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Dear Reader,
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As some of you know, the book that gave birth to the Rise Universe, the original Rise, was released in 2017 with the second book in the series, Rise Mind over Matter, being released in 2018. I was so excited and so in love with those characters, and I still am, but... Isn’t there always a but? Anyway, I was still very new to the ways of formatting and such so, I was never completely pleased with the way the books looked. I also thought there were things I perhaps should have changed or written differently. For those reasons, once I started working on the next expansion of the Rise Universe, Sandbox, I decided I would release second editions of both Rise and Rise Mind Over Matter at the same time Sandbox is released. My thought process was it will be a great way for those of you who have been on this journey with me before to revisit the characters you’ve come to love while experiencing the new adventures and characters of Sandbox, and for those of you completely new to the universe, it will be a great way to start your journey. 

Whether you’re brand new to the universe or a veteran in the fight against the afflicted, I hope you find characters and themes you can connect with and feel for while enjoying the adventure. In addition, I also hope you know how much I appreciate each and every one of you who have been on this journey with me and who will hopefully embark on this journey with me in the future. Your support has meant the world to me. 

You can pick up Rise, Rise Mind Over Matter, and Sandbox on Amazon or my website, cmstarscreations.com, and be on the lookout for the next expansion of the Rise Universe, City of Hope, coming in 2024. Until then, be good to yourself, be good to each other, and always reach for the stars!

Much Love and Hugs!

Mandy
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T

he SUV had sped through the gates mere seconds after they’d been opened. A man and a woman had exited the vehicle and introduced themselves as Dragon and Welsh. Dragon informed them that they had mutual friends, at which point an incredible miracle had unfolded before them in the form of Kickz’s wife and son stepping from the SUV. Kage had heard Kickz gasp and watched the color drain from his face when he saw them. Kickz hugged them tightly as happy tears streamed down all their faces. Upon Kickz asking his wife how it was possible they were there, she’d pointed to two more men who’d emerged from the SUV. One of them stepped forward to greet Kickz.

“Hi,” he’d said with a noticeable accent. “That’s Mike, and I’m JC.”

Although Kickz was ecstatic to see his wife and son, as well as grateful for whatever the strangers had done to deliver them safely to him, he was also wary. Who were these people? Where had they come from? What was their intent? With those questions swirling in his mind, Kickz extended a hand to JC and invited them all into the restaurant dining room. In that dining room, the story of how Kickz’s wife, Marnie, and their son, Carson, found their way to him came to light.
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AS THE REST OF THE group listened, Marnie told Kickz that she and Carson had decided to surprise him the weekend of the ill-fated convention. After having given some thought to how hard Kickz worked, both as a business owner and as a gaming content creator, she’d thought they should get to know more about the gaming side of his life. The convention was the perfect opportunity to do that, and it would provide the three of them with a long overdue mini vacation. When she’d booked Kickz’s flight she’d also booked one for herself and Carson for the day after his, making it so Kickz arrived the day before the convention began, and she and Carson arrived the morning it began. She’d also booked their hotel room at the same time she’d booked Kickz’s, being sure to get adjoining rooms. Upon arriving in Roma, Marnie and Carson had checked into the hotel, dropped their things off in their room, and set off to surprise Kickz at the convention.

They’d just gotten to the convention when a bloody man covered in bite wounds and muttering incoherently stumbled over to them. As much as the man frightened them, seeing people run screaming from the convention frightened them even more. They ran into a nearby comic book shop to escape the chaos starting to spill from the convention into the streets. They were watching things unfold from the shop window along with several other people when the clerk behind the counter started to twitch and growl before attacking the girl working behind the counter with him. Everyone in the store panicked and rushed for the door, one of them knocked Carson down in the process. Two people were kind enough to help him up and ask Marnie if they were okay. As it turned out, those people were Dragon and Welshie as Marnie called her. The four of them ran from the building together only to be confronted by a large group of afflicted outside. They’d darted down the street with several of the afflicted following them. As they’d rounded a street corner, a large SUV carrying two men pulled up and told them to get in. The two men had been JC and Mike.
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SEEING NEW PEOPLE AND Kickz being reunited with his family excited everyone at Danterford’s and renewed their hope. The downside to that made the already restless group even more restless. Some of them listened as Kickz spoke with his wife, his son, and the four strangers while others busied themselves in an attempt to pass the time as they anxiously awaited any word as to whether or not the arrival of the newcomers was an indication of impending rescue. Kage seemed to be the only one that wasn’t excited. As he patrolled, he replayed the events of the day and pondered many questions. Who were these new people? They admitted they’d seen some of the group in the city but had remained hidden. Why hadn’t they shown themselves then? Why did he have such an uneasy feeling about JC and Mike? Kickz had the same questions. Back in the dining room, he tried to politely and covertly get the answers as he, Gray, and Jordan continued to talk with Marnie, Carson, and the newcomers.

“I can never repay you for what you’ve done,” Kickz appreciatively told them. “Obviously, my wife and son have gotten to know you, but I’d like to get to know you a bit myself. One of the things all of us did when we found ourselves together was share some basics about ourselves. Just things such as our names, why we were in Roma, if we have a family, what we do for a living, and things along those lines. Would you guys mind sharing with us?”

“I’m fine with that,” Welshie readily agreed. “Hmm, where to start? Well my name is Rhiannon Tyler, but I’m a gamer, as I assume most of you are so, that’s where the name Welshie comes from. I’m married to Aiden Tyler, aka Dragon, and we currently have no kids, but I do want some eventually. As you can probably tell from my accent, I’m not American. I’m from Welsh Vallies, born and raised in Church Village. Right now we live in West Yorkshire, or we did until all of this happened. I’m thirty-four, and I used to work on a small farm until health conditions forced me to stop.”

Dragon followed his wife. “I am thirty-eight years old. As Welshie said, my real name is Aiden Tyler, but everyone knows me by my stream name DragonLord_UK or simply Dragon. I got into streaming about six months ago, but Welshie and I have been fans of Kickz for a long time. As you already know, I am married to the lovely Welshie, and I am from West Yorkshire. We were here for the convention when the world went to shite. I used to be a home healthcare worker, and I totally want kids, just as soon as the apparent apocalypse is over.”

“Suppose I’ll go next,” Mike offered. “My name is Mike Soto. I was born in Chile where I lived until my parents moved us to Texas when I was around nine. I am thirty-seven, divorced, and have no children. I work for the Biological Warfare and Disease Control Division of the Department of Defense, or the BWDCD for short. I’m not a gamer. Hopefully you’ll forgive me for that. JC is my cousin, and he is a gamer which is why I was in Roma. I was at the convention to see what his obsession with games was all about.” He chuckled. “We see how well that turned out.”

JC stuck his tongue out at Mike before telling his story. “The real name is Juan Carlos Terrocon. I am a gamer and YouTube creator. Most know me by my channel name, JC’s Channel, or JC. I am an engineer by trade. I live in Chile, but I do make trips to Texas from time to time to visit Mike. I am thirty-eight, no children, and never married, perhaps because my standards are too high, or maybe because nobody can put up with my eccentricities. The current apocalypse status is no surprise to me, I knew mankind would screw things up sooner or later. I’m just surprised it took this long.”

JC stated his comment about the apocalypse in an almost joking manner, to which most present snickered, but Kickz and Gray both felt his statement hinted at something much more serious. They were certain something was missing from his story.

“Where have y’all been staying,” Gray asked.

Mike sighed. “After we picked up Marnie, Carson, Welshie, and Dragon in Roma, we went to the Roma Police Department. It was overrun and obvious we’d get no help there. Then we went to a firehouse and a hospital, both were in the same shape as the RPD, but there were a few military personnel at the hospital who told us going to Phoenix would be our best option. They were wrong because Phoenix was worse than Roma. The only option we had after that was to find somewhere to hide.”

“And where was that,” Jordan asked.

“A deli,” Mike answered. “We found a deli built of brick and concrete that only had two windows and two exterior doors on the bottom floor and had a small, two bedroom apartment upstairs. We managed to gather enough supplies to board up the windows downstairs and one of the doors. The deli had enough food to get by for quite a while, but then the power went down and most of the food spoiled.”

“That’s when me, Welshie, and Mike started going on scavenging runs,” Dragon added. “We had to, it was either that or starve to death. The first few times we went out all we had for weapons were boards until we found a few pistols, but then we ran into another group of survivors.”

“One look at them told us they’d had a much harder time than we had,” Welsh interjected. “Their eyes were sunken, and they were pitifully thin. I suppose that’s why they were the way they were.”

“What do you mean,” Jordan inquired.

“They robbed us,” Mike replied. “They took everything we had with us. “We offered to split it with them, but they wanted it all. There were three of us and seven of them. They had more weapons than we did, and their weapons were much more powerful than ours. So, they took our pistols along with all the food and supplies we had with us. We eventually found more pistols, but the whole ordeal drove one thing home for us; the dead aren’t the only monsters in this new world.”

“That’s why we avoided you when we saw you in the city,” Dragon explained.

Kickz nodded. “I understand. We had only gone into the city to see if there were signs the military had returned or planned to return.”

Welshie smiled. “It was truly a miracle we saw you. It was meant to be. I’ve been a fan of yours for so long, and Marnie had told us you were her husband, but it was hard to tell from a distance if it was you for sure. That’s why we followed you back here, to get a better look. When we realized it was you, we immediately went back to tell Marnie. It was dark by the time we got back to her which is why we waited to come back today.”

“What are the odds,” Kickz mused.

“Dad, we were so excited we didn’t sleep,” Carson beamed.

Marnie smiled and squeezed her husband’s hand. “We sure didn’t.”

“What are your plans now,” Gray asked JC.

JC half-shrugged. “We will return to the deli and stay there while we search for something more suitable. There certainly isn’t a lack of available real estate these days.”

“Why don’t you at least stay for lunch,” Kickz implored. “Amber, Jordan, and Star have made themselves the official chefs here, and their food is quite good. We would have starved by now if not for them.”

JC looked to his companions who all nodded vehemently. JC laughed. “I think they might be sick of canned beans and water.”

Kickz rose from his seat. “It’s settled then.” He turned to Gray. “Could you get Star and meet me by the tower? I’m going to round up Kage and Capp. I want to go over a few things.”

“Sure,” Gray responded.
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KICKZ DIDN’T HAVE TO go far to find Capp, he’d been hovering right outside the door, listening. Together they found Kage pacing alongside the fence, and they went to the tower to await Gray and Star.

“So, what’s the verdict on the new people? Are they okay,” Kage asked.

“Let’s wait for Gray and Star,” Kickz insisted. “That is a conversation all five of us need to be part of.”

Within a few moments Gray and Star joined them. Star was all smiles. “I bet you’re on cloud nine right now,” Star remarked to Kickz.

“I am, but I have concerns as well. I am very grateful for what those people did for Marnie and Carson, and Marnie seems to think a lot of them. She’s normally a very good judge of character, but something feels off to me. Dragon and Welshie appear to be genuine, but JC and Mike are a different story.”

“I completely agree,” Kage interjected. “I’ve had an uneasy feeling since they got here. I can’t put my finger on what it is, but there is definitely something amiss with JC and Mike.”

Star shook his head. “I think you’re overanalyzing things. Sure, JC is a little different, but so what? Different doesn’t have to mean bad.”

“I completely understand what Kickz and Kage are saying because I’ve picked up on some weird energy from both JC and Mike,” Gray spoke up. “However, I think Star may be right. Look at the world we’re living in right now.” He pointed to three afflicted pressing on the fence. “That right there is more than enough to make anybody act a little janky. Throw in being robbed, hungry, and meeting new people, and who’s to say we all wouldn’t be sending out some strange vibes? Okay, JC is quirky, but I honestly don’t think there is anything malicious about him or Mike, but I do think there is something they’re not telling us for some reason.”

Capp, who had been silently taking everything in, decided it was time to offer his thoughts. “Gray and Star are right. I overheard Mike say he worked for the BWDCD. Let me tell you, anybody working there is put through extensive and intensive background checks and mental evaluations among a multitude of tests. If the rest of the government followed the BWDCD’s protocols, our country would be in much better shape. Even their secretaries are put through all of that and are crazy intelligent and quirky as Gray put it. So, just imagine what their researchers and scientists are like. No, Mike couldn’t be a malicious psycho and work there, just not possible. JC doesn’t work there so, he hasn’t been through the same rigorous routine, but he still reminds me a lot of guys I knew who worked there. On top of that, even though they’re cousins, I don’t think Mike would associate with him if he wasn’t on the up and up. They’re definitely holding something back though. What that something is and why they’re withholding it are what we have need to find out.”

Kage sighed. “You’re probably right, but I can’t shake the feeling they’re not what they say they are, mainly JC. I won’t let my guard down. I intend to find out exactly what they’re hiding.”

“And you will,” Star stated matter-of-factly. “We all will because we’ll ask them to stay here.”

Kickz smiled and nodded. “Exactly! You’re supposed to keep your friends close but your enemies closer. Yeah? This way, if they turn out to be friends, we have new allies and can utilize their intelligence. If they turn out to be foes, we can head off their ill intentions.”

“Makes perfect sense to me,” Gray agreed.

Star and Capp nodded their agreement, and they all turned to Kage.

“I can see the logic behind it,” Kage conceded. “I’m good with it, but we have to watch them like hawks.”
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HAVING DEVISED A PLAN of sorts, the five men made their way back to the dining room. They found Marnie and Welshie helping Amber in the kitchen while Carson and Jordan talked with JC, Mike, and Dragon. Chris was leaning against the wall near the door watching everyone. Kage was the last to enter, and Chris pulled him aside.

Chris motioned to JC, Mike, and Dragon. “You trust them?”
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