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CHAPTER ONE

TRAINING
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THE SHRILL SCREECH of a train’s whistle pulled Jake Foster from an uncomfortable and dreamless sleep while the gentle swaying of the car and the rhythmic clacking of wheels against rails tempted him to sleep again, but it also brought confusion to his mind. He’d never before experienced travel on that type of train, an old twin track train, and he didn’t know of any still in service close to his home or really anywhere. The warm and unknown presence resting against him also kept sleep from returning. His eyes remained closed as his mind went into overdrive as he tried to remember where he was and how he’d gotten there. 

His last clear memory was of being in a bar not far from his apartment in downtown Hattiesburg, a city of moderate size in his adoptive home state of Mississippi, with his girlfriend of a little over two years, Carla Powers, and her roommate, Danette Medders, seeing them seated at a table as he’d returned from the restroom. It hadn’t exactly been a date, just a Friday night of relaxation after a long week of work for them all. The bar was nothing more than it appeared, just a place to sit down and relax with a drink. It wasn’t a big party place with raucous music or violent drunks. It was the perfect environment for Jake to relax after a week of the fast-paced world of corporate advertising and gave him time to spend with Carla to talk and deal with the thoughts that had been on his mind for more than a week with no communication other than the occasional text message and he wanted to discuss the situation face to face.

He didn’t mind Danette’s presence at all. She was a couple of years younger than Jake, roughly the same age as Carla, and those two had been friends for nearly two decades, having attended both high school and college together. Their status as roommates had begun in college and continued afterward. Danette was a funny and gregarious person where Carla was more serious and low-key, almost a recluse other than the time she spent out with Jake.

They’d had a few drinks, Jake drinking standard American draft beer while Carla drank wine and Danette went a little further with margaritas. After three large glasses, Jake had excused himself to go to the bathroom. He vaguely recalled someone watching him as he walked across the bar’s dimly lit floor, a woman, but he’d paid little attention to her. He only remembered that she’d presented a striking image, but no details remained in his mind. He’d entered the restroom and took care of business then started back to the table. He’d walked out of the restroom, turned toward the table where the two women remained, and glanced around the room, seeing only about a dozen patrons, slow for a Friday night, and wondered why there weren’t more people in the place. He’d taken a couple more steps and the memory ended. 

It wasn’t an instant change from being on his feet to lying in a small bed aboard a moving train. There was the sensation of time passing, but it was all a blank, sleep with no dreams, and it left him a little confused, as did the idea of being aboard the type of train that hadn’t been in use in more than a decade. Everything had shifted to magnetic monorails not long after he’d finished high school and there was no sound of metal on metal or swaying motion with those.

He finally opened his eyes, a brief glint of reflected light giving his slate gray eyes a moment of a glow, and he drew in a deep breath. He was on his right side facing the outer wall of the car, metal painted gray a little lighter than the gray of his eyes, and a dark blue curtain covered the window just a foot higher than his head. He was covered with a thin blanket, the color matching that of the curtain, and was soft against the bare skin of his chest. As he realized the sensation, he also realized that he was not naked beneath the blanket. He had on a pair of shorts, possibly his underwear, but he couldn’t be sure without looking. He wasn’t quite ready to make the move to do so, unsure of the presence in the bed with him.

Before he could decide what to do next, she spoke, her voice smooth and sultry.

“I know you’re awake,” she said. “It’s almost time to begin.”

He slowly rolled over, a frown of confusion wrinkling his brow, and faced her. Their faces were inches apart, but he could tell she was absolutely gorgeous with wide, brown eyes, a narrow, almost oval face, full lips, all framed by fairly long, lightly curly, chestnut brown hair that seemed to be perfectly in place despite her position on the bed. 

“What do you mean?” he asked, his voice surprisingly clear despite having been asleep for what he believed to have been quite a while. “What’s beginning?”

“Come on,” she said and rolled away from him, pushing back the blanket and moving agilely off the bed. “Get up.”

She stood up and he had to stare for a couple of seconds. Her face was beautiful, but her body was magnificent. Dressed only in black bra and panties that looked more like protective armor than the sexy lingerie he’d briefly imagined, she stood with her legs slightly spread and her hands on her lean hips as she looked down at him with an expression of consternation on her face.

He took in a deep breath and let it out as he shoved the blanket away then shifted toward her and the side of the small bed with the other side against the train car’s wall. With the blanket out of the way, he saw that he was wearing a pair of black shorts, definitely not underwear, and stood up beside her. 

They turned to face each other and he said, “Now, tell me what this is all about.”

She looked him in the eye and said, “Jake, my name is Selena Bryson and I’m here to help you reach your destiny, but your assistance is needed to ensure the continuation of the human race.”

“And how am I supposed to do that?” he asked, sounding almost defiant, and placed his hands on his hips as well.

“You’ll figure that out soon enough,” she said and took a step toward the compartment’s door, just a few feet to her left. “I’m just here to make sure you get started. I can’t lead you to the conclusion, but I’ll be here when I can. I have other things that need my attention right now, but I promise I will return as soon as I’m able.”

He shook his head, more confused than ever, and opened his mouth to ask what else she had to do, but she turned toward the door before he could utter a word, opened the sliding door, and walked out into the narrow hallway running through the center of the sleeper car, turning to her left and vanishing past the cabin’s wall. He stood there and stared for a moment, bewildered and suddenly feeling overly exposed. He looked around quickly and found some clothing folded neatly on a small seat in front of him, previously hidden from view by Selena’s body, and stared at it for a second. It was all black, a color he hadn’t worn since a brief phase in high school, but it seemed to be his only option. 

He picked it up and dressed as quickly as he could, putting on the pair of socks first then pulling on the pants and long-sleeved shirt before adding the calf-high boots that looked like something out of a military or spy movie. Once dressed, he took a look around, hoping to find his cell phone or at least his wallet and keys, but there was nothing else in the room.

Feeling a sense of urgency, he took a final glance around then left the compartment and followed Selena. She was out of sight, most likely having made it to the next car, and he hurried to catch up.

The swaying motion of the car and the appearance of the narrow corridor running through it confused Jake even more. It had been a while since he’d ridden a monorail, but he remembered the experience as having been an utterly smooth ride with no sense of motion other than the steady presence of forward motion. The décor looked ancient, all muted colors and shades of gray that just didn’t fit with modern rail transportation. The thought brought a frown to his face, expressing the confusion he felt as he made his way slowly along the hallway toward the forward end of the car.

He tried listening to the sounds around him, but he could only hear the sound of the wheels turning and the soft susurration of the metal wheels rolling over the narrow rails. Keeping his left hand extended to the wall to keep his balance in the shifting of the car, he moved forward slowly and carefully, doing his best to suppress the anxiety growing within him at the thought of losing the woman and not finding out what she’d been talking about.

He reached the end of the car and stopped at the door. He was accustomed to doors with sensors that would automatically open at his approach, but this one remained closed. After a brief scan of the door, he found a panel beside it with a large round button with the word “open” embossed on it in bright white letters. Shrugging, he reached out with his left hand and pressed the button. He heard a soft click and the door slid open. He waited until it was fully open then walked through it. 

He found himself in a small chamber, jostling a bit more than the car’s hallway, with another door about six feet in front of him. He walked forward and found a matching button on the right side of the door. He tapped it and the door slid open as well. Frowning at what he saw on the other side and knowing he had to keep going, he started forward slowly.

He entered another car, but it wasn’t like the one he’d just left and the sight brought a deep frown to his face. Its central aisle was lined with rows of seats, two rows on each side of the aisle. A few of them were occupied and those people were dressed strangely, like something out of a period film of the old west. The car resembled what he’d seen in countless movies about the time. None of them looked up as he entered and walked through the car, swaying a bit more than the previous one. He didn’t quite understand that and could only think that there was something wrong with the connection between the two. 

Four rows from the door he’d entered, seated on the left, was a man in a sharp, dark brown suit with a black bowler hat and held a shiny black cane between his slightly spread legs. Jake walked up to him and looked down.

“Excuse me,” he said. “Did you see a woman in her underwear come through here?”

The man didn’t respond. He didn’t react at all and Jake asked again, thinking the man might be hard of hearing, but there was still no response. Shaking his head, he moved forward and asked two more people and received the same reaction. It was as if they didn’t see or hear him. Finally, he gave up and walked to the other end of the car. 

Just before he reached it, a gruff voice filled the air, coming from a small speaker above the door.

“Now arriving in Wildwood,” the voice said. “Last stop. All passengers must disembark at this time.”

Jake shook his head and staggered back a bit as the train began to slow down. He braced himself and stood his ground, waiting to see what happened when the train stopped. 
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CHAPTER TWO

THICKENING
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NANCY JARELL SAT NERVOUSLY behind her desk in the outer office of the suite occupied by the CEO of Pilson Industries, the nation’s leading electronics and cybernetics company. She felt it a privilege to hold the position of administrative assistant to one of the five most powerful men in the country, but she constantly feared he would find some fault with her performance and quickly terminate her position. She always did her best and he often told her she was the best and most competent person he’d ever worked with, but she didn’t quite believe it. She needed the job and, though it paid rather well for a position that was little more than a glorified secretary, she was in a constant struggle to survive in a failing economy. 

The CEO, Daniel Pilson, trusted her without question and that made her feel a little better, but she was still reluctant to even bring up the subject of her pay and a possible raise. She hoped he would one day recognize her effort and work ethic then offer the raise at some point, but she’d been in the position for six years and it hadn’t yet happened.

The biggest perk of the job was the inside information Mr. Pilson trusted her with. He let her in on all the workings of the company, even the most sordid details of the personnel on the company’s roster. She was included in all of the top secret meetings held in his office and was always present at the more public meetings, at least public within the company. 

At the time, the biggest and most secret project in the works was the artificial intelligence program under the direction of Dr. Barry Kelvin. Dr. Kelvin was working with the chief of the Robotics Division, Dr. Jeremiah Todd, in developing a mobile AI, a sentient artificial intelligence housed in a robotic body, the world’s first true android. It was revolutionary and something incredible, but Nancy saw the potential for more than just a simple robot. It presented the fear of what science fiction novels and movies had been suggesting for decades, the possibility of a war between man and sentient machines. This project, given the name Gaius, held the greatest potential for that speculation to become reality. She’d never expressed that fear to Mr. Pilson or any of the others directly involved in the project, but she had discussed it with one person in the know, Harris Tyler. He was the chief engineer in the Robotics Division and was directly involved in the design and construction of the Gaius android. Nancy and Harris had been a couple for more than two years and she trusted him to an even greater degree than Pilson trusted her. She’d expressed her concerns to Harris and he’d agreed the possibility was there, but he assured her Dr. Kelvin was designing safeguards into the programming that would maintain human control over the android, but neither was sure it would work. They could only hope, but she was certain, considering the mentality of the general population, that those safeguards would one day be removed and her fears, as well as the fears of those having read those novels or having seen those movies, would be realized.

She sat at her desk, working through a series of documents Pilson wanted filed and distributed through the company’s computer network, typing quickly on the virtual keyboard set into the top of her desk while she monitored the process on the Holographic Projection Display in front of her, a semi-opaque field of light that simulated an old computer monitor screen. It was connected to the mainframe computer connecting every room in the building and the distribution process would take little time once she completed sorting and formatting the documents. She’d been at the tedious task for more than two hours with at least another hour to go when she was interrupted by a single muted beeping sound indicating that Pilson was on the office’s intercom.

She reached to her right, to the small control panel at the corner of the desk, and tapped the control to accept the connection.

“Yes, Mr. Pilson,” she said evenly. “What can I do for you?”

“Nancy,” he said, sounding tired and exasperated. “I need to call a meeting of several people immediately. Contact Dr. Stanton, Dr. Kelvin, Dr. Todd, and Mr. Haliburton and have them come to my office within the next fifteen minutes. It’s a matter of some urgency.”

“Yes, sir,” she said and nodded, though she knew he couldn’t see her without using the video interface. “I’ll have them brought here in the next few minutes.”

“No,” he said. “Don’t alert anyone else. Contact them individually and inform them. I don’t want anyone else to even be aware of this meeting.”

“Of course,” she said. “Right away.”

The connection was broken on his end and she let out a tired sigh then went to work contacting the requested individuals.

She began the calls, connected through the building’s intercom system, and was mildly surprised at the reactions she received as she spoke with each one Mr. Pilson had requested. Based on similar, almost frantic, responses, she knew something major was brewing and she inferred, based on the list of people selected, that it involved the Gaius Project.

Though she wasn’t directly involved in the project, Nancy had learned quite a bit about it through the emails and video transmissions sent to Mr. Pilson. It had been her job from the start to scan and inspect everything sent to him before it was delivered to his terminal. He didn’t want to be bothered with anything unimportant or deal with any possible viruses or other issues.

She’d seen enough to know that Gaius was an acronym, standing for Gradient Adaptive Intelligent Universal System. She found it rather ridiculous since it sounded like something a kid would come up with while with friends in the backyard. Knowing the people involved, she figured they’d come up with the name Gaius, trying to sound impressive with a suggested connection to the Roman Empire, and all she’d read in the correspondence hinted at something similar in the works. She just didn’t know and she was curious, hoping she would learn all the details soon enough.

She returned to her daily tasks once she made the final call, sorting through more emails coming in for Pilson, and focused on her monitor. It was tedious work and she absently brushed a lock of her shoulder-length brown hair away from her soft, almost round, face and shook her head slightly, briefly wondering if she could find a better position, one without the pressure and stress.

After just a few minutes, the first of the ones she’d called began to arrive. As Dr. Brian Stanton, Director of the R&D Division, entered the room, always a few minutes early for everything, Nancy activated the intercom and her jaw tightened as she waited for Pilson to acknowledge the call.

When he did, she sat up and said, “Dr. Stanton is here. Should I send him in?”

“No,” Pilson replied. “Have him wait there until the others arrive. I’ll also need you in here to take notes.”

“Yes, sir,” she nodded. “Should I leave the office unattended or activate the virtual receptionist?”

“Lock the door and leave an away message,” he said. “I don’t want to be disturbed and I won’t want any distractions afterward.”

“Okay,” she said and nodded. “I’ll take care of it.”

The connection ended and she looked at Brian Stanton standing just inside the door. He wasn’t an overly tall man, but he had a larger presence due to his position and confidence. He had broad shoulders and a trim figure, toned with regular visits to the company’s health center. His hair was short and shot with gray, belying his age, and his wide face held large, brown eyes that spoke of his intelligence.

“I’m sure you heard that,” she said and gestured toward a row of five chairs along the wall to her right. “Have a seat.”

“Thanks,” he said softly and moved to the chair closest to the door leading to Pilson’s office.

In the next few minutes, the others arrived. Barry Kelvin was just a bit taller than Stanton with short, styled, dark blond hair and soft brown eyes set in a narrow face. Like Stanton, he was dressed in dark slacks and a short-sleeved light colored shirt. Before the door closed behind him, while Nancy was guiding him to the chairs, Jeremiah Todd entered. He was taller than the other two by a couple of inches and had the look of a tough guy about him. Nancy knew he was as much an engineer as he was a designer. Presenting the image of something akin to a simple mechanic gave him a bit of an edge, but Pilson knew everything about the man. 

There was no conversation among the men as they waited a minute longer for the final person to arrive. Security Chief Manny Haliburton walked in confidently, dressed in his standard black uniform that almost blended perfectly with the tone of his skin. A tight cap of black hair sat atop his head and his eyes, magnified slightly behind the adaptive lenses of the wraparound glasses he wore, were dark and intense.

As he closed the door, Nancy sat up and reached for a control on the pad to her right as she said, “Well, we’re all here. It’s time to get this started.”

She tapped another control, close to the intercom button, that alerted Pilson of their readiness to enter then stood up and brushed down her knee-length dark blue skirt.

“Follow me,” she said and turned to her right, toward the door to Pilson’s office.

She led them into the office, a room much larger than the outer office, a rectangular room with a massive desk at the far end and six chairs spaced closely together in front of it in a shallow arc. The walls were lined with ornate bookshelves, artwork, and a pair of abstract sculptures on pedestal opposite each other near the midpoint of the side walls. Daniel Paulson sat behind the desk in a plush suspension chair. His almost blocky face was set in an expression of deep concern, appearing almost disconnected atop the black business suit he wore. His large hands were hidden from view, gripping the arms of the chair just behind the control panel on each. His pale blue eyes were narrowed, telling Nancy immediately that this would no simple meeting. Something much larger and more complex was in the works.

“Sit,” he said sharply as the group approached the desk. “Let’s get this started. We don’t have a great deal of time.”

Nancy moved to her right, taking the chair at the end of the row. Barry Kelvin sat beside her, Brian Stanton next to him, then Jeremiah Todd, and finally Manny Haliburton. They all sat up straight, a bit nervous, and waited silently for a few seconds until Pilson shifted slightly forward.

“As I’m guessing you all assumed, this concerns the Gaius Project,” he began. “Certain things have come to my attention and they need to be addressed immediately.”

He focused on Stanton and continued, “Dr. Stanton, I understand a small group of your project’s personnel have resigned their positions.”

“Yes,” Stanton nodded once, his expression tight and his eyes slightly narrowed. “The six members of the design and programming department are no longer part of the project. It’s my understanding that they have resigned to start their own enterprise.”

Pilson leaned forward, glaring, and said, “Don’t lie to me, Stanton. I know much more of what goes on in my own company than anyone else. This little team has done more damage to our plans than you obviously want to admit. Your secondary artificial intelligence designer, Dr. Ellen Kenmore, was working on a portion of the Gaius design you’ve tried to keep hidden from me to cover your own failings in creating the AI we want.”

Stanton let out a sigh and said, “I apologize. I tried to keep it from becoming common knowledge until I was able to sort through this and get them back on board.”

Pilson shook his head with a look of disgust on his face and shifted his gaze to Barry Kelvin.

“Now, Dr. Kelvin,” he said. “Explain to me the reason for having two separate artificial intelligence systems constructed.”

Kelvin shrugged and leaned slightly forward, “Well, the design for Gaius has proven faulty. We’ve tried reworking the programming, but the neural matrix we’ve designed to accommodate the necessary components for the mobile unit is not capable of handling certain aspects of the artificial mind. I brought in Ellen Kenmore and Engineer Paula Harmon to design sort of an addendum to both the programming and the physical design.”

Pilson nodded slowly, almost scowling, and asked, “What are these deficiencies that necessitated an additional design?”

Kelvin drew in a deep breath and said, “Well, The Gaius model, in its current state, is quite capable of independent thought, learning, and logical reasoning, but it doesn’t have the capacity for creative thinking or for duplicating or understanding human emotions. The second unit was created to design that portion of the system, but Dr. Kenmore found it impossible to create such an addition to the current Gaius mind. She created a secondary AI, one more focused on emotion and creativity. It’s sort of a bridge between the human mind and an artificial one. It exists in a liquid matrix of nanites, capable of permeating the neural intellectual center of the Gaius electronic brain, but it’s also capable of doing so with a human brain.”

“And why was this not immediately implemented?” Pilson asked.

Kelvin shook his head slowly, “Kenmore understood the ramifications of the process and somehow located the details of the plan. She took her liquid AI and left along with her team.”

Pilson scowled and nodded, “Tell me about the members of this team.

Kelvin sat up and said, “Well, in addition to Kenmore and Harmon, there were four others. Baron Jacobs is her chief programmer. Johna Dyson is her data analyst. Leonard Hastings is her security manager, though his specialty is in surveillance. Finally, there’s Selena Bryson. I’m not exactly sure of her position, but her background is a combination of security and public relations. I dealt with Kenmore through Selena. I rarely talked to the others, but Selena was always present. In fact, she’s rather intimidating.”

“I see,” Pilson said and sat back, gripping the arms of his chair again. “And what are the ramifications of this liquid AI not being present in Gaius?”

Kelvin shrugged, “I’m not exactly sure. The unit will work as it is, but it won’t have the human edge we’re looking for.”

Pilson shook his head, “That’s not good enough. I need more details.”

“Well,” Kelvin continued without missing a beat, having expected the response. “Gaius will have no emotions and no real creativity. It will not understand human behavior at all, but I do have something of a temporary fix until we can get the liquid AI back.”

“And what is that?”

“I’m bringing in a sort of specialist,” Kelvin replied. “I’ve contracted a woman that will serve as a guide for Gaius. She’ll provide the necessary emotional responses and will help in navigating the human world.”

“Good,” Pilson said and shifted his gaze to Jeremiah Todd. “Now, what about the physical body of Gaius? Will it meet the necessary requirements?”

“Yes, sir,” Jeremiah replied, his voice displaying a touch of a southern accent. “I’ve designed it with the most durable components available and adapted a few that didn’t quite meet my specs. The micro-nuclear power source has been tested fully and is operating at one hundred percent. We’ll be ready to go online within a couple of days, ready to install the AI programming.”

“Excellent,” Pilson said and turned to Manny Haliburton. “Now, the problem is finding and recovering this liquid AI. I want you to put together a small team and track down this team of programmers.”

Manny nodded once, sharply, and said, “I’ve already begun the process. I started tracking them and have a team of three ready to go.”

“Tell me more,” Pilson said.

Manny drew in a breath and said, “The team I’ve assembled pulls two of our best security operatives, the ones with military backgrounds, Trevor Rittenhouse and Carson Seaford. They’re the best in the business. That’s why we hired them. The third is a multi-faceted specialist, Moira Rambeau. She’s excellent at stealth, surveillance, and close combat.”

“Good enough,” Pilson nodded. “Use whatever resources are necessary. It seems this liquid AI is essential to the completion of our plan. I want it found and returned.”

Manny frowned, “From the information I’ve managed to find, it seems there might be one major issue with that.”

Pilson frowned and looked at him questioningly, but he said nothing.

Manny shrugged lightly and glanced at Kelvin then said, “With the information I’ve received from Dr. Kelvin, it is possible for this liquid AI to be injected into a human host. If that happens, we’ll have to capture this person and remove it from their mind.”

Pilson drew in a slow breath and said, “I assume this will not be easy.”

“No,” Manny shook his head. “As I understand it, the process will involve killing the host.”

Pilson shrugged and said, “Whatever it takes. This effort is too important to this company and to the world. Make it happen.”

“I will,” Manny nodded sharply. “We have some ideas. I’ve tracked Selena, or at least her presence, to Myriad. I’m not sure where her physical body is, but her presence has been recorded in the virtual world.”

“Okay,” Pilson said and pushed his chair back slightly. “We don’t have time to waste. Get out of here and get started on the next phase. I want this operational in no more than four days.”

Kelvin nodded, “It’ll happen.”

Pilson stared at him for a second then fell back into the chair, slumping slightly and ended the meeting with a dismissive wave of his left hand.
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CHAPTER THREE

BOARDED
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THE TRAIN STOPPED AND the door in front of Jake slid silently open. What he saw caused his jaw to drop and his eyes to open wide. Instead of the small chamber connecting cars, he found himself facing the open air of an old train station, as much like something out of an old western movie as the train car he’d just walked through. It also brought with it a bit of disorientation, the sudden shift from facing the front of the train to facing its side. He remained still until the sensation passed then, knowing it was the last stop, stepped forward into the brightest sunlight he’d seen in years.

His first step went from the thin carpet of the car to solid wooden planking on the platform extending from the small depot building, roughly forty feet away. He glanced around and saw a few buildings, none of them readily identified, and a large number of people strolling around, leaving the train and heading either toward the depot or off toward the other buildings to his right. They were all dressed like the people in the last car on the train, as if they’d all been cast in a western movie of some sort. 

Thankfully, no one else chose to exit the train through that door and he was able to stand there a moment longer, taking in the sights and trying to figure out just where he was while still trying to figure out how he’d gotten there. Once he grew accustomed to the sight of the people moving randomly around the platform, he looked away from them and toward the depot. His eyes narrowed slightly, as much to block some of the glare coming from the sun overhead as to look for anything that might tell him where he was.

He deflected enough of the glare to finally ready the painted letters across the front of the depot building letting him know he was in a place called Fire Valley. He’d never heard of it, but the heat washing over him gave him the impression that the place was aptly named. The air was hot, dry, and smelled of dust and fire. 

Still not quite sure of his surroundings, he started toward the depot, hoping to find some help or at least information there. As he walked, he dodged several people as they walked with purpose to his right. He tried getting their attention and asking for information, but they all ignored him, acting as if he wasn’t there at all, and continued on their way. He began to grow frustrated and to wonder if he’d experienced some sort of mental trauma and was actually lying in a hospital somewhere, maybe in a coma while his mind played out the strange scenario.

He headed for the double doors slightly to his right, hoping to at least get out of the sun and escape a bit of the heat while he continued working to solve his dilemma. He continued looking around at the other people and they all completely ignored him, apparently focused on whatever task they were about, until he came within fifteen feet of the depot’s entrance.

There was a man standing to the side of the doors behind a small stand, a lectern, with the word “information” painted across the base. The man wasn’t overly tall, an inch or two shorter than Jake, with a lean physique bordering on skinny and wore a light gray uniform with a patch on the left breast of his jacket, red lettering identifying him as an employee of Myriad Rail Lines. His short, brown hair was tucked beneath a cap that matched his uniform and his soft brown eyes were open wide, matching the smile stretching his lips.

“Hi, there,” he said cheerily, but still sounded a little strange to Jake. “My name is Jim Tyner. How can I help you?”

Jake stopped a few feet in front of him and said, “I have no idea where I am and I need to find my way home.”

The smile faded from Jim’s face and his head tilted slightly to the side, “I’m afraid I don’t know if I can help you. I can tell you that you’re in the town of Fire Valley, on the edge of the Hades Desert.”

Jake shook his head slowly, “That doesn’t tell me anything. I’ve never heard of these places.”

Before Jim could reply, a voice entered Jake’s mind, a distinctly female voice, that said, “Ask about the Boarding House.”

He frowned, unsure of where the voice had come from, and he paused for a second as Jim said, “I don’t know what to tell you. Perhaps you should talk to your entry agent.”

Jake shook his head and said, “I need to know about the boarding house.”

“Well,” Jim said, shifting topics easily, and turned slightly to his left as he pointed toward the buildings near the depot. “There are actually two boarding houses in Fire Valley. The closest is the Comstock. It’s more of a hotel with a saloon and, though it’s not publicly advertised, a brothel. The other is actually called The Boarding House. If that’s the one you mean, you’ll go three blocks down the main street, just behind these buildings, and turn left. It’ll be at the end of the first block on the right.”

Jake looked in that direction and made a mental note of his directions then nodded, “I think I can find it. Thanks.”

Jim’s broad smile returned and he said, “That’s what I’m here for. I hope you enjoy your stay in Fire Valley.”

Jake nodded and started walking.

As he walked, following the directions, the confused frown remained on his face. He began to wonder if he’d suffered some sort of head injury that caused him to start hallucinating and hearing voices.

“You’re not hallucinating,” the voice returned. “I’m as real as you are and I can help you, but you need to get to the Boarding House. You’ll need to see Mrs. Hawthorne, the owner of the place, rather than one of the employees. A special room has been arranged for you and I’ll explain everything once you get there.”

He wanted to respond verbally, but he kept his mouth shut, pressing his lips together to keep from speaking. 

“Okay,” he thought. “At least tell me your name.”

“I am Katya,” she replied. “But you can refer to me as Kat.”

He got the distinct impression that her name did begin with a K and he nodded slowly.

“Okay, Kat,” he thought. “I guess I’ll have to trust you, since you’re in my head.”

“That you will,” she said. “Now, focus on getting to the Boarding House and we’ll talk once you’re settled in the room.”

He nodded and continued walking, trying his best to not think about anything, but he couldn’t help it. His mind was always working and he managed to shift his thoughts away from his predicament and speculating on what lay ahead, but his mind took him to another place he really didn’t want to consider. He began thinking about Carla and what they’d been going through.

Their relationship hadn’t been great for a while. With the demands of his job and her schedule, working as a hair stylist in someone else’s salon, there hadn’t been a great deal of time for them to spend together. He’d done his best to make time for her, but the job kept pushing him to do more and more. He couldn’t stand it and he couldn’t quite get Carla to understand what he was going through with an incompetent boss, lazy coworkers, and uncaring management. He did understand her schedule and the requirements of working in a salon owned by someone else. She wasn’t actually an employee. Instead, she had to rent a station in the salon and earn enough to pay the rental fee before she saw a dime. The salon was the most frequented one in town and the station rentals were higher than other places. Carla had considered moving to another salon, but she hadn’t built enough of a client base to justify it, knowing it was highly likely that those clients would follow her to the new location. She wasn’t quite there yet and was working long hours to cover the rental of the station and cover her bills. So far, she’d been eking by and it didn’t look like it would change in the next few months.

With her not understanding his job and the demands placed on him and his time, she had accused him of cheating on her when she’d booked clients well into the night. He hadn’t been, had never considered it, and knew he would never do so, but Carla wouldn’t believe him. It put a great strain on the relationship and he’d begun thinking about ending it, moving on, and getting his life more together. 

The problem was that he had no idea what he wanted to do. He hated the advertising racket and the in-fighting and back-biting that went along with it, but he had no other serious options. He didn’t really know anything else, at least nothing to offer him a similar salary and allow him to maintain his current lifestyle. He just didn’t know and his current situation left him even more confused and at a loss.

Without really thinking about it, he followed the directions given to him by the station agent and found the Boarding House without trouble. He’d passed several people along the way, but they’d treated him like all the others, as if he didn’t exist. He’d become okay with it, not really in the mood for casual conversation or to try and come up with a cover story for his presence in Fire Valley.

s The building was smaller than he’d expected, two stories tall and occupying less than a quarter of the block as well as less than half of the block on the side street. He didn’t think it could have more than thirty rooms, but it was the place he’d been told to go. The entrance was at the corner, angled to face the point of the corner, and he entered without being accosted.

The lobby was much larger than he thought possible, seeming larger than the exterior of the building. He frowned at the realization, wondering how it was possible. It didn’t make sense and he hoped Kat would give him some information, but she remained silent as he crossed the lobby to the long counter to the right. Behind it stood one woman, an older woman with short, gray hair and soft, almost sagging features dressed in a dark gray dress that was almost the same color as the station agent’s uniform. He couldn’t be sure, but he believed it was the woman he was supposed to meet, Doreen Hawthorne.

Kat didn’t say anything, but he got the impression that he was on the right track. He walked over a little more confidently and feeling a bit more relaxed, hoping he would learn what was going on soon.

As he stopped at the chest-high counter, polished and ornately designed mahogany, the woman walked over and smiled warmly.

“How can I help you?” she asked, her voice a little shaky with age.

“Are you Mrs. Hawthorne?” he asked.

“Yes, I am,” she nodded and her eyes narrowed with a frown that suggested she was leery of him.

“My name is Jake Foster,” he said. “I was told to talk to you about a room.”

“Of course,” she nodded sharply and relaxed. “You’re taken care of. You have a suite on the fifth floor, well away from everyone else. And your friend is already there, waiting for you.”

“Friend?” he asked, frowning and shaking his head slowly.

“The good-looking woman, Selena,” Doreen replied. “She said you’d be coming along.”

“Okay,” Jake shrugged. “I guess so.”

Doreen took a step back and said, “Just a second, let me get you the key.”

She turned around and walked quickly to a peg board on the wall behind her, between two sections of cubby holes that he figured would be used for guest mail. From the board, she pulled down a key, an actual key, and not one of those key cards or digital remotes. She returned quickly and placed it atop the counter, sliding it toward him.

“There you go,” she said. “You’re paid up for as long as you like. And if you have any questions, I’m here all the time.”

“Thanks,” he said and took the key. “Now, how do I get to the room? This place doesn’t look like it has five floors.”

“Looks can be deceiving,” she said and pointed to her right, his left. “Just go through that door and turn right at the first corner. The elevators are right there.”

He looked to his left and saw a wide door he hadn’t noticed upon entering, bringing a frown to his face again.

“Thanks again,” he said. “I think I can find it.”

“I’m sure you will,” Doreen replied and took a step back as he turned and started for the door.
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CHAPTER FOUR

UNDERGROUND
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“COME ON,” FRAN DELAINE said sharply as she moved around the narrow table where the prone form of Selena Bryson rested. “We have to get her back here immediately.”

The medium-sized room with bare concrete walls covered with wire shelves laden with a variety of electronic devices and medical equipment was as cramped as Fran could have imagined. Two tables occupied the center of the room, one with Selena resting on it and the other with the unconscious body of Jake Foster stretched out beside her. An old desk was situated perpendicular to the wall at one end covered with electronic components and a table of neatly organized medical equipment beside the room’s single door at the other. The wire racks were connected to metal beams and thick cables running across the ceiling and beneath a rubber-coated mat covering the entire floor.

Their computer tech, Gretchen Lorman, sat behind the desk, a deep frown making her almost triangular face seem much smaller, as she focused on the process of connecting the mind of Selena to the virtual world known as Myriad. At the door, the massive form of Weston Lovell, a former military operative, stood guard with his back to the door and his muscular arms folded across his broad chest. Across the table from Fran stood Emma Pickman, a sort of jack-of-all-trades. She was short and petite with long, dark blond hair and dark green eyes that took in everything. She was technically their procurer, responsible for obtaining whatever they needed, and she was the best they could’ve imagined at doing so, but she was also fairly handy with both mechanical and electronic repairs, fairly adept at medical procedures, and could talk her way out of anything. 

Fran, tall and not in the best shape of her life, was a trained medic and was capable of handling both standard medical practices and most neurological situations. She’d been the perfect choice for making sure the two people in front of her were deeply immersed in the virtual environment of Myriad while remaining in perfect physical health.

The underground room, protected from surveillance by the grid of metal and electronic countermeasures, kept them hidden from view of both the government, which had yet to become involved in the situation, and the almost universally prying eyes of the Pilson Corporation. It gave them the freedom to perform their duties without much fear of being discovered and raided. The possibility remained, but it was remote.

The issue at hand was getting Selena back into Myriad before the avatar of Jake Foster reached the nexus room in the virtual boarding house. Time passed in both the real and virtual worlds at the same pace and there was nothing anyone could do to alter it. Gretchen, an expert on Myriad, had tried explaining it to Fran, but it had just gone over her head.

“I have a lock on the location,” Gretchen said and shook her head slowly, anxious about the timing. “Put her under now.”

Selena shifted slightly on the table, making herself as comfortable as she could on the hard metal table, but her eyes remained closed despite the sensation of tiny insects crawling over her scalp with the neural interface mesh covering the upper portion of her head.

“Working on it,” Fran said and reached to the small tray attached to the end of the table. She picked up a digital syringe, a cylindrical device designed to administer varying levels of anesthetic through electronic manipulation of nerve endings. At its highest setting, it would render the patient completely unconscious until the process was reversed. Fran had already placed the device at that setting and touched the flat tip of the device against Selena’s exposed upper arm. She tapped the control on the other end and the device emitted a brief, low hum. As it did, Selena let out a sigh and her body fell limp on the table.

“Done,” Fran said and looked over her shoulder at Gretchen. “She’s under.”

Gretchen nodded once and began working quickly at the controls in front of her. 

“Initiating neural connection,” she said sharply and continued working. 

Fran stood still and looked down at Selena, waiting for the connection to be made.

After a few seconds, Gretchen said, “Connection confirmed. Establishing interface and activating secure link. Ten seconds to full integration and twenty-five seconds to room entry.”

“Good,” Fran said and nodded slowly as she looked up at the monitor above the tables giving readouts of vital statistics for both people. “Vital signs reading normal.”

They remained silent for a few seconds until Gretchen let out a sigh and said, “Full integration established in secure mode. She’s there.”

“Great,” Fran said and let out a sigh then took a step back from the table. “Now let’s check the status of Katya.”

“Working,” Gretchen said and began working again. 

Her frown lessened as she called up the statistics and sat back after a few seconds.
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