
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          Where Did the GAT Collaborators Go?

        

        
        
          Gemstone Academy Tales, Volume 1

        

        
        
          Draeme Saekyr

        

        
          Published by Draeme Saekyr, 2023.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      WHERE DID THE GAT COLLABORATORS GO?

    

    
      First edition. December 23, 2023.

      Copyright © 2023 Draeme Saekyr.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8223742661

    

    
    
      Written by Draeme Saekyr.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


[image: A cartoon of a person with a diamond

Description automatically generated]



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Dedication
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This goes out to everyone who has gone through a time when they might’ve thought they wound up in a scene out of horror or science fiction. There’s an old say: Truth is stranger than fiction. In the passing decades, there are many examples of scenarios occurring that are far too close to science fiction and fantasy happening of late. Still its always good to keep in mind that there is still a very distinct line between reality and fiction. If there comes a time when it is hard to tell the difference, please reach out to someone, anyone who cares. There is always someone out there who does care.
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Summary
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This is a jumping point and prequel for characters Aidyl Sknarf and more than a dozen others who’ll return to their respective parallel timelines and dimensions. The only problem they face? The same people who’re forcing their bodies into stasis are the same ones trying to ruthlessly manipulate and kill them in those same eras. Now once more being forced into those unpleasant realities, they have to make the choice of surviving in order to bring closure to their existences elsewhere so that they can return to the lives they’d begun on future Earth.

The twist is that they’re being forced into an unknown setting that is the pre-founding of the Gemstone Academy Tales. As a result, no one knows what’ll happen to their futures especially since the writer, Aidyl Sknarf opted to remove all memory and seal skills so that she started over from scratch.

Without any way to reawaken the original writer, everyone will have to rely on their skills, wits and experience to outwit their pursuers to survive the trials and tribulations ahead of them.

The villainous entities finally managed to get their hands on most of the collaborators and the writer. However, much to their dismay, they’ve discovered enlisting the natives of the Earth probably wasn’t the smartest choice they could’ve made.

Several of the demonic entities that were neutral also put up resistance of any kind that they could in objection to their part in the destruction of an Earth already verging on collapse because of environmental catastrophes beginning to destroy the very foundation of the core itself. Thus, those who could escape elsewhere, did so, albeit rescuing other individuals who regretted making really bad choices about employment with the wrong entities.
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XXX 15th Co-Ed Apartment, USA 2053

Four students sat in a standard room. They faced each other warily. They'd been reassigned from private rooms to this particular co-ed without warning. Now, they were significantly on edge and uncomfortable. Not only that, but none of them knew each other. They'd been assigned based on their class schedules.

"This is annoying." One of them spoke at last. "I'm Aidyl Sknarf. Freshman, Lib Arts. I work part-time nights." She folded her arms over her chest. "Start with you, Emo-wannabe." Aidyl stared at the broody-looking guy with shaggy black and violet hair. His eyes were concealed beneath the long bangs.

"Huh?" He brushed his hair from his face, revealing bright grey eyes that shocked everyone. "Oh, I'm Greg Odin." He grunted as he tied back his hair from his face. "Sorry, didn't have time to get dressed before I got thrown into this dump." His disgust when referencing the co-ed apartment broke the ice and awkwardness. "I'm not a Lib Arts major but in a vocational track set of classes. Guess one of them matched the schedule that you all registered." His outright dubious expression and explanation gave Aidyl the impression he really didn't want to be there with them.

"Hmm, I'm Natalia Leo." A short-figured, dark brown-haired, thick glasses-wearing, black-eyed girl spoke softly. "I'm in an Arts minor." She folded her arms on the coffee table and rested her chin. "That doesn't make sense. What class could we all possibly have in common?" She shook her head in disbelief.

The last person to speak was a blond-haired, black-eyed male lounging against a couch. He straightened when all eyes turned toward him. "I'm Nelson Grant." He shrugged indifferently. "Sports triathlon, the only class that isn't sports related, is one having to do with writing creative stories. Literature featuring Manga and other Fictional Genres," He specified. "Unless you all are enrolled in that class, it's the only one I can think of beside a math class." He lapsed into silence.

Aidyl tapped her jaw. "There's four of us here. There should be at least four more." As she mentioned, there was clattering at the front and back doors. She pushed off the floor, but Nelson held a hand in warning. "Stop, don't do anything." He stared warily at the front door.

Even Gregg appeared more alert than earlier. He was watching the back entrance warily. "Whoever tries to enter the back door doesn't know the passcode. They're trying to hack it." His eyes flickered slightly.

"Hah," Natalie rolled her eyes. "As if that'll work. Those twerps don't know how to crack codes." She smirked.

That could only mean one of two things: Natalie and the others probably were on the security teams. Aidyl contemplated the situation. "So, what should I do?" She rubbed her jaw. She had skills but preferred not to show them off.

"Right now, nothing," Grant told her brusquely. "We need to keep those losers out of here."

"What if they're the others who're assigned here?" Gregg asked.

"Sucks to be them. There's a curfew, and they're past it." Aidyl recalled with a sigh.

Seconds later, yelps and snarls of complaint echoed in the halls. However, the noise died down quickly. So quickly, in fact, chills ran down Aidyl's back. Somehow, the situation no longer seemed merely quirky but ominous. Her hands fisted in her lap. She quickly unclenched her fingers when she noticed the others watching her intently.

"What's wrong, Aidyl?" Natalie piped up.

"I don't know, but I feel horrible in my gut," Aidyl admitted. "When that happens..." She trailed off and shook her head glumly.

"I've had that feeling for a while now," Gregg murmured. "I was keeping in touch with some of the other groups of four on this group, but all of a sudden, about five minutes ago before the melee broke out, all communication went silent." His mouth pursed. "They all complained about a weird odor and then.... nothing." He shook his head.

Natalie and Aidyl exchanged concerned glances; that was something none of them had considered worrisome.

Nelson watched them and Gregg before sighing. "Yeah, I was wondering about the sudden shut-off regarding communications. It all happened right about when that melee broke out."

Aidyl nibbled her lower lip. "D'you think they might've been trying to warn us?" She definitely thought it was possible.

Grant shrugged indifferently. "Doesn't matter. I think it's too late now."

Official knocking made all of them grimace sourly. "Well?" Aidyl arched an eyebrow at the two males and Natalie.

"Go on and answer now." Nelson sighed. "I think it'll be one of the administrators of the building." He simply watched with boredom glazing his eyes.

This smacked as if he'd been waiting for something to happen the entire time.

"Well, go find out," Natalie grumbled. "Here, I'll come with you." She frowned when Gregg patted her shoulder. "Now what?"

"Stay here, I'll go with her." Gregg rose to his feet and helped Aidyl to her feet. He whispered. "I think Nelson Grant is in on whatever happened to the others."

Natalie flinched as she heard the whispering.

Aidyl didn't even blink as she muttered. "True, but I don't think he's the only one involved." She'd noticed Natalie's reaction. "Besides, didn't you hear the dripping noise just now?" She tilted her head to the left.

Gregg grunted. "Yep, it started when the ruckus broke out." He gritted his teeth. "So, we're probably the only ones left, huh?"

"Yeah, and I think it concerns something left incomplete." Aidyl was thinking of possibilities.

Gregg grimaced and sighed. "It may have to do with the missing collaborators of that one massive book set to release officially as an animated show." He shrugged. "After all, there's someone out there, quite a few protesters with lots of money, which believe the entire series presages the future of our current life on earth."

Say fucking what? Who the hell is that nuts? Since when had she taken up residence with a bunch of nutcases? Taken entirely by surprise, Aidyl gaped at him. No one should've known about that announcement. Not only that, but all of the collaborators went missing this time? Who was messing with this series of events this time? It wasn't enough that she'd gone through too many damn reincarnations. This sounded as if she was about to experience another one, dammit. Aidyl was so tired of all this garbage. Now, a new twist on an old trope to end a show that hadn't even been completed was happening? The timing was just too damned suspicious in this case.

We could figure out what was happening now and then deal with the consequences later. Most likely, after Aidyl wound up somewhere else in a new life that was probably based in some novel setting. Now that she thinks about it, it won't be the first or last time it happened to Jesalyn.

A sigh escaped her. "So, what's this now about the collaborators going missing? I thought it was only one author before that individual began working with artisans to create a comic out of it?" She should know since she was the damned author of that thing. Of course, when she began writing on that accursed platform, Aidyl hadn't known that people were encouraged to write in groups about concepts that would require multiple characters being leads in different categories. She rolled her eyes and huffed a curse in complete disgust.

Gregg snorted. "I knew about the entire mess because I took the lead on the artisans. So, you're the one who wrote that gargantuan novel solo." He shook his head in admiration. "It was a clever twist on the usual plot tropes floating around."

Hmm, well, Aidyl preferred doing her own thing. "Yeah, well, I didn't expect this to blow so high that all the artisans would go missing." That frightened her, but it also made her resigned. "Damned organization is after me again. This time, they're punishing all the others who shouldn't have become involved." She shook her head weirdly. "Go back with the others, Gregg. I might be able to save the remaining ones. I just have to surrender my freedom, that's all."

Gregg laughed in scorn. "Are you kidding me?" He shook his head in contempt. "You haven't registered what is happening at all?"

Aidyl shrugged. "That we're all being killed again?" She'd gone through this how many times already? Seven, eight, maybe twelve times? Aidyl lost track already.

"Take a look at your left palm." Gregg folded his arms across his chest. "That'll tell you how many times this has happened already."

Aidyl reluctantly peered at her left palm. "I've reached thirteen already, huh?" She murmured with a sigh as she shook her head in resignation. "You'd think I'd have learned my lesson already." Why should she believe, anything would change this time around? So many people died already. None of them had the same faces or personae either.

Gregg snorted at her reaction. "Yeah, I kinda figured you'd say something like that. Caught in a loop until things are fixed." He shook his head when Aidyl flicked a gaze at him.

"Not exactly," Aidyl stated. "It's more like I'm just ready to end things on my terms, not theirs." Besides, she had other ways of dealing with baddies. It just so happened that she'd finished the remaining installment of the final episode of the written novel. It just had yet to be published, that's all. "If you get the chance, read the final ending." She smiled at Gregg's astonished expression. "I think you'll enjoy it. Not only that, but it'll really spike whoever came up with this latest plot to destroy the animation going forward."

Gregg snorted. "Uh, yeah, easy for you to say." He frowned. "So, what else did you want to mention?"

"Hmm?" Aidyl glanced at him. "Oh, right." Now, she remembered the last of the messages she wanted to convey. "The collaborators will return, but it won't be easy." She didn't think he'd believe what she would tell him, but someone had to know the truth.

Gregg eyed her warily. "What now?"

Aidyl shrugged. "They're all trapped in the story plotline of Gemstone Academy, whether as students or something else." She grimaced as she recalled the conversation she'd overheard right before receiving the eviction notice from her previous residence. What a bummer. "That was someone's bright idea of killing the deal for everything moving forward and turning this dump of a co-ed dorm building into a huge slaughterhouse."

She glanced at Gregg. "You can believe me or not. It's up to you." Aidyl saw that Grant and Natalie followed and overheard everything. "Well, well, the more the merrier." She grumbled well aware that Natalie hated her guts. Then again, Natalie had despised her from when she first wrote her beginning stories starting with the five tales of the loners and their companions, be it sisters, brothers, or in a few cases, children.

Though now it occurred to Aidyl that maybe she’d gone a wee bit overboard in all the trials and tribulations she’d put those characters through. It would no longer surprise her if some of them came and took over their bodies. What a horrifying thought that would be. On the other hand, it might be rather entertaining to observe in action somehow.

"Die, you sanctimonious bitch. Do you know how many people have perished because you hide the truth that we're all being used as some rich bastards' experiment in messing with physics?" Natalie's shriek should've pierced everyone's ears, but Aidyl didn't even acknowledge it.

"Wait, what are you doing?" Gregg noticed her swift action.

"Tell you three what you can do. Answer the door for me. I'm sure the administrators will be overjoyed to find my corpse on the floor." Aidyl sliced her throat partially and then stabbed her heart through the back with an awkward upward thrust. It was challenging to accomplish if she didn't have powers, but she might as well put them to good use. "Look at it this way: I'll see you there when it's time."

Her consciousness faded away as their cursing exploded throughout the hallway. There was another noise, but darkness and coldness soon followed as Aidyl took her last gurgling breath. Well, that was somewhat anticlimactic, but hella better than what could've occurred.

––––––––
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XXX 15th Co-ED Apartment, USA 2053

Nelson Grant let loose a string of expletives in that tiny, cramped lobby as he dropped to his knees at Aidyl's side. "The hell is going on with this femme?" He growled in exasperation.

"Can you save her?" Natalie looked on from afar. She was pale and a little green from shock.

"Yeah, I can, though. From Aidyl's attitude, she won't appreciate it later," Nelson confirmed as he swiftly patched up the sliced areas, including the back. "How she even pulled that off, I can't figure it out." He shook his head in disbelief.

Nelson reflected that this whole day had been a total waste of life. "Do you have any ideas of why she'd do this?"

Gregg grunted. "I've got a theory." He stated quietly. "Do you remember the last bit she'd published for all the collaborators to read?"

It took Nelson a moment to figure out the connection. "Right, I skimmed through it since it was twice as long as the usual chapters. Why?" Then it dawned on him. "Oh, about all of us being experiments because we possessed the potential to wield supernatural powers in the real world?" Though she knew that was even possible, even Nelson wasn't sure.

"Yeah, that and the fact that we're all going to be sucked into that series of adventures literally because of those manipulative bastards." Natalie piped in. "Which means that a total of twenty, probably more that we aren't aware of right now, have all been placed into a comatose state in which we won't escape until we see that series to the end."

Nelson didn't care for that outcome in the least. The entire series was filled with all kinds of horrible hardships. The heroine, in particular, had it really bad. He grunted in disgust. "Someone opens the door for the administrators. If we do this, we might as well follow what happened from the beginning." Nelson tapped his jaw. "As I recall, there were a bunch of loners, five of them, to be precise, that were part of that series too?"

Natalie winced. "Ah, right, I forgot. I thought that was totally separate, though." She looked confused as hell.

Now, even Gregg looked baffled. "Just how the hell many generations and dimensions do that damn Academy span?"

"Dunno, I hadn't managed to read all of it." Nelson sighed. "What I did notice, which will probably work in our favor regarding survival tactics, is that there are many open ends for certain characters to grow and expand." He tilted his head. "There'd been a few nastier ones that also altered their attitudes and perceptions of what they viewed rigidly before. Why?"

All the clues had been there initially, but no one thought to ask why they were there. Now, Nelson felt honor-bound to help this person silently, trying to warn people of what was happening around them. He studied her features, which were holding a faint smile. "She was frowning and sulking before but is now smiling as if seeing something beautiful and peaceful." Nelson almost felt bad for having saved her from death.

Right then, though, they had more important problems facing them. The Administrators stalked through the rooms. They clearly sought something but were frustrated.

Nelson watched them calmly while he surreptitiously searched through Jessica's pockets. Strangely enough, he found the weirdest crap in her pockets. Obviously, she did more than live as a college student. He caught Natalie's eye and held up something. She shrugged and shook her head. Gregg, however, recognized it immediately. "Dagger, an assassin's tool. That is something basic." Clearly curious, he joined Nelson and continued the search but on her left side. What they discovered was a few USB drives. Aidyl had been working on something else but hadn't managed to place them somewhere safe. The trio exchanged glances. Gregg signaled to Nelson to hand over the ones he had. Then he waved his hand, and a small void appeared. All the items pulled from Aidyl's clothing and pockets disappeared into the hole. Gregg closed it just as the first Administrator reappeared in the hallway.

"Is that wench dead?" He demanded with an angry scowl.

"Dunno. She almost bled out." Nelson pointed to the pool of blood that was still spreading rapidly. He didn't know where else she might've stabbed herself. She must've used some kind of power related to her assassin's training.

The Administrator cursed vilely. He turned to his henchmen. "Transport her immediately to the ICU. Once that is done, make sure she's placed in isolation. There's no telling what she might do when awakened."

Huh, so they had no plans to kill anyone? Even though the Administrator had initially seemed disappointed, his henchmen appeared relieved upon hearing that Aidyl wasn't dead.

This reaction only confirmed what Aidyl warned them about in print as the author of Gemstone Academy Tales. Well, hell, did that mean all the collaborators were kidnapped as well? Nelson exchanged alarmed glances with Natalie and Gregg. "Can we accompany her, sir?" Nelson inquired. For what it was worth, while he didn't care for Aidyl as an individual, he also didn't enjoy leaving her alone.

"No," The Administrator shot him, Natalie, and Gregg without warning.

That bastard, Nelson, fell over onto his side. He was glad that Gregg hid the other stuff. There was no telling what would happen to them now. He gritted his teeth in fury that none of them had any say in what would happen in the next few hours.

*
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Several hours passed before Nelson gained an impression of his surroundings. While he couldn't see anything, his hearing worked just fine. His entire body chilled when Nelson realized he was floating in some kind of water. Several devices hooked up to his body, including his nose and mouth, preventing the liquid from entering his nose and mouth.

"Have all the experimental subjects related to the project GAT been gathered?" One of the speakers was the Administrator who'd shot them. Evidently, he was a big shot in this group.

"No, sir. A few escaped despite our best efforts to corral them in one location."

"Damn," The man sighed. "Well, dispatch agents to locate, disable them and transport their bodies to the laboratory. We can't have loose flapping jaws making a further racket than what's already leaking."

Huh, that was interesting. Was someone leaking information about what happened to the missing collaborators? Nelson immensely enjoyed listening to what was going on. It cheered him greatly. However, that sensation didn't last long.

"I've already set in motion the searches, sir." The second person spoke calmly. "I've hit a few obstacles in that regard. It appears that there were investors who didn't appreciate the badly timed disappearances. Investigations are being carried out as we speak."

The administrator sounded as shocked as Nelson was about this news. "There were investors that actually paid into that ridiculous project? How was that possible? I thought only those who worked in their respective fields put their money and time into that hot mess?"

This was news to Nelson Grant as well. He hadn't known about any other investors. However, when he considered it logically, it made sense. How else would any of them be able to work their schedules around classes and outside part-time jobs?

Someone put much in store in having the project move forward. All the collaborators had to be recovered and brought to a safe location to do that.

"If the worst-case scenario happens, we just kill them all." The administrator shrugged at last. "It isn't as if any copies remain on the mainframes. They were wiped out when we went through all the personal laptops and electronics." His smug confidence irritated the hell out of Nelson.

How dare that asshole go through their personal belongings? Then, he belatedly remembered the drives he gave to Gregg for safekeeping. Maybe those items weren't lost to these insane assholes. He could only hope so.

Even as he contemplated that, his eyes blinked open, and his view was hazy. That's when Nelson realized something covered his eyes, keeping them from the liquid around him. Interesting that every other part of his body was exposed, but his nose, eyes, mouth, and ears were protected. Well, that worked in his favor as he searched for signs that he wasn't the only one in that place.

Even as Nelson assessed the situation, he saw that all the collaborators appeared to be in the same place. However, he couldn't find Gregg or Aidyl's bodies anywhere amongst the various tubes. What happened to them?

"Sir, is it imperative that we isolate Aidyl Layne and Gregg Odin from the others?" The assistant inquired. "It just doesn't seem necessary."

The Administrator sighed. "When they begin rousing again, you'll soon learn why they're more violent than the others combined." His tone was downright condescending as he lectured the assistant.

Even from where Nelson floated, he could see the assistant visibly bristling at the attitude and tone the administrator was taking with him. Sheesh what a noisy waste of air this gas lighter was turning out to be.

The Administrator sighed in aggravation pausing in his pontificating. "After all, I did warn the others about their backgrounds." He paced around the small space that formed a perfect square and only paused once he stood directly in the middle of the space. He waved a hand in dismissal. "She's a trained assassin, and that deceptively geekish kid is some kind of genetic experiment as well that his family created from sheer boredom." He turned his head to stare in the direction of the isolation room when he stated pointedly. "They were killed by his hand because they'd abused him too much."

Hmm, well, wasn't that interesting. As much as Nelson wanted to listen to more of the conversation, he couldn't stay awake for much longer. Had someone diffused tranquilizer into his body? It didn't matter; Nelson soon fell into a deep, comatose state that left him unable to twitch even a finger.

*
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The assistant listened intently though he did so with much disbelief. How was anyone supposed to believe this bullshit? He could tell that all subjects were aware of the conversation and heard it clearly. The assistant had done his best to make them aware of the locations they'd need to communicate to others once they traveled elsewhere. His time would become severely limited once the Administrator realized he'd tampered with the solutions. However, he didn't have any qualms with ensuring that the subjects survived, even if they were disconnected from the tubes in which they were currently encased. That was the least he could do since he'd clearly made a mistake in his choice of employment.

Even now his very actions would be viewed as the epitome of betrayal and would ultimately end in his death. If that was the case, this assistant would do his best to ensure the survival of all subjects, regardless of who or what inhabited their bodies in the coming weeks during their duration in the alternate timeline their souls were transferred. A silent sigh escaped him as he worked swiftly. Soon the administrator would begin examining all the work accomplished. He, the assistant, needed to be off the premises, literally, when that inspection occurred. Now would be a wondrous time for someone to create a disturbance that would set off alarms of any kind, other than the type that locked them inside. Even as he completed the final portion of his duties, he was startled.

Several alarms went off in succession. Taking that as his cue, the assistant swiped his card to indicate he'd completed his tasks. Another swipe, and he was free to exit that particular bloc. He followed the remaining protocols for exiting the building completely. However, instead of lining up with the remaining employees, the assistant went elsewhere. He ditched everything that could track his whereabouts and headed into a bad part of town. Not even the Administrators or their devoted assassin lackeys would dare muck in that hostile territory.

––––––––
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XXX Experimental Laboratory, USA 2053

While various events shocked Natalie and left her speechless. She'd been an investor, sure, but a collaborator? Hell, no. This entire situation pissed her off to the extreme. Not only that, but the author was a crazy suicidal bitch, not to mention an assassin? She hadn't signed on for any of this crazy-ass shit.

Now she was caught in some weird conspiracy that was straight out of the damned fantasy sci-fi novel series. How nuts were this? Disgruntled, Natalie observed everything going on.

Yeah, she'd been shot, whoop-di-do, not that it had kept her out of it for long. It hadn't taken Natalie long to come back to consciousness, only to learn that a few people had been thoroughly separated from the rest of the group. Damn, so Gregg and Aidyl were in separate areas. That's not good. She would've questioned either of them to gain more detail about what they faced, given a preference.

Instead, she was in a living hell, no thanks to that wench, Skbarf. Natalie wanted to kill her, but first, she needed to escape this crazy place. A mental sigh escaped her. She reached out with her mind to anyone who would connect to rationality.

{Is anyone out there that can hear me?}

There was startled silence all around her. There were many psychic people, but none were willing to speak to her.

{Wow, you're a bold one. Do you realize that doing this will alert the sociopathic scientists in charge of this mess that you're conscious of your surroundings? It means you'll get knocked out and soul sent elsewhere. I'm probably into that living hell known as Gemstone Academy Tales.} It was Gregg, and he was pissed.

She didn't give a rat's ass about how he reacted to her statement. {Color me not caring a damn. I just want to kill that bitch for getting the investors dragged into this mess.} Natalie snarled.

{Oh wow, so there were investors involved in this?} Gregg sounded honestly shocked. {For all we knew, it was just students who wanted to work on the physical, voicing, and other labor-required parts.}

Natalie couldn't believe what she was hearing. {How do you think that studio where all the recordings became available so readily, not to mention all that equipment?} She snapped testily.

Gregg seemed somewhat skeptical about that claim. {Hmm, Aidyl said she'd planned to foot it all herself.} He sighed. {She said something about not wanting to be obligated to people who'd like to alter the animation from the written word or the manga, for that matter.}

Now that Natalie thought about it, she and the other investors had to do it rather sneakily. Now, she understood Aidyl's resistance to their requests. Natalie grimaced. {Mmmhmm, some of the others were rather bitchy, I'll acknowledge that.} Honestly, she'd enjoyed working as a line editor because the author was someone who'd ensured that the quality was high. The quantity wasn't too error-ridden. {Okay, I'll admit we were sneaky about getting inside and investing, but we were contributing as workers.}

Gregg didn't seem convinced of her sincerity. {So how the hell many of you are involved in this shitshow?}

{Why do you want to know?} Natalie was wary of his aggressive tone.

{Obviously, someone needs to know to bust down this place and at least revive the investors, even if the rest of us live our lives permanently in the GAT.} Gregg snapped, making Natalie wince since he had a valid concern. {Did none of you manage to read the entirety of that series?} He sounded exasperated. {There were explicit references to the fact that outsiders would eventually warp into the characters and take their places. There were no indications that any of them would ever leave.} His weary disillusionment made Natalie grimace because he had real concerns about their safety.

However, she hated to break it to him. Still, there was an added complication that no one considered about how this happened in the first place. {As an avid reader, yes, I read all the novels, including one that was loosely connected to it.} Natalie informed him loftily.

{Oh wonderful,} Gregg grunted. {That doesn't answer my question, though.} He growled in aggravation.

{Shut up, I'm getting to that.} Natalie snapped in response. She was getting tired of his attitude. {I'm still determining how many of us are investors. Maybe five of the thirty people involved in the production are investors, but I could be wrong.} A sigh escaped her. {I think everyone still needed to enter the assigned apartment building. At least five didn't check in, for which I'm grateful now.} She had as one of the students and an editor. {They were the previously mentioned morons that you mentioned earlier.}

Gregg listened to her intently. {Fine, I don't need actual names, but knowing their positions would be nice.}

Hmm, Natalie didn't know what to say to that. She was silent and then sighed. {Two were doing the rough outlining and initial inking.} She recalled they'd doubled up on the two jobs due to others quitting initially. {The other three were editors and doubled up on the video editing portion of turning drawn images into moving figures.}
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