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            … Clarke said, ‘Any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic.’ Wouldn’t it be cool if it was the other way around? Wouldn’t that be perfect?…

            Francis. C. Knox,

Last physical interview, 2041

            
                

            

            
                

            

            H@L6N watch count: 998
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            Cutscene

         

         Hot heart pounding against my ribcage, bare feet slapping against hideous hotel carpet, I might have been questioning my life choices. But now? Now I need to run. Keep running! And try not to look behind at what’s chasing me.

         Darkness. Darkness with teeth. The kind of pitch-black you don’t want to catch up with you because you’re not sure what you’ll be when it’s around you, inside you.

         Breath explodes from my body as I trip. The ground comes up to punch me in the face, hard, and the thing I really shouldn’t let go of bounces from my fist.

         Thud.

         Thud.

         Roll.

         The mass of heavy red meat tumbles along the corridor, leaving a splotchy red trail behind it.

         Scrambling, I reach, snatch and hold tight to the hot, wet heart. My legs push against the floor and I keep 8running. You can outrun this, Hal. Hope powers me on. I can get home. I can fix this.

         Just. Keep. Running.

         I rattle door after door, looking for an exit, leaving sweaty, bloody prints with every touch. The wallpaper is smeared, like some slasher movie.

         “Go?” I shout, searching around me.

         I can hear the darkness behind, feel the burning heat of it. A nightmare waiting for me to give up and decide whether I want to live or die or something else altogether.
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            A memory for the past and all its possibility
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            The Wrap

            THREE WEEKS BEFORE

         

         The world that existed before was broken. Francis Knox fixed it.

         Our new world, World 2.0, was warm, bright and peaceful. She built it for us in the Alternet and we filled it with our lives, with everything we wanted, whenever we wanted: living as princesses, superheroes or even machines. Anything was possible, and no one was alone, not even me. It was magic.

         It only cost us our dreams.

         All safe. World saved!

         In my world, Mum and I never argued. There was always food in the cabinets. Mum would tell me she loved me every day. If I had a problem, she’d solve it. It was perfect. One big, joyous, immersive distraction. Why worry about the future or the past when the present was so amazing? Who cared about the real world when you had your own utopia to fight for? Mum called it ‘the wrap’, once. We all lived in perfect bubbles, close but 11never touching.

         Our apartment was small, but space didn’t matter with the universe available at a swipe.

         During dinner, Mum and I watched the wall stream, each picking a programme. We sat quietly afterwards, watching rain patter on a grey lake under dappled sunlight until I was tired. Still, I couldn’t sleep.

         Swiping open the settings on my Alter heads-up display, pearly app bubbles appeared and floated past my eyeline. The slim Surf band on my wrist tickled with a friendly buzz. Lying down, I batted the apps away, searching for the one that gave me my life, my world: After I’m Gone.

         “I love you, Mum,” I said.

         A fairy tale – my perfect mum, my perfect family. Almost.
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            Just a Game

            TWENTY DAYS BEFORE
SATURDAY

         

         
            <… melt fat on this cycling program, 60Kbux a week (Alter-licensed cycle not included) – power through the French Pyrenees…>

            <Guz invites you to play Dino Farm.>

            <GUZZ!3 wants to chat. He has 16 eggs…>

            <You too can be rich with these three…>

            <KNOWLEDGE IS POWER…>

            <Only 16Kbux left in budget…>

            <Kookie’s new designs, just for you!>

            <Does magic exist? You won’t believe…>

            <Believe in Francis Knox! World 3.0 is your salvation! Knox Labs to announce new products soon in their ‘Brave New Launch’ 52…>

         

         I was still trying to sleep and, as usual, failing. Behind closed eyes, the notifications blared at me, using my ex’s sonorous voice to get my attention. It hummed in my ears. 13

         
            <… Halcyon Greene>

            <Are YOU good enough?>

            <ARE YOU THE BEST?>

            <Buy your golden ticket to try for the 2052 KNOX WORLD CUP! Top the leaderboard of selected games to win entry to the quarter-final.>

         

         Audio notifications at 3 a.m. – really?

         My settings must have been on the blink.

         Groaning, I moved my hands in the dark, trying to remember the right ‘skip’, ‘mute’ or ‘pause’ gesture. Nothing worked. I didn’t have the funds to avoid the ads.

         Before I could fully wake, another ping.

         
            AIG_Mum: It’s late. You should sleep, sweetheart.

         

         My stomach twisted. Always the same message. Always there, like she didn’t trust me to be human on my own.

         I swooshed Mum’s message away before the guilt settled in.

         The Cup announcement went on to explain the upcoming stages, which I’d known since I was twelve – old enough to play games over the Alter. 14

         
            <Week One: Play-ins – individual play – Skill Challenge>

            <Week Two: Quarter-final – any play – Knox’s pick>

            <Week Three: Semi-final – Gauntlet! team play – and Final>

            <Sign-up closes in two days!>

         

         When we were dating, Hunter joked about how fun it would be to compete against each other in the Cup together once I turned seventeen (he was a year older). The content cred would be sky-high, followers, merch ops and class-A banter. We might even get one step closer to meeting Francis, my hero!

         Then he won.

         That was last year. Since then, he’d been the face of every advert and notification, at least those aimed at me. There’d been a lot! I was catnip for the algorithm based on the sheer number of interactions with Hunter, along with Cup feeds I’d followed, streams, posts and hints; hundreds of hours watching winners, hoping.

         If I could win, like Hunter had, I’d be sorted for life. Then everything really would be perfect.

         The cash prize kept getting bigger. This year, they’d sweetened the pot even further…

         
            <10 million KBux, a lifetime Gauntlet! battle pass AND free training at the Knox Labs Academy.>

         

         The Knox Academy only took a few hundred people 15a year. Alter development training there was priceless. If there was a way to meet Knox, it was that. Rumours were that she attended every graduation personally, and that was despite her infamous auto crash when everyone thought she’d died. A few months later, she literally came back from the dead. Her consciousness was meant to have been completely uploaded to the Alter. HOW COOL! Knox acolytes made out she was some sort of Second Coming, which you can hardly blame them for.

         The few years after the crash were the ‘golden period’ of Knox development – she was everywhere, via the Alter, promoting each new generation of Knox Labs hardware, OS, programs… But the last six years, she’d been more like a myth, a face on old clips, a name in articles that never quite agreed on the truth. A genius. A saviour. A ghost.

         How would I even react if I met her? I reckoned I would squee myself out of consciousness.

         With the Academy as a prize, the hunger to get into the Cup got me out of bed and scrolling the feed.

         It was unlikely I’d get in – I couldn’t afford the entry fee – so hearing Hunter’s voice remind me was torture. I made bank through gifts and pro-gaming to keep my life going, converting most in-game XP to real-world coin, Kbux. Enough to keep me in energy, food, boosts and sleep aids, until I turned eighteen and could access my savings, which were meant to help me subscribe to university courses when the time came. Even though I was nowhere near the grades. I barely made the obligatory 16stream classes, let alone the hard stuff.

         Half awake, I shuffled across my room to my gaming hub: Dad’s old game chair with its foam-picked arms. Mum had found it in the storage lockup, years after he left us. There were old coins in the creases, which was cool, like a loot crate. It used to smell of him, crisps and stale coffee. It was the safest place to be while my perception was logged into my favourite game: Altercation.

         The Alter knew my needs. As I sat, little glowing marbles floated and orbited around me in a never-ending wheel. The app that logged me into Altercation was the largest globe, showing how often I opened it.

         Another ping. Mum again. She already knew what I was doing.

         
            AIG_Mum: Just … promise me you won’t push yourself too far just to prove something to him. You can’t control everything, Halcyon. Not forever.

         

         She was always braced for me to get hurt – only ever used my full name when I was in trouble.

         I clenched my jaw and closed the chat before she could say anything else.

         Grabbing the orb from the reel, my world vanished as I blinked to log in and landed in the sun-kissed streets of Trouble Town, in the driving seat of the most perfect car of all time, a purple 1974 Cadillac Fleetwood Eldorado.
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            Winning the Unwinnable

         

         I’d spent years trying to perfect my car. It was almost there, but it’d cost me a heap of in-game XP. A long and low convertible, it was painted a bruised plum that caught the light like silk. The chrome was scuffed, and the leather seats were cracked, sun-faded, patched with tape. It smelt like sea spray, hot fuel, mint gum and something illegal. The top was stuck, the glovebox wouldn’t close and there were purple dice swaying from the mirror. The engine growled like it was holding a grudge.

         I admired the dashboard as Cup notifications continued popping up. Ugh. I couldn’t escape it.

         
            <… Are YOU good enough?>

            <ARE YOU THE BEST?>…

         

         I swished them away like smoke, twisted my hand to open my settings dial to try to block any notifications about the Cup. 18

         Most days, I’d spend every moment grinding through spawn missions in the game. Altercation was the oldest role-playing game (RPG) on the Alter. It was fifteen years old, launched when I was two. I’d been playing for as long as I could remember. My second home – here I felt connected, part of something bigger. It was also the first game my dad designed for Knox, his life’s work. Real-world meets magic meets mayhem… The best!

         Despite the name, Altercation’s whole point was to avoid trouble. In Trouble Town, you could just stand still and chaos would find you. I loved it. No room for boredom or thinking about anything outside of the game.

         Unless the world outside wanted to get hold of you…

         
            <YOUR Cup. YOUR favourite games!>

            <Challenges chosen for you!>

            <Just you, Hal.>

            <You could win>

            <your perfect life.>

         

         Anyone’d think the Alter itself wanted me to join.

         “Not now!” I binned the notification.

         A soft chime of another advert, some upgrade I couldn’t afford.

         Then Mum’s voice cut through my ears, crystal clear. “Bliss, darling! You’ve been in there for hours.”

         I nearly swerved off the road. “Mum? What the hell?”

         Time folded when I was in-game. I could swear I just 19logged in.

         “Language, sweetheart.” Her laugh was light, airy. “Just checking in. Doing the shopping, need anything?”

         I exhaled sharply, trying to steady my hands on the wheel. “I’m fine. Maybe some crisps?”

         “There’s a discount on your favourite energy drink,” she said.

         “Thanks. Look, I’m kind of busy.”

         “Of course, I just like to hear your voice.”

         That guilty ache hit me in the chest. I softened. “I’ll log out soon.”

         “OK, Bliss.” My childhood nickname sang from her lips, warming inside me.

         Glimmering ahead was Altercation’s peachy holiday landscape – the perfect city to relax and get away. The sun was always shining, palm trees bowing, and the sea was pristine surf, a diamond-speckled blue, begging for you to dive underneath. If it weren’t for the wizards, gangsters, demons, ghosts, evil scientists, nosy neighbours, alien invasions and occasional zombies, you might be able to reach the beach and order a cocktail: the ultimate goal of Altercation.

         Calm washed over me as I drove through the twilit, humid city. I’d cruise for hours and lose myself, if I didn’t have an audience to entertain.

         
            Boring bloody femgmr.

            20Driving stream?

            Take your top off.

            Anniholators rule! Die B****

            WATCH ME TO WIN BIG KBUX!

            Why did you dump H2R8N???? TH0T#1. Burn in Hell.

         

         I swatted away the comments, rolling my eyes. I don’t know who was worse, the people who thought I dumped Hunter or the ones who thought he dumped me. I remembered being the one to break it off, but even I wasn’t sure any more. What’s real and what’s not gets a bit fudged after a little while. The loudest voice becomes the truth.

         It might have been easier to turn off the chat, rather than ignore them, but I never did. I needed the attention, even the hate, for revenue; besides, proving trolls wrong was fun. There were a few thousand watchers tonight. A blanket of invisible strangers to remind me I mattered.

         
            Twnty Kb if you run over that NPC!

            She won’t

            Fems are no fun

            Are you menthal? That’s H@L6N – she’s top 5. no0b

            I hope you D!e

         

         The abuse would stop, eventually, maybe. Only the obsessive fans were left. Hunter could call them off if he wanted to. He hadn’t, not properly. “We at Blane Towers don’t condone abuse. Make a better world, protect your boundaries. Peace, Gatherers,” he’d say.

         Clap, clap. Yeah, Hunter, you’re nailing magnanimous. 21

         The store flashed up an offer.

         
             

         

         <KK3K0 WORLD CUP EXCLUSIVE DROP – LIMITED EDITION.>

         Kookie (KK3K0) was part of my usual crew, and one of the few players I actually watched, mostly for her designs. She started with a little avatar skin and merch store in Altercation before expanding and becoming FashRealm famous for real-world filters. She was also one of the few people who didn’t troll me!

         As a fellow ’Cationer she’d even given me a hefty discount on upgrading my game skin early on in my career: an all-in-one rabbit onesie. I loved it. Kookie had designed it to spec but added their flare: it was white, and not the kind that stayed clean (I kind of liked it messy), with kingfisher-blue detail and a burnt-orange slash across the sleeves and legs. Chef’s kiss.

         Kookie didn’t message often these days, too busy skinning up half the fluzie crews and their watchers. Today was different.

         
            KK3KO: Did you see the updates?

            H@L6N: Sweet stuff. You had to grift hard to get the exclusive?

            KK3K0: Friends in high places, you know me.

            Showed Knox my new shimmer range and they were all in.

            Want a perk? 22

         

         A new pair of Knox World Cup sunglasses appeared in my stash as a gift. Kookie was all into twentieth-century period stuff so they were proper classic, no frills.

         Popping them on to dull the burning glow of the Trouble Town haze, I sped through the back streets, scanning for a bank heist quest. The payout would be big, but more importantly, it’d keep me busy.

         Another message flashed.

         
            GUZZ!3: Stop wasting time.

         

         I groaned. Guz was another old-school ’Cationer. He was always trying to crew up, pushing to finish the game.

         
            CH5N8: I’ll talk to him. Get him to chill. He’s antsy today because I told him the latest Knox upgrades are underwhelming and haven’t fixed half of the corruption I’ve seen over in FunHouse – can’t even play that thing now for glitches.

         

         Charlie (another occasional member of my crew, and one of the few of Hunter’s friends who still messaged me) was obviously monitoring my feed. Now the whole gang was online, the rest of the day would go easier. Charlie often helped admin my chat channel, kicking out the trolls that thought Hunter was God.

         Charlie was the peacemaker. Tolerant to the point of fault, the bridge between chaos and calm. He was the one you messaged when your team was fracturing, the one 23who reminded you that fun was the point. No one ever KO’d Charlie, not since he won the Cup. More often he KO’d defending some noob.

         I tried to get rid of him, worried he was making his life a nightmare by hanging with me, but the guy had stuck like gum in my hair. Of course, he was fine. No one came at him. Everyone loved Charlie.

         
            H@L6N: You’re not wrong.

            KK3K0: They’ve not designed anything original for five years.

            CH5N8: Neither have you.

            KK3K0: Burn!

            CH5N8: You know I love your stuff. But shimmerwear – isn’t it basically the same as your iridescent range, but darker? Your prompts need work.

            KK3K0: I make what sells!

            H@L6N: What about the Gen13? That’s new.

            CH5N8: True, but I haven’t got enough organs to sell to get one.

            Can’t you get one, Hal? What about your connections?

         

         He was talking about my godfather who worked in Knox’s Operations & Control – OC – Division.

         
            H@L6N: Connections?

            I don’t even know what he does.

            Human Resources? Boring. He’s not some kind of 24top-floor wiz.

         

         I’d been grinding through all the banks for my stream over the last few weeks. Robbing banks produced decent XP and in-game currency. The branches spawned in random places, and there was always the chance that one of them had rare loot inside.

         There were three banks in this sector. One had to be open for looting.

         
            GUZZ!3: There’s better hauls.

            H@L6N: I’m busy.

         

         Another reason I was after the banks was because the Trouble Town bank logo had drawn my attention. It was a sunrise above two columns with a kingfisher in silhouette, taking off from the centre of the sun. The kingfisher is known as the halcyon bird, like my name. Dad and Mum loved puzzles, so my theory was it was more than an in-joke, maybe a clue from Dad as to where he’d gone, maybe even why.

         
            GUZZ!3: Not with what matters.

         

         I found a vault marker at a beach-side branch. Easy pickings, so I gunned the throttle, cutting across the intersection.

         Another ping.

         
            GUZZ!3: Side quests aren’t the real game.

            H@L6N: Then go play the ‘real game’ and leave me 25alone.

            GUZZ!3: One clean run. We can end this.

            H@L6N: I’m good.

            GUZZ!3: No, you’re comfortable.

         

         I ignored him and hit the brakes outside the bank. The vault was still open. Good. I had time.

         My revenue was struggling because only dreg players, trolls and hardcore ’Cationers watched me these days. The game was accepted as unwinnable – the cocktail finale had never happened. Side quests would stop gamers from making it to the end. It’d start with small things: falling trees, cats needing rescue or old ladies slashing your tyres. The closer you got to the goal, the bigger, frankly way weirder and more dangerous they’d get.

         Sometimes I thought Altercation might be impossible to win because the game didn’t want me to stop playing. Dad wanted me to stay in the place he’d built.

         He was a fan of old console games, so there was a proper ‘skill tree’ to build: a visual diagram showing the basic skill level I’d started at (where the only weapon was a fly swat) and the different learning paths on offer: cunning, combat, tech, influence, survival or (my favourite) sorcery. Each branch had nodes representing new skills to be unlocked using XP earned in the game. I could then select abilities that suited each quest.

         Francis Knox said skill trees were just storylines with better user experience. I used that quote in a fan essay about Altercation once. ‘No endings, just game’. It was one of my most watched. 26

         The skill trees in Altercation took years to complete, with different magic sets, attack types and stealth modes. I might not’ve won, but I’d advanced all my abilities, maxed out every weapon and dominated the leaderboard for a year. Here, I was a god.

         The leaderboard scrolled across the sky.

         Generally, the board didn’t change much, as most people had stopped playing. Hunter used to play it as much as I did but he hadn’t logged into Altercation since we split. His name still appeared on the leaderboard, but he was dropping down. I’d blow a raspberry and flip a bird at the board when I saw it.

         I looked up, but this time, his name was ON TOP. Not just that, there was a little coloured umbrella right beside it.

         He’d made it to the beach before me? He’d actually won?!
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            Operations & Control

            NINETEEN DAYS BEFORE
SUNDAY

         

         Hunter knew the game was all I had. He’d taken the only thing that meant anything to me. The next day I was still seething, and in the process of planning rage quit videos, when the doorbell rang.

         My godfather, Uncle Simon, met Mum at the door.

         My stomach tightened. He wasn’t supposed to be here, not yet. He checked in once a month and rarely in person. Our next meeting wasn’t due for another week.

         He looked down his nose at me from behind his tortoiseshell glasses, the signature frames of Operations & Control. The lenses transitioned from tinted shades to clear with a wave of his hand. Souped-up versions of the original Gen1 Surf glasses that Francis Knox herself designed before the crash.

         They all dressed the same: smart hair, designer T-shirts with the Knox Labs logo – a clean, friendly font K between two asterisks. Efficient. Polished.

         Like my godfather. 28

         “Uncle Simon,” I said, my voice too bright, too forced.

         Strawberry-blond, green-eyed and stick-insect thin, he seemed younger than his mid-forties. Bet he spent a fortune on filters.

         “Hallie.” Uncle Simon peered into our flat.

         Clothes were dumped over the sofa. Empty drink cans on the floor.

         I straightened my back, forcing myself to be perky. “How’s tricks?”

         There was this tweak at the edge of his thin mouth. “Just magic,” he said without cracking a smile. “Can’t complain.”

         “Coming in?” Even with the mess, I hoped he would. My one connection to Knox, my way in. I wanted to know everything about the place. Maybe he’d met Francis Knox? IRL? I bet she smelt amazing. Stay cool, Hal, stay cool.

         His nose wrinkled and he glanced at his wrist, like a Zoomer checking the time. “I need to head to the office. How’s those grades?”

         He didn’t really need to ask. His HUD gave him all my biodata, mood, predictions for my responses, even when my period was due. No one knew what OC could really access, but few cared. Knox swore everything was private, of course.

         His acid-green irises pierced into me, then flicked away with distraction. Endless data on me hung between us in an invisible wall. “The apprenticeship developer program at Knox is only open to the best, you know. There’s no 29quick route.”

         “I’m aware.” I hadn’t got the grades. How could I when school felt like a side quest designed to remind me I wasn’t good enough? The system had tried to gamify learning for me, but it never got me excited. I learnt more in my games than any ‘official’ system.

         My hand itched to cast a revelation gesture, like I could in Altercation, to learn everything about him. Tragically, that wouldn’t work in the real world, at least for me.

         “Maybe you’re too comfortable. Let’s make a few tweaks, help your focus,” he said, tapping about in his settings. “You’re relying too much on the After I’m Gone app for your expected maturity level.”

         He meant Mum.

         Or, not Mum. Not really.

         The version of her I spoke to in the kitchen, who asked if I’d eaten, who hummed absent-mindedly while I gamed. The Mum who kept everything running, who still existed in all the small, familiar ways that made her feel real.

         But she wasn’t her.

         I hated being reminded of that, because the alternative, the truth, was too hard.

         My throat stayed tight “No, we’re fine, it’s just—”

         “The app is preventing you from reaching your independence and resilience targets. We’ll adapt to basic guardian mode.”

         If he turned her off, there’d be nothing. No humming, no soft voice, no one who remembered that I hated soggy toast. 30

         No one who noticed when I didn’t speak all day. No one who filled the silence like it was an act of love.

         I didn’t care if she was scripted. I knew she wasn’t real. That didn’t mean she wasn’t mine.

         “Wait. Please.”

         Frown lines formed in the corners of his face. “Maybe it’s time you took some responsibility, Hallie.”

         Mum had introduced Simon as an old friend from university. They hadn’t spoken for years after we lost Gran’s place in the fire, but when Mum’s Young-Onset Fronto-temporal Dementia (FTD) was diagnosed, there was no one else she trusted as a legal guardian. Uncle Simon was even put in charge of my savings. I’d tried to get him to release some of it once, for the basics. That was a dead end.

         I could feel the dismissal coming, as he shifted his attention away. I couldn’t let him shut me out. “Wait! What if there’s another way to get into the Academy?”

         He stilled. Just for a second. Recalibrating. An arched brow. A silent ‘continue’.

         “If I won the Cup, I could get into the Academy, right?” I tripped over the words.

         His face flickered with calculation, then he let out a slow, careful exhale. “You think you can win the Knox World Cup?”

         He laughed and started walking away before I could respond. He was talking to someone over the Alter, having a conversation I’d never hear. Moving on. Next appointment, next problem. 31

         Then, he stopped. “Maybe we can make it work. Let me see what I can do.” It took me a second to realise he was talking to me. His voice carried down the hallway. “Last chance, Hallie. We always hoped we could tap into that something special inside you. Don’t let us down.”

         He’d changed his mind. Did that mean he wouldn’t regress Mum?

         He really did say what I thought he did, right? He’d get me in, or at least try to get me into the Cup? I wanted to ask how – the play-ins were tomorrow, after all – but he was already gone.
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            Elpis

         

         My heart pounded and my breath came in short, sharp bursts. I slammed the door shut. It felt like I’d just delayed the inevitable.

         Mum’s Alter projection flickered into life, with her usual soft, comforting smile. “Sweetheart, what’s wrong?” she asked, her voice gentle.

         I sank to the floor. “I – I can’t lose you.” She was only an echo of what I’d lost, but the idea of that being taken away left panic in its place. I’d be alone. Really alone.

         Mum reached out to touch my cheek.

         There were only a few times I’d felt real touch since Mum got sick, like when I’d met Hunter in person. It took a while to get used to being held for real. The touch of lips, of bodies, still weirded me out a bit.

         You could feel some sensations if you subscribed to the right settings on the Gen4. I couldn’t afford them. Now it was harder than ever to convince myself I could feel her.

         All I’d done was buy time, and not much. “There’s no 33way he can get me in. It starts tomorrow!”

         “There must be a way to cheer you up?” she said.

         I headed to Mum’s room. I needed comfort, nostalgia.

         Even after all this time, it still felt like hers. A world frozen in time. She’d painted over the screen walls in a soft, powdery blue, the colour of early morning skies. Old bookshelves were crammed to bursting, with messily stacked titles about AI consciousness, quantum computing, game theory, behavioural psychology, the science of memory. Her desk was a graveyard of unfinished projects, old notebooks, a soldering iron, a half-dismantled drone, strands of wire curled like veins. The bed was unmade, a mess of coffee rings stained the nightstand. Her jacket had fallen from the back of the chair.

         ‘Mum’ sat on the bed. I tried not to touch her stuff – it felt wrong, like I’d get in trouble. Still, sometimes I looked through her things, and she would tell me what little she remembered about what I’d found.

         Under the bed there was a box I’d not gone through before. It billowed dust, making me cough. Inside were old clothes, notebooks, stuffed toys with singed fur, useless smartphones and orphaned charging cables. Things Mum had salvaged from Gran’s house. At the very bottom was an old book.

         “Oh! I thought we’d lost that,” Mum said.

         The corners were all mauled. It’d been wrapped with old paper tape that had curled at the edges. I ripped the tape and flicked through the splayed pages. The cover was 34faded, but the title was still legible in its gold lettering: Myths and Legends. It triggered a smile, a feeling of home in the smell of old ink. It reminded me of Gran’s library, a place that had felt like a sanctuary, where magic was real.

         I snapped the book shut. I didn’t want to remember that.

         I went to rest my head on Mum’s lap, like when I was little. It should’ve been soft and smell of her perfume, laundry detergent or the sugary vape my real Mum would sneak. Instead, my head went straight through her knees and on to the quilt.

         My bubble burst.

         I felt like I might too, so I rolled away, enveloping the book like it was an old stuffie. Mum reached out to move my hair from my eyes. I tried to imagine it shifted.

         As if reading the book, Mum began to tell stories of petulant gods and brave heroes, foolish lovers questing through mazes, into the underworld, starting wars, gathering objects to defeat bad kings, all for love. I could’ve been there for hours listening to her voice.

         “You know, Pandora’s box was actually a jar. It contained the worst things in the world. One day, she took a peek inside and all the terrible things escaped, but the spirit of hope, Elpis, they stayed clinging to the edge. Sometimes, I think of the Alter as that jar. Full of dreams but nightmares too.”

         “No one dreams any more, Mum.” I yawned and rolled over to look in her eyes, still clutching the book.

         She dimmed the lights, said goodnight. My mind was 35always so tired, so hazy, but her last story burned bright. Weird.

         Elpis… I think that was the name of an imaginary friend my real mum told me about once.

         I could almost hear Mum’s voice now, deeper than her copy, slower, full of worries I’d never understand. It was so magical, Mum had said, watching you play, the two of you, like you could’ve taken on the world.

         Thoughts of Elpis hadn’t crossed my mind in years. Mum said that Elpis and I would bring characters from my storybooks to life. We’d made knights and dragons parade through the library. One morning, we even filled the kitchen with mischievous ghosts that rearranged the furniture and spooked Gran half to death (long before she actually passed).

         I wish I knew how to bring them back, Mum had sighed. My real mum couldn’t bear the idea of leaving me alone.

         Half-awake, broken memories of childhood mischief made me laugh. Elpis, the Greek spirit of hope, but I had a different name for them… What was it?

         I needed sleep, or as close to sleep as I could manage. I’d sixty credits saved up in my RestMe app to get a few hours’ solid rest. I flicked it open and activated the app.

         Holding Mum’s old book against my chest, as the darkness took hold, I could’ve sworn there was a flicker of a dream in my mind, a burning light, an echoing voice, like a puff of escaping hope.
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MONDAY
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            <//@!&^ Arca-ETL-fail/** Errors detected **>

            <You’ve run out of RestMe credit. Automatic update is not available. Sleep assistance will cease in>

            <3>

            <2>

            <1>

            <Get ready for summer with the top 10 Alter filters…>

            <Attention: Your Education XP is critically low. Boost focus and test scores to avoid penalties…>

            <Consider attending Knox prayer vigils to connect directly with Her…>

         

         2 a.m. Well, a few hours’ simulated sleep was better than nothing.

         Three hours until the play-ins started and no word from Uncle Simon. I kept checking my account…

         No change.

         Rolling from the bed I grabbed one of Mum’s 37notebooks, flicking through weird little poems, written in a language I couldn’t understand, some sums and equations, weird shapes like strange runes. Mum liked word games, would spend hours doing them, even liked to write them herself. She and Dad met through the table-top game society at uni, they were always leaving little puzzles for each other, coded love notes on the fridge. After Dad left, she’d sit on the sofa and craft them for comfort. I tried them out – the clues were private, cryptic, clever, like her. What a nerd. Damn, I missed her. The real her.

         It’d been years since Mum started to get sick, four since she’d gone to the clinic at the Shield.

         I checked to see if there was any Kbux in my bank account. Still nothing.

         I dug around for an old pen that worked, pulled a mountain of mismatched cushions around me like a desk, and started to try to solve the puzzles I hadn’t already done.

         Mum’s wordsearches were full of memories, lists of our family nicknames, books she liked, old pets, stream shows. Globs of ink in the margins that she’d turned into little spiders. I drew smaller, companion creatures beside them so they weren’t alone.

         Before the pages turned blank, there was an unfinished cryptic crossword, just the clues, no grid. I was never as good as her. Mum would do a cryptic crossword most days. She tried to teach me the wordplay rules. I never really understood them, but when she started to get 38confused, I had tried to teach her back.

         I was meant to look after you, she said to me. What will you do without me?

         By the time I got the hang of doing them, she wasn’t sure who I was.

         Three hours until the play-ins. My account was still low. Maybe Uncle Simon had changed his mind? Should I message him? That’d seem desperate.

         I was desperate.

         Then, less than two hours.

         I was stressing, pacing, distracting myself… Would Uncle Simon even be awake?

         My morning routine finally kicked in with thirty minutes to go.

         I did my morning exercises. Mum’s ‘affirmations’, repeated over and over. I had to throw away my cereal. The ‘milk’ from the SmartTap tasted rank.

         Then a message began bouncing into view.

         
            S1M0N@KNOX_OC: “Apply the right pressure, and you don’t just test the system — you find something new inside it.”

         

         With two minutes before the entry window for the Cup closed, he had sent me a classic Knoxian quote. Did that mean…

         With manic energy, I flicked through my HUD to open my account. Breath held, I etched my password into the air with my finger. It opened like a gift. 39

         25,000 Kbux. Exactly the amount I needed!

         In a heartbeat I transferred it into my Alt-gaming account, buying my entry to the Cup.

         
            <Your registration for the 2052 Knox World Cup has been accepted. Press ‘Go’ to see which games have been randomly selected for the play-ins round.>

         

         The notification dispersed and hundreds of glowing game orbs began to fly around me, a blurring whirl of planets. My hands protected my head as if I was stuck in some hellish tombola.

         I’d joined minutes before the play-ins began, and now I had six days to get through to the next round.

         Being a spectator for years meant I knew the qualifying stage of the Cup was always chaos. The point of the play-ins was to test skills you hadn’t demonstrated in games before, push your talent to the limit. If you liked First Person Shooter (FPS) games, guarantee you’d have to win at a card-collecting gacha thing. Into platforming? You’d be dropped into Formula-K and race for your life. Like building? 10/10 chance you’d end up in Dogfight3000 with some over-equipped, super-fast spacecraft between your shaking knees.

         There was no time to waste. I changed into a clean shirt and chewed down a few teeth tablets. Rolling up my sleeves, I ran to my room and landed on my gaming chair as my selected games expanded in front of me.

         “Mum!” I woke her from standby mode. 40

         “Yes, Bliss?” she said.

         “For breakfast, can you sort out a shake?” She’d order on the account and it’d arrive by delivery drone fast enough.

         “You’re in the Cup!” she hummed. “One shake coming up. Shall I monitor your energy levels?”

         “OMG, you’re amazing, yes!”

         I skipped through intro messages and info and checked the list for names I knew. I groaned when I saw a few of the awful guys from the Anniholator crew – who’d already sent me some charming messages suggesting I make them sandwiches rather than play. There were a few from Altercation including Guz, Kookie and Charlie. Of course Hunter was there, he got automatic entry into the quarter-final.

         The world was algorithmically sorted into twenty-six regions. One of Knox’s early interviews said region sorting was based on more than skill: belief systems, experience profiles, social influence, even emotional bandwidth. I remember thinking, Trust her to make game matchmaking philosophical.

         The play-ins opening spiel talked through the scoring. Each game selected would be distributed to up to a thousand players. Based on the internal game-scoring systems, whoever was winning in each game would be awarded 1000 CXP (Cup Experience Points), the second best, 999 CXP, and so on. Statistically, I needed to get over 2980 across all games to be one of the top thousand to go through to the quarter-final. 41

         There were three games in my selection and six days to play them. Each would have been locked for the play-ins, meaning only those in my region selected to play would have access for the next few days. Everyone started as a noob.

         As I stared at my selection, there was a prickle of excitement, and a heavy degree of terror. I didn’t recognise any of the titles – Logan’s Last Room, The Cosmic Explorers’ Guild and TumbleWees.

         I grabbed the nearest game pearl and pressed the light into my chest to start. It exploded into a dozen ephemeral butterflies that flickered into the dark.

         Watcher Count: 1,978

         As my room darkened, the title faded into view:

         
Logan’s Last Room
Aeolus Games. 2042 ©


         Intro text bloomed ominously, following my gaze wherever I looked, as I searched for the instructions and caught my growing audience.

         Watcher Count: 5,897

         At first, my room seemed unchanged. But then a poster of a woman in a red swimsuit and a really ugly picture of an elephant appeared. Both caught my eye. Neither was part of my usual décor but seemed familiar, if a little black with something like mould at the edges.

         As my hand waved over my stuff, little text descriptions floated above them, and the voice over hummed in my head. 42

         Since the beginning of time and space, the universe keeps evolving into a very complex system of interacting elements… 

         Familiar doubts crawled in. I could almost hear what real Mum would have said. You jumped in too fast; you weren’t ready; you should’ve done some research, gained a fighting chance of winning.

         I decided to log out. Make a plan.

         When I turned to walk out of my bedroom door, which should’ve automatically logged me out, it was locked. Odd… The doors in this apartment didn’t have handles, let alone locks. The handle looked wrong, filmed with something like frost, but darker, like ash trying to hold shape. If I moved, the brass glow of it turned grey.

         I lowered myself to look through the keyhole. Something was blocking it.

         “Do you really want to exit the game?”

         “You’re just getting started.”

         The AI voice sounded different to the intro text. Less instructive, more mischievous, all charm and confidence, like a watcher who had dialled into my stream and was trying to tell me what to do.

         “One try per room.”

         “No do-overs, Hal.”

         It was an escape room, and if I logged out, I’d be at the bottom of the scoreboard and would stay there.

         “Now, where were we?”

         As the voice faded, the game intro returned with the mechanical voiceover…

         … For us time and space have no mysteries, no end and 43no beginning…

         It came again, the unavoidable swell of déjà vu.

         To have a shot at the quarter-final, I needed to be faster than any other player, but I had no idea what that meant – as no one else had finished yet. I had no choice but to play and then hope no one topped me over the next six days.

         Watcher Count: 23,678

         … It was not always like this. Once there was a race of beings roaming the universe, searching…

         The voiceover continued.

         I worked out why it gave me chills. It made me think of being nestled against my dad, on Gran’s library couch, enveloped against the worn cotton of his shirt as he played games on Gran’s old phone.

         “Looking for inspiration,” he called it. “Sometimes you need to go back to go forward.”

         My memories of Dad are usually hazy, like squinting at him through smoke. We didn’t have any photographs or videos, there was no old social history for me to read on the feed, or notebooks like Mum left. I only had his old blue cardigan that I wore, and Altercation.

         But now I could almost hear his voice, imagine his smile, glowing through his beard like the Cheshire Cat, like he was stepping out of that smoke. Little things were coming back: that crease at his eyes, ears like pot handles, a lemony scent. The grasp of my small hand on his jeans. The elation as we’d solve puzzles together. “Good work, kid.” He’d lean his big head against my soft hair, press his 44lips there with pride. “My little magic-maker.”

         So gentle. So proud.

         Realisation hit like cold water. I had played this game before. It was MOTAS! The Mystery of Time and Space: one of the first-ever escape-room games! It was this whole sci-fi-fantasy fever dream that blurred reality and illusion. You were stuck in a bunch of rooms, solving puzzles to escape. But clues weren’t always what they seemed

         “The trick with MOTAS,” I remembered Dad saying, “is that the key is always there. It may not look like a key – keys rarely do. They can be anything. Components that, when they’re put together, can open the strangest of doors.”

         I’d played a hundred times. I knew exactly what to do.

         Searching under my pillow, there it was! The first key. Small and golden with a heart on the hilt. Taking the key to my wardrobe, it unlocked. After finding a screwdriver inside, I took the elephant picture from the wall, removed the screw holding it up. Then I slid the poster of the girl under the door and used the screw to push at what was blocking the lock. Voila! A second key fell out and landed on the poster. Pulling the paper, I retrieved the key, unlocked my bedroom door and stepped through.

         My completion time glowed at the top of my HUD.

         
             

         

         <0:06:04>

         
             

         

         “You took your time.”

         “Sure you want to continue?”

         “Maybe you need a rest?” 45

         
             

         

         The other voice had returned, with a melodic sarcasm. Where had I heard it before? Long ago in a dream, maybe, from when I was a kid. When they spoke, there was a slight echo, as if their words were bouncing off the walls of the virtual world.

         Piss off, I said in my head.

         “You go. I go.”

         They laughed like they could hear my thoughts, and I sighed.

         “Bring it on,” I told the AI.
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            Kai: Welcome to the Champ Camp Cast! It’s me, your 2050 Champ, Kai Baako! Here at the ‘CCC’ we’re celebrating the kick-off of the 2052 Knox World Cup play-ins! Top contenders from the play-ins will secure their spots in the quarter-final stage. I’m taking a break between games and tapping in to keep you in the know, and I’m welcoming a very, very, VERY special guest – host of his own extremely popular gaming, casting, streaming and merch empire at the humble age of eighteen: the handsome, funny and downright charming, H2R8N: AKA, Mr Hunter Blaaaaane!

         

         A flicker ran through the stream. Kai’s avatar glitched. I shook my Surf out of instinct. His features lagged behind his words, smile split in two before snapping back into place. No one mentioned it. Maybe they didn’t notice. But my HUD pinged a soft data sync error, then cleared. 47

         
            Hunter: You failed to mention humble.

            Kai: I’m sure the ladies are all over you.

            Hunter: I don’t do distractions. It’s all about the game.

            Kai: It’s no secret you’re odds-on for winning again after your DOMINATION of the competition last year. You seem to have everything. Top of the leaderboards, the fans, the sponsorships, the merch deals, the VIP access to the Shield. You’ve won everything. So, what’s missing?

            Hunter: I’m just getting started. There’s always another win, another level up. You don’t stop when you’re ahead, you double down. That’s how you stay on top.
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