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Please rest well until we meet again, Mr. T.
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Chapter 1
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Andi





“What kind of techno-synth, wet dream did you drop us into this time, Zanicaa?” 

“What do you expect for Stage 98, Tux? Not like Eiffel 65 launched a one-hit wonder that year or anything.” Running on short legs, she dropped into a chanting mode with two males standing over her. Magical crackling summoned into her fingers from the lush and soon-dying grass covering moist dirt. “Adam, are you done fixing your gun yet?”

The tallest of her party members cursed while fumbling through switches, parts, and ammunition faster. “Jam resolved in ten seconds.”

“Dude, I can’t wait. Take the skill rank with the next level up already.” She bolted after the shorter blond leading the way. “Tux, what about an anti-magic clear?”

“Active and winding down. Use it now or never.”

“Adam,” she screamed.

He replied, “Resolution in three, two, one.”

Pistols sounded over their shoulders, and she unleashed an earth elemental to ride and chase their enemies. Her party members landed at the dragon’s feet, calling their criticism.

Tux gasped, “Zanicaa, the boss timer is running out. You’ll never make it.”

Her computer screen went black before she could reply. Seconds later, a respawning loading screen faded into life with ethereal, heavenly music.

“Damn you, Craig.” Andi O’Rourke, the player behind Zanicaa Hatter inside VITAELANGICA, threw her controller across the tiny space her desk consumed. It nearly missed her outdated laptop. “Bad enough I’m fighting dorm room lag and this hunk of junk’s dinosaur-grade processor since last month’s update. Please, max your skills and follow the skill trees better, dude.”

“I don’t hear you yelling at Micah or yourself, Miss I-Don’t-Have-Time. You’re never on during the raiding events, experience point hunts, and market visits. How do you think you’re going to keep up on level gain? And you complained about my misuse of mechanics?” Craig might have been an awesome fighter in game, but he was an ass in real life.

Micah’s wild, manic laughter fumed through the headset Andi wore. “Maybe because this bishōnen paladin follows the skill trees. Also, at least Andi is trying to leave college fast and not flunk out despite her grandparents.”

“At least he has grandparents who can afford to pay the tuition,” she bit under her breath, not really caring how jilted she sounded through sarcasm’s disguise. Picking up a Rubix cube, she rotated through the colors to ground her anger. Unlike her absent mother, she loathed the charm tied to bubbling hatred and ire.

Per normal, Micah soothed the situation over between his closest friends. “I’ll always have Andi’s back. I’ve known her since the sandbox. You’re about eleven years behind her, Craig. Besides, you can’t dually wield guns like swords in this world by crossing those training tiers at a later level. You should restructure your stats and not rely on the level up to correct it.”

“Right, Micah. So says the one who’s Tuxedo Knight character all but slept with Goddess Selene back on Stage 91 and doesn’t care who notices the silver aura dripping from you.” Craig snorted, “I will believe you on how to run a character when you care more about mechanics and not the storyline.”

“She was the closest option to being with my Goddess of Love,” Micah defended.

“Calm down, fanboy.” Andi tossed the finished cube aside and flexed her reawakened fingers around the warn, color-faded controller. While Micah’s tactics of turning the friendly fire into a friendly debate about anime, gaming, or general nerd-dom and geek randomness worked, she didn’t need them diverting into too many meandering topics. “Do we want to attempt this level again, or are one of you actually going to do your homework?”

Micah said, “I’ll be studying those anatomy and physiology cards until the day I die. I think five of the fifty of them are starting to stick.”

“Did color coding them help?” she asked.

“We’ll see when I take the next test.”

She said, “Sounds logical to me. What about you, Craig?”

“I keep telling you, Andi,” the other man grumbled, “A tiny, central Pennsylvania, tech school is not the same as that fancy university you’re attending outside Baltimore. I’m working on automotive electronics. Not social work, like you.”

“Hopefully, this program will be worth my time.”

Micah added, “I’m shocked you’re not going to a Master of Fine Arts in creative writing prep-program through Cumberland Valley University. They offered you a full ride for both a bachelor and master level. Why did you turn that down? You love writing.”

“We’ve been through this charade since prom. Isn’t five or six months enough to hear it? For someone who claims the arts are dead, you sure don’t want to grasp how a creative writing Master of Fine Arts is a fancy way to become a poorly paid teacher,” Andi groused. “Don’t forget, writing isn’t going to pay my bills. I am a nobody from nowhere who knows no one special. Phenom books don’t happen to people like me.”

“You know how she is with crowds,” Craig added. “Could you imagine her with a classroom full of students as her pupils instead of her peers?”

Micah relented. “Fair point.”

Andi continued, “Besides, this college is one of the best on the East Coast. They also offered me a full ride. Kind of helps when your father is disabled, and your mom ran out on you at the age of ten. The social worker program’s director practically begged me to join, whereas the other program had dozens of applicants’ worth throwing more money at and fawning over as a trophy.”

“Not that the half-Irish-American, half-Hispanic angle didn’t help you when applying to either program.” Craig was rousing for a good sport of argumentation too much. “We don’t think you’re going to be happy as a paper pushing social worker chasing after kids or senior citizens in a school, hospital, or home somewhere. Don’t they barely make enough to survive in this state?”

She begged, “No, Craig, don’t.”

“They’re raising the price of milk again, didn’t you know?” Micah said, as if the question had been summoned from his lips.

“Damnit. You had to get Micah started on a tangent?”

Craig laughed, evil and dark. “You asked for it, Zanicaa. One more boss, and then you can go study. Who knows, maybe that samurai will show up again.”

“Samurai?” Andi accepted the dungeon invite Craig initiated as Adam Krye. Layered in leather and chains, he looked like a rapper’s steampunk fantasy—hence why they’d stumbled through Stages of VITAELANGICA mocking the 1990s era and its pulp culture, popcorn indulgent glory. After all, it was a visual and audible witness to the meaning of the game’s very name, though complicated for some to say when they first arrived.

VI-TAE: Vital. Of life. Of essence.

LAN: A local area network. A connection of many minds through machines.

GI-CA: From magic it is born. Magical wielding in battle and not.

Phonetically combined: VI-TAE-LAN-GI-CA

A vital connection of magic in their lives. An essence many people relied upon for friendship and an escape from a world not made for them. As if in honor of such Divine heights, Stage 98 in VITAELANGICA’s Lukzander Shoals area reloaded, its deep swirls of purple and blue clouding a heinous sky. Swelling techno tones returned to flooding their ears once fingers zoomed across keyboards and mice.

“Yeah, Fubuki something or other.” Adam flicked his ammo into place and glared at the rank skill potion Zanicaa offered.

Tux swiped it into his inventory for later, when it went unaccepted. “Fubuki no Matsumune. You know, after the great Japanese legend.”

“Of course, she knows, you moron. She’s the resident lover on all things Asia outside of you and me.”

“They do call me a lady nerd, boys. On the other hand, I’d like to study sooner rather than later. Can we head off for that boss you need, despite not taking the rank to stop slowing us down?” Zanicaa snapped a few extra spells into missing spots on her grimoire. Fighting alongside her best friends whooshed time away fast. Their senior year arrived last spring too quickly for her liking in some ways and not fast enough in others. Living a few hours away from them hurt, but at least they kept her occupied as often as possible.

Slamming back through the level’s boss tower with hastened pace added to their cockiness too soon. Tux triumphed, “Anti-magic countdown. Five. Four. Three. Two. One.”

Zanicaa and Adam launched into a more manic battle, and he complained, “As I feared, this tower auto-level-adjusts to the highest ranked player’s number generation upon battle start.”

“This means our lady friend plans on pulling some aggro.” Tux smirked.

“I told you to take the rank for a reason, Adam.” She launched into spell conjuring, lining up a series of elemental bullshit to dump across the field instead of sharing her buffer aids. The earth elemental returned, but she didn’t mount it this time around. “RNGeezus is a fickle lord.”

“Duck!” Adam raised his gun in time with Zanicaa’s stealthy crouch. Despite pumping the trigger once, twice, and a third time, nothing cracked off from the barrel.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Tux screamed.

“Adam, if you say ten seconds, I’ll friendly fire your ass so hard into the next Stage.”

“Stop monologuing and get out of here,” Adam demanded.

Tux bellowed an agreement left unheard, and her screen started to fade into death’s blackness for a respawn loading anew. Instead, a shadow pulled her to safety. Quick feet rebounded through a series of acrobatics and stealth maneuvers to confuse the boss’s footing. A soft zing of metal through a chilling wind manifested the boss’s deathblow roar. Shimmering sparkles erupted its body into a loot chest and victorious orchestrations.

Dimly, Zanicaa looked up to see a silhouetted figure wearing a fighting uniform from Japan’s Edo period. Black hair and soulless, chestnut eyes greeted her with cold formality. “You should listen to your friends, Maiden.”

“Crusader.”

He sheathed a silvery katana with a bow to offer her his hand. “Vagabond. My apologies. I meant no offense.”

“It’s good to see you arrived in time. She would have been dusted again.”

“Stay out of this, Tux,” she snapped.

The newcomer ignored Zanicaa’s scowl while helping her stand, but he replied, “You’ve been struggling with this boss for some time, Tuxedo Starlight.”

She growled, “You’re Fubuki no Matsumune? The Dread Vagabond?”

Finally, he addressed her with his eyes as he said, “Not a rumor I’m proud of, Zanicaa Hatter. It seems your friends failed to introduce us properly, but their assessment of your persona is accurate, if not brutally honest.”

She replied, “I don’t keep them as my friends for being ‘yes men,’ unlike what I hear about you.”

“Should we stop them?” Adam asked Tux.

Tuxedo Starlight cackled. “And risk losing twenty dollars to you before watching how it plays out? I think not. Where’s those chocolate-coated mints in my inventory?”

“You won’t have time to find it, let alone eat it,” Matsumune concluded.

“Stay out of this, Dingleberry and Nerd Burglar.” She shoved Fubuki no Matsumune in the chest, not caring how their height difference coated the exchange in humorous icing. “And you. Don’t you ever steal my experience points again.”

“Angry I cheated you from the rank boost for the upcoming event this weekend, or are you sorer I gained a random rare drop for the final kill being a wind based, sneak attack spell?” When she didn’t answer him, he turned to leave. “It was nice meeting you, Lady Crusader. Do step up your skills, ranks, and more, if you aim to play war with men.”

She taunted, “I’ll duel him for it.”

Adam exploded in laughter. “You’re level forty-seven. You’ve not gained any new armor from the last patch, and you’re barely making the requirements to stay a Crusader. And you want to duel a Dread Vagabond. A samurai everyone suspects is a company moderator playing in his off time, making him a Logic Dread Vagabond. You know, like most of them.”

“I have to study.”

Andi tossed her headset to the keyboard, not caring how they clattered. Rolling to her minifridge to grab a cold soda and cubed cheese didn’t soothe her annoyance. Instead of studying the pile of Freshman English and Sociology 101 assignments demanding her attention, she analyzed the carpet she didn’t dare walk on without slippers and socks.

Craig wasn’t wrong about her chances of winning.

However, that samurai didn’t contend with Craig’s whining, either as Adam or in life. They’d worked to beat a boss for his purpose. Craig would keep it permanently in Adam’s character slot after she finished some research on its features. Her heart sank. She didn’t have the time for the game saving her sanity in the same ways she once did. Let alone the friends who made reality tolerable.

She could find more time to play, but they were never available when she could.

Buzzing noises vibrated her phone against her hip, and she answered the antiquated cell without checking the caller’s name. “Hi, Dad. Did Micah text you?”

“Why you haven’t decked Craig out of your friend circle yet, I’m not sure.”

“He’s Micah’s other best friend, and he’s not the worst. Just a jackass.”

“You’re in control of who you spend your energy on. Don’t bring your tone of voice to my conversation.” He waited as she muttered a halfhearted apology. “In other news. Are you coming home this weekend, Alexandria?”

“Don’t call me that, Old Man.”

“Well, are you?” His lighter click proceeded a long drag.

“Not if you’re stinking the house up with cigarettes since I’ve moved out.”

“I’m outside.”

“Dad, you know what your doctor said. You’re old enough to know what to do.”

“VITAELANGICA is your guilty pleasure. Leave me to mine. I still need to know if I make dinner for two this weekend or not.” Which meant he was not listening to his doctors. Again.

“Fine. I’ll be there. Don’t tell Micah. I’d like a night in town without hearing Craig complain to me about something or other.”

“Good. We’ve not spent much time together since Labor Day Weekend, so they can back off a little. I’d prefer not to share my kid when she visits on occasion outside of holiday meals. They can kidnap you next weekend.”

“And what will happen to you when they find out I was in town, and they weren’t at least informed for the sake of crashing my rest?”

“Don’t pretend you’re playing lazy. We have the wood pile to contend.”

“So that’s the real reason you want me up. I’m on chopping duty,” Andi scoffed.

“I’ll make those cookies you like.”

“You’re such a house elf, Dad.”

“I’m not Legolas, but I suppose I will suffice until you find someone else to take over.”

They laughed at last, and she beamed with joy knowing her father cared to understand her nerd lifestyle and fandom loves. “I’ll see you soon. I love you.”

“To the moon and back, Short Stop.”








  
  

Chapter 2
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Mitch





Matsumune reappeared in the teleportation spawn point marked for his personal quarters. Without hesitation, he started sorting and unloading the day’s new finds from his inventory. “What an interesting item.” 

“Mitch, are you playing on your personal account while at work? You, Mr. Never Break a Rule, even when the boss would willingly look the other way to do the same damage?”

Mitsuji Yuito spun his plush, office chair to face one of his colleagues. “I’m not on the clock, since you force me to take an unpaid break, and we work the late shift for a reason.”

“There’s always a reason with you.”

“At least I didn’t bring my personal laptop to use after Big Boss Man left since day one.”

“Declan and Blake cover my behind, and I’m the head of coding. What do you expect?”

“You’re risking too much, Emmett.”

The other man shrugged. “Their brother, my eldest cousin, owns the company, and he doesn’t want to upset my side of the family. Auntie died giving birth to Declan, so duties to the family’s bond stresses Evan out to behave in certain ways more than you realize.”

“Welcome to Kaine Logistics, run by a family of male assholes who do what they want.”

“It’s why your ex-pat ass would rather live here with us on the East Coast, United States instead of back in Tokyo. Your family’s situation never permitted access to half the creative control Evan’s given you over coding VITAELANGICA. Rare items have skyrocketed profits and popularity among new and old realmwalkers buying new expansion packs or downloadable content since he assigned you to manage that project.” Emmett shrugged before unwrapping a package of swill-dipped, caloric depravity as his dinner.

“The salary and distance from Okaa-sama was more than worth the move. Besides, you all have legitimate crab dish skills. We just throw it over rice different ways and call it a day.”

Emmett’s blond hair and Irish blue orbs contrasted the ebony locks clouding Mitch’s chestnut eyes. Mirth and stoicism oscillated between them in similar tones of light and dark, allowing one man to ignore the other’s sourness. “I don’t hear you complaining at company parties. What’s that wisecrack about your Ma for this time? She on you to move back home and marry the chick they picked for you as a kid?”

“Arranged marriages have been important to my family for generations, back to the Edo Period. It’s kind of European sounding in some regards, but their choices are wise. Kaori and I were raised together, and we know one another closely. She doesn’t agree with my outlook on life now. She longs to remain in Japan, and I don’t see it happening.”

“You don’t want to take over your father’s electronics company? Isn’t it ranked as top-ten-something-or-other, this, that, and the third thing?”

Mitch laughed, a deep and stilted sound. “My older sister earned it long before she graduated from college. When I finished high school the year before Satori, I promised to turn the company over to her.”

“I keep forgetting you started college early.”

“I was barely old enough to live on my own, when you found and hired me.”

“Your parents must be proud.” Emmett sounded half-sincere and half-unsurprised.

Mitch hesitated to reveal the full story. “Otou-san is happy with our progress. He’ll have minimal issues with Satori taking over, and we’ve been in negotiations with his lawyers about handling my departure from the company board entirely.”

“Wait, wait. You’re cutting all ties? Even as their Chief Engineering Executive?”

“It’s a role my father invented as a seat, for my behind to warm from a far. He knew I needed a more creative outlet.”

“You’re just a fanboy out to stroke that love of nerd-dom.” Emmett shot his friend a scathing and playful glare. “Will your sister let you come back, if you fail here?”

“She wants to expand production to the states, if we can secure a contract.”

“Don’t look at me in that tone of face. My cousins might run this shin-ding but, let me be the first to tell you, Evan has zero qualms about firing you for suggesting it, if he is in a bad mood. With VITAELANGICA going to the stratosphere, he’s booked.”

Mitch insisted anyway, “Give my sister a chance to assert a firm grip on the company back home.”

“So long as you promise to introduce us?” Emmett asked.

“Don’t tempt me to yank the plug on your personal rig. How is it they don’t track and fire you for breaking protocol?”

“Declan and Blake arranged the set up after getting me this sweet shift.”

“Fucking family ties.”

“Hey, Mitch. Don’t be like that, or else go guzzle some coffee to help your mood. You know they’d hook you up with some inside string pulling. Stop overachieving for once in your life and take some office time to balance your stress. Evan can’t fire you after this moment, as you’re officially assisting a new project on his brothers’ personal network, rather than the company mainframe.” Emmett tossed a small, electronic brick to Mitch.

“Is this a hotspot?”

“Sure is.”

“They can’t support the real-time battle movement without dropping frames. What’s the point of investing in one as a hardline product? Evan’s been busting his behind about producing a game-friendly desktop, rig, and something about headgear?”

Emmett explained, “This brick was designed to parallel those products. You know how Maryland is with its sudden drop offs into rural, No Man’s Lands as far as signal goes. Many other states are the same, and on larger scales. It’s a new tech we’re making to pitch at Evan. Do you want in on it, in exchange for some safe playing on your personal rig to collect data points for us, all while being paid? Blake and Declan have money left over for differential pay when using the brick. The moment you log on, it auto-calculates to payroll.”

Mitch clarified, “Is this how you’re Logic Vagabonding on the clock?”

“Bingo. Nice item, by the way. How did you snag it? Its algorithm for drop rate requires some interesting timing.”

“I’ve been following some Crusaders the last few weeks. They live in the mountains west of here, for real.” Mitch wasn’t sure how much to say, given seeing Zanicaa again was not yet a guarantee in his life.

“In state? I’m not surprised. Since Evan saw to helping poorer counties with some better infrastructure for minimizing profile connection drops to local servers? You might want to see if we can include them in the next stages of our project.”

“Now you’re overreaching what Declan and Blake wanted, and I don’t need to ask them for confirmation.” Mitch logged out from his work computer with his personal account in time to switch back to his coding applications. Thankful Evan valued their time hourly and not as salaried lackies, Mitch didn’t mind leaching more from their pockets, especially if it meant an additional project management credit. That would impress my parents. It might convince Okaa-sama to stop demanding I leave Baltimore and return to Tokyo.

Signing back into Fubuki no Matsumune on his personal laptop with the brick connected, he raced through the trails back to Lukzander Shoals. Protected by the likes of Tuxedo Starlight’s comrades, the Shoals contained VITAELANGICA’s largest bartering markets. Evan and his brothers designed the area to mirror Baltimore’s old stalls on Lexington and Hollins Streets. Players could purchase and sell anything from anywhere on the map, but Matsumune’s focus relied on tracking the rarest of items.

Never for use or resale. Always for quality and assurance testing, including all steps of item use, sale, repurchase, trade, auction, barter, research for special or hidden features, and deconstruction to be reconstructed. What Emmett and his character, a female elf named Riven, failed to realize was Matsumune’s profile provided Kaine Logic thousands of data points. If Mitch coded a new item or patch into the user experience, he would use Matsumune to guarantee they worked. Even, if it meant angering other players.

While messing with paying customers’ gaming experience would anger Big Boss Man, Emmett and two of his cousins would appreciate why Mitch cared about the player’s experience. Like their families, his parents built a tiny company into an empire. Though he wasn’t much younger than Evan, Mitch could as easily run a large corporation. The simple joy of providing the best gaming experience sufficed.

Not the fame behind coding the most impactful weapons and glitch fixes. Not the money that he paid for his quiet house in the county. Freedom from his parents was a bonus he relished.

Entering the Fighter’s Outpost at the market’s west end, Matsumune broke down the item for research and hummed his satisfaction.

“You rat bastard.”

“Hello, Zanicaa Hatter. How can I assist?” She was beautiful as her red-headed, in-game avatar. Mitch knew better than to assume she was like that in life.

She fumed, “You stole that win from me, so you can destroy a rare item?”

“Like you’re not going to do the same yourself?”

“I don’t intend on destroying it for parts meant for schlepping a higher sale versus remaining whole, Dread Vagabond.”

He chuckled, “Neither do I.”

“Then, let me barter for it when you’re done?”

He smirked. “No.”

“No?”

“Duel me for it. When you’re better.”

“Stop reading my character profile information and using it against me. Such is a bullying tactic, and if you are a Logic Vagabond, then you’ll not want me making a complaint.”

Mitch groaned. “You are such a Marylander.”

“What is that supposed to mean?” Zanicaa shot back.

“All attitude and no bite.”

Her glare quirked into confusion. “Are we seriously going to be childish? Fine. Why would you admit to being a Logic Vagabond, especially with how people peg you for being the lone, Dread variety?”

“Perhaps, you would like to find out by training with me? If so, meet me here tomorrow night at sundown Eastern time.”

“Are you pitying me?”

“Consider it the first step to earning the item you crave. If it is worth silencing your friend, Adam Krye, then you will join me.”

Mitch could hear the annoying female’s cursing as he logged out in time to escape her fireball. Had she struck him in a safe zone, she would have been disbanded from the server for five days. While severe, the tactic prevented many problems between players across all the hundreds of growing realms contained within VITAELANGICA’s multi-verse.

Working with this Zanicaa Hatter and her fellow Crusaders could help the project as Emmett wondered. On the other hand, befriending players on or off the clock was heavily frowned upon. Evan’s version of anti-player harassment included all company employees being Logic Vagabonds. Not only could he track them in an instant with gamer interactions on the clock, but he could see where other players and his intellectual property were in jeopardy.

Considering recent slander of VITAELANGICA being used to heighten the state’s human and drug trafficking in and out of Baltimore, Mitch knew to proceed with caution. Even if the fiery Zanicaa challenged him in ways he enjoyed too much.








  
  

Chapter 3
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Andi





Zanicaa stamped her feet, all while fuming and spewing curses. Righting the cowl to her red cloak, she launched off through the Shoals. Accessing her acrobatic skills to leap above a stall’s awning and onto the balcony outside her front door felt commonplace. As Zanicaa, her curves didn’t hinder her movement the way they might in real life. Blockading safely inside the tiny hovel, she combed through items in her inventory. While Adam and Tux teased her lack of time for playing VITAELANGICA alongside them as often as she did in high school, what they did not witness was what she hoarded away in the hours she spent in game alone. 

Since her mother’s unplanned departure many years ago, she gambled with insomnia. Her mother’s abuse terrified her as a child. The two combined easily convinced her to enjoy a caffeine addiction at a young age.

Logging out of the realmwalker gaming experience, Andi glanced at the lower, right-hand corner of her aged laptop. As usual, time taunted her. In the long nights since she moved out, she couldn’t contend with her mother’s immortal hatred for her existence. As an only child, Andi felt the brunt of how her mother’s body never repaired. Every mistake committed by anyone became indirectly her fault, even if she wasn’t home.

“If you hate us, then leave. If you’re so miserable, stop punishing us with your presence, and go make a life you want. Andi suffers enough because you hate her. Maybe she’s better off without you.”

“And you think you can take care of her by yourself, George? You two are nothing without me. I’m the reason why you two survive.”

“Put your money in your mouth and leave.”

“Go to bed, you old fool. I have work in the morning, and she has classes.”

“Fine. You’d best consider whether you plan on coming home to your family after.”

Her father’s words stung. However, he protected his daughter from on-going neglect and abuse. Once her mother erased herself from their lives, nightmares and anxiety ramped out of control. Andi attempted treatment several times, but the past was too much. Facing the issue would be her last-resort salvation. Pathetically enough, she didn’t believe in her own healing. Maybe she chose the social worker route for the punishment she felt she deserved. In her explanations as to why she chose this career, she could rely on her own experiences and see how those events allowed her to guide children to hate themselves less in similar ways. True, some people didn’t deserve to be parents.

No one would change the decision process on that matter no sooner than Andi could decide whether to attempt her sleeping pills again. Another thing Craig did not know: the relocation to Baltimore for college removed her from the place causing her insomnia. However, the memories followed soon, and the honeymoon bliss without them didn’t last long.

Instead of leaning into gaming, she focused on her homework. Then cleaning. Then yoga and meditation. Hoping to exhaust herself worked until tonight, so she ended up running around the screen with nothing better to do until a hot shower called her name a few hours before dawn. Another night trapped in her mind.

She jumped as her phone rang in a light pattern of beeps that sounded like a magical portal opening into a mythical paradise. She asked, “What are you doing by calling me at this time of night?”

“I saw you logged off a few minutes ago? It’s butt-ass early,” Micah mused. Despite the humor in his voice, he sounded concerned. So much for him not knowing about the medication failing her. “How many sleeping pills did you take?”

“The maximum dose. Yes, I’ll call my doctor.”

“I wish you’d consider therapy instead of leaning on pills to do the heavy lifting.”

“There’s really nothing to talk about.”

“Not until you’re ready to face the past.”

“There’s nothing for me to address, like I kept saying to that counselor Dad forced me to see through Saint Mary’s youth program. My mother left. So what? I’ve not heard from her since, and she’s never going to show an interest. I don’t know if she’s alive or dead.”

“And you don’t rightfully give a dang. I know, Andi.”

Micah had been there the afternoon she arrived home to an empty house. The vehicle was gone, and her mother left an envelope taped inside the door. Instead of a letter explaining the situation, it contained a simple wedding band and engagement ring. Micah stayed by Andi’s side for an entire week. During all the hours of his endless distractions during or since, this conversation ended the same way.

She snapped, “Then, we don’t need to discuss it further.”

“Did you manage to speak with that samurai?”

She growled. That was the last person Micah had to bring up. “He wanted to deconstruct that rare item and reconstruct it for study. The drop chance on it is less than five percent. It took us weeks to set up procuring it, but he offered to train me for a chance to duel him for it? He’s such an infuriating player.”

Micah mused, “So I’ve been told by someone else.”

She sighed until it rustled the microphone in their ears. “I don’t intend for you to play monkey in the middle with Craig and me.”

“I’m beginning to wonder. I know his male PMS synced with your monthly cycle in eighth grade, but you’ve been dishing as much as he’s serving, savvy?” he asked.

“You need us to switch it down a few notches, and since you’ve likely told him to knock it off, you also must be politically correct and tell me the same. Thanks, Mummy Dearest. Your babies love you.”

Micah boasted, “Someone needs to teach you young whipper snappers some manners.”

“Do you know how much you sound like your Gramps with that line?” she snorted.

“He’s been yelling it more as of late. The doctors aren’t willing to ask for further testing, despite us wanting it for him.”

She grumbled, “And Craig mocks me for wanting to be a social worker.”

“I would hire you the moment you’re licensed to help with Gramps, and I don’t care what I’d have to do to pay you.” Micah’s flat, distracted tone was all the signal she needed to avoid droning on, but she wasn’t buying it this time.

“Which reminds me, I heard about some new programs the state’s funding out west. Maybe Cumberland will see some new senior centers and more funding for the good ones in place. I’ll have phone numbers to share with you later. Did he go for the lung tests?”

“We think that’s why they’re not as concerned about checking his brain for Swiss cheese aging type qualities. They’ve ordered him for a second round of the anti-breathing investigation. Mom’s going to take him as soon as she knows the schedule.”

She caved and sighed in defeat at last. “Damnit, Micah. I’m sorry.”

“He was a coal mining engineer with an office job for the end of his career. We all know what’s likely going on inside his chest. You’d think West Virginia or the defunct coal company that nearly killed him would be willing to help pay some bills for decent doctors.”

“There’s funding for that, too, and many new companies have insurance policies for paying into that kind of treatment early.”

“Yeah, send all the phone number laced bandages you like.” He chuckled grimly and paused. Reflection removed negative hints to his sardonic tone. “You’ll help a thousand people, Andi, but you won’t worry about fixing yourself. How long can you pour from a shattered cup?”

She said, “I’m not worth the Japanese method of fixing things, you moron.”

“Because you’re better than the gold they use. Not that you would appreciate the extra sparkle it’d grant your already glittering personality.”

“Go back to bed, Micah. You don’t need to keep me occupied like when we were kids.”

He offered, “You should consider therapy.”

“I will when you’re licensed.”

“I’m in nursing, not counseling. Or are your meds starting to play with your neuroscience for a visit to loopy land?”

“You and your tirades on personal health.”

A second yawn didn’t hide behind his amusement. “I’ll practice what I preach, then. Sleep well, Andi.”

“Take care, dude.”

Powering down her cell phone for quicker charging, she popped some music into her laptop. The volume peaked through her headphones, allowing her to hear blaring metal at a distance in the manner it deserved to be played. As she planned during the conversation with Micah, she poured rampant energy trickling between her fingers into homework, cleaning, and more. Soon enough, she struggled to find odds and ends to complete on the once clogged to-do list she intended to neglect.

A clock on the dresser mocked her with its digital rendition of minutes tucking into lost hours. Despite taking an extra dose of sleeping medications, she couldn’t find the chance to turn her mind off along with her body. Attempts to wind down for rest through yoga and similar mind-body practices failed to shut down her anxiety’s favorite and most potent tick.

Stretching out on her back, she stared at the ceiling. “Five-twelve in the morning. Might as well not bother fooling myself.”

She rolled out of bed when the final, failed attempt to enjoy jittery rest didn’t help. Showering and washing her hair led to powering on her laptop a second time, though she let it lapse into sleep status a while ago. Zanicaa’s profile loaded in half the time, since so few people in her building hogged the internet. Wondering through some missions and tasks alone droned on toward dawn.

As she had in recent weeks, she mindlessly sat through classes, completed homework, and tended to her charges at a local group home. Coffee and cola filled her gullet when needed, but crashing off their energy upon arriving home didn’t gain her the nap she craved. Another shower without hair scrubbing didn’t soothe the lulling ache of fatigue’s control.

Without fail, VITAELANGICA called her attention to dull awareness of her situation. Twisting and turning through a few more unfinished quest lines gained enough experience points for the next level up.

“Congratulations, Zanicaa Hatter.” Fubuki no Matsumune crooned. He munched through the last bits of an apple while leaning against a tree. Their height difference mocked her, but the deeply philosophical tone of his voice seized her chest.

She barked in surprise, “Are you starting to stalk me?”

“Not at all.”

“Then, what are you doing here?”

“We’re in one of the largest trading outposts across any server. Any number of players call this hub port a home inside the game’s virtual walls.”

She retorted, “You’re trying to pass this off as a statistical chance too slyly.”

“Follow my train of thought, if you’re able, Crusader. I live in a borough in the Shoal’s southern district. We’re the part of town with cobblestone because of the market’s main attractions. Most of the Crusaders who work to protect the Shoals live on the eastern side of town, where dirt and sand exist due to the stables and training squadrons. Based on the mud from your boots, you didn’t come from the main market streets. Unlike other ladies, you don’t care to remove your travels from your attire, either.”

“Why isn’t it I didn’t come from the north or west ends of town?”

“They have sand and not dirt. Therefore, not as much cause for mud when the rains hit.”

She marveled at the small details he calculated for analysis in moments, when she failed to realize the same patterns despite playing the game for hundreds of hours. “Touché. What would you like for your prize?”

“Teasing you like this is enough.”

“Why are you hanging around? Should I report you for player-on-player bullying?”

He bowed lowly, and blatant honor laced with respect in his tone. “I apologize. I didn’t mean to overstep any boundaries.”

“Unlike Tux, I’ll not tolerate being manhandled, by words or deeds.”

“You are truly a lady, then, Crusader. I aim to encourage your success, not snuff it out with annoyance and derailment.”

Unable to tolerate the way he switched to kindness, she spat, “If you won’t duel me for the rare item, despite my level gain, then train me.”

“Vagabonds don’t take on trainees,” he boasted.

“Crusaders aren’t supposed to be Wards, either.”

“Fair enough.” Matsumune’s smile shouldn’t have warmed her no more than receiving his party invite should have excited her. “I’ll make you the party lead to obtain the group experience point differential.”

She marveled, “That seriously came through with the last patch?”

“It occurs on specific Stages as part of a rotating schedule. I’ve memorized most of it.”

Zanicaa accepted the quest information share from his digital journal to hers, and she marked them as read for instant highlighting on the map. “We have plenty of time for me to swing through the Crusaders’ Community Bank.”

“The Emerald Way will be swamped this time of day. I’ll lend you better gear, as my Community’s Bank is closer.”

“Your Community’s Bank? I didn’t know a Vagabond could belong to a Community.”

“A small group of friends, who I know in real life, and I formed it recently. We’re working on a project together, so it made sense for us to pool our resources.”

She asked, “Is it some place we can find along the way?”

“Meet me at the first destination five minutes before the event noted in your journal starts, then.” He leaned down to kiss the back of her hand and disappeared on a whistling breeze.








  
  

Chapter 4
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Mitch





Matsumune waved to Zanicaa upon her arrival, nonplussed with her eye roll. They’d been meeting for days, optimizing the late-night hours of her real-life insomnia to grind her character’s profile well toward the Level 75 in-game cap. Not only did he permit her time to research any rare item they found in exchange for curiously odd data points, but he also confirmed her suspicions as to why. 

She didn’t ask about members of his Community and their role as Logic Vagabonds. He assumed in conversation her smarts analyzed every nuance of the arrangement with caution to judge, since she benefited from joining his quests in her own ways. Once he assured her not to worry about breaking rules, they continued their nightly journeys.

“You’re arriving rather late. Is everything okay on your side of the More?” Their playful way of referring to Maryland’s Charm City enticed a familiar, bright tone to her voice. If her smile looked as pretty as she sounded, he was in for some serious trouble with wake-up calls. She was nothing like Kaori.

“One of my neighbors shot out the transformer while cleaning their gun. Uneventful otherwise, or so the authorities said. You know what gang violence can be like in certain parts of the More. I wasn’t sure how else to contact you.”

“I’ll message you the Eleven you need.” He masked the concern brimming behind spiked adrenaline. Unlike Japan, this part of the world ranked as one of the more dangerous cities to consider living in. While he could’ve walked parts of Tokyo with thousands of yen hanging from him, dripping in gold and diamonds, throwing signed checks as he went along, he didn’t dare let on he carried any kind of cash in certain parts of the United States. If she felt threatened or needed help, depending on which part of town she lived in, he wanted to be there for her safety.

They’d thrown breaking the rules out the window weeks ago by befriending each other.

Her confusion was nothing short of adorable. “You all know that code?”

“We’re observant, not controlling. There’s an algorithm for tracking players who abuse it and other slang in physically unsafe and unsavory ways. Asking you once is not going to tip off the algorithm looking for a specific sentence I and thousands of other players could be saying on one of many international servers.”

“Touché. Thank you for your patience.”

“I assumed something happened. We live and work in one of the most dangerous cities in this part of the real world. If anything happens, Zanicaa. Don’t hesitate.”

The smile in her voice filtered through the headset Mitch wore. “Thank you. I mean it.”

“Did you tell your doctor the new medication isn’t working?” he asked.

“Tux asked me earlier this evening. I told him not to worry. I’ll be at Dad’s place for the Halloween Parade, and then the Fort Hill versus Allegany homecoming game the following week. Dad used to play way back when. So, he will make sure I am socialized into exhaustion, or that there are chores to handle the same.”

“Ouch, I hear that eye roll. Two weeks in a row without you, though?”

“Don’t act like you’d miss me. I go home to the mountains every weekend the weather allows between now and the end of the semester. Dad needs help with final weather proofing preparations around the house.”

“You sound worried about something, Zanicaa. What’s going on beyond that?”

She didn’t hesitate to whisper, “Tux’s brother owns a chimney and roofing business, so he’ll check those related trappings tomorrow. I’m not sure how we’re paying the bill this year. Despite me moving out for school, Dad’s disability check was cut.”

“What about all that overtime you’re putting in at work?”

“They fired me.”

“They what?” Mitch switched from his laptop to log some data points she shared from the chat box. Anger cascaded from his fingers to punish the keyboard. “Why would they do something so drastic?”

“I was temporary help. In positions such as that one, they are grant funded. When the funding stops flowing, normally the job ends the next day. On the positive end, I have an internship lined up to start in December, but I can’t afford to send home the remaining funds for the chimney.”

Mitch chewed the inside of his lip. After confessing to Emmett where the sudden spike in data points appeared, the blond insisted Mitch consider bringing Zanicaa on for real. Not certain how to breach the topic, when he didn’t know her off-line name, he questioned the validity of timing a logical solution. “Well, since you’ve been helping me, my boss wanted me to ask, if you’d be interested in applying for alpha testing some new products. Hardware and software. I’m not certain how much it will help, but it could be enough for the odd and end bills.”

She was silent for the longest time. He first thought she might have disconnected, but she asked, “This isn’t the most professional way to go about asking me, is it?”

He explained, “Would you be shocked to learn it’s how I gained this job? My boss played Kaine Logic’s previous MMORPG launch in a similar position to what I am to him now. He gained me a summer internship while still attending university in Tokyo. I finished studying the following year on the company’s dime and moved to the More a month after graduation to work on VITAELANGICA.”

She sighed, “Where and how do I apply?”

“Go to the company website, how else? The post will load tomorrow at noon. Case CODE42-L87. You’ll hear from my boss rather quickly.” He paused before adding, “Honestly, if Tux and Adam could stand to earn some more money, I wouldn’t mind them joining.”

“You hesitate to offer to them, and I don’t blame you.”

“Finessing around Tux’s opinions on the government that raised him is rather precarious. I don’t assume he acts the same at work. I’m more concerned about other members.”

Her giggle soothed his nerves. Until he started spending more time with Zanicaa and her Crusader friends, he didn’t know he possessed a sense of humor. He wondered how her smile looked when restraining or opening to the musical mirth. “Enjoy those understatements, samurai. They will not serve you in understanding Tuxedo Starlight or Adam Krye easier. I’m still trying to figure out what makes rodents run the spinning wheel powering their collective hive mind.”

“I don’t need to understand someone who readily cares for others. Watching him teach his younger sister how to play VITAELANGICA proves such a notion for me. How does she fare, since the new experience boost scrolls were added to the daily rewards’ drops?” The ones he programed based on a whimsical suggestion Zanicaa theorized during a fetch quest, when rattled by insomnia and her medication’s war for control.

“Tux gifted every, single one of his to hers, and I’ve given a few, since I’ve been spending so much time accruing experience points in other ways. Thanks again for letting me keep this rare item,” she said.

“I can’t make use of the cloak as a sword wielder. Your spells should reach Chevalier level rankings.”

“Not a Dread?”

“A Dread Crusader is such a thing?”

“On some servers.”

“You’re kidding. That’s not a concept Big Boss Man will appreciate,” he hmphed, shrugging and writing the note on a sticky destined for Emmett’s desk.
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