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Dedication
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For Noah,

for the strength to lead without control.

For Roxie,

who runs forward even when the world says slow down.

For Arlo,

who proved that courage is not about standing alone.

And for George,

whose quiet presence reminds us that every story has roots.
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The Storm That Wasn’t in the Forecast

––––––––
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Noah had exactly two things in his life that never treated him like he was fragile.

His wheelchair with the blue racing stripes.

And Roxie.

The wheelchair had been custom built after years of him pretending he didn’t care what it looked like. It had sleek rims, a lightweight frame, and a set of stickers he absolutely did not let his mom help him choose. It moved fast when he wanted it to. Sharp when he needed it to. It felt less like equipment and more like an extension of him.

Roxie only had three legs.

She’d lost her left hind leg before Noah met her, the shelter volunteer explaining something about a hit-and-run and “recovery” and “miracle dog.” But Roxie didn’t act like a miracle. She acted like she owned the place.

She had shepherd ears that stood tall and serious, and the tight curled tail of a Basenji that bounced like a question mark. When Noah rolled past her kennel that first day, she didn’t bark or whine or wag wildly like the other dogs.

She walked straight to the gate.

Sat.

And stared at him like she’d already made a decision.

Noah stared back.

Done deal.

Now she was curled on his bed, snoring softly, one ear flopped sideways as if she were pretending not to listen to the chaos happening in his room.

“Left ramp! LEFT RAMP!” Arlo shouted.

Noah swerved his chair slightly so he could see the screen better. “I see it. Chill.”

“I am chill!”

“You’re yelling.”

“That’s competitive chill.”

Arlo was sprawled on the floor beside Noah’s chair, controller clutched in both hands, headset crooked over one ear. He had been at Noah’s house for three days and had already eaten half the cereal supply and declared the guest room “strategically positioned.”

On the low shelf near the window sat Arlo’s turtle tank. Inside, George blinked slowly, as if deeply disappointed in all mammals involved.

On the screen, their avatars sprinted across a digital island as a glowing storm wall crawled inward.

“We’ve got high ground,” Noah said. “Don’t push yet.”

Arlo’s character edged forward anyway.

“I see one,” Arlo whispered.

“Wait,” Noah said.

Lightning cracked outside so loudly the windows rattled.

Both boys froze for half a second.

Then Arlo grinned. “Free sound effects.”

Thunder rolled again, longer this time.

The room lights flickered.

On the screen, a strange shimmer rippled across the sky of the game. Blue streaks flashed where the storm graphic usually pulsed.

“Uh,” Noah said.

“That’s new,” Arlo said.

Another flash outside. Brighter. Closer.

Roxie’s head snapped up.

She let out a sharp, yodel-like bark. Not loud. Just alert.

The screen glitched.

Blue lines crawled across it like veins.

“Don’t you dare crash,” Arlo muttered.

The lights went out.

Everything went black.

For one heartbeat, the only sound was rain slamming against the windows.

Then the room filled with blinding blue light.

Not from the ceiling.

From the screen.

It poured outward like someone had kicked open a door made of electricity.

Noah felt it first.

A pull.

Not on his arms.

Not on his clothes.

On his chair.

Like invisible hooks had latched onto the frame and yanked.

“Arlo—” he started.

Too late.

The floor vanished.

The walls vanished.

The entire room ripped away like paper in a storm.

Wind roared past Noah’s face.

He was falling.

Actually falling.

Clouds tore past him. Real clouds. Cold air stung his cheeks.

His wheelchair was still beneath him.

But it was glowing.

Thin lines of blue light traced along the racing stripes. Beneath the wheels, tiny bursts of energy flickered like controlled sparks.

“THIS IS NOT FUNNY!” Arlo shouted somewhere to Noah’s right.

Noah twisted.

Arlo was tumbling midair, arms windmilling, eyes wide but not scared. More... furious.

Roxie spun nearby, three legs kicking, ears pinned back. She let out another sharp yodel but angled her body toward Noah, fighting the wind to stay close.

“Roxie!” Noah yelled.

She twisted midair and snapped into position beside him like she’d practiced skydiving her whole life.

A roar thundered above them.

Noah looked up.

A massive flying vehicle tore through the clouds. Metal. Loud. Engines blazing. It stretched longer than a school bus and hovered impossibly steady.

Below them, an island rushed up fast.

Green hills.

Metal towers.

Forests.

Water.

And surrounding everything...

A glowing wall of storm.

It crawled along the edge of the island like it was alive.

“This is the game,” Arlo breathed.

But his voice didn’t sound excited anymore.

It sounded small.

A strap snapped into place across Noah’s shoulders. Something unfolded behind him with a metallic whip of fabric.

A glider.

Blue and silver.

Matching his chair.

Arlo fumbled midair before another glider burst open above him in a flash of green.

Roxie barked sharply as a harness shimmered around her, catching her and slowing her fall. She dangled for half a second, offended, then adjusted like she’d meant to do that.

Noah’s brain raced.

This couldn’t be real.

But the wind felt real.

The cold felt real.

The island definitely looked real.

“George!” Arlo shouted suddenly.

Noah’s stomach dropped.

Arlo’s hoodie pocket wriggled.

A small head poked out.

Blink.

George looked around calmly, as if this were simply another mildly inconvenient Tuesday.

“You have got to be kidding me,” Noah muttered.

The ground was coming fast now.

Trees whipped beneath them.

Metal rooftops flashed by.

The storm wall crackled in the distance.

A voice boomed from the sky.

Not loud like thunder.

Clear.

Close.

“Welcome to the Last Loop.”

Noah’s heart slammed.

“This is not a game,” he whispered.

His wheels touched dirt.

The impact jolted through him.

Roxie landed beside him, stumbling once before regaining balance. Arlo hit the ground harder, rolling, then popping up like he’d just finished a skateboard trick.

The gliders vanished.

The sky roared once more as the flying vehicle disappeared into clouds.

Silence settled over the field.

Grass bent in the wind.

Far off, something metallic clanged.

Roxie growled low in her throat.

Arlo turned in a slow circle, eyes bright.

“This is awesome,” he said.

Noah stared at the glowing storm wall inching closer along the horizon.

His chair hummed faintly beneath him.

The air felt heavier than it should.

And somewhere in the distance—

A single shot echoed.

Not digital.

Not fake.

Real.

Noah swallowed.

“This,” he said quietly, “is not awesome.”

The storm flickered.

And began to move.
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[image: ]




The First Rule

––––––––
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The storm did not rush.

It crept.

Like it had all the time in the world.

A faint crackle rolled along its glowing edge, purple and silver lightning flickering inside it like something breathing. The air in front of it shimmered, bending the grass and trees as if reality itself were trying to step out of the way.

Roxie stepped in front of Noah’s chair.

Three legs. Steady. Growling.

Arlo turned toward the sound of the distant shot. His eyes were bright. Focused. Not afraid.

“That came from the metal buildings,” he said. “We should go.”

“No,” Noah said immediately.

Arlo blinked. “No?”

“No rushing toward gunfire.”

Arlo gestured toward the storm. “We can’t just sit here either.”

Noah scanned the field. Rolling hills. A dirt path leading toward a cluster of warehouses. A small shed off to the left. Trees offering cover. No visible players yet.

“First rule,” Noah said.

“We don’t even know the rules,” Arlo shot back.

“Exactly.”

Roxie yodeled once, sharp and alert.

Noah noticed something then. A small glowing icon hovering near the bottom edge of his vision. Faint. Blue. Like a heads-up display.

He glanced down.

His wheels pulsed softly with light. Symbols flickered near the hubs.

Energy: 100%.

“What do you see?” Arlo asked.

Noah hesitated. “Stuff.”

“That is not helpful.”

“Okay, do you see anything? Like numbers?”

Arlo squinted. “Green bar. Full. Says Vital.”

“Vital?” Noah repeated.

“Yeah. And something that says Impact Boost. That sounds cool.”

Roxie pawed the dirt.

A thin gold outline shimmered briefly around her.

Arlo’s mouth fell open. “Does the dog have stats?”

Noah swallowed. “I think so.”

A metallic clang echoed again from the warehouse area. Closer this time. Followed by the sharp crack of another shot.

Roxie’s growl deepened.

The storm snapped with a louder surge.

The air pressure shifted.

Noah made a decision.

“Shed first,” he said. “Left side. Cover. Supplies.”

Arlo grinned. “Finally.”

He started running.

“Arlo,” Noah warned.

But Arlo was already halfway there.

Roxie bolted after him.

Noah exhaled hard and pushed forward, his wheels slicing through grass smoothly. The chair felt... lighter. More responsive. Like it wanted to move.

As he neared the shed, something flickered in the corner of his vision.

Incoming.

He barely had time to register the word before a streak of energy slammed into the ground near his left wheel.

Dirt exploded upward.

“Contact!” Arlo yelled.

Noah pivoted sharply, heart hammering. The movement felt sharper than usual, almost assisted.

Another blast hit the side of the shed.

Metal groaned.

Roxie barked once and darted low across the ground, zigzagging unnaturally fast on three legs.

“Behind the tree line!” Noah shouted.

Arlo didn’t hesitate this time. He dove behind the shed wall.

Noah angled his chair hard and felt something new engage beneath him.

A low hum.

Then—

Boost.

The chair shot forward in a burst of blue light, closing the distance in a blink. He slammed to a stop beside Arlo, breath coming fast.

Arlo stared. “You just turboed.”

“I noticed,” Noah muttered.

A shadow moved near the trees.

Another kid.

About their age.

Wearing some kind of armored jacket with glowing red lines.

The kid stepped out, holding a strange rifle that hummed like a charging battery.

“Drop your gear,” the kid called. “Now.”

Arlo leaned out instantly. “Or what?”

“Arlo,” Noah hissed.

The storm crackled louder.

The red-lined kid fired again.

The blast hit Arlo’s shoulder.

He staggered backward.

Green light flared around him.

His Vital bar dropped slightly.

He looked down at himself, stunned.

“That hurt,” he said.

“Get down!” Noah snapped.

Roxie launched forward with a fierce bark.

The other kid jerked in surprise as Roxie darted at him, snapping at the rifle barrel. She couldn’t knock him over, but she threw off his aim.

Noah’s mind raced.

Distance: twenty yards.

Enemy distracted.

Storm approaching from east.

Tree cover limited.

He felt the hum under his wheels again.

Energy: 85%.

He angled toward the attacker.

“Roxie, back!” he shouted.

She obeyed instantly, bounding away just as Noah engaged the boost again.

Blue light flared.

The chair surged forward, wheels kicking up dirt.

The red-lined kid tried to pivot.

Too slow.

Noah rammed the front of his chair directly into the kid’s legs.

Impact.

A burst of light exploded outward.

The kid flew backward, rifle clattering to the ground.

For half a second, everything froze.

Then the kid dissolved into a column of red particles that shot upward into the sky.

Gone.

Silence.

Arlo stared.

Roxie barked triumphantly.

Noah sat there, chest heaving.

The rifle lay in the grass.

Real.

Solid.

Arlo picked it up slowly. “Okay,” he said. “That was awesome.”

Noah didn’t answer.

He was staring at the spot where the kid had vanished.

The storm snapped again.

Closer now.

The grass at the far edge of the field began to disintegrate as the wall touched it.

Not burned.

Erased.

“We move,” Noah said quietly.
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