro. If you prefer to kick back, that’s fine.”

      “I’m not here to let you do all the work,” Timon said. “That sounds a little too dishonorable.”

      “Hah, whatever, Silvarspoon.” Savannah chuckled as she pulled out her Pulse Shotgun. Thug-class Virals were usually most susceptible to high concentrations of damage, and the shotgun would do her well. The weapon began to buzz as she pumped it, readying for battle. Timon produced a small pistol, and she reminded herself she’d need to find her client some better weaponry if they were really going to get to three million points.

      “Let’s do this!” Savannah shouted before rushing towards the Thug Viral. It began to shoot at her as she opened fire, dashing in a circle around it. 50 damage hovered above the Viral’s head as it stampeded towards her.

      Timon was shooting also, but his aim was terrible. Blue streaks of energy zipped past as each shot went wide. “Ah, this is harder than I thought!”

      “Your skills are too low!” Savannah called out as she leapt to the right of the gigantic creature when it swung its tentacles toward her. Another blast of energy caught the side of the creature, dealing 50 more damage. “Just keep shooting. Don’t forget—when you use a skill, you increase its level. The more you use it, the better you’ll get.”

      “Oh, right, I completely forgot about that,” Timon said as he continued shooting. A single streak of energy crashed into the back of the Viral and the phrase 15 damage hovered above it. “Everything in here seems so realistic; it’s hard to remember this is a game,” he commented.

      “We’re fighting what looks like a giant monster with tentacles in fields of wheat with giant farming robots and you forgot we’re in a game?” Savannah teased as she caught a fist to the jaw. 44 damage hovered above her head as she flew backwards from the blow. She had been too busy making jokes to see the attack coming. The creature was on top of her as fast as it could be, screaming out that strange viral shriek as its tentacles began to pummel her.

      Savannah didn’t bother to stand up; instead, she aimed her shotgun high and began blasting at the yellowish tentacles whipping at her. With each shot, a tentacle would break off, landing limp and inert on the farmland. There was no damage, however, as the Viral regrew tentacles just as quickly as she could shoot them off.

      “Haha!” Timon shouted as she saw the words Pistol Skill Rank 2 hovering above his head. His shots were getting a little better, but not by much. The Viral continued pummeling her, but Savannah was quick enough to shoot all of the tentacles as they appeared. Thugs weren’t very intelligent in terms of AI, and tended to use brute force to overwhelm their enemy.

      Savannah quickly activated one of her special abilities, Furiously Fast. Green energy shimmered around her entire body as 50% Speed Boost hovered above her head. She rolled out of the way of the Viral’s attacks and scrambled to her feet, backing up quickly and firing with each step. The Viral brought its tentacles down in front of it like a shield, blocking the shotgun blasts. The tentacles still broke off with each hit, but the Viral was regrowing them quickly enough that she wasn’t making much progress in taking it down.

      “Timon! Shoot the center of the Viral’s back!” Savannah shouted as she continued to distract it. “That will disable the limb regeneration!”

      “Right! I’m on it!” Timon dropped down to one knee so he could stabilize himself. He aimed his pistol and began to fire. The blue streaks crashed into the back of the Viral and it shrieked as Critical Hit 30 damage hovered above its head.

      “Nice!” Savannah exclaimed as her shotgun tore through several of the remaining limbs. No tentacles rushed to shield the Viral this time, and so she was free to blast a few more times, dealing 50 damage with each shot. This Thug was tough, though. It still had nearly 150 hit points left.

      The Viral roared defiantly and dropped down onto all fours. The words Charging Blow hovered above its head as it began to bolt towards Savannah at a blinding speed. Thanks to her power-up, she was faster, and able to dodge out of the way. As she leapt to the right to avoid the monster, however, she felt her back push up against something. It was the Scything Machina.

      “DO NOT DISTURB!” the Machina shouted as it brought its two long arms down to slash at Savannah. She narrowly avoided the long scythes whipping out and cutting at her.

      “Ah, crap!” Savannah cried out as one of the blades cut her in the leg, hard. 25 damage! Injured: Half-speed hovered above her head. She hobbled away from the machine and it returned to its work.

      “I forgot to tell you, don’t touch those damn things,” Savannah said as she looked at Timon. He rushed up to her.

      “Are you okay?” he asked.

      “Don’t worry about me,” Savannah said as she eyed her health bar. She was down to only thirty hit points now. “Keep your focus on that!” The Viral had stopped in its place and was facing them. The word Charging was hovering above the creature’s head.

      “Right!” Timon said as he began to fire his pistol at the creature yet again. The shots went wide with each burst.

      “Come on, man, you’ve got to actually aim, too,” Savannah said as she grabbed his gun and pushed it down a little bit. “You don’t aim above the target; you aim a little below it. Energy weapons function at hitscan, which means they don’t work like they’re firing actual bullets.”

      “Oh, really?” Timon adjusted his aim and his shots began to hit the Viral more, and finally she could see the damage racking up. Once it got within range, she’d be able to finish it off with her shotgun.

      “You know, you seem woefully unprepared for this kind of thing,” Savannah said as she limped towards the gorilla creature. She raised her shotgun up and waited. The charge would have to be another rush attack. Hopefully, she could kill it before it hit her. With her injury, the speed boost she’d had was gone and she wouldn’t be able to dodge out of the way.

      “Yeah, well, I wasn’t really expecting to be going into the Grind this early…. Family drama, you know?’

      “I was preparing for the Grind when I was still in diapers,” Savannah replied as the Viral began to charge at her. Overdrive Charge hovered above its head in bright red words. As it stampeded towards her, Savannah aimed her shotgun at the barreling creature and waited. The creature’s large body towered over her in another split second and she fired twice. Lethal Damage hovered above the monster’s head as it exploded into a mist of energy. The mist evaporated as several thousand small yellow orbs went rushing off towards Timon. 3,000 points/1,500,000 hovered above his head.

      “Wow!” Timon said. “You weren’t kidding about Viral points.”

      “Yeah, they don’t have high drop rates for loot, though—only points,” Savannah said. “That’s the only drawback to fighting Virals.”

      “Well, we’ll need better weapons. Where do we get them?” Timon asked.

      “Same place where I can get healed up, the Wellspring of Life.” She pointed to a small swirling portal in the center of the wheat fields. “We can sell some points in exchange for gear. And I’m gonna have to hit the med center to get back up to one hundred.”

      Timon walked alongside her. “Is every fight going to be that exciting?”

      Savannah grinned at him. “Only the fights we win.”
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      Savannah could hear Timon gasp once they materialized in the Wellspring of Life. His eyes were already wide at the sight of the spiraling city before them.

      “I’ve never seen anything like this… it’s so beautiful! Like those old cities from the World Before…” Timon whispered. “My grandparents told stories about places like this. They said there are all sorts of different buildings full of people who work all day. There were stores on the streets, they told me, filled with food of every kind, and they even said that people didn’t have ranks—they used money to buy property.”

      “I’ve heard the same fairy tales as you,” Savannah said as she shook her head. “I think some peasant made all that up. Rank is everything, and money belongs to those with power.”

      “There’s more to life than rank,” Timon muttered, turning around in a circle as he took everything in.

      “Hah, really? You’re the son of a Noble.” Savannah spun around to face him. “You’ve had everything handed to you on a silvar platter. You aren’t going to convince me that rank isn’t important. I mean, come on, man, you’re the one hiring me so you can become a Noble.”

      “Well, it’s not like I have a choice,” Timon replied. “I’ve got my entire family riding on this. If it were up to me, I’d…”

      “You’d what? Be a Serf?” Savannah asked with a laugh. “You fancy boys really have no idea what life is like outside the center of Verre. Never mind. Let’s just get moving—I need to heal up and find you a proper weapon.”

      Timon opened his mouth to argue his position, but instead chose to say nothing. He silently followed Savannah as she led him through the spiraling city, where neon lights flashed advertisements for different stores. Some of the stores were player owned, but there were AI programs that existed within the Grind to run the majority of the stores. She could smell the stale air of the city and feel the heat emanating from the buildings themselves. The beeping and whirring was almost overwhelming compared to the rustic land of Verre. Maybe some things in the real world weren’t so bad.

      They reached a building with a red cross on the front and the words Med Center hovering above it in bright yellow letters. A few people were hanging out at the entrance, talking to one another. They were other Grinders Savannah knew fairly well. Grinders often looked out for each other and, in turn, they were expected to pay the courtesy forward. While the game was filled with all sorts of perils and players out to cause havoc, Grinders were usually the most honest lot. There was extreme irony in this, of course, since Grinders were illegally playing the game.

      “Savvy!” said one of the Grinders, a tall man by the name of Bert. He reached out and high-fived her as she walked up to them.

      “What’s happening?” Violia asked.

      “Nothing too much, just taking a job around,” Savannah replied as she pointed to Timon. He was standing at a distance, still staring up at the sky in awe.

      “Never been in the Grind before, huh?” Mulls, the short one with a leather jacket, asked.

      “Nope. Weird, because you would figure a Noble’s kid would have been in here a few times. But it’s like everything is brand new to him.”

      “What if he’s yanking your chain?” Violia asked. “What if he’s some punk Serf kid who wants the star treatment?”

      Savannah looked over her shoulder to see how far away Timon stood before whispering, “You didn’t see the money he’s paying me.”

      “Did you see the money he’s paying you?” Mulls asked. This elicited a laugh from all of them.

      “What’s on the newswire?” Savannah asked, ignoring the question.

      “Something’s definitely up,” Bert said. “We’re actually clearing out for a bit.”

      “Just waiting on a friend to get out of the Med Center,” Violia said. “Then we’re getting outta here.”

      “What’s the problem?”

      “A Klepto is on the loose out here,” Bert replied as he shook his head. “He’s been running around attacking players left and right.”

      “Really?” Savannah gasped. Kleptos were bad news all around. They were bad-mannered players who attacked other players to steal their points. While there were no laws against it in the game, in society it was considered taboo. People were expected to work together in the Grind.

      “Yeah, he’s been tailing us, so we’re booking it for a bit. The last thing I need is for some Klepto to jump out and shoot me down when I’m in the middle of a job for a client,” Mulls said.

      “Yeah, really,” the rest of the group echoed.

      “He’s one guy and there are three of you,” Savannah said. “Why worry?”

      Mulls shook his head. “I’m not fighting against another player. Too dangerous. If he kills me, bammo—that’s all my points, gone.”

      “No one here wants to risk that. I’ve been doing this for almost two years,” Violia said. “I’m so close to the High Court, it’s not worth it.”

      Savannah tried to hold her grin back. With Timon’s help, she’d be able to skip the years of toil that these Grinders were finding necessary to get to the High Court. It was too perfect. “Well, I’m sorry to hear that,” she replied.

      “Yeah, if you’re smart, you’ll duck out, too. At least for a few days,” Mulls said.

      “Sorry, but no. I’ve got a client and we’re not stopping for anything,” Savannah said. She did not want to risk losing Timon to another Grinder because she’d decided to play it safe.

      “You’re going to get yourself in a heap of trouble, Savvy,” Violia replied. “It’s not worth the risk.”

      “That’s the problem with you softies,” Savannah scoffed at them. “Glory is always worth the risk. That’s what separates the victors from the victims.”

      “That sounds great until you’re gunned down by some Klepto in the middle of a Viral battle,” Mulls said as another woman joined them. She nodded at them and they began to make their way to the exit portal that wasn’t too far from the Med Center.

      “So players can attack one another in the Grind?” Timon asked.

      “Yeah, sure, it happens sometimes. But not as often as you’d worry about,” Savannah replied.

      “I don’t understand; why is it like that? Wouldn’t it make more sense to just kill as many players as you can and then log out, if killing is allowed?” Timon asked. “Why bother with all the Virals?”

      “If you die once, you lose all your points,” Savannah replied. “So you need to think about it here, and really consider your options. If you attack a Viral and it goes south, you can always just run away. After all, it’s just a big dumb computer program designed to attack with patterns and give players a sporting chance to kill them. A player? That’s an entirely different animal. They think, and most importantly, they rarely forgive. So yeah, maybe you could get the drop on one player, but what if he’s better than you? You just lost everything cause you were a numbskull.”

      “That’s a good point,” Timon agreed. “I guess fighting players would be harder.”

      “And even if you did escape, they’d probably just track you down or call their friends to do some good old fashioned mob justice.”

      Timon nodded absentmindedly and gazed up at the sky.  He was gawking at the vehicles flying through the air. “Oh, uh…” he stumbled, bringing his attention back to her. “Yes, of course, right.”

      “Still in awe of this place?” Savannah chuckled as the doors to the Med Center slid open. The clean, sterile smell of the hospital was almost assaulting.

      “Yeah… all the colors are so vivid. I would never have thought the Grind was so... beautiful. I always imagined it being some kind of nasty, danger-filled world,” Timon replied.

      “It still is a danger-filled world,” Savannah replied, “but it sure is pretty. Probably as pretty as the High Courts.”

      “The High Courts aren’t all they’re cracked up to be, believe me,” Timon said with a shake of his head.

      “Sure they aren’t,” Savannah said, rolling her eyes. Why did he keep downplaying it? Did he not want them to succeed? Entering the High Court was everything. She felt like smacking him. Still, with the kind of money and points that he was paying, he could afford to say what he wanted; she had no intention of listening, though. She limped over to one of the healing pods in the center of the treatment room.

      There were fifteen blue pods, all with wires and cords sticking out of them. A transparent blue woman was standing by the pods.

      “Twenty-five points to heal,” the woman said as she shimmered and shifted in place.

      “Oh, I know what that is!” Timon said as he pointed to the woman. “She’s an Aspect, right?”

      “Yeah,” Savannah replied as she transferred the points to the Aspect. The door to the pod opened up and she climbed inside. The door shut hard and she could hear a hissing sound as blue air filled the pod, healing her back up to full health and removing her injury. It felt good to be able to move her leg without feeling pain again.

      Pain in the Grind was all too real. Even though it was a simulation, the game itself was designed to inflict virtual pain for some reason. If the pain was strong enough, the physical stress could even cause real damage to a person’s body, although Savannah had never felt anything close to that.

      As she climbed out of the pod, a small, red blinking light appeared in front of her UI. It was a call from her mother.

      “Timon, stay there,” Savannah said as she walked a few feet away from the man. It was rare for her mother to call her while she was inside the Grind. She activated the call and an avatar of her mother’s exhausted face appeared in front of her.

      “Hey,” Casty sighed.

      “What’s wrong? You look worried,” Savannah said, feeling a tenseness rise up in her stomach.

      “I think your father might be in some sort of trouble,” Casty replied. “I was checking on the pods this morning and I noticed that his heart rate monitor indicated his blood pressure has been increasing steadily over the last few days.”

      Savannah felt her own heart rate increase at the sound of that. “That… that doesn’t sound good, Mom.”

      “I know, that’s why I’m contacting you. I think your father’s in trouble. He’s been in there for too long—I thought he would be out by now.”

      “We both did,” Savannah replied with a frown.

      “If his body keeps getting stressed out like this, he could die,” Casty whispered. “You’ve got to go find him.”

      “I’m with a client right now, and he’s paying us the big bucks, Mom! Did you see those two bars of silvar I put in the safe? That’s from him!”

      Casty shook her head, closing her eyes. “Please don’t trade your father’s life for money,” Casty replied.

      “I’m not, Mom, I wouldn’t do that, but… Dad’s a pro; he should be able to take care of himself. He always has before.”

      “That’s what I thought, but this time was different. He was secretive about the client. Look, I know it’s not unheard of for your father to be gone for weeks at a time, but something is wrong, I can feel it. You’ve got to go find him. Lie to your client and tell him you know where the good points are,” Casty said. “He won’t know what you’re up to.”

      Savannah hugged her stomach as she looked off to see where Timon was. She needed this job. If she could amass enough points to bring both Timon and herself to the level of High Court, then her parents wouldn’t have to work anymore. Hem was smart. If he was in trouble, he’d figure out a way to get a message out. Wouldn’t he?

      “You’re right, Mom,” Savannah said, rather than relay all of her thoughts to her mother. “Besides, we can kill Virals as we search. I’ll do what I can. Promise.” She tried to put a brave face on, but the fear creeping up inside of her was starting to grow stronger. Her dad had been in the game for longer than any other Grinder. She assumed that his latest client wanted to get as many points as he could, but maybe… maybe he was in trouble. How would she be able to help, though? He had more points than her and he was far better at the game. Hem was the one who’d taught her everything she knew.

      Still, it was strange how he had been in the game for so long without bothering to message anyone in the family. He was normally better about communicating than this. The concern on her mother’s face, combined with her own worries, led Savannah to realize that maybe it would be a good idea to look for her father. At the very least, she could just confirm that he was okay.

      “I’ll look for him,” she whispered as she looked at her mother.

      “Thank you, Savvy,” Casty said. “I’ve got to get back to the bar now; please, keep me posted.”

      “I will,” Savannah said as her mother disconnected. She turned to face Timon, who was busy inspecting the Aspect in front of him. Most of the aspects in the Wellspring worked in some capacity, but this one appeared to be only standing around. Timon was walking around it and she could hear him talking, but the Aspect didn’t respond. Maybe it was malfunctioning, if that was even possible.

      “Let’s get you a gun and get out of here,” Savannah said, interrupting him.

      “Are you okay?” Timon asked, stepping away from the Aspect. “You look a little pale.”

      “Family drama,” Savannah replied. “We’ll be fine. After we get the gun, we’ll go find a great hunting ground for some Virals.”

      “How long will this take?” Timon asked. “Not long, I hope?”

      “Time dilates in here. A year to us is about a day to the real world, so we have plenty of time. That is, if you have the fortitude to hang out that long.”

      “How is that possible?” Timon asked. “Do we age?”

      “Not in the real world, and that’s all that counts,” Savannah said. “And, I have no idea how it works. Don’t forget, Timon, this place was built in the World Before. It’s not like it came with instructions. No one really knows how any of it works.”

      “King Leopold does,” Timon replied. “At least, that’s what the Nobles are saying. He refuses to share his knowledge, however.”

      Savannah smiled. The idea of one day sitting in the inner circles, listening to the words and opinions of Nobles around her, was what kept her going. She could see herself dressed in robes of silk and gold, sitting upon satin cushions and drinking only the finest of wines. The intrigue, the politics… all of it seemed so fascinating to her. Soon, she would be amongst the Courts; a rightful member of the ruling class.
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      Timon flexed his hands as they walked through the eternal fields of golden wheat, happy with his new armor. Savannah had paid a lot of points to load them both up with the best gear. They had Tier 3 Armor, extremely rare Energy Rifles, and a few special Ability Cards.
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      Ability cards were power-ups that could fit into a player’s ability slot. Each player had three slots and could switch out their special abilities anytime they wanted to, outside of combat. Savannah normally had her special abilities focused entirely on mobility and damage, as she rarely found any use for the defensive or utility items. Hitting fast and hard was her specialty, and it had worked out well for her so far. Timon, on the other hand, had only been given defensive cards and a power-up that allowed him to immediately switch places with Savannah. That would be handy in case he was ambushed.

      “Now, this is what I imagined!” Timon said as he swung his rifle around. “Kickass gear and great weapons.”

      “Yeah, it’s pretty great,” Savannah said, smiling at the way he was strutting across the field. She had put all of her eggs into this basket by spending almost thirty thousand points on weapons and armor. It was a sizable investment. She hoped that Timon would keep his end of the bargain. Of course, going into the High Courts and screaming about him hiring a Grinder would be a very embarrassing situation for him, but all that would do was cause embarrassment. No, she’d have to make sure he paid up before leaving the game. It wouldn’t be like that Sal girl. Not at all.

      That was the problem with working in an illegal trade—there were no protections when a client reneged on a deal. A good Grinder would make sure that their clients were trustworthy, but that usually fell to her father’s discernment. Without him around lately, Savannah had been forced to make her own judgement calls
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