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Note from the Author

	I had a lot of fun writing this story—especially telling it as if Ben or VitaMors were recounting everything after the fact. This story is just the first of many within the overall universe I am beginning to build with this first book.

	I would like to thank all who have inspired me. And most of all, I would like to thank my late mother, who—without her love and her love of writing—I would never have thought to write again, many years after her passing, if not just to reconnect with her in the only way I knew how. Please enjoy. I know I enjoyed writing it.

	
Prologue

	Have you ever had one of those days where you start to wonder if you’re dreaming—
 or if you’re just losing your mind?
 That was me, today.

	The moment I stepped outside, the world felt… off.
 The air carried a strange charge—like the seconds before a thunderstorm, but without the clouds. Even the sunlight seemed sharper, too clean.
 The people I passed—the same faces I saw every day on my way to campus—each step timed to some unseen metronome. Their eyes glazed, steps too even, like someone had dialed down the “human” setting and left them running on autopilot.

	By the time I reached campus, the feeling had only grown stronger. Conversations were hushed. Glances lingered a second too long. It wasn’t just me.

	That’s when I saw Jake.

	He was cutting across the quad, jogging toward me and waving like a man flagging down a cab. He slapped me on the back hard enough to jolt me out of my fog and fell into step beside me.

	“Hey, Jake. How’s your morning? Where you headed? Didn’t think you had classes this early.”

	He grinned, but something about it was strained—like a rubber band stretched too far.
 “I don’t. Two hours till mine. Came early to hit the library… and to catch you. Have you seen the news?”

	“What news?”

	Jake grabbed my arm, spinning me to face him. His grip was tight, urgent.
 “You haven’t seen or heard anything in the last twenty-four hours?”

	I shook my head.

	“Wow. Where have you been?”

	“You know me—head’s either in the books or the clouds.” I tried to laugh it off. “Spent all weekend writing papers. Finished one due today, knocked out another due Friday, even chipped away at my thesis. I guess I’ve been buried.”

	Jake dropped his eyes to the pavement and exhaled. “Man… you have no idea. It’s everywhere. The president gave a huge speech—press conference, Q&A, the works. There’s even a government website about it.” He pulled out his phone.

	“What are you talking about?”

	He took a deep breath, like he was about to dive underwater.
 “The president said our world has been contacted—by individuals from another planet.”

	I stopped dead. “Wait—what? Are you kidding me?”

	He met my stare, dead serious. “You know me better than that. No jokes. Planet Earth has been contacted by aliens.”

	He went on, words spilling faster now. “They’ve shared technology with every world leader. The only condition? It has to be shared with the people. And they’re going to make their own broadcast—explain everything themselves.”

	I must’ve looked completely dumbfounded, because Jake stopped talking, just watching me while the information sank in.

	“Jake… show me the website. Tell me everything. When’s this alien announcement supposed to happen?”

	He sent me the link and held his phone out. “Open it. I’ll explain.”

	I pulled out my phone just as a text notification chimed. “How long is this going to take? I’m supposed to be in class in five minutes.”

	“It’s self-explanatory,” Jake said. “The president’s speech is on there too. In short, it’s blueprints—detailed instructions—for building some kind of advanced Virtual Reality pod.”

	I frowned. “That’s it? I thought it’d be something more… world-changing.”

	Jake gave me a look like I’d just flunked existence.
 “Ben, you’re not getting it. These aren’t just VR pods. When you enter them—if they’re built right—you’re stepping into a game that’s not really a game. It’s an exact copy of our reality. The two are… entangled.”

	“Entangled?” I repeated.

	“Yeah. I don’t fully get it either,” he admitted. “That’s why I was hoping you’d break it down for me later. But from the site and interviews, here’s the gist: inside, it’s set up like a game, so you can do things you normally wouldn’t—without fear of permanent death. You still feel pain, though. If you ‘die,’ you lose your progress and have to wait twenty minutes before re-entering. The big thing is that soon, both worlds will sync. No one knows exactly what that means yet—but it’s huge.”

	I stared at him. “You weren’t planning on going to class today, were you?”

	He smirked. “You know me too well. Judging by your face, you’re not going either.”

	We turned toward my car. Jake kept talking, voice full of excitement. “According to the site, the aliens will make their announcement tonight. Every screen on the planet, every device—they’re going to broadcast to all of them at once. The president said this isn’t just a game. It’s… evolution.”

	My heart was pounding.
 I’m not a gamer, but this—this was different. A real virtual world that mattered. The possibilities lit up my mind like fireworks.

	On the walk to my car, Jake filled in the rest. When you first enter, whatever you’re wearing and carrying goes with you. But when you leave the game for the first time, only your clothing comes back. After that, your real-world outfit won’t affect your in-game character.

	We spent the next few hours at my place, diving into the blueprints. Jake loves games—this was his dream come true. He’s the kind of guy who loses himself in them for hours, always looking for exploits, always testing boundaries.

	In my office, I pulled the schematics up on one of my four monitors while Jake studied another. As I scrolled through the details, he voiced what we were both thinking.

	“We’re gonna need a secure place for these things,” he said. “A room we can lock.”

	He grabbed his bag. “I’m heading home. I’ll dig through the forums, see what people are saying. Be back tomorrow.”

	When the door closed, the room fell silent except for the hum of my computer. I leaned back, staring at the screen, already planning.
 A secure, hidden room—underground. Steel-lined concrete walls, thick enough to stop anything short of an explosion. I had the land, the privacy, the know-how.
 If this pod was real… I wasn’t taking chances.

	Call it paranoia, but I’d read enough stories about people attacked while wearing VR headsets. And if this world was about to be connected to another? I wanted to make sure no one could get to me—or Jake—while we were gone.

	That night, the broadcast began.

	Not just every smart screen—every screen.
 If it could display an image, it did. If it could play sound, it carried the voice.
 Every television, monitor, phone, and billboard on Earth flickered in unison.

	Static first—then a face appeared.

	A creature unlike anything we’d ever seen: tall, elegant, fur shimmering like liquid silver under shifting light. His eyes burned with calm, intelligent blue. When he spoke, his words translated instantly into every language on the planet.

	“People of Earth,” he said, his voice deep and resonant. “I am Ambassador Drawn Ba of Clan Ba, Regent of your planet under the Charter of Dominion. Though you know me not, I have watched your kind for many of your lifetimes.”

	Every screen brightened slightly, as if the world itself leaned closer.

	“You have called us myth, ghost, invader. We are none of these. We are custodians. When your kind first touched awareness, we placed a shield about your world—a veil to guard you from what stirs beyond your sky. A century of safety, measured by your own sun.”

	He paused. The silence between his words was deliberate—like the universe itself was listening.

	“That century began when your ancestors first activated one of our devices—a pod you built from curiosity, not understanding. It was the year you count as nineteen hundred and fifty. You touched the game then, and in doing so, your world became part of the greater fabric—the Network of Worlds.”

	The Ambassador’s gaze seemed to deepen.

	“You see this as entertainment, a diversion of thought. It is not. The reality you inhabit and the one you enter are threads of the same loom. The Game is a mirror—of your nature and your potential. It is where your kind will be tested… and where your survival will be determined.”

	The light dimmed around him. His tone darkened.

	“In your century of peace, you were meant to learn, to prepare, to ascend. Instead, you warred, divided, and forgot. And now, the Veil weakens. Beyond it, others watch—civilizations who see your world not as a home, but as a harvest.”

	A low murmur rippled across unseen crowds. The alien’s eyes flared brighter.

	“My people cannot protect you forever. The Dominion forbids interference beyond the accorded time. But I will offer this: what we give you now—the Vert Pods, the knowledge, the access—is your path to endurance. Within the Game, you will find both danger and deliverance. Learn its laws… or perish by them.”

	He straightened, his presence filling the screen.

	“Do not mistake this gift for charity. It is a covenant. And as with all covenants, it binds both sides. The Game does not simply reflect your world—soon, it will be your world.”

	The words seemed to hum through every device, through every heartbeat.

	“Your century of safety ends soon. Choose how you will face what comes. As Regent, I extend my protection for the final span—but when the clock runs out, your choices, not ours, will decide your fate.”

	He looked directly into the camera—
 or maybe through it.

	“Play wisely, people of Earth.
 The Game remembers.”

	The feed ended with a symbol—interlocking spirals—before every screen on Earth went dark at once.

	I sat frozen, the echo of his voice still in my mind. Then I reached for the remote and hit record to stop the recording.

	I’d missed only a few seconds at the start but caught everything that mattered.
 I wanted my own copy—unedited, untampered.
 Something I could study later.
 Every word of that speech was a thread—and somehow, I knew, I was already tangled in it.

	


Chapter 1 — The Bunker



	


The morning after the alien broadcast, Jake and I were up before sunrise, running on caffeine and adrenaline.
 Neither of us had slept much. Our heads buzzed with plans, theories, and about a hundred questions we didn’t have answers for.

	Jake had gone home to borrow his father’s truck and trailer; we had a long list of materials to gather before we could even think about building the pods.
 The VR units themselves were only half the job — we needed a place to house them. And not just anywhere.

	Rumors online were already out of control — people building massive VR chambers, cylindrical towers lined with glowing pods, like some kind of futuristic hive. Jake and I agreed: not our style.
 We wanted privacy. Control.
 One pod for him, one for me.
 That meant building a bunker that met my definition of safe.

	Jake leaned against the trailer fender, sipping from a gas station coffee that smelled like burnt rubber.
 “You really want to bury these things underground?” he asked, half amused, half curious.

	“You bet,” I said, pulling the folded blueprints from my jacket. “If this thing is what they claim — connected to reality, syncing with it — then leaving our entry point in the open is suicide. When we’re inside those pods, we’re defenseless.”

	Jake gave a low whistle. “Man, you’re serious about this.”

	“Dead serious,” I replied. “And you should be too.”

	He studied the plans for a while, then nodded. “Alright. I’m in. But we keep this between us. The fewer people who know, the better.”

	“Exactly my thinking.”

	The next person we had to bring in was my dad.
 It was his land — and without his help, we didn’t stand a chance. Heavy machinery, concrete, wiring, power tools — Dad was a wizard with all of it.
 I figured if I offered him something in return, maybe a man cave or a private space in the bunker, he might just go along with my crazy idea.

	 

	I grew up on that land — over a thousand acres of farmland, cattle, and grain fields. Barns, storage sheds, and a machine shop that had seen more broken tractors than I could count.
 The Drayton family farm had been in our hands for generations, and Dad knew every inch of it better than anyone alive.

	That afternoon, Jake and I invited him to lunch.
 He’d already noticed the piles of supplies arriving and figured we were caught up in the global VR craze.
 When I asked him to come, his first words were, “I’m not getting into one of those crazy pod things everyone’s talking about.”

	I laughed. “You don’t have to, Dad. Just have lunch with us. Jake and I need your advice.”

	He eyed me suspiciously but relented. “Alright. But if this ends with me in a damn video game, I’m walking.”

	The three of us rode into town in Jake’s truck. The air smelled like cut hay and diesel — familiar, grounding.
 Dad didn’t talk much, but his eyes kept flicking between us, probably trying to figure out what we were scheming.

	Once seated at the diner, Jake tried to break the ice, but Dad beat him to it.
 He leaned back in the booth, arms crossed. “Let me guess — you two dragged me out here to butter me up before asking me to help build something ridiculous.”

	Jake shot me a nervous look, then grinned. “Well… yeah. We’re building an underground bunker. For the pods. Attached to the house, if possible.”

	Dad stared at him, then turned to me with that same unreadable expression.
 I laid my hand-drawn plans flat on the table. “Here’s what I’m thinking. It’s rough — just the basics. We’ll need your machines, and I’d really like your input on the structure.”

	He studied the sketch for a long time. The waitress came by for orders — Jake and I asked for eggs and bacon, while Dad ordered the Ultimate Breakfast, probably just to irritate Mom.

	Once she left, he said, “Ben, you’re talking about building a concrete bunker underground… for a game you haven’t even played yet.”

	I nodded. “Not just a game. Something bigger. The aliens gave us this for a reason. I want to be ready — whatever that reason turns out to be.”

	Jake jumped in. “We’ll do most of the work ourselves. We just need guidance. Maybe an extra pair of hands when it comes to the heavy lifting.”

	Dad sighed, flipping the paper over in his hands. “You’re both out of your minds.”

	But there was that faint glimmer in his eyes — curiosity.
 He loved a challenge. Especially one that tested his engineering instincts.

	By the time our food arrived, I knew I had him.

	He leaned forward, lowering his voice. “Alright. I’ll help you. But this doesn’t leave the property. Not a word to anyone. The fewer people who know, the better.”

	Jake and I grinned. “Agreed,” we said in unison.

	We ate mostly in silence after that, each of us lost in our own version of what we’d just set in motion.

	Back at the house, Dad spread the plans across the kitchen table. “These walls of yours — you want them concrete?”

	“Yeah,” I said. “But reinforced. I was thinking steel sheets between the layers.”

	He rubbed his chin. “Too complicated. Go with double-layered wire mesh, three inches apart. Same strength, less headache.”

	That night, none of us slept.
 We stayed up until nearly dawn — sketching designs, arguing about ventilation, storage, and whether we needed an underground garage.
 I argued it wasn’t necessary.
 He insisted it was.
 Eventually, I gave in, knowing he really wanted it for himself.

	By morning, we had a blueprint that was part bunker, part fallout shelter, part laboratory.

	When Mom woke up and found Dad still hunched over blueprints with cold coffee, she just shook her head.
 “You boys are insane,” she said — but she brought him breakfast anyway.

	Dad just grinned. “Not insane — motivated.”

	 

	We picked the spot at sunrise — a flat, secluded patch near the tree line, far enough from the house to stay quiet but close enough for power lines and easy access.

	Dad fired up the old backhoe, its deep growl echoing across the fields.
 Jake and I hauled rebar, cut wood for forms, and cleared brush until our arms burned.
 The smell of wet dirt and diesel filled the air — familiar, heavy, and oddly comforting.

	Dad shouted over the engine noise, “This spot’ll drain well. No flooding issues. If you’re gonna bury yourself, might as well do it right!”

	Jake grinned, wiping sweat from his face. “That’s reassuring, Mr. Drayton. I was worried we’d build the world’s first VR submarine.”

	“Not on my land,” Dad said, smirking.

	We broke for lunch, sitting on overturned buckets, eating sandwiches Mom had packed.
 None of us said much. The weight of what we were doing hung between us — part paranoia, part pride.
 We weren’t just building a bunker.
 We were building a future.

	 

	After lunch, Dad went back to digging the main foundation pit.
 Then — a sharp, hollow clank echoed from the trench. Not dirt. Not rock.

	He cut the engine immediately. “That’s not limestone,” he muttered.

	Jake and I joined him, leaning over the edge as he brushed away the soil. Beneath the clay, a line of old concrete appeared — cracked, but deliberate.

	“Dad, what the hell is that?” I asked.

	He jumped down and started clearing with a shovel, slow and careful. Within an hour, we’d uncovered the top of a tunnel — reinforced with timber and rusted rebar, running straight toward the tree line.

	Inside, the air was cool and stale, smelling faintly of age and earth.
 The flashlight beam caught glimpses of stonework, warped petrified wood boards, and what might’ve been old alcoves long collapsed.

	Jake whistled low. “Your family’s got secrets, man.”

	Dad frowned, tracing a hand along the wall. “My great-great-great-grandfather was known for being… private. The stories say he ran moonshine during Prohibition, but this looks older. Maybe Civil War era. Maybe before.”

	“Think it’s safe?” I asked.

	He shrugged. “Safer than it looks. We’ll reinforce what we can, seal the rest. No sense wasting good space. These tunnels can stay outside the secure zone — decoys, maybe storage.”

	We spent the rest of the afternoon exploring what sections we could. The craftsmanship surprised us — precise, methodical. Like whoever built it had intended it to last.

	By sunset, we’d mapped a rough outline and decided to work around it instead of tearing it out.

	Back at the house, over dinner, Dad said, “I’ll get the farmhands to help shore up the tunnels and pour the main chamber. You boys handle your alien toys. Help when I need it, and we’ll have this thing done before the rest of the world figures out what’s coming.”

	I nodded. It made sense. Jake and I had the tech side covered; Dad and his crew could handle the heavy lifting.

	Still, when I looked back at that tunnel entrance before dark, I couldn’t shake the feeling that my great-great-great-grandfather hadn’t built it for hiding booze or grain.

	It felt older.
 Deeper.
 Like it had been waiting for us.

	 

	


Chapter 2 — The First Steps



	


The next morning, the hum of construction from the bunker echoed faintly across the fields.
 My father and a few of his oldest farmhands were already at work, machinery rumbling like thunder under the morning fog.

	Jake and I had a different mission: building the Vert Pods.

	The idea alone was surreal — alien technology taking shape in the middle of my family’s farm — but it didn’t feel impossible anymore. The blueprints made sense in ways they shouldn’t have. Every circuit, every component, every line seemed to click into place with a strange, intuitive logic… like the design itself wanted to be built.

	Most of the parts were easy enough to source — everyday materials you could order online or grab in bulk from a hardware store.
 The trickier components, though… those were another story.

	Two names on the blueprint stood out like alien scripture: Crystal Sub-Neuro Frame and Avatar Transcoder Conduit. I’d never heard of either, and a few hours of research confirmed what I already knew — these weren’t consumer-grade tech. They belonged in defense labs or black-budget research facilities.

	It took days of digging and a dozen dead-end calls before we found them — through obscure online listings that looked half-legitimate at best. No locations, no contact names, just encrypted order forms and steep prices.
 We ordered anyway.

	A week later, the first batch of normal components arrived. Boxes filled the garage, each labeled with strings of alien part codes. Jake and I spent hours unpacking, sorting them like kids on Christmas morning — if Christmas involved quantum processors and neuro-link gel cartridges.

	The rare components took another week. Every morning Jake asked, “You think they’ll actually show up?”
 “Eventually,” I’d reply, trying to sound more confident than I felt.

	Then, on a gray Tuesday morning, a truck rolled up the drive — no logo, no paperwork. Two heavy metal crates, sealed and stamped with markings I didn’t recognize.

	Inside them lay the impossible.
 We had everything we needed.

	We decided to assemble them in the garage before moving them underground. The bunker wasn’t ready, and I didn’t trust open air for something this advanced.

	From the outside, each pod looked like a work of art — a sleek, metallic capsule with seamless curves and faint blue light tracing along its edges. Inside, the construction was almost too simple. “Plug and play,” Jake said more than once, like the pods themselves were guiding our hands.

	He wasn’t wrong. Every piece fit together effortlessly. No calibration, no trial and error — just instinct and precision.

	While we worked, my mind wandered. What did it mean that the aliens gave this to us? If the president was telling the truth — that the technology had to be shared — then there were others out there doing the same thing.
 Thousands of pods being built.
 Thousands of people about to step into something none of us truly understood.

	By the time the first pod sealed shut with a soft magnetic hum, Jake stood back and whistled.
 “Man… these things are beautiful.”
 “Yeah,” I said quietly. “And terrifying.”

	 

	The day before the Crystal Sub-Neuro Frame arrived, something unusual happened.

	A black truck appeared at the far end of our long dirt driveway — rare enough to make Dad step out onto the porch, wiping grease from his hands. Nobody ever came down that road uninvited.

	The truck idled for a moment before the driver stepped out. Everything about him screamed official: dark suit, cropped hair, calm posture. The bulge under each arm said he was armed; the faint metal glint at his ankle confirmed it.

	He walked up with measured steps. “Are you Mr. Drayton?” he asked, eyes locked on my father.

	Dad straightened. “Why, yes I am. Who might you be?”

	“Agent Drake,” the man said evenly. “Federal Bureau of Investigation.”
 His tone was polite but carried that unmistakable authority. “I’m here regarding your recent acquisition of two Crystal Sub-Neuro Frames and Avatar Transcoder Conduits.”

	I felt Jake tense beside me. Dad gave me one of those what the hell did you do now looks.
 “He’s not wrong,” I muttered.

	Dad gestured toward the shop. “Might as well come inside, Agent.”

	We stood around the pods — Dad at the head, me on his right, Jake on my left. The agent’s posture was the kind that didn’t ask permission.

	“As I said before, I’m Agent Drake — FBI Oversight Division,” he said formally. “I’m here to inspect your project — the Sub-Neuro Frames and Transcoder Conduits you recently purchased.”

	He placed a slim black case on the table and opened it. Inside was a small scanner that purred as he ran it over our blueprints and the Pods. Lights traced across his gloves, reflecting off the glass.

	Dad folded his arms. “You here to tell me we broke a law?”

	“Not at all,” Drake said smoothly. “You’ve done exceptional work — cleaner than anything I’ve seen outside official facilities. That’s why I’m here.”

	He powered down the scanner and looked at each of us in turn. “Inspection’s complete. You passed. But there’s an additional matter — something off the record.”

	Jake raised an eyebrow. “There always is.”

	Drake reached into his jacket and set another small case on the table. Inside were two pendants — dark metal, etched with faint circular designs that seemed to shift under the light.
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