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June 23, 2045.

In the small forest town of Ashwood Falls, nestled at the foot of the Northwestern mountains, something strange broke the town’s peaceful routine.

It all started with the arrest of a mysterious woman. Around thirty, blonde hair, green eyes. She had no official documents, but claimed with confidence that she was part of a secret branch of the U.S. Special Forces. The local police chief, Captain Nathan Grayson, was skeptical but thorough. He led the interrogation with caution. And yet, the more she spoke, the more her story seemed believable.

For several weeks, the entire region—and even much of the West Coast—had been experiencing strange disruptions: network blackouts, power failures, scrambled signals, odd noises coming from the woods... And this woman claimed she had been investigating for three years a group of scientists hidden in the area, suspected of illegal experiments and top-secret projects.

She insisted she needed to contact a high-level federal official. Someone in a place she refused to name. Someone very important. She said he had to be warned. Immediately.

But when the captain pressed her for more details, she finally gave one clue: a rust-colored hill, hidden deep in the Redridge Forest.

The first expedition found nothing. No visible signs.

But the next day, several townspeople swore they had seen strange figures dressed all in white leaving town silently during the night. Exactly as she had described.

In Ashwood Falls, everyone knows everyone. New faces never go unnoticed. A second expedition was organized. This time, Captain Grayson joined them himself.

At first, the forest seemed ordinary... until they stumbled upon a clearing with sandy soil. There, without warning, all their equipment stopped working.

Then, the woman knelt down. With a precise motion, she brushed away the sand. A metal hatch appeared—hidden like an old, forgotten manhole cover.

Underneath, they discovered an underground lab. Cold. Silent. Filled with an invisible tension. It was clear that major experiments had taken place there. Documents found on-site suggested that the scientists were planning to test their findings on the public... on a massive scale.

That’s why Captain Grayson gathered all the evidence—plans, drawings, notes—and sent an emergency report straight to Central Command, somewhere high up in the government.

.
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Chapter I

Bound by a Secret
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A few weeks later...

I’ll always remember that day with a little tug at my heart.

Summer had just begun to open its doors to fun and new adventures. That morning, the sun filled the room with a soft golden light, and I was staring out the window, filled with a strange kind of longing. Maybe it was the endless deep blue sky, or the warm, buzzing air that seemed to promise a thousand adventures.

I was looking at the people walking down the street, my thoughts drifting to my two best friends in the world—Maggie and Alex. My mind was far away, floating somewhere between the present and memories of our past explorations, when a familiar voice suddenly pulled me back to reality:

— “Daniel, sweetheart, weren’t you going to play with your friends today?”

My mom’s voice was gentle, but it had that soft pressure that didn’t allow for a vague answer.

— “Uh... yeah!” I replied, caught off guard.

I walked over to the kitchen sink to get a glass of water.

— “Actually, I’m waiting for Maggie... She’s coming to pick me up and we’re going to Alex’s place together.”

— “Don’t tell me it’s for video games again?” she asked, with a hint of reproach, while setting the table.

— “Come on, Mom! We haven’t played in ages... And you know we’re training for this year’s WARDOG!” I said, rolling my eyes.

“It’s in a few months, and we need to practice as much as we can!”

She sighed—one of those sighs that’s a mix of affection and tiredness. Wiping a plate, she continued:

— “Sweetheart, I’m glad you all share a passion, but you’re only twelve... And twelve-year-olds should be outside, under the blue sky, having fun—not stuck in front of a screen.”

I knew she was right—deep down, at least.

But I only answered with a long, hazy sigh. I crossed my fingers behind my back and tried to reassure her:

— “I promise we’ll go to the park after our training.”

She set down the plate, gave me an indulgent smile, and gently shook her head.

— “Alright... But you know, I’m only saying this because you’ve gotten a bit chubby, sweetheart.”

— “Mom!” I protested, my face turning red with a mix of embarrassment and annoyance.

— “But I love you just the way you are!” she said with a giggle.

“Even if I don’t really have a choice,” she added with a mischievous eyebrow raise.

— “Wha—What?” I gasped, offended.

— “Come on now, tell me more... This WAR-thingy...”

— “WARDOG!” I corrected her.

— “Yes, that... Is it the same big competition they keep talking about on TV?” she asked, tilting her head.

— “What? You mean the one launched by the IMERSIUM console?”

She frowned, thinking, as she placed the last fork on the table.

— “Yeah, maybe... Tell me everything!”

I couldn’t help smiling—it wasn’t every day my mom showed interest in our video games.

Maybe  she’d finally understand how much it all meant to me.

— “WARDOG is nothing compared to the IMERSIUM event. That one’s just a small local tournament where players battle in a royal fight to win maybe a hundred dollars, no more!”

— “Oh, that’s already something!”

“But the IMERSIUM event... It’s a competition that’s going to bring together players from all over the world! People say the winner could become a millionaire.”

— “A millionaire?” she exclaimed, eyes wide, as she gently placed the fried eggs on my plate.

— “Maybe, yeah.”

— “What do you mean?”

— “Well, there’s a lot of mystery and questions around this new console.”

She frowned—there was a flicker of worry in her eyes.

— “So your... IMERSIUM is a game console?”

— “It’s not a game console, Mom... It’s the game console of the century.

A console with one single game—an insanely complex one.

A virtual world where every player can become whoever they want, at any moment!

A game that offers total immersion.

They say that right after its release last week, a strange message appeared—announcing a one-of-a-kind competition... a battle royale like never before.

They really went all out to make people want it!

Even the way to join is mysterious... No one really knows how to enter.

That’s why there are so many theories and rumors going around.”

— “Oh, I see.”

— “What we do know is that you need to own the console to even hope to take part in the battle royale.

But it’s so expensive, we don’t even dare dream about it.”

She sighed softly, looking sad.

— “I’m sorry, sweetheart,” she said, sliding a glass of orange juice in front of me.

— “It’s okay, Mom! It’s just... a bit disappointing.”

She nodded, looking thoughtful.

— “Anyway, you kids should do something else this summer.

Why don’t you all go to the park to get some fresh air?”

— “We’ll see, Mom. We’ll see.”

She gave me a warm smile.

— “Daniel... Life is made of short moments.Just as you start to enjoy them, they’re already gone. Make good memories.”

— “Yeah, yeah...” I sighed, not very convinced.

— “And you need to do some sports! Even just a little...

You know Alex and Maggie are both in sports clubs.

Maggie does tennis and karate, and—”

— “And Alex plays soccer, I know...You remind me all the time, Mom.”

She laughed softly, shaking her head before encouraging me:

— “Alright, now eat! I want you to finish your breakfast before I leave for work.”

— “Okay!” I said, starting on my big plate of fried eggs and bacon.

As I chewed slowly, enjoying the warmth of the eggs, she slipped away into the bathroom.

The house was big and beautiful—every room full of memories floating like sparks of light.

But from where I sat, I could still hear the familiar sounds.

As always, Mom was brushing her teeth while staring into the mirror, checking for imaginary wrinkles.

She often said she didn’t like her round cheeks or her bob haircut, but—for me, and for many others—she was beautiful.

And even though Dad had left us three years ago, she had never tried to start a new life.

“My life is you,” she often told me.

What I didn’t know yet was that there’s no feeling in the world like being someone’s everything.

After I finished the last bite of my breakfast, our Security Artificial Intelligence announced Maggie’s arrival. It recognized her instantly.

Since she was on the approved list, the front door opened automatically.

But the little blonde didn’t step inside.

Through the holographic camera feed projected by our S.A.I., I watched my childhood friend activate her electronic wristband and try to locate me.

From the kitchen, my own wristband started blinking, signaling that someone was looking for me.

I looked away for just a second, and when I glanced back—Maggie was no longer at the door.

Surprised but curious, I scrolled through the surveillance camera feeds when, out of nowhere, a playful voice made me jump:

— “You’re dead, Daniel!”

I spun around fast.

— “You scared me!” I cried, my heart racing.

— “Gone soft again, huh?” teased Maggie with a mischievous grin. “You know you always have to stay alert!”

— “Maggie, this is real life, not a battlefield!” I protested. “There’s no danger here, and you’re not a sniper!”

— “I totally disagree,” she said, crossing her arms. “It’s a mindset. If you’re used to being ready, you’ll be ready no matter where you are!”

— “Still...” I sighed. “We’re not all tennis champions like you! My heart almost grew legs and ran out of my chest!”

Her face lit up, and her crystal-clear laugh filled the room.

— “Your heart grew legs!” she burst out laughing.

I watched her laugh out loud, unable to hold back a smile.

Maggie and I had been friends forever.

Our parents knew each other well.

Since we were little, she had always been braver and more unpredictable than anyone else around us.

According to her—though I wasn’t totally convinced—we were friends because we were so much alike.

When the laughter finally died down, my mom stepped out of the bathroom, clearly ready to leave.

She came over to kiss Maggie on the cheek, checked that I’d finished my plate, then offered her share of breakfast to our guest.

Before walking out the door, she gave us a warm smile.

— “Have fun, kids!”

— “What does your mom do again, for work?” Maggie asked, starting to eat.

— “My mom? She’s a city councilor,” I replied, shrugging.

— “Really? What’s a city councilor?” she asked, eyes wide.

— “I’m not exactly sure,” I admitted. “But I think she impresses a lot of people and handles tons of things at city hall.”

— “Your mom is awesome,” she said with admiration.

“With mine, I had to sneak out to come here! She says video games are too violent for a little girl. 

She always wants me to do adult stuff.”

— “Like... sit in a corner and stare at the wall?” I joked.

— “Sometimes you sound like my grandpa!” she laughed.

“No, she wants me to do constructive things, like learning a new language.”

— “Well, that’s...”

I paused.

— “Wait—if you ran away... doesn’t that mean she’ll come looking for you?

Your VINTSI is always on, right?”

— “Don’t worry,” she said, glancing at the device strapped to her wrist.

“She knew what was going to happen. It’s not the first time she acts unfairly and I run away because of it.”

— “You’re unbelievable!” I said, shaking my head, amused.

She jumped off her chair with a burst of laughter.

— “Done eating! Oh, I’m as full as a piggy bank on birthday morning!”

— “Well, that’s quite the image!”

She gave me one of her classic energetic stares.

— “Come on, let’s go!” she said, impatience sparkling in her eyes. “You’re ready, right?”

— “Not yet... I still need to change,” I admitted, feeling a little embarrassed.

As usual, she rolled her eyes and shot me a disapproving look.

Deciding not to push my luck, I ran straight to my room.

As I closed the door behind me, a smile appeared on my lips.

Maggie had a strong personality—one that many kids at school found intimidating. But as the SNIPER in our team of three, her presence always made me feel safe.

Once I’d changed, I hurried back to the dining room.

To my surprise, Maggie was dusting every corner of the room.

She had even washed all the plates and cutlery left on the table.

— “Finally!” she said with a satisfied sigh. “Did you take time to pick your controller for today?”

— “Well... um...” I mumbled, unsure what to say.

She shook her head, half-annoyed, half-amused.

— “It’s fine, I picked it for you!”

She handed me a black controller with a glowing blue light—

the X24, the latest universal controller model.

— “Whoa!” I said, taking it. “You got these for us? That’s amazing!”

— “Yep, I know—I’m amazing,” she said with a proud smile.

— “But how did you get them? I heard they work with any game console!

Some say they might even be better than the IMERSIUM controllers!”

— “Exactly. They’ve got an extra button!

My uncle won a challenge last month, and this was one of the prizes.

He gave them to me to support me in my battle royale competitions.”

My eyes lit up with admiration.

— “That’s seriously awesome!”

— “And guess what? My uncle said these new controllers are made by the same company that built IMERSIUM.”

— “Wait, what?” I asked, puzzled. “Why release them before the console?”

— “According to him, it’s just a way to make more money.

The console comes with four regular controllers, but only these ones can unlock special moves in the game.

They’re keeping it secret for now.”

— “Oh, I see... Another rumor?” I guessed.

She shrugged.

— “You could say that. But my uncle seemed pretty sure.”

— “Either way, Alex is going to be blown away! We haven’t seen him in days.”

— “Oh, definitely!” said Maggie, her eyes sparkling with excitement.

— “He said he had a surprise to show us...” she added playfully. “But he’s the one who’s going to be surprised!”

— “I can already picture his face!” I laughed, slipping my new controller into my backpack.

Maggie tugged on my T-shirt, getting impatient.

— “Come on, let’s go!”

I followed behind her, and just a few steps from the door, it opened automatically.

— “Whoa!” Maggie said, eyes wide. “Your S.A.I. is already the latest version?”

— “Yeah. My mom’s super strict about security ever since... well, you know.”

— “Your dad’s death?” she said softly.

I lowered my head.

— “Yeah. He was really cool, your dad. He used to play with us all the time.”

— “Yeah, he did,” I said, my gaze drifting away.

As we stepped outside, there was no need to close the door behind us.

It shut automatically as soon as we were out of range.

The past five years had brought huge changes in artificial intelligence.

There were two types: Security A.I., installed in homes and shops, and Personal A.I., worn by everyone as a wristband.

This wristband used nanotech to project holograms of contacts during calls, or display the image of a place under certain conditions.

Only a few blocks separated my house from Alex’s.

In less than ten minutes, we were standing in front of the tall gate of the building where he lived with his mom and stepdad.

Alex had always been the leader of our trio, the one behind all our games and crazy ideas.

But lately, I had noticed something. He was changing.

Pulling away from us.

He wasn’t around much anymore, and when he was, he seemed distant.

That’s why his invitation had surprised me so much.

— “Why us? And why now?” I murmured, lost in thought.

Maggie snapped me back to the present.

— “Did you know?” she asked, looking at me closely.

— “Huh? What? Sorry, I wasn’t listening.”

— “I was asking if you knew that this whole building belongs to Alex’s stepdad.”

— “Really?” I said, looking up at the luxurious fifteen-story complex.

— “Yes, it’s true! Eliza told me—she heard it from Dimitri.”

— “Dimitri?” I repeated, confused.

— “Dimitri, Raphael’s distant cousin. You know, Raphael—the son of a friend of Alex’s stepdad’s family.”

— “Oh!” I replied, only half paying attention. “Then it must be true.”

— “Of course it is. And you know what that means?”

— “It means Alex is rich,” I said, raising an eyebrow, half amused.

Suddenly, a soft vibration and a glowing blue light lit up on our VINTSI wristbands.

Alex was calling us—both at the same time.

Maggie accepted the call, and a miniature hologram of Alex appeared in front of us.

— “Don’t come upstairs!” he said quickly. “I’m in the basement! Come down without being seen! Be super quiet.”

Maggie and I looked at each other, confused. Then he added, his voice full of mystery:

— “I’ll explain everything once you’re here. It’s a secret! Just follow the guide I sent you. Follow the blue line!”

— “Is this a joke?” Maggie muttered, raising an eyebrow.

But Alex had already ended the call.

— “What do you think?” I asked.

— “Let’s go!” she said, pushing open the gate.

— “It’s still kind of weird,” I added, feeling uneasy.

— “Come on, Daniel, it’s the holidays! Open the guide he sent. You’re the team’s map guy, remember?”

— “Okay, okay,” I said with a sigh.

The map was super simple. We just had to walk straight to the underground parking entrance, then turn left, heading southwest.

The huge garage was full of luxury cars.

But as we followed the guide, we suddenly found ourselves standing in front of a big wall.

Then, out of nowhere, the center of the wall started to break apart—revealing Alex’s face, as if he had appeared from thin air.

— “I knew it!” Maggie exclaimed. “It’s a Pixel Lure!”

— “Come on, hurry!” Alex whispered.

Until that day, I had never walked through a fake wall.
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