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Once upon a time, in the year 20XY, Joe Rover was walking his dog, Bandit, when a truck crashed spilling a strange substance. During the commotion, Bandit escaped Joe’s grasp and drank the liquid. He then bit Joe seemingly passing on the talents of a dog to him. 

Deciding to protect the people of his hometown, Joe Rover became the superhero known as Dogboy. 

Eventually, Joe learned that Bandit’s bite only magnified the powers within him. He was part of an ancient alien race known as the Sirians, beings from Sirius, which is not a star but a planet.

After many more adventures, he learned that his world was just one in a nearly infinite universe filled with multiverses known as the Omniverse. 

He also learned that a company known as Blue Light Technologies watches over the Omniverse. The company records events that happen across the Omniverse and sell them as stories, movies, or games. However, corruption grew within BLT and a prophecy was created. The prophecy said that a “Chosen One” would one day defeat the corrupt leaders of BLT. 

After some trials, Joe did defeat the corruption and restored BLT to its original purpose, but evil would not let the hero rest. An ancient cosmic being known as The Nothing sought to destroy Joe.

Joe and a new friend named David defeated The Nothing, but Joe soon learned that David was not the friend he thought he was.

Before the truck incident, David made a deal with a secret society known as the Masters of the Dark Arts to gain the powers of necromancy and mind control. He used these powers against his class. Years later, Joe learned of the treachery. He, his friends, and some classmates traveled back in time and stopped David. However, the victory resulted in a time shift that caused science and technology to advance faster than it originally did. When Joe and the others returned to the present, the world looked like 20XY, but it was really 19XY.
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Nightmare in Job Simulation 55
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Joseph coughed on the floor’s thick dust as he woke. The tile floor felt cold to his touch. He slowly began to stand. His head pounded and he felt like throwing up. The world appeared blurry and slightly off center. Was he hung over? He didn’t remember drinking anything.

He checked himself over, knocking dust from his jeans and letterman’s jacket. A nearby mirror showed a teenage man that was slightly more muscular than your average person. He had the size and poise of an athlete, possibly the quarterback for the local football team.

Joseph felt uneasy for a moment then noticed the weird wristband on his left hand. It read, “Fifty-five.” Joseph rubbed his head and groaned. 

Finally, his eyes began to focus. His location revealed little. It was dark, so dark he could barely make out anything other than the tile floor, mirror, and possibly a counter.

The air crackled. A large frame of electricity appeared in the middle of the room, yet it seemed to not brighten the area. A crowd of cheering people appeared in the middle of the frame, much like a television screen. The image moved to a close up of a man. He possessed the appearance of an elite from some steampunk novel. His clothes looked fine and fancy but carried a layer of dirt as if he was always covered in soot. A mechanized right leg helped him move, each time hissing steam.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” he said. “Welcome to this month’s EarthLife 6 tournament!”

The crowd sounded like roaring waves as they cheered, blew air horns, and waved supportive signs.

The man continued. “It’s been a long, difficult month for our Players, but these special few have made it to tonight’s games! Tonight, we start with the crowd favorite, Joseph Ramirez, aka NeonFox!”

A spotlight fell on Joseph with a bright clang. 

That’s right, thought Joseph holding his hand up to block the bright light. He was in the tournament. He remembered now. They’d hooked him into the game station. His physical body was in the egg-like virtual reality pod while his mind was brought into the game cube. Here he controlled a game character, or avatar. His previous disorientation always happened when the game ZAP occurred. It was a strange medical condition similar to an allergy, according to his doctor. The allergy wasn’t bad enough to disqualify him; it fact, it seemed the game masters approved of his weakness. It adds a sense of excitement, they claimed. Can Joseph overcome his dizzy spell before he’s eliminated?

Joseph glanced back at the wrist band. Of course! He was Contestant 55. Each Player was given a number for the randomizer.

“Ramirez’s opponent will be a newcomer just discovered by our asset hunters...” The crowd mumbled in excitement. A noob making it to the tournament in their first month? He/she must be amazing. “Say hello to Number 29!”

Another spotlight clicked on nearby. A slender bean-pole of a teen with mid-brown hair, thick glasses, and a red bowtie appeared. Like Joseph, this was not the real Number 29—just another avatar. 

Joseph felt a slight tingling at the back of his head. He knew this nerd. Well, Joseph himself didn’t, but his avatar did. A side effect of Joseph’s allergy was he could experience memories from the avatar he played as. Joseph knew that this avatar was an actual person. This avatar, Ray, was abducted by asset hunters and given an implant that would allow Players complete control. Ray no longer had any thoughts; he was a living puppet.

Ray was once the quarterback for the high school football team. He picked on Roger, the nerd before him. One day, Ray was in the middle of dragging Roger to the restroom for his daily swirly when a bright light blinded them. And that was it. Ray and Roger were stripped of their free will.

Now Joseph remembered why he was here. It wasn’t to simply win the tournament. These were not simple video games; the game masters set up these games using real people in real locations. Whatever twisted event that played out was real. It happened somewhere to someone. Most Players didn’t know this hidden truth; and if they did, they didn’t care. Like the assets, the Players were stripped of their memories, but much less than assets. They were made to believe they’d always lived here and that this existence of playing games for the entertainment of others was their choice. 

Joseph, thanks to his allergy and to a friend, knew he came from another universe. All he could remember is that he’d shown an interest in video games; the hunters than found him.

Joseph cracked his neck and twisted at his waist to warm up. His mission was to win tournaments while he worked to free himself and the others. Winning tournaments gave him fame and access. One day, he’d figure this out.

***
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THIS GAME SEEMED SIMPLE enough for a first round. It was “Job Simulation 55.” The task was to mop the floor. It could really use it, Joseph thought. The floor looked like it hadn’t been cleaned in ages. Along with dust, it had a sticky slickness that you can only find at a fast food restaurant. In fact, that was where they were: Gula’s. Joseph and Twenty-Nine were shift workers.

Once the round started, the two dipped, drained, and slopped the mops against the floors with the enthusiasm of a mouse at a cheese factory. The two would occasionally glare at each other with snarls and clinched teeth. They would throw out trash talk full of bad puns and “yo mama” insults. The crowd ate it up. The crowd must really be starving for entertainment if they were so engrossed with completive mopping.

You’d never seen such skill with a mop as displayed by the two Players. The grace and artistry, it was like mu—

CRASH!!

The front window exploded from a couple, short bursts of gunfire. Joseph and Twenty-Nine jumped for cover behind...

Wait. Where’d they go? I-I can’t see them. Uh, it’s not a good sign if the narrator loses his characters. Where’d they go?

Hang on a minute while I try to find them.

Kttt.

A grove of trees sang about the coming of spring.

Nope.

Kttt.

The beast of Camp TimberWolf slowly approached the young girl. It chuckled, a cold and hungry sound.

Not this one.

Kttt.

Hyper-intelligent dinosaurs ravaged the city. Monster hunters found their nest; they wanted to drain the ancient beasts of their magic. The dragon-dinos now sought revenge.

Nuh-uh.

Kttt.

With the Core of Athleticism under attack from the Empire of Shoes, Mr. McMahon chose five heroes from across time and space to protect it: John Cena, Shaquille O’Neal, Tim Tebow—

“Oi! What do you think you’re doing here? I’m the narrator for this story!”

Sorry. I’m trying to get back to mine. 

“HA! What kind of loser can’t keep track of his story?”

The same loser as you, apparently.

The orientation video ended. The screen blipped black as the five athlete-warriors turned their attention to the imposing figure of Mr. McMahon.

“Whoa whoa whoa guys! Go back! The readers need to know the origin!”

Kttt.

Joseph and Number Twenty-Nine, who by now Joseph learned was named Sam, panted. Believing themselves safe, they rested. They’d been running ever since the man in his early 20s came close to spotting them behind the counter. The gunman’s face was twisted in a permanent snarl of fury and hatred. His clothes were a hot red and his hair gave off the impression of flames.

“Where are you, you fat pig!” yelled the shooter. He sounded distant, but not that distant.

Whew. Back on track.

While the two Players tried to regroup, the tournament audience gasped and chatted in glee. No one expected the appearance of the young man, except the six heads of the games. The six game masters smirked from the safety of their box seats.

Back in the game, Sam and Joseph continued their run as the gunman closed in on them. Suddenly, Joseph hit the invisible boundary wall of the game cube. He bounced off and landed on his rear.

Though the game takes place in a real location and the events of the game will affect the realm, the game masters learned that it is better to section off a small area for the game. Thanks to their shadowy benefactors, the game masters learned a smaller cube is easier to control than one that covers a world.

Joseph rubbed the ache from his head. Sam gasped. “Look,” he pointed.

Cowering behind some boxes was the head of a pig. “Is it safe?” said the pig.

“I just want to talk...” said the gunman, even closer now. “Then I’ll kill you.”

The pig jumped with a squeal. Joseph and Sam gasped. The pig was not a normal pig but an overweight man with a pig head. He dressed in smelly, sweaty clothing that was three sizes too small. Joseph could see his armpit hair; Sam tried not to gag. The man’s skin was pig pink; he also had hooves and a curly tail.

Joseph let out a disgusted, “Ewhh...”

This is when the gunman finally caught up with them—almost as if Joseph’s cry of revulsion allowed the gunman to hone in on them.

“There you are,” said the gunman addressing the pig man. Though he had a smile, it still looked angry.

“Wrath, buddy,” oinked the pig man. “We can work this out. Maybe over a nice meal.”

“You think you can steal my anger management clients, Gluttony!?”

“It’s a free planet,” said Gluttony. “They can choose to come here if they want.”

Wrath pointed the weapon at Gluttony’s stomach. The gun clicked.

Gluttony waved his little pig-like arms. “Whoa, whoa, whoa. Why would you want to do that?”

“I think the world can live with only six deadly sins.”

“What about Sloth? What are you gonna do when he finds out?”

“Pfft,” said Wrath with a jerk of his head, “like he cares. He doesn’t care what we do; if he did, we wouldn’t exist in the first place.” Wrath’s eyes then turned on Joseph and Sam. “But first, I gotta get rid of the witnesses.” In a quick, fuel raged jerk, Wrath aimed the weapon at Sam and Joseph. The two Players gasped and stepped back in fright with their hands held up in surrender. Wrath slowly pulled the trigger. Time inched slowly as...

Kttt.

Ktttt!

***
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“GAH!” CRIED NARRATOR 99 shielding his eyes from the bright light. The lamp slid to the side as the reclining seat started to return to a seated position. The machine always reminded him, and many of the other narrators, of a dentist’s chair. The wide room with sterile, white walls was mostly empty except for the circle of chairs that helped to record and aid the narrators’ in their job. From above, the scene almost looked like a move from a synchronized swim team.

Once the seat returned to its upright position, Narrator 99 climbed out and proceeded to kick it the best he could.

“What are you doing, 99?” came a cracking voice over an intercom system.

Ninety-Nine pointed at the chair much like Wrath pointed his gun at Gluttony. “This stupid thing is broken. It keeps causing me to lose the connection.”

“Right,” snickered Narrator 38, the same one from before—still holding a grudge against 99 for interrupting him apparently. He sat up before the dentist chair was done shifting. “It was the machine.” 

“We will look into the problem, 99,” the voice of the supervisor crackled. “You are dismissed for now.”

“But, how will we find out what happened?” said 99. “How can I make my report to the Muses?”

“We said you were dismissed, Narrator 99.”

Ninety-Nine grumbled under his breath on his way to the exit. Thirty-eight sneered a smirk.​ 
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Game Hunter
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​-The Runaway-

Ah, nothing like a relaxing ride on the Mutt to clear your mind. I tightened my hold on the hovering motorcycle’s handle bar momentarily then released it with a relaxing breath. The purple and white motorcycle’s ion engine made a pulsing whoom-whoom noise. The Mutt’s “tail,” which grew out of the seat, waved in the wind like a flag. I checked the dog-ear-shaped mirrors then changed lanes. A moment later, I stopped the sports cycle behind a vehicle waiting for the light to change. Some people on the street recognized the Mutt and began taking photos.

A loud crackle interrupted the soothing music from a local streaming station. “Thought you’d be interested in this, Boss,” said SPOT in his surfer dude persona. “Social media posts tell of a runaway vehicle near 65th and Baker.”

That was pretty close to us.

SWOOOSH!!

A white car shot through the intersection. People screamed and honked. Closer than I thought.

I started the Mutt up again. The burst of speed caused whatever system was in place that allowed it to hover to kick up bits of dirt. Brain said something about the positive charge of the vehicle and the positive charge of the Earth pushing against each other. The crowd cheered as I chased after the runaway vehicle.

I weaved the bike through the crowd of vehicles. A boost jump sent the hover-cycle over one car. So far the traffic seemed to be doing an excellent job of avoiding the runaway. Or maybe it was the driver of the runaway vehicle just being able to avoid everyone. I finally started getting somewhat close to the white car. As it weaved and spun to avoid other vehicles and pedestrians, I got the weird feeling that it was actually avoiding me. It seemed each time I got close it would veer off or speed up. 

Someone from the sidewalk screamed. I checked to see what the problem was. A group of school children were crossing the street. I would never make it to the vehicle in time to avoid the disaster, especially if the vehicle was avoiding me.

I set the Mutt to autopilot, aka let SPOT take control, and climbed onto the seat. I felt a bit like a surfer as the motorcycle continued to weave and adjust speed. Phantasmic energy zapped through my legs; I launched myself towards the car. My bike helmet automatically retracted once I was a set distance from the motorcycle. The wind blew against my newly revealed dog face and head. The helmet’s matter was added to the purple bandana around my neck, which then grew and morphed into my purple cape. You never wear a cape while riding a bicycle or motorcycle. 

The advanced tech within my costume soon had the cape fully fabricated. It danced in the wind as it trailed behind me. “Wow,” said some kid from the sidelines and snapped a picture with his Omni-Cuff. 

I used my telekinesis to guide my glide towards the vehicle. It also slowed me down so my landing was “softer.” The minute I touched down, I stuck my feet claws into the vehicle so I could stay onboard. The car continued to jerk and squeal below me. Now that I was on the vehicle, it seemed more determined to knock me off.

I dropped to a laying position, to reduce air resistance, and crawled my way towards the front. The vehicle changed tactics to hitting every street sign and post along the way; it tried to smack me into a few parked cars. I was starting to take this personally.

I flipped over the hood and planted my feet into the pavement. 

“Hot hot hot!!” The street tore at my feet while I pushed against the vehicle. Luckily, my fur “armor” protected me—mostly.

The vehicle slowed to a stop an inch from the school kids—who for some reason decided to stop when they spotted the vehicle barreling towards them instead of moving out of the way. I headed for the driver’s door, my feet still a little tender. Inside, I found a fifteen-year-old at the wheel. 

His head turned towards me. “I’m sorry,” he said then vanished with a crackling sound and a flash of blue lightning.

I took a step back. A moment later, the vehicle faded away, also with a crackle. I looked to the school children to see if they’d seen the same thing. Their mouths hung open. One was unfazed enough to ask Ask Delphi something like, “What do you do when a car vanishes?”
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