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      “So,” Rudolph Kingsman says. “You’re telling me… you want to go back into the game.”

      “Yes,” I reply. “I do.”

      Despite my rage, which burns through me like a fire in the darkest night, the man standing before me is deathly silent. He is eerily composed in light of all that has occurred, and though a part of me wants to open my mouth and scream for him to respond, I find myself trembling instead.

      Come on, I think. Respond, you dirty rotten⁠—

      “I’m afraid,” Rudolph Kingsman says, “that is impossible right now.”

      “Why?” I ask.

      “You have other obligations to attend to.”

      “What are you⁠—”

      Then it hits me.

      We won the game.

      Our prize is awaiting us.

      Not us, I think, tightening my hand into a fist. Me.

      I turn my head to face the man and say, “I’m not leaving him.”

      “If you refuse to attend the award ceremony,” Rudolph Kingsman says, “then you will automatically forfeit your prize to the runners up.”

      I pale. “What?”

      “It’s stipulated in your contract—which, I imagine, you didn’t read.”

      “Don’t you dare⁠—”

      He raises a hand before I can finish. “I don’t have time to deal with your insolence,” he says. “Either you come now, or I take away everything you’ve worked for. I’m sure your mother would love to die on the streets, just as I’m sure the Grays would love to be homeless.”

      “I—” I start to say but stop before I can finish. A sigh escapes me, and tremors rock my body as the reality of his words settle in.

      Don’t blow your top, Sophia, I think. He isn’t joking.

      No. He isn’t. Which is why I have to do anything—and everything—he says.

      Standing, I brush one of Leon’s dreads back from his face, then lean down and whisper, “I’ll get you out of there,” before kissing his temple and turning to face Rudolph Kingsman.

      The man merely nods before turning toward the door. “Head of development will be in shortly,” he says. “Wait for her to arrive.”

      “But I thought⁠—”

      “The award ceremony will begin soon. I will see you there.”

      He exits without so much as a goodbye, leaving me to stand here trembling like a fool.

      How could you be so stupid? I think. How could you have tried to argue with Kingsman Online?

      I don’t know. On one hand, I feel it’s guilt, on another, rage. Yet I wonder if, deep down, it is truly fear that has compelled me to act out.

      Baby steps, my mother would have said.

      “One after the other,” I repeat.

      The door opens.

      A well-dressed woman in white steps in. “Hello, Sophia,” she says. “My name is Cynthia Ross. I’m head of development here at Kingsman Online.”

      I’m not sure how to respond. So, rather than say something and risk making a fool out of myself, I simply say, “Hello,” in kind.

      “If you would please follow me.”

      “Where are we going?” I ask as I move to follow her out of the neurology ward.

      “Our convention hall. Your fans are awaiting you.”

      “Fans?” I ask, stunned. “I have fans?”

      “Quite a few, actually.

      “Wait a second.” I stop to survey the room. “Where is Victor?”

      “Victor… Who?”

      “Crew. The moderator who brought me here.”

      “Oh. Him.” Cynthia Ross shakes her head. “Don’t mind him. He slipped out shortly after you entered.”

      “But I⁠—”

      “Come along now. We must prepare you for the ceremony.”

      The ceremony, I think.

      Rather than respond, I nod and follow her out of the neurology ward, then painstakingly make my way down the hall.

      Passing the stretcher I’d lain upon after being pulled from the pod is bad enough. Knowing that I’d been here, and had been fed intravenously for three days, is enough to make my head swim.

      Three days, I think. You’ve been gone for three days.

      How must Diego be feeling? What must my mother think? And the Grays? I’d told them Leon would be gone for less than a day.

      I shake my head.

      No.

      I can’t think about that. Not now. Not while I have a ceremony to attend.

      “Is there anything I should know?” I say as we enter the elevator.

      “That’s why I’m here,” Cynthia Ross states. “To brief you on what will occur once we reach the convention hall.”

      She leans forward and presses one of the many buttons on the console.

      As the elevator begins to descend, I feel a sense of dread envelop me.

      How are you gonna stay cool in front of all these people? I think.

      And what if the former players are in attendance? What will they think of my win? Will they be mad? Upset? Relieved that it’s over? Or will they simply stare at me with hate over the fact that I’ve taken their place on that stage and won the million-dollar prize as a result?

      I shake my head to try and cast my demons aside but find myself thinking of them regardless.

      “What am I supposed to say?” I ask as the elevator continues to descend.

      “If Rudolph Kingsman had it his way, you wouldn’t speak at all,” Cynthia Ross says. “As you might have noticed, he isn’t one for small talk.”

      “I—”

      “What that means is that you will speak only when spoken to and not answer any question that interferes with the integrity of both Kingsman Online and the game. You will not—I repeat, will not—under any circumstance divulge Leon Gray’s condition to the world. Do you understand?”

      I’m sure your mother would love to die on the streets, Rudolph Kingsman had said.

      I swallow a lump in my throat and say, “I understand,” before straightening my posture.

      The elevator comes to a halt.

      The door opens.

      A black curtain shrouds whatever lies beyond from view.

      I think, for a brief moment, that I’ve been led to the wrong place. Then I hear the sound of twigs snapping, of someone gasping, and realize that we can only be in the convention hall.

      They’re watching our final moments in the game, I think.

      Not just our final moments—mine.

      The thought strikes me only for a moment.

      Within seconds, the sound of crunching earth is echoing out from the speakers nearby.

      “LEON!” my voice screams.

      The sound of blackbirds exploding from the canopy of trees reverberates throughout the space as my screams echo in a forest unimaginable, in a place filled with utmost dread.

      “Sophia!” Leon calls. “The gun!”

      “Stop!” I call back. “Don’t get any closer!”

      A mechanical trill vibrates the hairs on the back of my neck.

      The gun goes off.

      Then it goes off again.

      I scream, “No!”

      “Sophia!” Leon screams. “Run!”

      “I’m not leaving you!” my virtual self cries.

      “Remember your promise!” he screams. “Promise me! Promise⁠—”

      A cannon goes off.

      A voice announces, Player Eliminated!

      Then the lights above come on, and the disembodied voice says, Congratulations, Blackbird99.

      The crowd watching erupts into cheers.

      A hand settles upon my shoulder.

      I jump. Startle. Nearly scream.

      “It’s all right,” Cynthia Ross whispers in my ear. “You’re not there anymore.”

      “But I—he—we—” I stammer.

      She shakes her head and turns her attention to our right.

      I, in response, do the same.

      Opposite the stage between us stands none other than Rudolph Kingsman, who watches me with his bionic red eyes. He winks at me and then offers a small grin as a moderator I do not know steps onto the stage and then approaches a podium at the end of it.

      “Ladies and gentlemen,” he says, spreading his arms out to the sides. “Was that a show, or was that a show?”

      The crowd begins to chant my screenname.

      “Blackbird! Blackbird!”

      “Blackbird! Blackbird!”

      “You’ve seen her harrowing journey,” the moderator says, “and have seen her every desperate move. You’ve seen her struggle, her triumphs, her conquests. You’ve seen her best friend get captured by the Moth Men, but most importantly, you’ve seen her win.

      “Now, ladies and gentlemen, boys and girls, and people all ages, it is time to reveal the winner of Kingsman Online’s Texas Regionals!”

      The crowd cheers once more.

      “I now present to you Rudolph Kingsman.”

      The crowd goes wild. Cheering. Clapping. Screaming. The man who owns what is undoubtedly the most advanced gaming company in the world rises to the stage and turns his head to smile at the crowd as he approaches the podium.

      “My, that was quite the introduction,” he says and laughs as the people in the audience settle back into their seats. “As my moderator said, it was a close call. Not only did Blackbird99 just narrowly escape the Moth Men we introduced in this special variation of the game, but she did so with finesse and skill that only a true champion of Dystopia could manage. For that reason, it is my pleasure to introduce to you our winner.

      “Blackbird99—would you please step forward?”

      Cynthia Ross nudges my back to inspire momentum.

      I startle but begin walking all the same.

      As I ascend the stairs and step onto the stage, I realize now that I am in full view of the world and everyone within it.

      The people in the crowd aim their smartphones at the stage.

      Video cameras broadcasting the ceremony to the internet focus their lenses upon me.

      Journalists shout.

      Moderators stand at the ready.

      All I can do, as I step forward, is nod as I approach Rudolph Kingsman.

      “Congratulations, Blackbird99,” he says. “How does it feel?”

      “It’s… an honor,” I somehow manage as I look into his eyes—as I see, in their depths, a callousness that even his bionics cannot hide.

      “An honor it is indeed,” he replies, then turns to look to the side of the stage. “But what honor would this occasion be without your prize? Cynthia Ross? Would you please bring Blackbird99 her prize?”

      Cynthia Ross steps onto the stage. A simple black box is braced within her hands.

      I turn my head.

      Rudolph Kingsman smiles.

      Cynthia Ross steps forward.

      I tremble.

      The woman extends the box toward me and says, “Congratulations, Blackbird99.”

      I reach forward. Take hold of the box. Open it.

      Inside is a simple black card with silver lettering upon its surface. At the bottom of it is a name. My name. Sophia Garza.

      I could almost weep with joy.

      But, I realize, I can’t.

      No.

      Even though this card—this Continental Card—is meant to be held only by the privileged, the wealthy, and some might even say the worthy, it takes little to understand that this is not a moment to be celebrated.

      As much as I want to scream that this is wrong, I have to follow the rules and keep hoping that Leon will be fine.

      Otherwise…

      His death will be on my hands.

      Forever.

      As streamers fire confetti onto the stage, balloons fall from the ceiling, and the crowd erupts in applause, I think, for one brief moment, just how far I’ve come.

      Then I think of how far I have yet to go.
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      I answer questions from the media for what seems like hours though in reality is likely only half of one. Scared out of my wits that I will say something wrong—and therefore doom not only myself but my family—I keep my answers short and punctual and only respond directly when I have to.

      “How was the game?” one asks.

      “Terrifying,” I reply.

      “How did you manage to survive the total immersion aspect of the Portal Pods?”

      “It wasn’t easy,” I offer.

      “Did you feel pain?”

      “Yes. When I got tired, when I got hurt.”

      “What about Leon? Where is he?”

      “Resting,” I reply, hoping that my lie, callous as it happens to be, is enough to stave off any further questions.

      The media wants to ask more of me. Like sharks, they are hungry, desperate for any blood in the water they can find. Thankfully, Cynthia Ross, as both the director of development and of the proceedings at present, saves me from any further questioning. “That will be all,” she says.

      The cameramen and journalists cry out as I leave, snapping photos of the girl who they are now deeming the next big eSports contender. We disappear through the elevator, and Cynthia Ross presses a button to direct us to a lower floor.

      “Thank you,” I somehow manage.

      “For?” she asks.

      “Helping me get away from there.”

      “You have nothing to thank me for, Miss Garza. I am simply doing my job.”

      “Still—” I say, then pause before I can continue. “I appreciate it.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      Maybe this woman can be your ally, I think. Maybe she can help you get back into the game.

      My determination would seem foolish to many, especially considering what all I’ve been through. But given what happened, how could I not want to go back in?

      It’s my fault that Leon participated in the first place. My fault that he came to Kingsman Online. Entered the Portal Pod. Became stuck in the game. Got hurt while in it, then⁠—

      Trapped, I think.

      I swallow the lump rising in my throat and find myself trembling as a result of it.

      Rather than speak my thoughts, I lift my eyes and say, “I want to go back.”

      “Where?” She frowns. “To the convention hall?”

      “No. The game.”

      Cynthia Ross frowns. “Miss Garza—” she says.

      “You have to help me,” I say. “You’re the only one who can do it.”

      “Even if we could figure out how to extract your friend from the game, sending you in would not be wise considering your emotional attachment.”

      “I know the world. I know how it works. I know how to withstand it.”

      “But is it wise to send an angry teenager in?”

      I bite my lip to keep from making a snide remark.

      Cynthia Ross sighs as the elevator comes to a stop, and she says, “I can’t promise you anything, Sophia. There will likely be company officials who will enter in your stead.”

      “That isn’t fair,” I say. “He’s my friend.”

      “Regardless, I can’t say that you will be the one to go in after him.”

      “So, what?” I ask as the elevator door opens, revealing the set of stairs at the end of the long hallway that will lead me to the parking garage. “You’re just gonna send people in who have no vested interest in his survival?”

      “I will send people in who will work within the parameters of the game to retrieve him,” she says. She steps out of the elevator and turns to face me. “Sophia.”

      “Yes?” I ask, somehow managing to still my tongue.

      “I will do whatever it takes to get your friend out of the game. Even if it means…”

      “What?” I say.

      “Nothing,” she replies.

      “What were you gonna say?”

      “Nothing,” she says, then gestures me out of the elevator. “It’s none of your concern.”

      “Yes, it is!”

      “No, it⁠—”

      The elevator door attempts to close.

      I step out just in time for the doors to close behind me and the elevator to rise anew.

      “Your driver should be arriving shortly,” Cynthia Ross says, then turns and begins to make her way down the stairs. “Wait here. It’s warmer.”

      “But—” I start.

      She shakes her head. “Don’t argue, Sophia. Contrary to what you may believe, we have been trying to get your friend out of the game.”

      “Sure you have,” I mumble under my breath as the woman continues to walk off.

      “Oh. And Sophia?”

      I lift my head.

      Cynthia narrows her eyes and says, “If you go to the news media, there will be repercussions.”

      Vague as it happens to be, the threat scares the ever-living hell out of me.

      With a sigh, I collapse against the wall, then allow myself to slide down it.

      Come time I’m seated on the white tile, I’m more than ready for this whole ordeal to be over.

      Except it won’t, I think. It can’t be. Not now. Not with Leon still trapped in the game.

      I just have to keep believing—not only in myself, but the people who are meant to help me.

      If I can’t believe in them, then who else can I turn to?

      

      I am loathe to return home, because I know the Grays will descend on me, seeking answers I cannot truly provide due to the non-disclosure agreement. However—with the knowledge that I cannot stay in the Kingsman Online headquarters, and the bold declaration that my questions will not be answered until a later date—I wait for Victor Crew to arrive, then follow him down the stairs before climbing into the sleek black car that is meant to ferry two away, but will only take one—me—home.

      As we pull out of the parking garage, and as we enter the metropolis, I find myself dreading the conversation that will come the moment I step out of the vehicle.

      What to say? What to do?

      How to feel? How to act?

      They will be angry. That much is certain. They will also be sad. Undeniably so. But will I be the sole target of their wrath?

      You can’t expect anything less, so prepare yourself accordingly.

      Gritting my teeth, biting my cheek, balling my hand into a fist, and breathing evenly through my nose are what normally would have gotten me through any situation. But this one?

      I sigh.

      This situation, I know, will be barbed; and though, like a rosebush, it will be beautiful in its honesty, it will be vengeful in its execution.

      Victor Crew drives in silence, hands braced along the wheel, sunglass-covered eyes set ahead. It is nearly impossible to tell what is going on in his brain. However, I know that something is bothering him, because a frown paints his features like a smile on a famous lady’s face. It is just subtle enough to be almost unnoticeable, but with a careful eye, and close examination…

      I lift my eyes to face him. “Mr. Crew?” I ask.

      “Yes?” he replies.

      “I… I know this is probably out of place, but… something’s bothering you.”

      “And?”

      “I want to know what it is.”

      Several moments pass. The man purses his lips, likely in consideration for what he might say. Then, a moment later, he says, “There were never ghosts in Dystopia.”

      “What?” I ask.

      “I said⁠—”

      “I… I heard what you said,” I start, the paranoia rising, the existential dread taking hold. “It’s just… I… I don’t⁠—”

      Then it hits me—hard.

      The pharmacy.

      The ghost.

      The Cataclysm as it was declared⁠—

      To the mountains we would run⁠—

      The moments that pass make me feel utterly small, to the point where, while sitting here, in this car, I imagine I am not here, in the real world, but back there, in Dystopia.

      My silence causes Victor Crew to laugh. “Come on, Sophia,” he says. “Let’s be honest here. You were up against impossible odds. Did you really think you would survive on your own?”

      “I’m a good gamer,” I say.

      “Maybe so. But a survivor?” He waits for the implication to settle in. “You didn’t know how to shoot a gun, and when told how to do it, you couldn’t shoot straight; you didn’t know how to find food, how to determine which places were safe, how to tell friend from foe. You were a sitting duck in there—one waiting for the hawk to strike.”

      “Why, then?” I ask. “Why help me?”

      “Because I knew your mother was sick.”

      A pale breath passes from my throat.

      My mother⁠—

      Sick at home with the Bite⁠—

      I inhale a deep breath and exhale it accordingly, only to lift my eyes a short moment later.

      “If you wanted to help my mother,” I begin, “and you risked your job to do it… then⁠—”

      “What?”

      “Why? Why do that?”

      “Because I know things you don’t, Sophia. Things that would turn your whole world upside down.”

      “Name one.”

      He sinks his teeth into his lower lip as we pass through the city like a dark omen making its way to an unfortunate home. Weaving in then out of traffic within the metropolis, only to head to the place where the poor forever toil in their efforts to maintain a meager existence, he remains silent—and though I want desperately for him to speak, I know I cannot force it.

      With that in mind, I wait.

      The slums arrive before I can begin to anticipate them.

      Lost, lonely, like ghosts wandering effortlessly through the night, they appear from the thick fog of the winter afternoon and make me realize just how gloomy this day will soon become.

      “Mr. Crew,” I say.

      “Yes, Sophia?”

      “What do you know that I don’t?”

      “That the game was more than a simulation.”

      I pale. “What?” I ask.

      “I said: the game was an experiment.”

      “What kind of experiment, though?”

      “An experiment to determine whether or not we could host minds in a virtual environment.”

      “Why?”

      “You know what’s happening to this planet. You know that we are facing a crisis unlike any this world has ever seen.”

      “You mean—” I start to say.

      “Yes, Sophia. I mean the Population Pandemic.”

      “But they were trying to move people off-world,” I say. “To the Moon, or Mars, or somewhere.”

      “This is why the government became interested in our project. You see… we wanted to create an experience that was totally immersive—that would make the person believe they were there, that they could taste and see and feel and experience it. The government, when they caught wind of it, wanted us to investigate further—because according to them, the human brain does not operate well under long periods of stasis. It becomes… lazy. Confused. They argued that was no way for colonists to arrive on another world. I imagine you can agree. Right?”

      “I guess,” I reply and bow my head. I try my hardest to keep my fear contained—my irrational brain from overacting—but find myself doing just that regardless.

      “Sophia,” Victor says.

      “Yes?” I reply, lifting my eyes to face him.

      “I know you want to go back into the game. I heard Miss Ross mentioning it to one of my colleagues.”

      “Can you help me?”

      “Normally, that wouldn’t be possible. But given the circumstances, and the fact that you were able to emerge successfully…” He pauses. “I’ll talk to my superiors and see what they can do about getting you back into the game.”

      “I’m hesitant to leave my mother, especially given that she’s so sick with the Bite.”

      “The Bite,” Victor Crew says and sighs.

      He turns onto the street the Sunset Suites stand upon.

      “What about it?” I ask, leaning forward to look at him. “Do you know something I don’t?”

      “I can’t say anything,” he says, pulling the car alongside the road.

      “You have to tell me,” I say, spinning in my seat to face him. “You have to.”

      “I can’t, Sophia—at least, not here. Not now.”

      “Give me something. Anything.”

      “You don’t have to worry about contracting it,” he says, unlocking the passenger door as he pulls up alongside the street. “It’s a manmade illness and only spread through injection.”

      There is no way for me to respond.

      Sitting here, in the passenger seat of this car, looking upon a man who knows things I don’t, I try my hardest not to succumb to emotions but find myself doing just that anyway.

      He inches the car along the curb. “Sophia,” he says, as if urging me to leave.

      “Please,” I say. “Tell me what’s going on.”

      “Go. Now.”

      He puts the car in park and leans over the center console to push the door open.

      And with little choice in the matter, I comply.

      He takes off before I can question him further.

      Outside, in a land and place I have grown accustomed to throughout my life, I wait for the sleek black car to disappear up the road before sliding my hands into my pants pockets and making my way up the road.

      The concrete beneath me drums my ever-quickening fate into my conscience.

      Ba-dum, it says.

      “Ba-dum,” I whisper.

      I am little more than a hundred feet from the office building that has been converted into Mister Scott’s apartment, and maybe one hundred fifty feet from my mother’s apartment.

      The thought of facing my family is both terrifying and exhilarating.

      Just keep going. What is done is done. What happened to Leon wasn’t your fault.

      Wasn’t it, though? He’d been so careful to ensure my safety that he wasn’t considering his own and, as a result, had fallen prey to an experiment that could only be described as nightmarish.

      And the Bite, I think. A manmade illness.

      If what Victor Crew had said was true—and this was actually manmade—then why was my mother afflicted with it? Why not me? Or Diego? Or even Mister and Missus Gray?

      I shiver—not from the cold in the outside world, but that within me.
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