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Earth Arc – Part One in Dangled Bait Taken
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Dedication:

TO FOLKS WHO NEED SOMETHING to distract the mind from other concerns. Hope this gives a giggle or at least an eyeroll of wtf.
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Part 1 – Earth Arc
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Summary

Desmond Orville cordially disliked his life. He’d managed to overcome severe addiction to unpleasant scenarios that gave nothing but abuse. He’d even relocated to another continent that would allow him some freedom of movement and control his own destiny, right?

Wow, he even had friends, his own residence, but it was his own, kay? A mode of transportation, and gigs that earned him good money. So, he should be on top of the moon? Well, for any youngster in his twenties that was the goal.

However, there was one passion Desmond hadn’t been able to beat, and it was playing games, whether it was role playing, working with software that enhanced features of those games, or creating his own variations to make life interesting for bored kiddos with the latest tech gadgets who needed distracts.

Now that was life.

At least Desmond thought so until given a unique opportunity to live out one of his most longed for fantasies.

“Ya wanna take part of an epic journey? Sign up here for the coolest Virtual Reality game yet!” was a most tempting kind of bait he hadn’t been able to resist.

However, when he took the challenge, Desmond wound up in the worst situation possible. He’d been seriously scammed and didn’t know how to escape. Then he found a bunch of other people who’d been tempted as well. Just enough acquaintances to form a party, right?
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Chapter 1 – Reflecting on what hadn’t changed from his past.
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California, North America, 2025

The apartment building featured bay windows that had only one purpose. Admiring the views outside from a fifth-floor perspective. Desmond Orville put his palm against the double-glazed pane and winced. It burned against his palm. “So much for maintaining coolness.” He pulled his hand away with a wince.

Bright red marks signaled just how hot it was. If he’d left it there any longer, he would’ve gotten a serious burn for his mistake. “Drat, this is the worst.” Desmond muttered with a sigh.

It had been an unusually cloudy day although it had begun with a cloudless dawn. Something that was unusual in August especially on the west coast of the pacific. He was located near the border between the States and Baja California. That sometimes meant a lot of instability when it came to weather patterns. “More likelihood of cyclones appearing too.”

Desmond shook his head wearily. “The humidity is no joke either.” Though he preferred it to dry heat. That could kill someone faster than the humidity. “Let’s not think about that right now.” He had other problems that needed addressing. “Right, there’s a series of meetings, and an interview for some financial assistance regarding new housing opportunities.” A sigh escaped Desmond.

He glanced outside once more and grimaced. “I’m not looking forward to going out there.” However, it did have to be done.

Not to mention there’d been unusually elevated temperatures, far above the average for coastal beaches. Desmond folded his arms and stared at the door gloomily. Given his druthers, he’d be working on his latest project instead of going outside. “However, it is because of my ongoing projects that I have to go elsewhere.”

Even today in the early afternoon it was almost too sweltering considering he was overlooking a wonderful, secluded beach. Oh right, Desmond rolled his eyes. I’m banned from using it because I won’t cough up the money to join the investors in this damned fire menace of an uncoded building.

Desmond sighed. As if he’d wasted money on this place. Eventually it would catch fire. “So, what is up with this latest change from the original forecast?” Damned if he could figure out what was happening. “As per normal what with the climate changing having all the deities in an uproar and throwing tantrums every other hour in the days.”

With his AC on the fritz, Desmond Orville wasn’t able to concentrate worth anything. Well, what could one do with a cheap-ass mega-million management company refusing to do work on even the most basic of repairs?

“This wasn’t how I planned my day going.” Desmond Orville looked through the bay window with a sigh. “Blasted billionaire investors taking over the penthouse suites and restricting beach access for their damn private orgies.” The only reason he knew about the orgies was that he’d almost become one of their drugged-out pawns.

I’m so glad I had a reason not to stick around that night. Desmond shuddered. Not to mention after I reported the dealers, they tried implicating me anyway. “I still have nightmares about what I witnessed.” Chills and cold sweat broke out over his entire body because he was still scared for his very life.

The recollection left an unbelievably bad taste in his mouth. “Well, I made sure they manufacture any evidence against me.” Although they’d given it their best shot. Sleazy creeps. Desmond shivered uncontrollably. “Dammit, I’m shaking from the very thought of it possibly happening again.”

Not to his surprise, certain privileges were revoked not long afterward. “That had been, what?—Right five years ago.” He shrugged with a sigh. “No real loss since I only walked in the sand, nowhere near the water caches.”

Sadly, he wasn’t one of the tenants of his apartment complex that was able to access it. “Well, whatever, it isn’t as if I planned become one of those sleazoids.”

Once again Desmond was disgruntled with the situation. It just angered him that this was becoming a playground for the rich only. “This used to be a respectable place where families could hang out every day.”

The working class were viewed as disposable pawns to be dumped elsewhere when no longer usable. He’d almost lost his apartment because of an earlier dispute. “Right, thinking about this is going to get me nowhere.”

Fortunately, he had dirt on a few of those investors which enabled Desmond to remain relatively in peace. They couldn’t harass him if they wanted to keep their dirty secrets hidden.

The first time, Desmond had barely escaped with little dignity to spare because those bastards tried screwing him over in all aspects of his life.

“I really need to find another place to live.” Desmond never accepted any of those special invitations afterwards. 

Desmond shook his head with a sigh. “Damned penthouse suite owner investors being so frickin’ stingy.” He muttered in disgust. “Whatever. At least I still can reside here.” Though he’d almost saved enough funds to find a new place to live. He just needed three more months to accomplish his goals.

He glanced at the beach regretfully and shook his head. “Those were good times before gentrification occurred.” That had begun the downward spiral into destitution and poverty within the local populace. Desmond hadn’t quite reached that level, though he was remarkably close.

When he’d first chosen to live there ten years prior, Desmond had always been able to go down there for a twilight or dawn stroll when he’d needed to unwind from a long day of remote working as a virtual reference librarian. “Hmm, that reminds me, I need to find a second job as well.”

I won’t miss this place when I do leave. It has become thoroughly untenable. Although, he’d realized that trying to find remote work anywhere as an American was becoming scarcer than hen’s teeth. Desmond knew how that scarcity occurred. The current damned administration that was trying to force Americans to remain under the yoke of megacorporation tyranny.

“Just because of our wonderful current administration dismantling everything under the damn sun.” Desmond hated everything about the new administration and what it represented. Sadly, he’d been unable to vote before now because of various restrictions for the last three years. “Now I’m beginning to wonder if it is worth becoming a US citizen.” As far as he could tell, it wasn’t a good place any longer.

A mournful sigh escaped Desmond. “To think I left another country for the same reasons which I am going to leave the States.” He shook his head. “A pity, but such is the reality in which I’m residing.”

Whatever, it wasn’t as if he’d managed to make a significant contribution to this place.

Desmond shrugged. True, he had it better—only slightly—than many women he encountered lately just because of his gender. He didn’t find that a reasonable divider.

Especially because he was gay and completely disinterested in joining parties aimed only at one goal. Hooking up with someone who might become a steady date.

Desmond grimaced in disparagement. “Yeah, right, those never work out.” He’d seen far too many examples of fellows who’d been led to a pitiful downfall later because their gonads overtook their common sense.

Plus, during his stint in one of the colleges he really hadn’t gone as planned. It opened his eyes to the filthy rot and corruption beneath the surfaces of seemingly equality-aimed junior and state colleges. “What a load of crap.” Desmond folded his arms as he contemplated everything he’d encountered in junior college. “As if I’d go through that embarrassment again.” While it was true that he’d worked his ass off to join all the available activities, Desmond quickly realized he’d made a few mistakes in how he’d opted to present himself. As a result, he’d been viewed with extreme hostility and prejudice because of where he’d hailed from originally.

“So much for being welcomed to the States.” He’d taken on a uniquely old-fashioned name currently as well. “I’m thought of as nuts because my name doesn’t fit my image. So what?” Desmond shook his head with a sigh. Through several classes on the history of the States, he’d discovered the hard way that being Eurasian was a sure ticket to getting beat up by racist bastards in the shadowy alleyways.

Desmond grunted. He might as well stop wasting time at his desk. He obviously wasn’t going to get any work done. “That wasn’t the only reason I’m disliked though.” His shoulders slumped as he carefully removed what clothing he’d worn that morning. It was already soaked through with sweat. Obviously, he was going to have to go somewhere where it was relatively cool but not ice bucket cold. Where could he go that fit the description?

A bar wasn’t ideal, but he could go to a library. “Hmm, nope, I’ll go to a bookstore.” One that didn’t just feature books but wasn’t a chain store either.

He looked through flyers of new businesses and one of them caught his eye. “What’s this?” Desmond studied it with surprise. “Wow, haven’t seen one of these since I left my homeland in the Asian subcontinent.” A gamer café? He checked out the information on his phone. That way he could decide whether it was worth heading to or not.

Huh, newly established and beginning with a soft opening, and geared toward people interested in gaming whether on computer or tabletop. “Hah, bet there’ll be a bunch of DnD peeps showing up there.” Desmond was amused. He couldn’t wait to see all the characters who would make a point of scoring the best rooms to reserve right off the bat. While he wasn’t part of the traditional DnD crowd, he did know a bunch of locals who would love this place.

“Got it,” Desmond nodded with satisfaction. That also meant he didn’t need to dress up either. “Score for the casual gear.” However, just as Desmond was going to change out of his mucky clothing. Something happened, as usual.

His phone rang, distracting Desmond. “Huh, who’s buzzing me now?” He glanced at the identifier and grunted. “Hey, Mari, what’s going on?” He was puzzled that she would contact him then. “Is there something urgent that I missed?” There was a distinct time difference between him and her.

Desmond knew that it had to be urgent. Though as he ran through his mental schedule, he couldn’t think of anything off the top of his head.

“You moron, the livestream of the finale of the season is happening tonight!” Mari scolded him. “I’m glad I called you if only for that reason.” She harrumphed in a low growl.

However, as he listened to her speaking, it finally dawned on him, and Desmond winced.

Oh damn, that major finale of a bonanza livestream? A global stage where everyone got to show off their stuff for the last time. It was tonight.

Desmond had been so bogged down in the minutiae of reality that he’d almost forgotten. “Oh, right that was also why I was getting out of here.” He muttered aloud. “Thanks for telling me, Mari.” Shit, he’d almost forgotten something that would really make or break his career online if he wasn’t careful! Desmond was aggravated at the rotten timing of everything else collapsing around him.

Sheesh what a day.

Now he had even more reason to check out that new gamer café. Screw other meetings, he would just reschedule those that weren’t official. Desmond knew other meetings were set for the three days after the livestream event. He had originally decided to leave that day free. Now he remembered why.

Desmond sighed in frustration. He checked his phone schedule and grimaced. Yep, there it was in all caps. So why hadn’t any of his alarms or reminders gone off? That was something else Desmond didn’t know. Probably meant he would have to get a new phone on top of everything else. “Darn good thing I have insurance on this piece of junk.”

Argh, how could his calendar alerts malfunction on this day of days? Desmond was completely exasperated.

“The hell you are going on about?” Mari sounded amused. “I know none of that diatribe was meant for me.”

Had he been talking aloud too in addition to everything else? Desmond winced slightly. “Oops, I forgot we were still chatting.” He scowled at the phone held in his hand. “Oh sorry, Mari, I just realized that all of my alarms had been turned off regarding this event.” A slow sigh escaped him. “So yeah, I’m going to be there no matter what happens.” He was firm on that. “However, I have to go now.” She laughed and gave him a friendly goodbye as well.

Desmond smiled. “Talk at ya later.” He hung up and shook his head. Now he was feeling relaxed unlike earlier.

Desmond was bemused. “I really should talk to Mari, Jazmin, and Ebony more often.” He liked Mari, but she could be distracting with her friendly charm and surprisingly exuberant nature when it came to topics she could spend hours discussing.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2 – Cool, got him before he went out!
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Texas, Northern American Continent, 2025

Ring, ring, ring! Buzzzzz Click!

What the hell, man? Mari winced and frowned at her phone. Had he just hung up on her? She fumed briefly. Damned brat better not have done that to her. She would so razz his ass later if he had.

Mari calmed down when she remembered something else about him. Desmond always observed proper protocol when he wasn’t in his private quarters. “Oh right, there is that possibility.” She sighed.

Then again, if he wasn’t inside his pad, he might’ve set it to plane mode where nothing got through to him. Huh, if that was the case she might forgive him...Mari shook her head. She wasn’t giving up on speaking to him yet.

“Damn, I hope he hasn’t gone elsewhere yet.” It was so hard to catch Desmond these days when he wasn’t online. Mari tapped her fingers on her desk. “I do have to wonder if he’s becoming sick of all the controversy going around lately.” She frowned in concern because she knew he was a real veteran unlike her and a bunch of her friends who were still relative newbies having only joined in the last four or five years.

Mari shook her head in annoyance. “Darned nitpickers are ruining all our fun with such nasty accusations against people like Desmond who now prefer support roles to active high profile adventuring activities.” She still couldn’t believe there were rumor mongers still determined to dig up the past on people’s private lives and smearing it all over the internet. She shook her head in aggravation.

“One of these days, those jerks will go too far and reveal their true identities.” That’s when they would get busted for the last time and locked up no doubt. Mari had to hope some justice would be served to the victims harassed.

Desmond had been a victim of that in the past. It was why he’d fled his hometown. He’d come under threats to his life and nearly died, from what he’d let slip a few times when too comfortable in her presence.

Unfortunately, Mari knew why he’d switched from active to support. “I liked how he played in both types.” That didn’t mean she wanted to distance herself from him. “The fools who derided him for his decision don’t know what they’ve lost.” Far from that he’d been shunned by many others for taking that demotion.

What demotion had he taken? From what Mari could tell, he’d gained several promotions seeing that he was one of the cyber-security people who’d secured over half a dozen accounts from international and local hackers. Much to the fury of those individuals that wanted to shut down the gaming industry altogether. That wasn’t happening when it provided a ton of revenue to all the coffers of various large corporations and even governments sometimes only had that as their main source of revenue.

She needed to stop thinking about that. It could put her into a blue mood. “Hah, some demotion,” Mari snorted. “If they don’t watch their mouths, they could become the next ones getting shafted.” He did have the authority to ban them from the livestream if they became too obnoxious.

However, Mari didn’t see Desmond abusing his power for petty retaliation. She reviewed what she knew of him. Nope, he generally played by the rulebook.

Desmond only saved that type of abusive power play for the truly nasty illegal-criminal players who killed others for profit and sheer malice. Mari’s brows wrinkled. Hmm, there was that latest promo going around. However, she noticed that he hadn’t been too keen on taking up the offer.

Mari still wasn’t sure why he’d been skittish of the whole new game. It looked promising. For some reason though, even when Desmond had been interested initially. Lately, he’d been recommending doing more research to find out if it was even legitimate.

After that he’d gone dark. No more information coming out of him regarding the new game, or anything else for that matter. After a while, everyone who knew Desmond began wondering if he’d been hurt or killed.

If it weren’t for her one advantage...She sighed in disgruntlement. “Right, I’m one of the few who has his personal contact.”

Mari recalled that was one of the reasons why she used the analog method of contacting him. No one else was able to get in touch with him. Nor was he responding to messages through any of the forums.

Mari grimaced with a sigh. “Right, I have another reason for calling him besides the weekly check-in that he’d missed twice already.” Fortunately, he’d given her his personal number if something concerning came up.

In this instance, Mari needed to remind him about a major event for online gamers, professional and newbie alike, were invited. Not to mention it was the final big bonanza of the season too.

Sweltering in her room, Mari yawned as she called Desmond. She knew he was likely to pass out from heat in the pacific coast town somewhere in California. “Hi Desmond,” She knew he was busy with his work on different gigs. However, she didn’t want him missing the live-stream gaming scheduled that night. “Do you remember the livestream event happening tonight?” She glanced at her digital clock. “It is in three hours from now.” Mari frowned because he didn’t respond right away. He hadn’t forgotten about it, had he?

There was a distinct pause at Desmond’s end. “I was literally changing to go outside.”

Mari rolled her eyes. Yep, he’d forgotten. There must’ve been some bad crap going down out there that he’d completely forgotten about other stuff. She shook her head.

Much to her surprise, Desmond sighed. “I had found a new place where I could chill and unwind.” Finally, he grunted and there was rustling in the background.

Mari was amused. He’d been getting flyers and that must’ve been how he found out about the new place. It is interesting that those paper methods of advertising were still being used, especially in California where it seemed it was tech only.

Desmond grunted in annoyance. More rattling occurred and the phone vibrated, making Mari yelp in surprise. “What happened?” She demanded.

“Sorry, sorry, I dropped the phone briefly.” Desmond’s voice was muffled. “I might’ve forgotten, but now thanks to you calling me, I do remember.” He admitted. “Stupid AC is on the fritz. I must go somewhere else.”

Yikes, that was messed up. No wonder he was so cranky and offline more often of late too. Likely there’d been some power outages too. Though none made the national news, yet. It was still early into the heat season so who knew. Marigold winced because she understood where he was coming from. “Yeah, while we don’t have that problem, there are issues happening out here too.”

Desmond exhaled. “Well, are you going to have problems leaving?” He knew some of her circumstances. “I can always come up with a diversion if necessary.”

Marigold winced. “No, that won’t be necessary.” While the diversions were technically legal, she still didn’t want him to waste valuable time when he could be setting up for the game they were all looking forward to. “So have you worked out some of the issues that came out of the last testing session?”

Desmond grimaced. “I’ve been trying but there have been a few delays.” There was an annoyed grumble from him. “I’m dealing with some issues because of obnoxious neighbors who’re claiming that I’m too loud despite having installed soundproofing tiles in all of my rooms.”

Mari grimaced when she heard that. “Sounds as though you’ll have to move again.” She knew he wasn’t happy about it, but it was something he’d been facing for a while.

“Yeah, I know. Doesn’t mean I’m looking forward to it.” Desmond sounded weary. “Well, anyway, how are things on your end? Psyched for the match?” He clearly wanted to not discuss what was happening on his end. ”I’ve got some new tricks as a support I’ll be putting on display.”

Mari finally let him get away with the change of topic. “Totally psyched. I even got my Lil bro to agree to join us.” She told him with glee. “Though I think he’s been playing unofficially for a while now.”

Desmond laughed. “Well, don’t be too pushy about it.” He advised and wasn’t amused when he warned Marigold. “Otherwise, he’ll become resentful and not want to have anything to do with this type of work at all.” His voice held a hint of regret as if he’d gone through something similar in his past.

“Right, I’ll keep that in mind.” Mari was so curious about Desmond. However, she knew how private he was about his life. There was nothing she couldn’t find on the net about someone she wanted to genuinely get to know. 

However, in this instance, Mari instinctively knew that he was someone she couldn’t go looking for. He was too good at covering his tracks.

“So, you’ll be there tonight?” She repeated her first question. “Even if you have to find an underground café?” While not the greatest of places to go, at least it afforded people a place where they could eat, drink, and in some circumstances sleep for a reasonable fee. She frowned when he lapsed into silence again. “Desmond?”

There were distinctive clicks, snaps, and a muttered curse. “Huh?” Desmond sounded briefly distracted. “Oh, yeah, I’ll be able to do all of that, no problem.” He sighed. “Turns out there’s a new type of café that is based on a setup similar to my homeland.”

Mari perked up at that slip of tongue. Gaming Café? Wasn’t one of those featured in an Asian gamer lifestyle magazine somewhere? She would have to raid her collection after the phone call ended.

He broke off with a muttered curse. “Oh, good grief, not again!” There was a clattering and then Desmond muttered. “Dammit, shoo, go away!” His low barked. “If you get into my place and wreck it, I can’t save you from being exterminated!”

Mari felt the hair on the nape of her neck prickle.

Now he sounded downright desperate to stop whatever was pestering him from an unpleasant experience of death. What in the world had brought that on? Mari frowned. “What’s going on?” She wished now that she’d done a video call to make sure he was even looking healthy. “You seem really distracted for someone trying to change clothing.” When he didn’t respond right away, she sighed. “Desmond? Hello?”
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