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For my father, Phil, and the immense shoes he left behind.






This Life is a fleeting breath,
and whither and how shall I go,
when I wander away with Death
by a path that I do not know?
—Louise Chandler Moulton


Any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic.
—Arthur C. Clarke


Row, row, row your boat,
gently down the stream,
merrily, merrily, merrily, merrily,
life is but a dream.
—Eliphalet Oram Lyte

One
Perchance to Dream

I wondered whose life I would rather have, but it didn’t really matter. No one’s life could be as bad as mine. I wasn’t suicidal, exactly. More like I just didn’t care anymore. 
My best friend was about my age, another old man over twenty. He had lost most of his teeth long ago, and my half-rotted teeth ached just looking at him. But he hadn’t lost his smile with his teeth, and he grinned brown gums at me. I pulled my tattered jacket closed against the subterranean chill. 
“Are you sure this is going to work?” I asked.
Wiz’s smile widened to show even more gum. “Mais non.”
In the dark room, pods shaped like slim eggs and standing about two and a half meters tall surrounded us. While each one had a light shining down on it, shadows hid their bottom half. There were six levels of shiny white pods, going all the way to the ceiling. 
Walking around the lowest level, past the room’s metal door, I looked into each pod’s small window. My breath fogged the glass as I spoke. 
“Are they dead?” I asked.
“No, but whether they are alive is an entirely different issue for conjecture,” Wiz said. “Have you selected one?”
“Not yet.” 
My footsteps echoed on the open steel stairs as I climbed to the next level. We left our other three bags, which is to say, everything we owned, in the middle of the floor.
“Could you hasten your selection?” Wiz leaned on the railing and huffed.
I stopped at the next pod and looked at the man within. A chrome cap sat reflecting on his head, and a hundred tiny wires led from the cap upwards to collect into a bundle which connected to the top of the pod. 
“This one,” I said, pointing.
“Splendid.” Wiz looked in the window and frowned. “Are you certain? A port-wine birthmark mars his face.”
“That’s why I like him,” I said. “He’s different.”
At each level, a steel framework that went all the way around the room hung over the pods. Wrapped wiring and tubing came down from each level’s framework to go behind each pod. 
Just visible in the shadows, spider-like robots moved on the steel framework, checking one pod before chittering to the next one. One turned its head towards me, and I froze, but it only turned away and went to the next pod. 
Each pod had a metal tag on its front with a name and number. I put my hand on the pod I had chosen and leaned closer. “Hi, Kahlil.”
Kahlil didn’t answer.
I tapped the pod’s tag. “What’s this number after their names?” 
Wiz looked up from his work of setting up the joyriding rig. “That’s their PIN.”
“Pin?”
“Pod Identification Number.”
Wiz pried open the flap on Kahlil’s pod, and after exposing circuits, he fished a bundle of wires from his knapsack and plugged them into the pod. Then he nodded at another bag on the ground. 
“Don the helmet.” 
I took the helmet out. Beat to hell but still in one piece, Wiz said it came from a ‘motorcycle,’ which was a ‘conveyance from the before time.’ “You sure you know what you’re doing?” I asked.
Wiz grinned his rotted grin. “No.” 
Gold connections inside the helmet sparkled like stars in the sky, and a bundle of wires attached the helmet to Wiz’s knapsack. 
Swallowing hard, I said, “I’m not sure about this.”
 “Cease your infantilism and slip on the key to a brand-new world.”
“What?” 
“Put on the helmet.”
I did as he asked and sat with my back leaning against the pod’s door. 
Wiz adjusted the helmet and cinched the chinstrap tight. “Are you prepared?” 
“No, but go ahead.”
Wiz reached into the knapsack. “Who do you want to be today?” he asked and flipped a switch.
Anybody but me, I thought, and closed my eyes.

*****

All-encompassing sound and motion erupted when I opened my eyes back up. Startled, I slammed my eyes shut for a moment, but when I opened them again, it was all still there. They were all still there. I had only seen seven people in my life, and now they were everywhere: young, old, light, dark, tall, short, and every gender imaginable. It was so much to take in that I had to lean on a building to keep from falling. But even in that overstimulating maelstrom, my mind immediately focused on just one thing.
I had never seen a real woman before, but after watching one drop something stubby and smoking to the sidewalk and grind it out with her high-heeled shoe, my eyes followed her long legs up to her white dress, and when I focused on her calf, the rest of the clamoring klaxon of a world faded into the background. 
She looked up, and for a second, I felt like I was falling into her eyes. I looked down and my face got hot, but she had disappeared into the crowd when I looked back up. Just the same, I didn’t have time to mope, as there was so much more to see. The cities Topside were ruins from the before time, and I had never seen anything so alive before. 
Things that must have been ‘conveyances’ moved on the ground and up in the skies, and flashing signs covered walls and windows. Rumbles and honks and talking everywhere. They were deafening. They were wonderful. Honest-to-god people having honest-to-god conversations. I wanted to listen to all of them at the same time, but it was enough they were there. Other than Wiz, who sometimes never shut up, Topside you were lucky if you heard a ghost. Here, all the sounds combined sounded like life. 
A shadow flew over my head, and flinching, I looked upwards to see something that looked too big to fly. Big, bloated, and moving slow, animated lights flashed over its sides. “Tired of your life?” the lights on the dirigible read. “Try one of ours!”
Bushes of unknown animals lined the clean sidewalks, but if the other people saw them, they didn’t care. Raindrops fell and the leaves on the bushes bounced. Some bush-animals moved, and I jumped, but after they shifted positions, they became so still again I wondered if I had seen them move at all. 
I caught a raindrop on my tongue, and it tasted better than anything I had ever tasted before. Licking my lips, I opened my mouth and gathered enough raindrops to take a swallow. After wiping my mouth on my sleeve, I noticed a group of people wearing white robes and holding signs. 
“This isn’t real,” they chanted. “Save your soul.” 
An animal-bush opened its wide mouth and yawned.
“They have a point,” a man beside me said.
I turned. “Who?” It startled me when the voice that came out of my mouth wasn’t mine, but I cleared my throat and asked, “Who?” again to make sure it wasn’t my voice. It wasn’t. 
“The God freaks.”
“The who?” 
“Oh, sorry. The ‘Biological Fundamentalists,’” he said while crimping both forefingers and middle fingers twice. 
I looked back at the figures in dingy white. “What do you mean?” I said, and made the same finger movements.
“Funny, but they’re right. What good is the rain?”
“They hate the rain?” I pushed damp hair back from my forehead. 
“They hate everything.”
There was nothing to say. I had seen rain before Topside, but there it tasted rotten. Here, it was amazing.
The man grunted. “Reality,” he said, not talking to anyone in particular, “sunny day. Twenty-two degrees Celsius.”
And with that, the rain stopped. Not for anyone else, but just for him. A column of sunshine shone around him, and he straightened his suit coat and pulled a hand across his dry hair. His three-piece suit looked like it had never been wet. 
“It’s stupid, that’s all,” he said and walked on.
Stupid or not, when I caught some rain and rubbed my fingertips together, it sure felt wet.
“Reality,” I said, mimicking the man. “Sunny day. Twenty-two degrees Celsius.”
A warm light came down, and the rain stopped. I touched my clothes and found them dry. Running to a building, I looked at my reflection in a window, and Kahlil’s face looked back at me, with sandy blond hair instead of a reflective cap. I tilted my borrowed face back and forth and saw Kahlil had no birthmark.
“This isn’t real,” the Biological Fundamentalists chanted. “Save your soul.”
Opening my mouth wide, I ran my fingers over my perfect teeth and realized I didn’t have horrible tooth pain for the first time in forever. Leaning closer to the storefront glass, I saw even though I used to have blue eyes, the eyes looking back at me from the window were brown.
“Reality, give me purple eyes.” They changed color. “With golden flakes,” I added, and shiny sparkles appeared.
I looked at the rest of the people walking through the rain with their heads down and laughed. I grabbed a young man by the shoulders and the rain that soaked his clothes squished through my fingers. The water fell on my dry patch of sidewalk and disappeared.
“Why don’t you make the rain stop?” I asked with a laugh.
The young man just looked down and hurried past.
One of the Biological Fundamentalists headed my way, the hood of his white robe hiding his face. Dirty at the edges, the bottom of the robe looked like it had been dragged through the mud.
“I have the power of creation,” I shouted at him. 
“This isn’t real,” he said in a deep voice.
“I can do anything!”
 “You don’t belong here.”
 “But I am a god!” I yelled at the man. No one else seemed to notice me. 
The man stopped mere centimeters from my face and pulled his hood back to reveal twisted silver wires sealing the dark sockets of his eyes. Stringy blond hair framed his thin face. 
Startled, I took a step back. 
The man stretched out a filthy hand towards me. “Blind yourself so you might see, brother.” 
As I took another step backwards to get away, a sign rushed at my face. The image on the sign was alive with a man’s entire head and shoulders surging at me in 3D out of something flat.
“Any sex act you want!” the man poking out from the sign yelled. “Only 500 credits!” 
After the sign raced past, my feet slipped from the curb, and with arms flailing, I fell backwards into the road. 
The blind man smiled when my butt hit the asphalt. “Look out for the bus, God,” he called.
As rushing headlights blinded me, I didn’t know which one was louder, the horn or my scream.


*****

I screamed until I opened my eyes back onto the real world. 
“Well?” Wiz asked, leaning over me.
“It was,” I said, breathing hard, “incredible.” 
“Then why were you screaming?”
“I think they call it a bus.”
“As I recall, those were quite large.”
I managed a nod.
“My turn,” he said, pulling the helmet off my head.
With my brain spinning, I had a tough time accepting where I was now was more real than where I just was. My teeth hurt more, but the floor was no more solid. 
Looking at Kahlil with wide eyes, I asked, “Is he okay?” 
Wiz did a quick check and said, “He’s undamaged.”
“I thought I got him killed.”
Wiz climbed the metal stairs to the next level. “There must be safeguards to prevent actual injury within the Reality.”
“The Reality?”
“That’s what they call their world.” He stopped in front of a pod. “I believe I will cohabitate within this vessel.” 
“No fair,” I said and climbed up after him. “I only got a little time.”
Wiz ignored me and pulled the red, white, and blue helmet onto his head. Lines crinkled around his eyes as he cinched the chinstrap.
I sighed. “So, what do I need to know?”
Wiz told me how to work the joyriding rig while he finished hooking up to the pod. “The most important thing is this button. Hit it if I fidget and I’ll return to my corporeal body posthaste. Comprendez-vous?” 
“Got it,” I said, and nothing more.
Wiz sat with his back against the pod. “Once more into the electronic breach,” he said, before flipping the switch. And then, his body slumped limp, and his eyes rolled back into his head. 
I snapped my fingers in front of his face, but he gave no response. Looking at the woman inside the pod and then back to her nameplate, I said, “Take good care of him, Natalie,” and squatted beside my friend.
I’m not sure what he was doing inside Natalie, but it was hours before his body sat upright. He didn’t tell me what he did in there and I didn’t ask, but he couldn’t stop smiling. Since I had gotten little time on my first turn, I wanted to go again with someone else in the same room, but Wiz wouldn’t let me, saying we had better keep moving to stay ahead of the security bots. 
He nodded to the door after we left the room. “Secure it,” he said.
I tugged the wheel in the metal door until it stopped before following down the tube-shaped hallway with steel walls consisting of alternating red and white stripes. A wide walkway of concrete, flat, ran down the hallway’s center. Part of my brain knew there were hundreds of meters of earth above us, but most of me didn’t want to think about that very much. Bright lights glowed from the ceiling every so often, but most of the hallway dimmed to black for long stretches.
“How far should we go?” I asked.
At an intersection, Wiz turned down another hallway. “I believe it would be prudent to travel at least a bit farther to ensure a modicum of safety.” 
Carrying the joyriding rig and two of our three knapsacks, I followed, and after many tunnel changes, Wiz had me open another metal door. The room behind this door mirrored the one we had just left, so I had to trust Wiz hadn’t led us back to where we started.
“My turn,” I said, and set our gear down.
“Bien sur.” When I looked at him with an arched eyebrow, he added, “Of course.”
Standing in the center of the room, I looked at the people waiting for me to joyride in, turning a full circle until I faced my friend again. “Hey, Wiz.”
“Oui?”
“You’re amazing.”
“You are too kind.” He blushed. “All I did was change the very fabric of your entire existence.”
“Not bad for a guy with hardly any teeth.”
Wiz grinned his few teeth back at me. “Not bad at all.”
Running up the stairs three at a time, it didn’t take me long to reach the top level. I went from pod to pod, looking at the face in each window. Putting a foot on top of one pod, I leaned closer to read its tag and noticed there wasn’t a single speck of dust on the pod. Movement below me caught my eye, and looking down at my shoes, one sneaker (too small), and one boot (too big), I watched caked dirt melt away. 
“Wiz…” I said, my voice shaking.
He followed my gaze. “They’re simply nanites.” 
“What’s a nanite?”
“Molecular machines. Approximately a hundred million times smaller than a mosquito. They’re harmless,” Wiz said.
“Are you sure?”
Wiz nodded. “Why don’t you try life as a woman?” he shouted from the floor. “It’s very gratifying.”
“Number one, no.”
Wiz paused before asking, “And number two?”
“Number two: shut up.”
Wiz laughed. “Would you like to hear a discourse on my experience?”
“Not if I live to be forty.” I kept looking in pod windows until Wiz curtailed his laughter all at once. “What’s wrong?” I called down.
“This person has an inordinately low number.”
“What is it?” 
“43.”
Climbing back down the stairs, I said, “Most of them are in the millions.”
“Perhaps he’s someone important,” Wiz said, standing in front of the pod. 
I pulled on the motorcycle helmet. “Hook me up.” 

*****

The next moment, I found myself looking out at the entire universe. Comets streaked across the blackness and in the clarity of space, galaxies looked close enough to touch. I felt very small.
“Alek?” came from behind me.
I stood in a room that had a long wooden table with black chairs on both sides, and in each chair sat a perfect human who didn’t have a hair out of place or any visible defect. Impossibly symmetrical faces looked back at me, but it was hard to pay attention to them, as the long room had no walls, and the universe surrounded us. Somehow, even though the room floated in space, I found I could still breathe. Twin golden chandeliers hung from the ceiling, the flickering of hundreds of candles giving off an even light.
“Aleksandr?” 
A massive man with a shaved head sat at my end of the table. His angled cheekbones looked like they could cut glass. He wore sleek sunglasses which hid his eyes, but they still managed to bore holes into me.
“Are you alright?” the big bald man asked. His skin was as dark as a room with no windows or lights.
“Yes,” I said with Alek’s mouth. “I’m fine.” 
It felt uncomfortable with everyone staring at me, so I sat in the empty chair at the head of the table. All the seated people arranged their papers, and I mimicked their actions. The top of my papers read: ALEKSANDR ZUNK’S EYES ONLY, so at least I knew who I was joyriding in. There was a faint picture of a muscular man kneeling with a globe atop his shoulders in the lower left corner of the papers.
One of the suit-people cleared his throat. “So, what do you think?” he asked.
I kept looking through the papers like I knew what they were. Each page had PERCEPTIONS, INCORPORATED: CONFIDENTIAL printed at the bottom. 
“Alek?”
The wondrous universe faded into the background as the big man to my left stared at me, demanding an increasing amount of my attention. 
“Alek?” someone asked again.
 No one answered.
“Aleksandr?” 
After long moments, I realized they were talking to me, and I jerked my head up. “Yes?” I asked with a stutter, still learning how to use my borrowed lips.
“What do you think of the plan?”
“Plan?” 
A woman with hair so blue it almost glowed spoke. “About the downsiz—”
The tall black man held up a hand, and the woman stopped in the middle of her sentence, clamping a hand over her mouth like she could shove the words back in.
“Yes.” The big man pulled his sunglasses off and put them into the front pocket of his longcoat. “The plan.”
The man’s eyes were solid black. Not just the iris was black, it was everything, no white or color, and his eyes were even darker than his skin, like holes in black cloth. 
Uncomfortable with his stare, I licked dry lips. “The plan,” I said, and took a deep breath. “It’s—” The suit-people leaned forward. “It’s a fantastic plan.”
The suit-people broke out in sighs and smiles, exhaling and slumping in their chairs. I leaned back in my chair, too, until a huge hand grabbed my wrist. The suits stared as the massive black man pulled me towards him.
“What part of the plan do you like best?” he asked.
I cleared my throat. “Excuse me?” 
His hand tightened on my wrist, and his black eyes bored into mine. The suit-people looked at us with wide eyes and tight lips. 
The large man, his breath smelling like a threat, enunciated each word. “Which—part—do—you—like—best?”
I looked to the suits for help, but they only inched away while gathering their papers. Taking a deep breath, I said, “Well, I, uh, I liked all the plan about the same.”
The man stared at me for a long time, his smooth skull simultaneously beautiful and dangerous. The suits got up from the table, and I wondered how badly what was about to happen was going to hurt, but then the huge man started laughing. He had the most perfect white teeth, except they were just two solid white arcs with no actual teeth at all. His laugh echoed long into the universe.
“It is a good plan, isn’t it?” he asked, but didn’t release my wrist.
I forced a dry chuckle through Aleksandr’s mouth. “A great plan.”
The relieved suits slid back into their seats. “You had us going, Z,” one said and gave me a wink while pointing a finger at me. I pointed my finger, too, and winked back. 
The black man’s second hand shot out and crushed my throat. Gasping for air, I watched the giant get up without letting go of my neck or my wrist. I hung from his iron grip like a doll, his fingers like steel cables.
“Who are you?” the man demanded. 
My eyes rolled in my borrowed face, and the next thing I knew I was hurtling heels over head through the room. I hit a long way down the polished wooden table and skidded. Papers scattered. Mugs bounced off my head and coffee splashed. The suits jumped back up from the table.
Lying on top of the table, I tried to get to my feet, but there was a momentary disconnection between my brain and Alek’s muscles. While the lag only lasted a second, that was all the big man needed. Without effort, he jumped onto the table from the floor, and with his coat flapping behind him, made it to me in two long steps.
“I asked you a question,” the man said.
I tried and failed to squirm away. “I told you, I really like the plan.”
He grabbed me by the neck and raised me over his head with one hand. Gasping, drool dripped down my chin and dark dots danced across my vision. I clawed at his grip, but it was pointless. Somehow, I knew the man’s name was Ice, and Aleksandr thought he was the most dangerous man in the world. I would have gulped if I could make Alek’s throat swallow.
The suits popped out of existence, one by one, there one moment and gone the next. I didn’t know how they did it, but by the next second they had all disappeared, leaving me and Ice alone. The universe whirled in my vision, and the black stars in front of my eyes eclipsed the real ones.
Ice pulled a weapon from his longcoat. I had never seen one before, but something inside me said: Neural Disruptor, and something else told me it was the one thing that could actually kill you inside the Reality. I wished whatever remained of Aleksandr inside us hadn’t told me that.
Still holding me above his head with his left arm, Ice jammed the weapon against my head with his right. It had two barrels, one above his fist and one under, and they pushed into my temple and under my chin. I tasted Alek’s blood as it trickled down from my forehead and tried to yell for help from Wiz, but my voice came out as a weak wheeze. 
Ice’s blank eyes locked onto mine. “Last chance.” His hand tightened on the Neural Disruptor’s handgrip and the twin barrel tips glowed, one red and one blue. “Who are you?”
I fought the powerful grip with arms and legs flailing as my eyes rolled back into my head. “Wiz,” I whispered, “get me out of here.”


Two
The Pale Cast of Thought

When I opened my eyes, tall white pods towered over me, and metal grating pressed hard against my back. I grabbed at my throat even though I realized Ice had never actually touched it. 
Wiz laid his hand on my shoulder. “Are you damaged?” 
I removed my hands from my neck and said, “I don’t think so.”
“What happened?”
“Not much,” I said. “Just almost got killed.”
“Killed? By whom?”
“Some huge guy with black eyes almost blasted me with a Neural Disruptor.”
“What?” 
“This massive bodyguard with all black eyes. His teeth were—”
“I meant what type of weapon,” he interrupted.
“Oh. A Neural Disrupter.” 
“I’ve never heard of that particular device,” Wiz said.
“If it kills you while you’re inside, you die here, too.”
“How do you know that?”
I shrugged. “I just do.” 
Wiz tapped a forefinger on his pursed lips. “If that weapon sets up a neural force feedback, it would sauté your brain no matter where your body happened to be stored.” 
“Yeah, well.” I rubbed my throat again. “If you say so.” 
Pulling the helmet off, I handed it to Wiz before turning to the shiny white pod that held the man who had held me. “They were talking about a plan.”
“What sort of plan?” Wiz asked as he returned the joyriding gear into his knapsack. 
“They didn’t finish telling me. Down something-or-other.” 
“Did you hear anything else?”
“No.” 
“Think. It might prove to be trés important.”
“I don’t know, that’s all I heard,” I said.
Aleksandr’s face had a slight blue twinge, his eyes and mouth closed. Somewhere inside his head, Ice was telling him everything that happened. 
Wiz hoisted his knapsack onto his thin shoulder with a loud grunt. “We need to get out of here before the security bots materialize. Make with the celerity.”
Taking one last look at Aleksandr’s face, I followed Wiz past the pods and down the stairs. I didn’t know how many kilometers we walked through the underground tunnels before Wiz led me to another door. 
“Ouvrez la porte, s’il vous plaît.”
I frowned. “What?”
“Open the door.”
I wrapped my hands around the wheel and pulled, but it didn’t give. 
“Harder,” Wiz instructed.
Bending my back and setting my legs, the wheel came free. Off balance, I fell down and looked up at the wheel spin without resistance.
Wiz laughed. “Bravo! You broke it.”
I had a horrible thought. “Are the people inside stuck?”
“It’s not as if they have anywhere to go.” Wiz turned before saying, “Let’s find another room.”
I followed him like I always did, and it wasn’t too long before we stopped in front of another door.
“Try to not destroy this one,” Wiz said.
As I shot him a dirty look, I gave the wheel an easy turn, and the door opened. This pod room looked just like the last one. A spider maintenance bot skittered in front of the pods, but there weren’t any security bots, or at least there weren’t any I could see. The maintenance bots would ignore you, but the security bots were another matter altogether. 
Wiz reached behind a pod, gave a yank, and two tubes came free, pop-pop! One gushed water while the other one oozed a thick paste.
“The glop is so thick,” I said.
“Cut it with some water,” Wiz said, like he had a hundred times before.
I kneeled beside the pod and squeezed the glop tube. The sound the green-gray goop made when it plopped into my steel cup turned my stomach.
“Don’t monopolize it,” Wiz said, and I handed him the tube. 
Wiz let go of the tube after he filled his cup and the glop continued to ooze out, circling back on itself to become a green-gray turd on the floor. I grabbed the other tube and poured water into my cup before handing it to Wiz. He stuck the tube into his mouth and swallowed several times before letting it drop. A red light flashed above the pod window as the water puddled behind the pod. Stirring my glop and water to make chunky soup, I swallowed a mouthful. 
“I hate this stuff,” I said, but took another swallow.
“It’s not so horrid.” Wiz used his fingers like a spoon.
“Says you.”
“At least it keeps us animate.”
“I’ve eaten better.”
“You’re delusional. This is all you’ve ever ingested. This, and some roasted rodents.”
“Yeah, well.” I paused for a second. “I’m going to find some food on my next turn in the Reality.”
“What’s on the inside doesn’t count in the taste bud tally,” Wiz said and took the glop tube to suck out some more. 
“I bet it’ll still taste better than this.” I choked down more glop soup before saying, “I had an orange once.”
Wiz’s eyebrow arched. “An honest-to-God Citrus sinensis?”
 “If you say so.”
“Prevaricator.”
“What?” I asked.
“It means ‘liar.’”
“Why can’t you talk like a normal person, Wiz?”
“It’s not my fault you have the vocabulary of a gibbon.”
“Yeah, well, I know what ‘asshole’ means.”
Wiz laughed. “Where did you get a real orange?”
“Topside.”
“There isn’t anything up there, much less an orange.”
“There was at least one,” I said, and shoveled more glop into my mouth. “It’s not so bad Topside.”
“Deliver to me instead the bright lights and big cities of the Reality. A pox on the austere indifference of the bleak world above.” Wiz licked around the rim of his steel cup to get every drop of glop. “Who do you think that corporate provocateur was?”
“The what?”
“The bodyguard.”
I shrugged and mugged my mouth.
“Aren’t you curious about what they were planning?” Wiz asked.
“No. Don’t care. I’m never going to see them again.”
Wiz swirled some water around in his mouth before spitting it out. “My turn to trip the light fantastic.” 
“We should get back Topside,” I said. 
“Oh, to be sure, since you have already had your out-of-body entertainment.”
“One, it was just a few minutes, and two, it almost got me killed.”
“The Reality waits for no man.” Wiz pulled the joyriding rig out of his backpack and walked in front of the pods, surveying the inhabitants and stopping in front of each one to read their names. 
“Are you going to be a woman again?” I asked.
“Why, I think I will.” Not tall enough to see into the pod window, Wiz stood on his tiptoes to get a closer look at one of the faces. “Don’t act like you wouldn’t like to sample life without a Y chromosome.” 
“Well, assuming that means I want to be a woman, then no.”
“You have such a tenuous grasp on your sexuality, mon ami,” Wiz said with a chuckle. “Try as you might, everything is a spectrum, and no one is 100 percent anything.”
Above us, the maintenance bots skittered to the pod where Wiz had pulled the feeding tubes free, their legs clickety-click-clacking on the metal rail. When one got over the pod, the maintenance bot attached a cord to the rail and lowered itself, its spider arms grabbing the tubes when it got close to the floor. After that, it raised back up on the cord to hook the tubes back onto the pod. 
Not looking where I was going, I stepped in the puddled glop, and looked down to see the puddle grow smaller. Amazing and grotesque at the same time, I watched the glop disappear from my shoe and said, “I hate those things.” 
“Ludicrous,” Wiz said. “You might as well hate the oxygen in the air.”
With the glop on the floor almost gone, I put my steel cup top down on the diminishing puddle, and moments later, I picked the cup up to find it clean. I shook the cup with the open end down, looked into it, and shook it again. 
Wiz already had the helmet on. “The nanites are still in there, you know.”
“Thanks.” I blew into the cup.
“Congratulations,” he said, as he sat crossed legged on the floor. “Now they’re in your lungs.”
I looked at him pointedly and put the cup into my bag. 
“I’ll be back in two shakes of a lamb’s digital tail.” 
“Look out for Neural Disruptors,” I said, but he was already gone. 
I meant to be diligent as I kept watch down the long hall for security bots and whatever else might hide in the dark, but before long, I nudged Wiz’s leg with my toe and sat. It was pointless trying to stay awake while I leaned against the pod, and as my eyelids got heavy, I snapped them open time and time again. But while I fought the sleep, the sleep won. 
After a second or an hour, an ear-piercing siren sounded, and I bolted upright, the klaxon hurting my head. Blinding red and yellow lights flashed both inside the room and down the hall. 
“Wiz,” I yelled, and shook his body. “Come back.”
Wiz sat still against the pod like a rock, the whites of his eyes exposed and drool dripping from his mouth. I didn’t want to think it, but he looked dead.
I jumped to the door and hid behind it before looking down the hall to see blue lights flashing in the distance, in addition to the red and yellow emergency lights rotating on the sides of the tubular corridor. Running back to the joyriding rig, I pushed the red emergency button and looked at Wiz, but either he couldn’t hear me, or he didn’t want to come back. I pushed the button repeatedly with increasing urgency and frequency, but nothing happened.
The blue lights neared as I pulled the helmet off Wiz’s head, hoping it would bring him back instead of making him a vegetable. With the helmet removed, Wiz fell forward, his head bouncing off his thighs before he teetered onto his side.
“Wiz,” I cried, and put my ear to his nose. At least he was still breathing. 
Jumping up, I read the pod nametag and repeated it three times to remember where Wiz jacked in. Closing my eyes to make sure I remembered it correctly, I said, “Gennifer 1010586.” I looked back at the tag and smacked myself on the forehead. “Six-eight. One-o-one-o-five-six-eight.” 
The flashing blue lights neared, so I ran to the door to slam it shut, but before it closed, a metal spear shot in, as thick as a small tree at the bottom and impossibly sharp at its tip, striking through the crack in the door while something chattered mechanically outside. 
I threw all my weight against the door, and when the spear pulled back for a moment, I slammed it shut and spun the wheel. Locked out, the security bot rammed the door, and the entire room shook. Breathing hard with my heart pounding in my chest, I leaned against the door and tried to get my racing mind to produce something useful. 
Looking back at Wiz, I cried “What do I do?” but he just laid drooling on the floor, his drool cleaned up by nanites before it could form a puddle.
Something pounded on the door, so loud it drowned out the siren for a second, and then the wheel in the door moved. I grabbed the handle to try to stop it from turning, but it kept moving as the metal bit into my hands. Straining, I held on, but the wheel kept turning, no matter how hard I resisted. My teeth screamed in pain as I ground down on them.
“Wiz,” I yelled, “wake up.”
Wiz didn’t move, but the wheel did. A loud crack sounded, and the door wheel wrenched in my hands. I fell and crawled away backwards on my hands and feet like a crab and watched the wheel spin freely, preparing myself to meet the security bots and then my maker in rapid succession. But when the door didn’t open, I stood, inched forward, and, trembling, touched the wheel to find it spun both ways with no resistance. I didn’t know how long I had been holding my breath, but when I collapsed against the door, I couldn’t suck in enough air. My chest arched and my shoulders slumped.
And then something hit the other side of the door so hard it threw me halfway across the room. I jumped back up as something hit the door again. Concrete flaked away from around the door, and when the flakes hit the floor, they disappeared a few seconds later. When the something struck the door again, the dust and chips that hit the floor stayed a little longer. 
“Wiz, what do I do?”
His voice came, calm in my head: Find another way out. 
The door bent as the something hit the door a fourth time. I didn’t know what to do, but when I looked up, my eyes locked onto a grate in the ceiling. Grabbing my backpack and racing to the top level, I felt around inside my bag until I found my screwdriver. If I could climb to the top of a pod, I might get to the grate, but I slipped the first two times I tried. I needed both hands to climb, so I stuck the screwdriver between my painful teeth. Kneeling on top of the pod, I put one foot on the pod next to it and reached up to the grate, but its screws had square slots, and I only had a flat-head screwdriver. 
When the something struck the door yet again, I almost fell off the pod. Pointed cones rose on the metal door where the something had struck it. The cones grew in number and size with each subsequent hit. 
I jammed the screwdriver between the grate and the ceiling and pulled down with all my weight. I fell when one corner of the grate yanked free but luckily landed on the top-level walkway instead of on the floor far below. The screw hadn’t come loose, but the concrete around the screw had broken away. Climbing back up, I jammed the screwdriver under another corner and pulled it down. Almost falling again, I lost my grip on the screwdriver instead, bobbling it twice before it fell and bounced on the walkway, stopped rolling, and perched at the edge of a metal landing. I hoped I could get it before it fell further, but when the something hit the door again, the screwdriver fell through the metal grating to bounce off all four stories of walkways. I hoped at each level it would catch on something and stop, but no, it had to fall all the way to the floor.
As much as I wanted to give up right there and then and let the security bots do whatever they do to people, I couldn’t do that to Wiz. So instead, I ran down to get the screwdriver, jumping over half of the stairs each time I got close to the next landing. The something struck the door again, harder, and a sharp spear broke through. When it pulled back, flashing blue lights pulsed through the hole. 
Between the bright lights and the shrieking siren, my head felt like it would explode. “Wiz! Wake up!”
And then, a calm voice came from behind me. “I think you dropped something.”
I turned, and my feet froze to the floor. Well over two meters tall, a form stood there, holding my screwdriver. His body coalesced from the toes of his big boots to the top of his hairless head. As he continued to form, he pointed both barrels of the Neural Disruptor at me and smiled twin banks of unbroken teeth.
“Ice,” I said, in a tiny voice.
The security bot rammed the door again, and I covered my head as the metal door shot inwards and bounced off the pods, destroying several, broken pods sparking and cracking under the impact. Surging into the room with blue lights revolving on its shoulders, the security bot raised the metal spears of its front legs. 
“HALT,” it ordered in English before repeating the order in several other languages.
In one smooth and almost-too-fast-to-see movement, Ice pointed the Neural Disruptor at the bot. The security bot and Ice fired at the same time, and I covered my head with my hands and hit the floor. Blinding bolts, one blue and one red, shot over me in one direction while crackling lightning came from the other. Ice flew backwards and his weapon tumbled away. 
But even though Ice scattered around the room in small bits, he didn’t stay separated for long. As the security bot came farther into the room, pieces of Ice found each other to form chunks, faster and faster, until Ice stood again. The few jagged holes remaining in his form quickly filled to make him whole. 
My breath raced, my arms and legs went numb, and I shook. The fight or flight response surged into my mind, and as there was no way I could fight either of these monsters, I ran.
Ice grabbed his Neural Disruptor, but not before the security bot fired again. It might have called halt another time, but between the ringing alarm, the crackling lightning, and my thumping heart, I couldn’t be sure. 
Diving past the bot’s mechanical spears and out the broken door, I flew into the darkness with explosive blasts echoing behind me. I didn’t know which monster was going to win, but I wasn’t going to wait around long enough to find out. 


Three
The Undiscovered Country

A table. 
Hard.

*****

Waking up upon hearing a noise, I flung out both arms to fight whatever was there, but it turned out to be nothing. I slumped back against the rough concrete-block wall while my mind woke up.
The rain made a gentle ringing sound as it dripped onto the surrounding metal. I raised my face to let it wash over me and swallowed some, which, as expected, tasted horrible. Still looking up, I blinked my eyes against the toxic rain. Most of me preferred the rain in the Reality, even if it hadn’t been real.
I hadn’t stopped running until I reached the top of the hole, where Wiz and I went down into to access the Reality. But even all the way at the top, there still wasn’t much light. Everything Topside was, as usual, dim and gray. 
Grabbing the rusty metal railing that went around the big, circular hole, I stood and looked around. Not that there was much to see in the real world. Just a flat plain with few plants or animals and nothing else other than ruined buildings every now and again. If there had ever been a city here, it was hundreds, if not thousands, of years ago.
The irradiated rain made dirty puddles in the muck which spilled over the defined edge of the hole in murky rivulets. I looked to the small hills in the distance where I knew at least some plants and animals lived, but the plants there weren’t big enough to give you any cover, and the animals didn’t taste very good. 
In other words, home. 
I looked back into the wide hole with my feet on the twisted metal platform and my head extended above the surface. Other similar holes dotted the landscape, but most were at least partially destroyed. In fact, this hole was the only one we had found with an intact stairway which led all the way down to the tunnels. 
Wiz and I had gone down this hole many times, looking for food and fresh water. We had eaten the pod people’s glop more times than I could count, but we had never gone into their fantasy world before. Alone, and looking back down into the bottomless hole, I wished we never did.
The circular hole was about forty meters wide, and for all I knew, might go all the way through the Earth to come out the other side. Metal stairs and intermittent decks led down along the sides of the hole. I had left my friend deeper than we had ever gone before.
Leaning over the rail, I stood with my arms spread wide. The rain soaked into my hair and down my neck, cold where it streamed down my back. Pushing my toes closer to the edge, I met the railing at about mid-thigh and leaned out to dare the darkness to take me. 
The rusty metal groaned under my weight but kept me from plummeting. I ground my teeth and thought if the railing would just let go, then the pain in my teeth would be over, as well as other aches physical, emotional, and mental. But the bar remained strong, and after about a minute, I pulled back from the edge, took a deep breath, and looked out at the world of nothing one last time. 
All that had ever mattered to me was down in that hole with Wiz. Sighing, I climbed back down the metal stairs.

*****

When I returned to where Wiz and I had gone into the halls, my shoulders slumped, and I wiped my runny nose with my jacket sleeve. The stairways kept going downwards behind me, so if I was near the top, or near the bottom, or somewhere in the middle, I had no way to tell.
My feet squished as I walked down the wide concrete which ran down the middle of the hallway. I looked one way, turned, and looked back the other way. But while the coast looked clear, I couldn’t see more than about a hundred meters, so I couldn’t be sure. Leaning one hand against the curved wall to steady myself, I went to find my friend.
The corridor twisted and turned so many times I lost my sense of direction. There were side passages, too, but I hurried past them because they were so dark. I didn’t even know if I was going the right way, but I kept walking until I got to where I thought the room was. It had a door it shouldn’t have, as the security bot had kicked that door in, but I thought this was it. 
Wet and shivering, I tiptoed to the door and gave the wheel a tug. It spun, and I pulled the heavy door open, keeping one foot behind me in case I had to run. Relieved when I saw our packs in the middle of the room, my relief disappeared in about half a second when I didn’t also see Wiz.
There were no signs of the fight between Ice and the bot; the nanites must have already scrubbed the room clean. Maybe they had killed each other, and the nanites had eaten them. Good for them. But for all I knew, they might have eaten Wiz, too.  
Keeping one eye on the door, I went to the pods and found the one Wiz had used. With her eyes still closed, Gennifer 1010568’s pretty face looked peaceful behind the small window. 
“Are you in there?” I asked, but Wiz didn’t answer, and neither did Gennifer. 
Looking at Gennifer’s pod for a long time, I sat cross legged in the middle of our gear, holding my chin in my hand. I wished Wiz was there to tell me how to get him back, but in my heart, I already knew. Biting my bottom lip and trying to ignore the answer for as long as possible, I surveyed the other pods.
Leaning back on my hands, I stretched out my legs and inadvertently kicked one of our duffle bags. I had hated carrying that heavy bag for Wiz, but he couldn’t even pick it up; he would have abandoned it a long time ago without me, or more likely, die trying to lug it instead of leaving it behind. I nudged the sack with my toe and something inside shifted. I already knew the contents by heart, but I still pulled the rusty zipper down to look inside. 
There were many books we had found Topside inside the sack. Some were in one piece, but most of them weren’t, just loose papers in the sack’s bottom. They were precious to Wiz because they were a window onto what the world used to be. He was nuts about that kind of thing and would pick up anything made of paper. 
One by one, I spread the books out around me on the floor, looking at each cover. A cream-colored book entitled Theme et Variations. An Introduction to French Language and Culture. Another: Vehicles of the Late 20th and Early 21st Centuries, with a picture of a bus similar to the one that had hit me. Man, Nature, and Society, a biology book. A handful of novels: The Stand, Extinction, A Scanner Darkly, and The Holy Bible. Another dozen books weighed down the bag, and I took them all out. The last one made me both smile and tear up at the same time.
I touched the torn cover of Roget’s Thesaurus. It was the book Wiz had read the most. Read? More like memorized. He must have known every word there ever was. “What’s another word for thesaurus?” he often asked me. I didn’t get the joke the first time, but Wiz had still laughed. I held the thesaurus in both hands and looked at the tall pods around me, knowing what I had to do, but not liking it. 
“Murder,” I murmured, and the damning word echoed back to me like an accusation. I tried to swallow but couldn’t. Flipping through the thesaurus, I found another word that meant the same thing. “Assassination,” I read aloud as my voice cracked. 
I sat there for a long time, arguing with my shaky legs to lift my body until I could walk to Gennifer 1010568’s pod. “Damn it all, Wiz,” I said.
Turning to the pod to the left, I looked into the small window. The woman inside stared back with closed eyes. Swallowing hard, I moved on to the next pod. Through his pod window, the man under the chrome skullcap looked wholly unremarkable. Even his name was mundane: Richard 1521437. Reaching up to the pod door latch, I knew I was close to losing resolve, so I turned the knob before I could talk myself out of what I was about to do.
“I’m so sorry,” I said, and opened the pod door.
Not having any way of knowing I was there, Richard 1521437 just hung there. When I saw his reality, I fell to my knees and threw up on the floor. After I threw up all I had in my stomach, I realized the nanites were eating my vomit, and found I had more to throw up.
I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand and stood in front of the open pod door, not believing my eyes. All that remained of Richard was his head and shoulders and his torso, down to the bottom of his abdomen. No pelvis. Below that, his spine hung down, exposed, wrapped in electronic cables; his splotchy skin so paper-thin you could see his veins; his stomach, grotesquely distended; and his head, bald under the silver skullcap. In fact, he didn’t have a single hair on what remained of his entire pasty body.
The glop and water tubes came up through the back of the pod to disappear under his ribs, and below his truncated torso, a third tube took poor Richard’s waste away. A lot of wire, circuits, and switches flashed on the inside of his pod, but the rest of it was empty space, except for the half a man he used to be. I wondered if somewhere out there in the Reality, Richard thought he was living it up.
I reached under Richard’s armpits to pull him out of the pod. His skin was so cold and slimy it was hard to touch him, but I had to do what I had to do, so biting my lip, I pulled on him. At first, he didn’t budge. I thought he must have been hanging on hooks, so I got my legs under me, pushed up under his armpits, and he came loose. What was left of Richard wasn’t very heavy. 
Holding this man’s very life in my hands, I heard a little voice inside my head which said what I was about to do was very wrong, but what else could I do? There wasn’t any way Richard’s fantasy life could be as important as Wiz’s real one. At least, not to me. So, closing my eyes and swallowing hard, I yanked him out of his pod.
Richard’s eyes flew open when the chrome skullcap came off his head, and I froze. His mouth moved like he was trying to say something, but nothing came out. I could tell by the horrified look on his face he knew with certainty what was real and what wasn’t, and he was about to die. I tugged the body closer, and the tubes came free. Glop, water, and waste sprayed both the inside of the pod and my pants. Broken wires sparked and steam streamed out of the pod. 
Feeling a sharp pain in my shoulder, I cried out and tried to yank Richard away from me, but his bald head held on tight to my shoulder, his teeth in my flesh. I gave a big heave and ripped his mouth away, but Richard’s head kept snapping at me, fighting for his life. I had to get him away from me, so I dropped him onto the concrete floor before throwing up some more.
Richard 1521437 landed with a hollow thump, his spine twisted under him. I’ll never forget how he stared at me from the floor with eyes begging not to die. Pulling my clothes away from my shoulder and seeing blood, I applied pressure to the wound.
For his part, Richard kept moving his mouth. He didn’t make any sound, but I could make out the words. “Help me. Help me.” Over and over and over. My face flushed, and I looked away.
Shaking from head to toe, I stepped into Richard’s pod and closed the door. I could still see Richard’s twitching body through the pod window, and even though I wanted to look away, I couldn’t. Having taken this man’s life, the least I could do was watch him die. My breath fogged the window, but it cleared enough between breaths to witness his fight for life. All the while, his eyes never left mine until his struggle stopped. Unmoving but still staring at me, his mouth stayed open in a breathless scream.
I thought what I had seen in the last five minutes was the most horrible thing that could be seen, but I was wrong. As if his final indignity hadn’t been enough, the nanites ate him, what remained of his body just another piece of garbage. 
“I’m sorry,” I said, but I’m not sure if it came out of my mouth.
With my heart thumping hard, I looked inside the skullcap to see dozens of tiny gold contacts, just like Wiz’s helmet. I shivered from both the subterranean cold and what I had just done and pulled the chrome cap onto my head. 

*****

“Are you okay, buddy?” 
I opened Richard’s eyes to see sweaty people standing over me.
“Is he hurt?” one asked.
“How could he be hurt?” 
Again: “Are you okay?”
I licked my new lips. “What happened?”
Hands helped me sit up and someone said, “You took a tumble.”
“Fell off the treadmill,” another said.
Blinking my eyes, I tried to get my brain to start. What must have been a treadmill churned about a meter away. 
“I guess I lost it for a second,” I said, and took a little step back towards the treadmill. “I’m ok now.”
The sweaty people left me with questioning looks. 
I stood at the end of the moving treadmill and paused. Seconds later, I noticed many lean and sweaty bodies running on the other treadmills. Running but not going anywhere, if you understand. It made little sense to me, but if that was what you did with a treadmill, then I had better get back on before someone suspected something. 
I jumped on, but it was moving faster than I could run in the real world, so I had to grab the handles on either side to keep from falling. I almost fell off again before I realized my new legs were longer and my lungs stronger than my old ones, and it wasn’t long before I grew comfortable with the pace. 
It’s called a health club, whatever was left of Richard said in my head, and I repeated the words aloud. “Health club.”
Smells, some pretty and some not, filled the thick air. At first, I couldn’t figure out why these people would bother to exercise, having seen their reality inside their pods. But as I ran faster and faster, I must admit it felt good.
I kept going for a while so no one would suspect me, but after about ten minutes of running like hell but going nowhere, I stepped off. Taking the towel off the arm rail, I wiped my sweaty face while making sure no one looked my way. But no one cared if I was there or not. 
Guilt stabbed at me as I wiped the sweat off my shoulders and arms. My mind juxtaposed having seen Richard placid versus seeing him fight on the floor against certain death. Tears found my eyes, and I thought I had better get out of sight to plan my next move. 
So, I said, “Reality: take me home,” and either I moved, or the world changed around me.

*****

Either way, half a second later, I stood in the middle of Richard’s house. “Hello?” I called into the apartment and waited long seconds, but there was no answer. “Hello?” I called again, louder. 
Abstract art hung on the red walls and overstuffed leather couches dominated the room. When I took a step down and my foot hit the living room floor, the lights turned down and the fireplace lit up. Soft music seemed to come out of the very air. 
“Can you turn the lights back up?” I asked, but nothing happened. I scratched my head before saying, “Reality: turn the lights up,” and the room brightened. 
Something brushed my shins, and I looked down to see a little black cat rubbing its furry cheeks on me. I didn’t know if it was real or not—I hoped there weren’t little pet-pods out there somewhere—but I reached down and scratched the kitty between its ears, anyway. 
Her name came out of my mouth without thinking. “How are you today, Onyx?” 
The cat answered with a squeaking meow. 
“That’s a good girl,” I said as the cat wound around my legs. 
At the far end of the living room, staggered glass blocks stacked like the side of a ziggurat made a pyramid that was half inside and half out. A waterfall of rain tumbled over them outside just as another waterfall gently flowed over them inside. Like the music, the sound the twin waterfalls made was nice, too. 
Walking to the windows, I looked out on the city. I had never seen one before, much less one from so high up. Buildings reached high into the sky for as far as I could see. Rain pelted the glass while lightning flashed in the distance and soft thunder rumbled. It was the kind of rain that made you want to take a nap. I wondered why there was any bad weather within the Reality, but I guess its citizens needed something to talk about. 
“How much can I change?” I asked aloud and tapped a finger on my lips. I’m not sure where the words came from inside me, but standing next to the windows, I said, “Reality: Covered balcony.” 
The windows disappeared with my next eye blink, and a balcony formed outside. The ziggurat remained. Its twin waterfalls kept flowing and the rain drummed on the balcony’s metal roof. I poked the balcony floor with a toe to make sure it was there. It seemed solid enough, so I walked out to lean over the railing. Crowds clogged the sidewalks far below and I wondered if all the people were real. Onyx jumped up and walked on the balcony rail with her head and tail held high.
“Reality: I have a question,” I said.
“How can I be of service?” a voice behind me asked.
I turned to find a scantily clad blonde standing in the balcony doorway. I took a tentative step backwards and asked, “Who are you?” 
She ran a hand up the inside of her thigh. “The Reality Personified.” 
“Why do you look like that?”
“This is your most recent selection. Would you prefer a different manifestation?”
Seeing so much of her at one time made it hard to think. “Yes,” I stammered.
“As you wish.” With a jiggle, the tall blonde took a step towards me. “What form would you like me to take?”
“Something less—sexy.”
“As you wish,” the blonde said.
A second later, a boy stood where the woman had been. 
“Is this form acceptable?” the boy asked.
“Maybe someone older.”
Another instant, and the young boy became an old man.
“Yes, that’s a lot better,” I said. “What city is this?” 
“Why, Neo-Frisco,” the well-dressed man said. He stood with his hands behind him, awaiting my next question. 
“Neo-Frisco,” I repeated and pointed over the balcony. “What’s that?”
“The Golden Gate Bridge, sir.”
“Pretty.”
“Yes, sir.”
I was still getting used to the idea a city could be so alive. All the cities Topside were broken ruins, but Neo-Frisco was breathtaking. Here and there, giant statues adorned buildings, thick arms supporting bridges and balconies. 
When the man took several steps onto the balcony, the cat hissed at him, but the man ignored it. “Would you like to live in another city today, sir?” 
“What?” I asked. “No, this is fine.”
Lightning flashed, and the statues’ faces flickered.
“Will there be anything else?” What white hair he had was a close-cropped halo around his head.
I thought for a second. “Can you help me find someone?” 
Meanwhile, on top of the railing, Onyx licked her paws, her claws extended.
“Of course, sir.”
“Great,” I said, walking around the man. He spun to follow me. “The name is Gennifer. Gennifer 10105— 10105— damn.”
“Searching,” the old man said. His eyes rolled up into his head so all I could see was his whites, but they rolled back down in less than a second. “There is no record of a Gennifer 10105Damn, sir.”
“No, no. It’s Gennifer 1010568 or Gennifer 1010586. I get numbers mixed up sometimes.” I wondered why I bothered to tell him that. “Can you look for both of them?”
The man’s eyes flipped back into his head again. “Positive search results.”
“Which one?”
“Both, sir.”
“Can I see a picture?”
The man who I now knew was a butler waved his hand and two 3D life-sized images appeared on Richard’s balcony, a pane of light which contained personal information beside each of them. Onyx jumped down from the railing and pawed at them, but her claws sliced right through the panes of light, doing no damage. 
I recognized Gennifer’s face, but now she had long red hair instead of a skullcap. 
“This one,” I said, and pointed.
“Very good, sir. Shall I do away with the other one?”
I nodded, and with another wave of his hand, the second Gennifer disappeared. 
“Shall I simulate the remaining one for you, sir?”
“What do you mean?”
“Shall I simulate her?” the butler asked with perfect diction. “For discourse, sexual interaction, general companionship—”
“You can do that?” 
“Of course, sir.”
“But it wouldn’t be her. It would be a—”
“Simulation. Quite lifelike, though, as you will recall from your previous interactions.”
With a shake of my head, I said, “No, thanks,” and picked up the black cat and scratched its belly. “I want to know where to find her. You know, the real her.”
A wave of his hand later, Gennifer’s image disappeared, and the man stood still for a few seconds. “If I might be so bold,” he said, “actual humans can be much less cooperative than their simulacrums. Are you sure I cannot simulate her for you?”
“Yes. No. Don’t.” 
Onyx jumped down and went inside.
“As you wish.” His eyes rolled back into his head before he added, “She is not in her domicile, but I have located her.” 
“What does ‘domicile’ mean?”
The butler smiled a kind smile. “House, sir.”
I frowned. “Doesn’t anyone speak normally anymore?”
“This is the level of discourse you previously selected, sir. If you would like to select a lower level of—”
“Never mind. Back to Gennifer.”
“Would you like to go to her?”
I nodded. 
“You will, of course, need proper attire.”
I looked at him sideways. “Attire?”
“Clothes, sir.”
I looked down at my health club garb and said, “If you say so.”


Four
To Take Arms Against a Sea of Troubles

An eye blink later, I wore a silvery gray suit of unknown fabric, which felt good when I ran my hand on the sleeve. No longer in Richard’s apartment, I sat with a cocktail glass in hand inside what my borrowed brain called a ‘limousine.’ I took a swig of the drink, gagged, and promptly spit it all over my silver-gray suit. Richard’s part of my brain told me it was a gin and tonic, but my brain had a more appropriate four-letter name for it. 
The wide limousine door opened as I wiped my mouth, and while I hesitated for a second, I couldn’t stay inside forever. So, I stuck my head out, and a cheering crowd pressed in. Jerking my head back inside, I took a deep breath and looked at the black glass in front of me. I realized in that moment I had never seen Richard’s, I mean, my, eyes that wide before.
The black glass slid down as I slid deeper into the thick seat. I know I was jumpy, but everything here was new, and anything new could be something dangerous. 
My Reality butler sat behind the wheel in the front seat. “Can I help you with something else, sir?” 
“Not right now, I said, and the black glass dividing the limo slid back up.
Ducking my head, I stepped onto the crowded curb and into the pouring rain. But the water didn’t hit me as my butler had proactively protected me from the weather. I felt self-conscious the people in line were soaked to the bone, but I didn’t want to get wet, so I let the weather protection stay.
A flashing sign above the door read, The 4/4 Club, the second number on the sign flickering. An obscenely muscular man held back the wet people waiting to get into the club. I understood why they respected his bulk, as he was as wide as he was tall, but I didn’t know what the velvet rope had to do with it.
Across the street stood another clump of hooded figures holding protest signs. The Biological Fundamentalists, I remembered. 
Their signs read things like, SAVE YOUR SOULS and THIS ISN’T REAL. I looked for the blind man who had scared me off the curb but didn’t see him. It was just as well, as I wasn’t in a hurry for another bus to hit me. 
Anyway, if Gennifer was in the club, I needed to go to the end of the line, so I headed that way. 
“Rick,” a gravelly voice called, but I kept walking. “Rick,” it called again, louder, and I turned. The guy my brain called a bouncer pulled the velvet rope to one side. “Where are you going?” he asked. “We’re expecting you.”
I turned and smiled with Richard’s perfect teeth and wondered if the people waiting in line hated me for going in ahead of them. But I was in a hurry to rescue Wiz, so I went back towards the head of the line, regardless of rudeness. 
A beautiful woman grabbed my sleeve as I walked by. “Take me in with you, and I’ll make sure you have a good time.” She leaned up and traced the outline of my ear with the tip of her tongue. I shivered, but not from the cold rain.
I wiped my ear and kept walking. “I’m meeting someone.” 
“I’ll do anything,” the woman cried, but I kept going.
“You got anything for me, Rick?” the bouncer asked in a muffled voice.
I paused at the door. “What?”
He looked both ways before leaning in close. “You know,” he whispered.
My hand reached into my left coat pocket on its own, and I pulled out one of the small, round objects I found there and held it up. The bouncer’s humongous hand swallowed mine. 
“Hey, man, don’t let anyone see that.” He took the small ball and waved me inside. “Thanks.”
“This isn’t real, brother,” one of the hooded men yelled from across the street. “Release yourself and save your soul.”
Instead, I went through the door. 
“Resist the temptation of unreality,” another voice yelled before the closing door cut him off.
In the club, sound, music, and light hit me in a thunderous sensory overload. The air itself pulsed with colors in time with the music. I tried but failed to drink it all in. Young bodies ground together. Arms flung. Legs churned. Hips swayed. 
Well, this is different, I thought, but didn’t know just how different until I followed the long legs of one female dancer up to find the head of a black bear atop her human shoulders. I averted my eyes when she looked at me and growled.
The more my eyes adjusted, the more I realized not everything dancing was what you would call human. Close to me, a striped tiger wrapped its tail around a guy’s neck. In another area of the room, robots danced with cartoon characters. And, for some reason, there were tentacles. A lot of tentacles. But I reminded myself inside each of the fantastic creatures was a human doing their own thing. All types of people shoved all kinds of things into all manner of orifices. I didn’t know why they did it, but noses and snouts snorted up platters of colored powder.
My borrowed brain told me the music was techno-pop. It also told me I could change it to anything with a 4/4 time signature, but I hadn’t heard enough music yet to know what I liked, so I let it stay. I looked around the crowded dance floor and wondered how many songs were being listened to at the same time. Perhaps as many songs as there were people. I made my way to the bar. 
The bartender, wiping the bar down with a wet rag, ignored everyone else and turned to me. “Your regular?” 
“What’s my regular?”
“Gin and tonic?” 
“No!”
The bartender looked at me with his eyebrow arched. 
“I’m trying new things,” I said. “Give me something sweeter.”
He kept wiping down the bar. “How about a Long Island Ice Tea?”
“Is that sweeter?”
He kept his eyebrow arched. “Yeah.”
“Ok.” I turned away to look around while he made the drink. A tall and frosted glass waited on me when I got all the way back around. 
“No charge,” the bartender said.
I pulled one of the little balls out of my pocket and saw it looked like a model of the Earth, blue, green, and brown, right down to the clouds, which were swirls of white. It might sound crazy, but I swear the clouds moved. 
“Here you go,” I said, and slid it into his hand.
Stunned, the bartender looked at it. “Are you sure?”
I picked up my drink and nodded.
“Wow, thanks, Rick.” He flashed a fashion model smile and put the world into his pocket. 
I wondered why the people I gave one of the small globes liked it so much and why it was such a secret. Climbing up onto a stool and leaning my back against the bar, I took a long swig of the sweet drink and this time, didn’t spit it out. 
Right about then, I noticed a beautiful woman across the room looking my way. My mind raced as she headed over. I didn’t know what she could want with me, and I was too afraid to ask. I took another sip of the Long Island Iced Tea and she stopped in front of me. She was a little less pretty up close, with a face too thin and dark circles around her brown eyes. 
“How’s it hangin,’ Rick?” she asked and threw back her black hair.
I opened my mouth but couldn’t think of anything to say, so I clamped it back shut.
“You packing?” she asked while pressing her too thin yet voluptuous body against mine. “Don’t make me beg.” Her small hand brushed my thigh. “You know I’ll make it worth your while.”
Her hand slipped into my coat pocket while looking up at me with big brown, questioning eyes, and when I said nothing, she left her hand in my pocket. Not knowing what else to do, I nodded, but I grabbed her wrist when she pulled out her fist, and her eyes became frightened. 
“You can have it if you tell me what it is,” I said.
“Are you serious?” she asked.
I forced a smile onto my borrowed lips. “Yes.”
She grabbed my hand and dragged me to a corner of the club. After we sat down in a dark booth, she said, “Reality: privacy.”
The dance club disappeared. The booth stayed, but instead of the club, we sat in a large round room with floor to ceiling windows. Outside the windows was a brightly lit city. I didn’t know if it was Neo-Frisco or someplace else, or if it existed at all. We were up high, and the room spun, or the city turned around us. 
“It’s a Reality Pill,” she whispered in my ear. 
“Reality Pill?”
She shushed me and looked out the windows to see if anyone was watching. When I followed her glance, the view had changed. Now, water surrounded our space. Swimming things looked at us, but they sure didn’t look like they cared about our conversation.
“What does it do?” I asked.
She looked up at me with dull eyes crossed in confusion.
“Tell me, or I’ll take it back.” 
The sea disappeared outside, and a towering mountain range complete with snow and evergreens took its place.
Her hand closed tighter on the pill. “It lets you be anything you want to be,” she said. “At least for a little while.” 
The mountains disappeared and lions lounged in the tall grass now outside the glass. 
I frowned. “Any side effects?”
The woman laughed, but the sound wasn’t happy, being closer to a hiccup than a chuckle. “Only you see the world as it really is when you’re done.”
The lions turned into a herd of horses running free through dusty red canyons. 
“That’s it?” I asked. 
Her pained laughter died. “That’s enough.” Her hands reached for my fly before I could say anything else. “Now, let me give you a down payment.”
A brand-new sensation, I flinched when she touched my crotch, and I pulled her hands away. “Maybe later. I’m looking for someone else.”
“No one is as good as me,” she said. “No one real, anyway.”
“You can owe me.”
She held up the Reality Pill and her long and pointed tongue tickled the globe. “Your loss. Reality: cancel privacy,” she said, and we were back in the club. She slid out of the booth with a wink and disappeared into the dancing chaos.
While I looked for Gennifer 1010568, using just my eyes was pointless with so many people in the club. But for once, I did something the easy way. “Reality: Information.”
My butler popped into the club. “Yes, sir?”
“Where’s Gennifer?”
The butler’s eyes flipped back into his head and then he frowned. “Searching.” His eyes rolled back up again. “Gennifer 1010568 was here, but now her avatar isn’t registering.” He rolled his eyes up a third time. “Wait,” he said, and pointed a finger across the dance floor. “Over there.”
The butler pointed to a knot of people gathered around something on the floor. Caroming off gyrating dancers, I went over to find I had found her, but now that I had, I didn’t know what to do. Gennifer 1010568 laid on the dance floor, unmoving. Her head laid limp, but at least she still appeared to be breathing. Only a few people bothered to stop to see what was going on. Most just kept dancing.
“What happened to her?” someone asked.
“Don’t know,” someone answered.
I brushed the damp hair away from Gennifer’s eyes and they fluttered open. 
“Is it her time?” a voice asked behind me.
“Can’t be,” another answered.  There are no Assistors.” 
Licking her dry lips, Gennifer looked at me and asked, “What are you doing here?”
“I came to get you, Wiz.”
“Wiz?” The faint freckles on her nose crinkled. 
“Gennifer?” I asked.
“You know my name?” she asked, her freckle-crinkling redoubling.
“It was him,” a person said, and pointed. 
I thought he pointed at me, but then I realized he pointed past me, and I looked up to see Ice pushing his way through the twirling dancers. 
“Hey, you,” the person pointing the finger yelled. “Stop!”
Ice turned. His longcoat swirled behind him, and his coal-black eyes found mine. 
My blood froze as I struggled to help Gennifer back to her feet.
Ice headed straight for us. With dancers bouncing off him, the huge man reached under his coat and pulled out the Neural Disruptor. 
I pushed Gennifer towards the door. The slit in her long skirt parted around her stumbling legs. 
“Why are you here, sir?” She looked past me to Ice. “And why are you running from him?”
Screams eclipsed the music, and I felt both barrels of Ice’s gun pointing at the back of my head. Now alert, Gennifer pulled me through the crowd by my hand. Her high heels turned into running shoes, and her rubber soles squeaked on the floor instead of clickety-clicking. But then the hair raised on the back of my neck again and I knew he had me in his sights. 
“Gun!” somebody with a deep voice yelled.
Men wearing uniforms stood near the door, holding what Richard’s mind called pulse rifles. Gennifer pulled me towards them, or rather towards the door, or maybe both.
“BEA,” the officer in front yelled, pronouncing each individual letter. “Put your weapon down.”
Instead, Ice fired. The uniformed agents followed suit and blinding flashes filled the 4/4 Club, blue and red from the Neural Disruptor and green from the pulse rifles. 
Ice dove behind a dancing cartoon character and the agent’s green pulse froze the character in place. As soon as they hit him, a thought bubble appeared above the cartoon character’s head with the printed words, “Ooooo nooooo!” 
Ice fired back, twin barrels blazing. Blue and red bolts hit an agent near us and he poof dissolved.
“Body armor!” the officer in front yelled. 
The agents hit their badges and thick suits grew around them, black liquid hardening into solid, form-fitting plates. Their helmets had bright lights on either side, the lights moving across the dancers in blinding arcs. 
I held my hand up against the glare and Gennifer pulled me to my feet again. There were so many disruptor blasts and rifle pulses I couldn’t see the club lights anymore.
“Reality,” the lead officer yelled, “BEA override. Mute music and freeze background scenery.”
The club went silent and about a third of the dancers stopped in place, some hovering where they had been in mid-air. Gennifer pulled me towards the door around a frozen couple of—sloths? 
Ice hit another agent with a disruptor blast, and he fell to the floor with his body armor smoking. The agents pumped their rifles and struck Ice with multiple green pulses until the massive man fell. The rest of the agents inched up with pulse rifles still raised. Each had an image I couldn’t quite make out on their face shields. 
Gennifer grabbed my arm to lead me to the exit, and I stumbled a bit before taking a quick step backwards. The room smelled like burning wire and barbecue.
“Let’s get out of here,” she said. 
But something hit the back of my head before I could run. Blood flew past my face as I dropped to one knee. I heard, “Not so fast,” through ringing ears. An agent stood over me with a pulse rifle raised, butt end pointed down. 
“Stop it,” Gennifer said. “Don’t you know who he is?”
Gunfire broke out in the club again before I could speak. The answering energy pulses left streaks across my eyes.
“The big guy’s A.I.,” someone yelled, followed by a curtailed scream.
Another yelled, “He’s a bot!”
The agent standing over me turned his attention to the fight, and I gasped when I saw the image on his face shield. My face. Even though questions swirled in my mind, I knew I had to do something quick to get out of there, so I drove my elbow into the agent’s gut and then swept my leg into the back of his knees. When he fell, I punched him in his exposed neck. 
Gennifer looked at me with wonder. “That was amazing.” 
“Thanks. I wish I knew how I did it.” 
Gennifer picked up the dropped pulse rifle and pulled me to my feet. We raced towards the exit, and when we cleared the doors, we found many BEA cars sitting outside on the wet pavement, the puddles reflecting their flashing lights. 
“That tall, dark dude is after us,” I called to the bouncer. “Stop him!”
The boulder of a man wrenched his head and cracked his vertebrae at the same time as his knuckles. “Don’t worry, Rick. I got you,” he said, and filled the wide entrance door with his massive frame. 
I panicked for a second when I saw my limousine was gone, and as I looked for it, my BEA rifle swept absentmindedly back and forth. When the gun pointed towards them, the Biological Fundamentalists across the street dropped their signs and ran, sandals splashing in puddles. Only one stayed put, standing silent with his face hidden within the shadows of his hood. 
Screams pealed as I moved the barrel back across the people in line. They fell to the sidewalk and wrestled each other to get out of the way. All the while, the gunfire inside neared, and the rain intensified.
“This way.” Gennifer once again grabbed my hand to lead me.
I ran with her past the people in line, my feet pounding the pavement and rain stinging my eyes. When we got to the corner, Gennifer pulled me down an alleyway. 
Wiping the rainwater from my face, I said, “Reality: Sunny day. Twenty-two degrees Celsius.”
The rain over me stopped, but the resultant sunbeam blinded me to the rest of the dark world and made me hold up a hand to shield my eyes. If not for Gennifer’s hand holding mine, I would have run straight into a wall.
“Reality: no sun,” I said, and the world darkened again. 
The club was far behind us, but I could still hear Ice roar, “Get out of the way.”
“Give me your best shot!” another deep voice answered, his yell as loud as Ice had been. 
Although Gennifer still pulled my hand, I paused in the alley while I wondered who would win this fight. After all, Ice had bested a security bot, so I feared the bouncer wouldn’t have a chance, but as big as the bouncer was, it was hard to imagine him ever losing a fight. That said, there was a rough and raspy scream after the muffled sound of scuffling, and I knew Ice had won again. I hoped the bouncer had at least taken a pound of flesh—or nanites— from him.
“This way,” Gennifer said, and pulled me down another alley.
I ran with one hand holding Gennifer’s as she carried the pulse rifle in the other. My feet didn’t splash, the alley floor dry under me but wet after I passed, invisible walls holding back the puddles. 
I followed Gennifer around another blind corner to find multistory walls on either side. She pulled me down to the ground and held a finger up to her lips. We stayed still for long seconds, catching our breath. I talked to the Reality in my mind and the rain came back. With my clothes soaking through again, I looked towards the end of the alley and back at Gennifer. 
She lowered her finger from her lips. “I think they’re gone,” she whispered.
Swallowing a deep breath, I asked, “You’re not in there playing a joke on me, are you, Wiz?”
“Why do you keep calling me that, sir?”
“Why do you keep calling me ‘sir?’”
“Sir?”
I frowned. “Do you know who I am?”
“Of course.” Gennifer hesitated before asking, “Don’t you?”
Right then, something moved at the end of the alley. Light beams tilted across the walls, and shadowy figures ran into view. 
“Let’s go,” Gennifer whispered.
Targeting lasers and flashlight beams blinded me in red and white flashes. “There he is!” Armored men came at us with dancing light beams leading their way.
We ran as rifle pulses flashed across the brick walls in blinding green, and as we raced down another alley, we found a building blocking our way, trapping us in an urban dead end canyon. The only way out was the way we came in, which was not an option. Another rifle pulse whistled past my ear and Gennifer returned fire.
Hoping my instincts were right, I ran at the brick wall at the end of the alley. The feet of the BEA agents hammered behind us, closer, then closer still. Running as fast as I could, I closed my eyes and leapt straight at the wall. Meanwhile, Gennifer kept firing, snippets of green light lighting her face. My left foot followed the right, and I ran straight up the wall. The rain started hitting me in the face, and I had to blink to keep my eyes clear. Gennifer stood at the bottom of the wall, looking up at me between shots.
“Come on,” I yelled down to her.
“No time to write an anti-gravity app,” she yelled back, and fired the rifle again. “Run, sir. Run!”
The BEA agents passed Gennifer without slowing and followed me up the side of the building. Gennifer released two more shots of green light and two agents fell. I wondered as I ran vertically up the apartment house if the people inside the windows really existed. 
I took one last glance at Gennifer before I jumped over the top edge of the building. With arms flailing and legs kicking, I landed on the roof with a big oof. Now horizontal, I squatted for a second on toes and fingertips, catching my breath, little clouds huffing out of my mouth. But before I could do anything, there were already more BEA agents atop the next building over. One of them jumped to my building without apparent effort. 
The agent landed like a cat and raised his pulse rifle. “You are in violation of Reality Protocol 11B. Halt and be judged.”
Instead, I ran towards the far edge of the roof, leapt into nothing, and flew long into the dark. Blinding green pulses exploded around me. I blinked my eyes to clear them, but the phantoms of their fire refused to leave my retinas. When I hit the top of the next building, my legs buckled under me, and I slid across the wet roof, but when more feet hit behind me, I rolled and got my feet under me again. 
A translucent billboard towered at the far edge of the building, bathing me in bright blue light. The animated sign read, PLAY IN YOUR WORLD, LIVE IN OURS. I didn’t have any choice, so I closed my eyes, jumped, and went right through the billboard like it wasn’t there. And even though the billboard was see-through, somehow, I could still read it correctly from the far side, too. 
While I had passed through the billboard unscathed, I was less lucky to find I was flying into traffic, and a flying conveyance was headed my way, fast. I skidded across its roof, and it blared its horn. Even though I was running for my life, part of my brain had time to call the flying thing an ‘aero.’ 
Getting my feet under me, I leapt from the aero onto the next building. I turned with chest heaving to find about twenty agents jumping like they were frogs from one aero to another. I jumped again, from vehicle to vehicle to vehicle, bouncing across the city. The frigid wind froze my face.
I came to a sudden stop at a gaping canyon between the buildings, filled by thousands of aeros, flying by on dozens of levels soaring from the ground to high in the sky. But when I looked behind me, I knew there was no going back. The agents neared. Gritting my teeth, I jumped again, going from aero to aero, first going up to the next level overhead, before falling to levels far below. More than once, I expected to miss, but didn’t. I almost made it all the way across, but then I lost my balance and fell on top of a black aero limo which appeared below me. 
My fingers caught the edge of the aero’s roof, but before I could stand, a pair of feet hit behind me. I followed the legs up past the swirling longcoat to see Ice’s blank teeth glowing bright in the night. But before he could grab me, I jumped from the limo’s roof without looking, and the aero headed down. I hit another vehicle going in the other direction and tried to land on it, but all I did was bounce off. 
Now flying through nothing, a building rushed at me. Covering my head with my hands, I flew straight through a window and broken glass flew. Landing on my hands and knees on a thick blue and green shag carpet, I found myself eye to eye with a pair of knees. Then, tanned thighs above the knees, and above the thighs was a short skirt. For a second, I hoped I might have discovered the woman I had seen on my first trip to the Reality, but as my eyes kept going up, I also discovered a beard. 
“Well, hello there, handsome,” the bearded man said. 
My breathing and the beating of my heart quieted enough to realize there was music in the room. There was also a sizable number of people, but no women.
“Excuse me.” I said, and got to my feet.
The guy wearing the skirt put his hand on my chest. “What’s your hurry?”
I looked over my shoulder through the shattered window. BEA agents, closing fast, jumped across aeros, growing ever closer. 
“Them,” I said and pressed deeper into the room of broad-shouldered dancers.
“Pity,” the man in the skirt said.
I grabbed a glass off a passing tray and smoothed my hair. Drinking but not liking the bitter taste, I monitored the window while moving away. Traffic outside streamed by, horns blaring and lights flashing. The torn curtains swirled in, but the party attendees didn’t mind the wind. 
A figure in body armor landed on the window ledge and balanced there. Signs flashed outside behind him. 
“Oooo,” more than one guy in the room exclaimed.
I put my head down and moved further into the crowd. As more agents dove in, I forced my way through the dancing people, mumbling apologies as I went. 
Then, above the dance beat, “Reality: BEA override. Cancel background scenery.”
And just like that, everyone I was leaning against disappeared and I stumbled. The only person who remained was a little guy with glasses, wearing boxer shorts, socks, and spats, sipping from a large, frosted glass which had a little umbrella. 
He turned to the BEA agents and gave a huge smile. “Well, hello there.”
“Halt and be judged,” the agent in front yelled.
“If you insist,” the man said with a hand on his hip, akimbo.
My shin hit a chair as I bolted across the room, and damn it all, it hurt. But with no time to waste, I dove through the window at the far end of the apartment. This time, when the glass broke, hundreds of shards sliced at me. The jagged edge still attached to the frame tore across my ribs and down my hip. 
Grimacing, I flew into the stormy night. Another yellow aero drove by under me, and although I tried to land on it, it was moving too fast. I doubted I was going to make it, and, sure enough, I didn’t. My feet slipped when I hit the roof, my toe clipping an ON DUTY sign, and I tumbled end over end into nothing, flesh flipping through steel. 
Tumbling down between the cars, I tried to right myself, but I had no more control of where I was going than a thrown rock might have. I wondered whether I would die when I hit the ground or if one of the flying hunks of metal would put me out of my misery before I got that far.
A large steel rectangle came at me out of nowhere and I landed on the roof with a horrible thump. I felt my ribs snap, and the air left my lungs in a woosh. It hurt, but this time I was glad to be hit by a bus. Gasping as my fingers pawed at the top of the too-slippery-to-grab bus, a fingernail on my right hand tore off, and I would have cried out in pain if I had any breath. Vehicles passed in all directions while my fingers kept trying to find something to grab. 
When the bus turned, my feet slipped over the edge and my body raced to catch them. Panicked, I grabbed at anything I could. The rain gutter stopped my fall, but not without cost. Twin snaps sounded above the loud traffic as the bones in two fingers gave way.
Screwing my eyes shut, I held onto the bus like it was the last thing in the world. I turned my face forward and opened my eyes to slits against the stinging wind. The cold metal side pressed against my left cheek as the bus continued into thick traffic with me hanging onto its side. 
With feet dangling, I looked into the bus to see about a dozen people sitting inside. No one noticed me, although I hung in plain view. I watched for long minutes as they went about their business. A man in a suit kept reading his newspaper while a mother yelled at her son, pulling him into the seat beside her.
“Hey,” I yelled, but no one turned my way. “Hey!” I yelled, louder, but they ignored me again.
My shoulders and forearms burned, and it grew hard to hold onto the bus. I knew I had to get inside or die, so I moved hand over aching hand along the bus’s roof. My toes pushed against the vehicle’s side to gain some leverage as I inched up to the window.
“Hey!” I yelled a third time, but the mother and her dark-haired son kept looking straight ahead. 
I pulled myself up and drove a knee into the window, but my body twisted as I bounced back, my good hand losing its grip, and I swung away from the bus like a rusty door. My shattered left hand screamed at me to let go, but I had to ignore it. Instead, I waved my right arm against the wind to grab a handhold. Flopping back against the side of the bus, I took a deep and painful breath, and raised my head to look at the mother and child inside the bus.
“Can you hear me?” I yelled, but if they could, they didn’t show it.
Gritting my teeth, I inched my way again up the side of the bus. But then the bus turned again, and I swung back out into the traffic. Fortunately, it was my right, undamaged hand holding on this time, and I made it to the door on the side. It took a long time to make the painful trip, and I still couldn’t figure out why no one inside paid any attention. They had glanced my way a couple of times, but it was like they looked through me. 
I drove my feet into the folding doors, and they gave a little, but so did my grip. I looked down in fear with the tingling in my shoulders and arms aflame, and it was all I could do to ignore the ground calling up to me. 
It would be so easy to let go, I thought. 
But then Wiz’s face popped into my head, and I shook the damning thought away. It might not have mattered, anyway, as I could still fall without trying. With nothing else I could do, I pushed my feet off the bus to get a good swing and drove back into the doors. My grip gave way, but so did the doors, and my legs flew inside. Most of me still hung out, though, and my hands flailed for holds outside while my feet flopped inside. 
Another bus roared out of the darkness at me, bright lights blinding my wide eyes, and I pulled myself inside before a bus hit me for a third time. The other bus kept going back into the night, and I stood up on the doorsteps, holding onto the pole by the door for dear life. 
“Hello?” I called, but no one on the bus turned my way.
Pushing the doors shut, I walked down the aisle while looking at passengers. The guy in the suit kept his nose down, reading a translucent news pane. I stopped beside him with my head cocked, inserted my hand between his eyes and the pane, and waved it back and forth, but he just kept reading. Even when I put my hand on top of the pane so there was no way he could see it, his eyes kept going left to right, left to right, left to right. 
Holding my ribs with my right hand, I looked at the fingers of my left to see the middle and ring fingers were twisted. I had broken bones before Topside, but it shouldn’t happen here. 
Kneeling by the young mother, I grabbed the edge of her dress. I paused to see if she would object, but she said nothing, and her blonde daughter just stared straight ahead. 
“Excuse me.” I yanked to tear the silky cloth, and when I had a long enough strip, I ripped it free. “Thanks.” 
In immense pain and sweating, I pulled my broken fingers as straight as I could, and wrapped the cloth around them, tight. It wasn’t much of a splint, but it was better than nothing. I used my teeth to hold one end of the dress-strip and yelped when the knot tightened. Stumbling to the back of the bus, I sat between two teenagers who didn’t notice me at all.
I said, “Reality: fix my fingers” 
Nothing happened. 
“Reality: fix the broken bones in the fingers of my left hand,” I said, but my fingers remained twisted. 
The teens at the back of the bus talked across me while making no sound. I leaned back and wiped my face, each breath hurting a bit more than the one which preceded it. 
“Reality: home,” I said, nervousness growing in my voice.
More nothing.
“Reality: take me back to Richard 1521437’s house.”
My borrowed butt stayed put.
The bus dove lower between the aero layers and soon we were at street level. Hissing sounds accompanied the bus as we slowed and hit bottom. Agents were scattered up and down the sidewalks, and my relief to be back on the ground evaporated. 
An agent turned my way, and as he looked into the bus, I turned my head to a teen sitting beside me and joined the conversation. Like them, I moved my mouth but said nothing. The two teens laughed at a silent joke they shared, and I pantomimed the laugh, too. 
The agent took a step closer to the bus and raised his arm in my direction. “It’s—”
“The bot!” another agent behind him yelled.
The first agent snapped his head towards the second one, raised his rifle, and fired. 
A good number of pedestrians ducked out of the way, some hugging the sides of the buildings and diving for cover, but more of them just kept walking down the sidewalk like nothing was happening. No one on the bus looked back, either, but I had to take the chance, so I lowered myself deeper into the seat and peeked out the back window.
Ice jumped from aero to aero behind us, his massive frame crushing roofs and making the front of the vehicles nosedive into the asphalt, sheets of sparks flying. A dozen agents chased him with their pulse rifles blasting, florescent green pulses intermixing with golden sparks. 
Another dozen agents came at Ice from the front and for a second, I thought they might take him down, but he was just too much to handle. Ice threw off the first two BEA agents like they were flies and raised his Neural Disruptor as the surrounding agents raised their pulse rifles.
I jerked my head down, but it was already too late. The bus disappeared in a bright green flash. The world went black as my body spasmed.

Five
The Slings and Arrows of Outrageous Fortune

“Mister.” 
The voice seemed a million kilometers away. 
“Mister,” I heard again, the voice of a boy. “Are you ok?”
“He’s dead,” a girl said.
“He’s not dead, stupid.”
“How do you know?”
The boy didn’t answer. Instead, he said, “Mister, wake up.” 
Something nudged my ribs, and I tried to wake up, but the closer I got to awake, the more it felt like my head might explode. I managed to roll onto my back with a groan.
“See, I told you he wasn’t dead,” the boy said.
When I opened my eyes, the girl stuck her tongue out, but the boy had no way to see it. Convinced I was still in the dream realm, I closed my eyes again.
“Wake up, mister,” the girl said.
I didn’t want to, but I did. “Who are you?” My voice cracked.
“I’m Jill,” the girl said with the left side of the mouth.
With the right, the boy said, “I’m Jack.”
“And I’m dreaming,” I whispered, and closed my eyes again.

*****

Brightness pierced my brain when I opened my eyes. As they adjusted, I found the room more white than bright. A single lightbulb in a metal frame hung in the center of the ceiling.
Blinking my eyes, I leaned up on one elbow on the padded floor, and with my other hand, I massaged the back of my neck to get rid of some of the black ache that started in my brain and went down through my back and shoulders to lodge in my gut. At that point, I realized padding covered the walls, too.
“I told you he wasn’t dead,” the boy said.
“I knew he wasn’t dead, stupid,” the girl said.
“You’re stupid.”
“No, you are.”
I pushed myself away on the padded floor while they kept arguing. The fingers I had broken hurt more than ever. My butt rubbed naked on the soft floor; whatever I wore had an embarrassing slit down the back. My ribs screamed each time I took a breath, but even though every inch of me hurt, I kept pushing away from the kids until I had wedged myself into a padded corner. 
Together, they took a step towards me.
Holding my damaged left hand up to defend myself, I asked, “Who are you?” 
“We told you,” she said.
They took another step, leaning to one side as they walked.
“I’m Jack.” 
Another tilt-step.
“I’m Jill.”
I buried my head between my knees and whimpered. This isn’t real, brother, somebody had told me once, but I couldn’t remember who.
I shut my eyes and tried to wish Jack and Jill away, but they were still there when I reopened them. “Don’t hurt me,” I said.
Jack laughed and Jill joined him. She had no choice, you see, as they shared a single mouth.
Combined, there were two eyes, one nose, one mouth, two arms, and two legs, but there were two distinct kids. Not attached, but split right down the middle. The left side, male, and the right side, female, like someone had cut two children in half and glued them together. The female half stood a little taller, which is why they walked with a limp. 
Jack had short black hair and Jill’s hair was blonde and braided into a pigtail that went down to their waist. Their hairs crisscrossed in the middle of their shared head. His side of the nose turned down, and hers turned up. Their eyes were different colors, too, Jill’s brown and Jack’s blue.
Jack’s half wore a button-down shirt and tan shorts while Jill’s half wore a pink dress with white lace that went to her knees. She had a short sock with a fuzzy yellow bob, while he had a plain black sock. They both wore the same shoes, a pair of sneakers, and they shared a white belt. I couldn’t help but wonder if there was another kid out there somewhere split down the middle the other way.
“Let us—” Jack said.
“—help you up,” Jill finished, and they stuck out his hand.
The two, or one, or pair, leaned back to help me to my feet. 
I shielded my eyes against the harsh glare of the bulb with one hand and held the open back of my gown closed with the other. “How did I get here?” I asked.
 “You needed help—” said Jack.
“—so, we took you here,” finished the mouth in Jill’s voice.
“You were on the bus,” I said.
They nodded their head.
I looked back at the padded walls. “Where’s here?”
Jack took a step forward and Jill whispered, “This is where they take the Broken People.”
I pushed against a padded wall to test its reality and found it strong. “Is there any way out of here?”
Jack turned and pointed at the wall behind me.
A transparent plastic wall had replaced the padded one, exposing many people beyond the wall. They didn’t look like they were walking, but they kept moving from left to right. Some alone, some in groups, most of them wore white coats and held clipboards. 
After taking several steps to get closer, I realized they stood on a moving sidewalk. I laid my bandaged hand on the transparent wall. The single light bulb reflected off the plastic. 
Looking down, I found Jack and Jill standing next to me. “Can I leave?” 
“All you have to do—”
“—is ask.”
I reached back to where the wall had been and found only air. Shifting my eyes from side to side, I wondered if the plastic wall had ever really been there at all.
This isn’t real, brother.
I waited for a second to get my bearings and jumped onto the moving sidewalk, which whisked to the right so fast I almost fell. Jack and Jill jumped on behind me with more grace than I did, her blonde pigtail trailing behind them. 
The long black sidewalk looked like it went on forever. But as far as we went, there were always rooms with three padded walls and a transparent plastic one. Nothing outside of the moving sidewalk; no roof, no floors, no walls, no scenery. Everything else was a blank and all-encompassing white.
Each room had someone inside them, and each of them wore a gown like mine. There were all manner of people: male, female, other, fat, medium, thin, black, yellow, white, brown, and more. Some of them walked around aimlessly in their rooms, like they were trying to go somewhere but didn’t know where, but most of them sat still like statues. Each room also had a video screen hanging above them in the whiteness, about three meters wide, half as tall, and angled down towards the sidewalk. 
“What are those?” I asked.
“Windows into their minds,” Jack said.
“Their dreams?”
“No,” Jill said. “They’re not hallucinations.”
“It’s real to them,” Jack said.
They shrugged. Jack’s shoulder led Jill’s.
“After all—”
“—what else matters?”
On the passing screens was everything imaginable and much more. Many of them showed the people in worlds that just couldn’t exist. Flying, underwater, the deepest jungles, out in space, or something even more incredible. 
“They only get to live in these fantasies for short periods,” Jack said.
“Or they would get addicted to them,” Jill added.
They leaned forward and Jack opened their mouth. “Most of the Broken People would rather live in fantasy than in reality.”
We passed a screen where a guy wearing glowing silver armor charged his white horse towards a black castle. Down in the room, the same guy sat drooling with his ass hanging out.
“But,” I asked, “why don’t they let them live in fantasy all the time?”
“There are only so many programmers in the world, Jack said.
“Programmers create everything,” Jill said. 
I closed my eyes and shook my head, as it was too much to comprehend. “Can I go back to my room?” 
“Of course.”
Looking back down the sidewalk which went on forever, I wondered how far back my padded room was. “How do I get back there?”
Jack nodded in the other direction, and Jill’s pigtail swayed. “Here it comes.”
Other than there was no one in it, there was no way to tell if the next room coming up fast was the room I started in, but I stepped off the sidewalk into it. This time, I landed with more grace. 
Opening my mouth to ask, ‘How?’ they answered before I got the question out.
“Inside the Reality—” Jack said.
“—no matter where you go—”
“—there you are,” Jack finished.
My brain was spinning with sensory overload. “I think I need a nap,” I said, and settled down on the padded floor.
“Remember,” Jack called as they kept going on the moving sidewalk.
“—which side of the wall you’re on—”
“—is all in your mind,” Jack finished. 
His voice disappeared into the distance, and I fell asleep again to dream of my best friend and the woman he had become. 

*****

A table.
Hard.
A light.
Bright.

*****

I was still in the padded room when I opened my eyes, the single light bulb glaring down at me so brightly from behind its metal frame that it felt like it was angry. My neck hurt, so I wrenched my head until my vertebrae cracked. That made me feel a little better, and my mind-deadening headache was getting better, too, but my broken fingers still hurt like hell. 
With by back against the padded rear wall—the plastic wall had disappeared—I held my head in my hands. Before long, upon hearing a combined squeak and a growl, I looked up to find the little black cat from Richard’s apartment sitting in a corner.
“Onyx?”
The cat meowed again and shifted as I got up on my hands and knees, as if it was looking for a place to run, but there was nowhere to go. Slowly, I crawled across the floor until I could almost touch her. Onyx paced back and forth, getting faster as I neared.
“It’s ok, Onyx.” I reached out an arm.
Her whiskers twitched as she thought about trusting me. I marveled at how she could stretch her head towards me while moving the rest of her body back at the same time. Her ears, pinned back at first, relaxed when she sniffed my hand, and she opened her mouth to gather more of my scent.
“It’s me, Onyx.” 
I leaned a little further forward and scratched under her chin. After a moment, Onyx leaned forward, too, rubbing her cheeks on my fingers. Having made friends again, I scooted back across the floor to sit cross-legged with my back pressing against the soft wall. Onyx took a small step after me as her whiskers twitched.
“Come here, Onyx.” I patted my lap. “Come here, pretty girl.”
Onyx came to me in three leaps and settled on my lap, already purring when she landed. I scratched between her ears. Onyx looked up, and a vibrating squeak came from her mouth.
“That’s a good girl.”
I scooped her up in one hand and laid on the floor. Purring, Onyx walked up and down my chest, and when she got close to my head, I rubbed her furry cheeks in both hands. 
“Is this real?” I asked the cat. We looked into each other’s eyes. “Are you?”
Onyx rubbed her head against my hand. She circled before settling on my chest, her claws gently prodding my gown. I petted her in long strokes while her purring sang me to sleep. 
“You’re real to me, Onyx,” I said, and closed my eyes. 

*****

Something damp and cool on my head woke me up. As I got closer to the waking world, I heard a soft and sweet song which felt even more comforting than the cloth on my forehead. I opened my eyes to see Gennifer bending over me, her scarlet hair pulled back in a ponytail. Up close, I noticed little freckles dusting across her nose and cheeks. 
“How do you feel?” Her voice sounded like music, too. 
“I’ve been better,” I said with a croak.
She stroked my hair and said, “You’re going to be fine.”
“Why,” I started, and had to swallow dryly and start again. “Why are you here?”
“You’re dreaming. Sleep now. Questions later.”
She started singing again, and I went back to sleep.

*****

A table.
Hard.
A light.
Bright.
A figure.
Big.

*****

“Wake up.”
I opened my eyes. “Gennifer?” 
No Gennifer. No Onyx. In my still-awakening mind, I wondered if either of them had ever been there at all. But I wasn’t alone. Jack and Jill stood over me, still two kids in one. 
Leaning up on my elbows, I saw the door in the padded room was ajar. “Did you see a woman in here?” 
They shook their shared head.
“A cat?”
Another shake. 
I didn’t know what Gennifer had done, but my head felt better, and the fingers on my left hand were straight again. I flexed my hand and found it stiff, but pain free.
“Are you hungry?” Jill asked.
My rumbling stomach answered for me.
Jill grabbed my hand and led me towards the open door, tilting back and forth as they walked. As soon as I passed the threshold, I found I wore Richard’s suit instead of the open-backed gown. I reached down and found one last Reality Pill in my pocket.
We came to an expansive room with hundreds of round tables for as far as I could see; the tables were heaped with food and what seemed like thousands of people sat at them. People in white shirts, black bow ties, and red aprons went from table to table, bringing food and taking empty dishes away. 
“Where are we?” I asked.
“This is still where they keep the Broken People,” Jill said.
“Most of them can’t afford fancy food programs, so they like to eat when they come in.”
“Not that they—” Jack started.
“—have to,” Jill finished, and pulled me to an open table.
An aproned man approached as soon as I sat. “It is indeed an immense pleasure to have you with us today,” he said. “Would you like to start with an appetizer?” 
“A what?”
Jack pulled up a chair. “He’s new here.”
“First time,” Jill added with a nod.
“Ah,” the waiter said. “An appetizer is a small portion of food that increases your appetite for more food to follow.”
I crinkled my forehead. “Food that makes you hungrier?”
The shrugging waiter spread his hands as a warm smile spread across his face. “I’ll bring you something you’ll like, don’t worry.”
I had a thousand questions for Jack and Jill, but after a lifetime of eating foul-tasting things which slithered in the mud under rocks, I dug into the food as soon as the waiter brought it. Almost biting my fingers in wanton gluttony, I jammed sweet and sour and hot and tender into my mouth as fast as I could. I ate and ate and ate, and then I ate some more. After an hour, I pushed my chair back from the table. 
The waiter produced another plate. “Would you like to try the coq au vin, sir?”
“No more.” I rested a hand on my bloated belly.
“But the coq au vin is very good today.”
I waved my hand in surrender. “I’m stuffed.”
 “Of course, sir,” he said, and took the coq au vin away.
Across the table, Jack and Jill kicked their feet, their legs not long enough to reach the floor. 
“Is there, um,” I started. “Is there somewhere I can relieve myself?”
“You mean a bathroom?” Jack asked.
“Yes, that’s it.”
“Do you want to go poop for pleasure?” Jill asked.
“No,” I said, and furrowed my brow. “But when you’ve got to go, you’ve got to go.”
Jack laughed. “No, you don’t.”
After a moment of reflection, I realized he was right, and my belly went from bloated to only comfortably full. “So, why are all these Broken People here?” 
“Eating makes them happy,” Jack said, “and food programs are pretty cheap.”
“The real question,” Jill asked, “is why are you here?”
I tried to tell them how I lost my best friend Wiz inside the Reality and was trying to get him back, but Jack held up a small hand and I stopped mid-sentence.
“No, why are you here?” 
“You, of all people,” Jill said.
“What do you mean?” I asked.
Jack and Jill’s lips moved without making a sound, having a conversation to which I hadn’t been invited.
“He doesn’t know,” Jack said aloud.
“Yes, he does.”
“No, he doesn’t.”
“Does.”
“Doesn’t”
“Does.”
“He,” I said, “I mean me, I mean I, I mean, don’t know what?”
They leaned closer across the table. “Who you are,” they said together, both voices coming out of one mouth. It was the first time I heard both of them at the same time. 
I would have laughed if their little half-faces didn’t look so serious. “Of course, I do.”
Jack and Jill leaned back in their chair. “Told you,” Jack said.
“Look, I know who I am.”
“Don’t,” Jack said.
“Do,” I answered.
“Don’t.”
“Do.”
“Don’t,” Jack said again, and added a little laugh.
“D—”
“Then what’s your name?” Jill asked.
“My name?”
“Yes,” they said together. “Your name.”
Settling in my chair, I said, “My name is @.”
“At?”
“A-T?”
“No.” I pulled a plate closer to me. “@,” I said, and made the sign in the remaining mashed potatoes.
“What kind of name is @?”
I sucked the potatoes off my finger and shrugged. “It’s all I got.”
“Told you he didn’t know,” Jack said.
Thankful to have a reason to not continue this very silly conversation, I spotted a flash of bright red hair across the crowded room. Without thinking, I stood. “Gennifer,” I called.
She looked up for a moment before looking back down. I didn’t know why, but she looked like she didn’t want to be seen, like she was trying to be part of the background scenery.
“Gennifer!” I yelled again, louder, and waved my hands over my head. 
Not able to ignore me any longer, she set down her tray and headed over while pulling long red hairs back from her face. “How are you feeling, sir?” 
“Lots better,” I said, “thanks to you.”
“I didn’t do anything,” she said, and a few stray strands of scarlet fell back in front of her face.
“You did help me. I remember. You were singing.”
Jack and Jill spoke before she could answer. “Hi, Gen,” they said together.
“You know her?”
They nodded. “Gen volunteers down here all the time,” Jack said.
“She’s a programmer,” Jill added, with pride in her voice.
Gen’s cheeks flushed, almost as red as her hair. 
“That explains how you helped me,” I said. 
“Maybe a little, but I couldn’t do much.” She whispered the next part. “The BEA has overridden your Reality commands. I used a patch to get you temporary controls, but who knows how long it will hold.”
Jack and Jill leaned in. “The BEA has the bestest programs.”
“They should. After all,” she said to me, “you designed them.”
“I did?”
“Of course, but I like to think I helped, too. Just a little.”
Jill held her small hand up to their mouth like she was telling Gen a secret, but I could still hear her loud whisper. “He doesn’t know who he is.”
“He doesn’t?”
Jill kept her hand up and whispered loudly again. “No.”
“Hold on now,” I said. “This is ridiculous.”
In answer, Jack and Jill jumped up from the table, and Jill grabbed my hand. 
“Come on,” Jack said. 
I stood, and we stepped towards Gen.
“You too,” Jill said, and Jack took her hand.
 “Where are we going?” I asked.
“To show you—”
“—who you are.”
I wanted to force a laugh but couldn’t push anything remotely mirthful out of my mouth.
Jack and Jill skipped between us with their head bobbing and Jill’s ponytail bouncing, pulling us quickly forward. Gen and I both stole glances at each other, our eyes locking briefly before we looked away. This time, I felt my face flush.
We passed dozens of tables on the way to the exit, the double doors opening on their own before we got there. Still holding Jill’s hand, I followed them into the glare of the sun.
“Are we still in Neo-Frisco?” I asked, taking in the city around me.
“No, we’re in Neo-Paris, Jill said, “and this is L’avenue de New-York.” 
I realized I knew more about Neo-Paris than I had any reason to but didn’t know how, my brain automatically translating the name of the road to New York Avenue. When I looked at the exterior of the dining hall, I stopped in my tracks. Even though it had been huge inside, on the outside it was nothing more than a block concrete building about five meters square. 
The mighty edifice of the Eiffel Tower dominated the landscape. A stranger in a strangely familiar land, I greeted its impressiveness with more laissez-faire than wonder.
Jill pulled me forward. “Come—”
“—on.”
After going down some stairs, we walked on a cobblestone road along a calm and wide river which I knew to be the Seine. Tinkles of old-time music danced in the air as a long ferry moved down the middle of the river towards the stone arches of a bridge. While the Eiffel Tower stood majestically on the other bank, as I panned down, something else across the river grabbed my attention: a naked man. A naked man cavorting. 
“Look at that.” I pointed. “That guy must be crazy.”
Gen followed my finger with her eyes. “Why would you think that?”
“Um, because he’s dancing around naked outside?”
“Maybe he doesn’t like clothes. You don’t have to see him if you don’t want to,” Gen said, and waved her fingers in the air.
“What was that?” I asked.
“I wrote you a nudity filter. He’s gone now, yes?”
As we climbed stairs back to the upper road level, I looked back across the Seine and saw that he was gone but didn’t know if he had gone into a door or vanished. 
I shook my head and asked, “Where are we going, anyway?” 
Jack pointed to a small and rickety square building on the corner of the sidewalk. 
“There,” Jill said. 
“What’s that?”
“A newsstand,” Jack said. “They sell—”
“—magazines and newspapers.”
Beside the newsstand stood a tall, thin woman. Her face, pale, her hair, dark, her shoulders, boney. She turned the crank of what my brain told me was a barrel organ, and a long strip of paper with many holes ran through the cart. 
Gen looked over the children at me. “You really don’t know who you are?”
My mouth tightened. “I thought I did.”
While we walked down the crowded street, I kept surveying dark corners, halfway expecting the BEA or Ice to jump out at any second. But by not looking where I was going, I bumped into a man headed the other way.
“Hey, watch it,” the guy said.
“Sorry,” I said. “I didn’t mean—”
The man’s face turned sheet white. “Oh, geez, I’m sorry, sir. What are you, I mean, I wouldn’t expect to see you here.” 
“It’s ok,” Gen said.
The man hurried back into the crowd with his head down while muttering, “Sorry, sorry, sorry.”
I caught up with Jack and Jill, and asked, “What was that?” 
“He knows—” Jack started.
“—who you are,” Jill finished.
Back in front of the newsstand, replete with dull patched concrete, the lady with the barrel organ started another song, her shrill voice odd and beautiful.
“Alright,” I said, and stepped up to the newsstand. “So, who am I?”
Jack and Jill waved their small hands around. “Look.”
I looked, and I cringed.
Half of the magazines and newspapers had my face printed on them. Not Richard’s face, but mine, the face I wore in the real world. But these faces didn’t have any pimples, scratches, dirt, or scars, as well as straight white teeth. Odder still, they looked like mine but twenty or thirty years older. Little lines crisscrossed my, or rather, their foreheads, and crow’s-feet crinkled at the corner of their eyes.
“What in the?” I picked up a newspaper and looked at the picture.
Gen laid a gentle hand on my shoulder. Her voice seemed to come from far away. “Do you remember now?” 
“Now, he knows,” Jill said.
I read the name under the newspaper image.
Aleksandr Zunk.


Six
The Law’s Delay

My ears, mouth, and throat felt like they had been packed with rancid cotton. “Aleksandr Zunk?” 
Jack nodded and stood up on their tiptoes to point at the newspaper story. “Founder and CEO of Perceptions,” Jill read aloud. 
Wiping sweat from my eyes, I read. 

Aleksandr Zunk, founder and CEO of Perceptions, Inc., announced a plan today to further solidify the company’s near monopoly on the Reality’s existence and experience market. Details of the plan were not immediately released, but insiders claim it could drive Zunk’s competitors out of business. Madeleine St. Laurent, president of rival corporate giant Virtuosity, expressed disdain for the rumor.

Jack tugged my sleeve. “You’re the most important man in the world, in case you didn’t know.”
“Richest, too,” Jill said with a nod of their head, her pigtail swinging.
“This is,” I said, my voice cracking, “this is wrong.” Over the top of the paper, I looked at Jack and Jill. “I don’t believe it, and I don’t believe you.”
I dropped the newspaper and walked down the street in a daze. Not knowing where I was going, my wooden legs threatened to snap in half under me, and my body shook. People bumped into me as I walked with my head in my hands. The best way to describe it was it felt like the world had stopped on a dime and started spinning in the opposite direction, and my brain in no way had kept up. I had to grab a lamppost to keep from being thrown off my feet. 
I know who I am.
“It’s the truth,” Jack and Jill called after me.
I turned back. “I know who I am!” 
“So do I,” Gen said, and took a step towards me.
Jack grabbed a passerby. “Excuse me. Do you know who this is?”
The man looked at me, and, after a second, his face broke into a wide smile. “It’s an honor to meet you.” He came towards me with his hand extended.
I ignored his hand. “What’s my name?” I asked.
“Are you serious?”
“Yes,” I said in a low tone.
The man lowered his hand, swallowed, and the smile left his face. “Why, you’re Mr. Zunk. Aleksandr Zunk.”
I turned away from him. “And who is that?” 
There was a pause before Gen said behind me, “Tell him.”
“You own Perceptions.” He added while hurrying off, “Please don’t do anything to my life, Mr. Zunk. I finally got it just the way I like it.”
“I won’t.” How could I?
Jack and Jill stood in front of me, looking up. “Now—”
“—do you believe us?”
My head spun, and the buildings leaned inward like they were drunk. Aeros, buses, and trucks drove by on the roads and flew over our heads. Advertising covered everything. The biggest signs read: PERCEPTIONS IS REALITY.
“You created all of this,” Gen said, gesturing with her hands.
I wrapped my arms around my body, hugging myself, coldness coming from within rather than from without. 
Statues dotted the city, strong stone appendages holding up entryways and roofs. I hadn’t seen them well the night before in the storm, but soon realized the granite faces staring down at me were mine. A pain akin to being punched in the throat shot up inside me.
Richard’s face looked back at me when I stepped to a storefront window, the reflection not looking like the guy on the magazines and statues. Then again, I wasn’t even sure what face I was looking at. I wasn’t sure of anything anymore.
“If I’m Aleksandr Zunk, then how come I don’t look like him?”
Jack laughed. 
“What does what you look like have to do with who you are?” Jill asked.
I looked from my, meaning Richard’s, reflection back to the kids. “But if I don’t look like Zunk, then how do you know I am?”
“Did you get hit on the head or something?” Jack asked.
I gingerly touched the back of my noggin. “Maybe.”
“DIP,” Jill said.
I arched an eyebrow.
“DNA Identification Protocol,” Jack said.
“Everybody has it,” Jill added.
“Even the Broken People.”
“What does DIP do?” I asked.
“It lets you know who someone is—” 
“—because no one looks like who they are.” 
People kept passing on the busy sidewalk. “See, I told you it was him,” someone said.
“Watch,” Jack said while looking at me. “Reality, visual DIP scan.”
A glowing pane appeared a second later, hanging in midair between me and them. My picture, the same one I had known all my life, was on the greenish glass, the face the same as in the newspaper picture, except there it was older. 
Lettered backwards from where I stood, written below the picture was ALEKSANDR ZUNK, followed by a good deal of personal information, including CEO, PERCEPTIONS, INC. 
“This is the only way to really know who someone is,” Jill said, “but lots of people turn it off.” The DIP scan disappeared.
“It can be more fun not knowing who someone really is,” Gen said.
I took a deep breath. “Reality,” I said, while looking at Jack and Jill, “visual DIP scan.”
Nothing.
I turned to look at Gen. “Reality, visual DIP scan.”
Still nothing.
“That’s weird,” Jack said.
Gen shook her head. “My patch isn’t holding.”
“I guess my world is broken,” I said with a sigh.
People started chattering around me and I looked up to see what the commotion was, only to find it was me. My picture was not only on magazines and newspapers but everywhere, on every single surface, including every face of every building. Aeros drove by with my face on their tops and sides, and the road beneath them was a series of slowly moving and unflattering portraits. Stunned, I circled slowly in place and saw only my face. Back across the river, the Eiffel Tower had numerous images of me on each side, biggest at the bottom and getting smaller as you worked your way to the top. 
My head rotated in the images, showing me from all directions, with a revolving red light backlighting it, and a damning word in white above my head. WANTED. Below my face, in larger flashing font: FOR MURDER. An annoying buzzing sound accompanied each flash of the words, and with images everywhere, it sounded like a million ravenous locusts just waiting to devour me. 
A siren sounded somewhere in the distance and a woman near me pointed. “There he is!”
I lowered my head and bulled forward, my face looking back at me from everywhere. Everyone on the sidewalk and in the doorways stared at me in disgust.
“I know who I am,” I cried as I ran, but I wondered who I was trying to convince.
Feet pounded. People pushed me. Angry yells eclipsed all other sound. In an instant, the crowd disappeared, to be replaced by a mob. 
I hadn’t gotten half a block up La rue Arsène-Houssaye before a siren shrieked and flashing lights rushed me. A BEA aero left the road and came onto the sidewalk, and I had to jump back to not get hit. 
“Stay where you are,” boomed from it. 
Agents wearing full suits of body armor poured out, and like in the bar, they had my picture on their face shields. I didn’t know how the aero could hold so many agents, but they kept coming.
“Come on,” Gen yelled, and pulled me down the sidewalk.
“Run, Mr. Zunk,” Jack yelled behind me.
“Halt and be judged,” an agent demanded. 
Green flashed and a guy pushing me went down in a heap. Gen led me around a corner to head west and we joined the Avenue des Champs-Élysées. The wide and tree-lined road extended straight into the distance. The traffic was unusually light, the street-level aeros having stopped in place or disappeared, presumably due to BEA override.
The mob nipped at our heels as the agents gave chase. Even though there were no pitchforks or torches in sight, the mob brandished broken branches, pipes, bike lock chains, and anything else they could tear free to use as a weapon. 
The massive Arc de Triomphe, standing at the center of Place Charles de Gaulle, beckoned us. Somehow, I still had enough brain space to think how much more impressive the triumphal arch would be without my pictures slapped on all of its sides. We had almost reached the massive roundabout which surrounded the Arc de Triomphe before three more BEA aeros landed right behind us, stuffed to overflowing with agents. 
We ran through the sparse traffic on the Place Charles de Gaulle towards the arch, with the new agents behind us, and the mob behind them. Nearing the Arc de Triomphe, the flashing lights emanating from my wanted posters bathed me in damning red light.
As we cleared the other side of the monumental arch, a hot gust of wind portended a larger aero coming down in front of us, with a red light at its front and a blue one at its back. Both circled and flashed at the same time. 
This BEA vehicle was bigger than the other ones and shaped like a giant beetle. It looked even more like a bug when the landing legs extended. Everything seemed especially surreal with the Arc de Triomphe as the background.
“Halt and be judged,” came down from above. 
Gen tried to pull me forward again into the traffic on the other side of Place Charles de Gaulle, but I pulled my hand away. She looked at me with questioning eyes. 
“It’s over,” I said.
“Get on your knees and put your hands behind your head,” a voice ordered, and I did.
“Even if I don’t know who I am,” I said to Gen, lacing my fingers behind my neck, “I know what I did.” 
Strong hands pulled me to my feet, and an agent snapped restraints onto my wrists. The big aero landed near us with its legs bending for a moment to absorb its weight.
“Don’t you know who he is?” Gen yelled at the closest agent.
“We know. Why do you think he’s still alive?”
The agents made a ring around me while the back of the giant flying beetle split up the middle. Two doors slid open, fanning out to either side, and a ramp extended between them. The mob pushed in with angry voices and livid faces. The agent forced Gen back into the crowd, and Jack grabbed her hand before they lost her.
“I’ll get your lawyers,” Gen yelled as they took me into the back of the flying bug.
“Don’t bother,” I muttered. 
There was a massive flash of light, and I looked up at the arch to see that while my picture still adorned all of its sides, the images had become green instead of red, and the word under my face now read: APPREHENDED. A roar of approval, echoing long into the distance, came from the mob as my wanted poster changed.
Six more agents in full body armor entered the big BEA bug after me, and the ramp retracted. The two beetle wing-doors swung closed with a clang. With the crowd gone, the silence was deafening. A bench was attached to either wall, and small portholes were set into the wall behind the seats up front. The agents pushed me down onto a bench and one of them motioned with his pulse rifle.
“Don’t try anything,” another agent said, and hooked my cuffs onto a ring dangling from the wall above me. 
The beetle-aero took off and my stomach dropped. The agents settled down around me, my face staring back from all six face shields as the aero spun, suspended in the air, before shooting forward. I had to grab the wall-mounted ring to keep from tipping over. 
I could feel the eyes of the agent sitting across from me, even if I couldn’t see them. “You know what you did, don’t you,” he said. It wasn’t a question. His face shield, as well as the others, changed from my face back to a blank golden shield now that I had been apprehended.
“Murder,” I said in a croaking whisper.
Another agent snorted. “The world’s better off without him.”
I looked up. “Who was he? Who did I kill?”
Another snort. “Two-bit drug dealer.”
The agent across from me turned to the other agent. “It was still murder.”
“What,” I started, and had to stop and lick my lips, my arms aching from hanging over my head. “What kind of drugs did he sell?”
The agent turned back, his blank gold face shield reflecting my face in the usual way. “The worst kind.”
“Amen, my brother,” the BEA agent sitting beside me said in a deep voice. 
Horrified, I recognized his voice as soon as I heard it, and when Ice raised his face shield, his pitch-black eyes bored into mine, and he smiled an unbroken smile. I opened my mouth, but Ice moved before I could yell. His pulse rifle integrated into his arm from the elbow down to form a big black cannon, and when the agent across from me looked up, Ice fired.
The back of the van exploded in black lightning. A hole blew open in the aero’s side and the agent disappeared in a smoky flash, either flying out the hole or vaporizing. It happened too quickly to be sure of which one. The remaining four agents raised their weapons, and one by one, their golden face shields now projected Ice’s visage. But it was already too late. 
Moving almost faster than I could see, Ice jammed his elbow into the head of the agent sitting next to him. Two horrible crunching noises followed: the agent’s face shield being shattered and then his face folding around Ice’s elbow. The agent fell to the floor to never move again, and blood and water pooled under his broken head.
“Help them!” I yelled to the driver behind the porthole. 
I tried to duck as a green flash hit the front wall, but the rings held my hands tight above me. The next time I looked up, there was another smoking hole in the vehicle’s side, and one less agent. With the wind whipping in through the broken side, I turned back to the front porthole. 
“Help them!” I yelled at the terrified driver and kicked at the porthole.
The beetle-aero dove and twisted in an effort to knock Ice out of the vehicle. With only three agents left, one of them jumped at Ice, but the agent’s chest collapsed when the big man kicked. The crushed agent flew out of the aero, his body disappearing in the swirling clouds. Ice raised his arm-cannon and fired as the last two agents ran forward. The back door blew off, and the agents disappeared into the sky over Neo-Paris.
Now alone with Ice, I kicked the driver’s porthole harder. “Help!” 
The aero went into a steeper dive while the passenger-side agent yelled into the radio mic.
Eyes wide, heart pounding, mouth dry, I watched Ice turn towards the front of the aero. The way he walked left no doubt what he wanted. Me. The smoking cannon disappeared back into his arm, and I was immobilized in fear as my death neared. 
But instead of ripping me in half, Ice went to the front wall and looked at both portholes. After a heartbeat, he smashed both hands through them. I turned my head away from the glass, but stray shards still cut my face. The two agents sitting up front screamed at the same time. I didn’t want to watch but couldn’t look away as Ice extruded both men through holes barely bigger than his fist. He dropped the agents’ unrecognizable remains to the floor. 
Ice turned. “Now,” he said, “it’s just you and me.”
He reached out a bloody hand, and I pulled back. And then the diving aero hit the ground.
The world flipped over and over, and the sound of metal being ripped apart drowned out my scream. My body bounced against the ceiling, floor, and sides as the big metal beetle spun and broke apart. Glimpses of Neo-Paris, upside down and blurry, twisted around me as we tumbled down the street. My right hand yanked out of the handcuffs in the crash, and I lost my grip on the ring above my head. The beetle-aero bounced hard one more time on the ground and slid. 
Hot sparks and smoke filled my eyes and lungs, and the world simultaneously sped up and slowed down. Airborne metal and glass swirled slowly around me as I tried to push myself off what used to be the roof but was now the floor. But then we hit something hard and came to a sudden stop. Flying for one timeless second afterwards, my head rammed the front wall, black pinpricks filling my vision and fumes stinging my nose and mouth.
I found myself looking up at the soaring Eiffel Tower after the aero stopped, the vehicle having crashed into one of its massive legs. Influencers taking selfies in front of the tower turned their cameras onto me, realizing it wasn’t really all about them, at least for half a moment. Camera flashes from every direction served to further disorient me.
My brain screamed, Get up! Get up now! 
I tried but couldn’t push up even a centimeter and fell face first into a bloody puddle that used to be an agent’s head. I felt someone grab my arms right before the blackness took me completely.


Seven
The Pangs of Despised Love

The darkness called me. “@.” 
I tried to open my eyes, but my lids were too heavy to move. The voice was far away, dreamy, but I recognized it, and it made me feel warm.
“Mon ami,” the voice said louder, and something touched my shoulder. “Wake up.”
I did, or at least, I opened my eyes.
“Wiz!” I grabbed my friend into a big hug. “I thought I lost you.”
“Mais non. I am still here, forever doomed to be your friend and guardian. Now release me or propose to me the holy bonds of matrimony.” 
He looked like he did years ago when he was still a teen; skinny, but I had forgotten how skinny he had been. Around us stood the Topside ruins. Dust choked the ground and dark clouds choked the sky. Wiz grinned at me like he hadn’t seen me in years. 
“What happened?” I asked.
Vertigo hit me as I stood, so I shot out my hands to grab something and found the one thing I could always count on. Holding my arm, Wiz helped me lean back against a crumbling brick wall.
“Easy,” Wiz said.
“What happened?” I asked again. A giant bell rung inside my head, threatening to split it open, and the back of my head was warm and wet.
“The wall fell on you,” Wiz said, and a long-forgotten memory returned. “But I fashioned a lever to pry you out.”
To the side, a nearby rusty metal rod, bent at one end, stuck partway into a pile of rubble that had once been a wall.
“Thanks.” 
“Never fear, Wiz is here. Now, let me attend to your damaged cranium. I had better be quick, for you have little gray matter you can afford to lose.”
I chuckled through the pain. “Thanks a lot.”
My point of view changed so I no longer sat being treated by Wiz, but instead, floated high behind both of us. Once again fully grown, I looked down at my friend and myself and was amazed we had ever been so young. Remembering and watching, I saw Wiz clean my head wound with a damp rag.
Hovering over them, I said aloud, “This is just a dream.” 
Wiz looked up at the noncorporeal me and our eyes met. “Mayhap it is, mon ami, but how can you tell?” He turned back to attend to the younger me. “And, in the end, what does it matter?”

*****

A table.
Hard.
I laid on the table, untied but unable to move.
A light.
Bright.
I closed my eyes against the brightness that wanted to go straight through the back of my skull.
A figure.
Big.
Strong hands yanked me off the table. The face above the hands was blurry, so I blinked my eyes, but nothing got any clearer. My mind begged my muscles to fight back, but they just laid limp.

*****

“Sir?” came through the darkness.
I stirred.
“Sir,” came the voice again, and a soft hand touched my shoulder. “Alek.”
I swam towards consciousness like a drowning man trying to get to the surface.
“@,” the voice said.
After opening my eyes, I blinked against the light and found I laid in a soft bed, complete with warm blankets. Gen leaned over me with concerned eyes. 
“Wiz?” I asked, my question sounding like a croaking frog.
Gen smiled, and it reminded me of the sunrise. “Why do you keep calling me that?”
I closed my eyes. 

*****

A rough jab poked me in the shoulder and my eyes snapped open.
Jack and Jill stood beside the bed, two kids smiling with one mouth.
“Are you going to—” Jack started.
“—sleep all day again—” Jill continued.
“—poopy-head?” 
Jill laughed. “Poopy-head,” she repeated.
“Where am I?”
“You keep asking that—”
“—like there’s an answer.”
I smelled something wonderful and pushed myself up onto my elbows in the bed. “What’s that?”
“Gen,” Jack said.
“She’s cooking,” Jill said.
Pushing back the blankets, I slowly sat up one piece at a time until I could put my feet on the floor. My toes found thick fur instead of cool tile or stone. Yawning, I stood up and stretched my arms out to either side. 
The rest of the log cabin faded into the background, as the smell garnered my attention. I followed my nose through a large two-story room to the kitchen. Part of my brain registered a fireplace with a stuffed head above it. I didn’t know what kind of animal it was, but with the fire flickering in its eyes, it looked like it registered me, too. 
Gen stood over pots and pans which sizzled, simmered, and boiled on top of a large cast-iron stove. Wonderful smells filled the kitchen, and I wanted to sample everything, but I froze in place watching her. 
“Whatcha cooking?” Jack said behind me, and I jumped.
Gen turned. She looked prettier than ever with her hair uncombed and with red and white splattered on her apron. She wiped her hands and then flattened some hairs. But try as she might, hairs kept straying. 
“It’s nothing. Just some spaghetti.”
Jack and Jill ran forward and stood on their tiptoes to get a better look at the top of the stove.
“Careful,” Gen said.
“Spaghetti,” Jack said, “and sausage—”
“—green beans, zucchini—” Jill continued.
“—and chocolate cheesecake for dessert!”
“It’s not so much.” She shrugged. “I like to cook.”
“It smells,” I said, and took another deep breath through my nose, “incredible.”
“Thank you.” Gen pulled the stray hairs behind her ear again.
“How did you learn to do all this?” I asked.
“Would you like to help?”
I shook my head. “I don’t know how.”
“I’ll show you,” she said, and guided me to the stove.
“I’ll burn something.”
“No, you won’t.” She handed me a wooden spoon. “To start, stir this sauce. Don’t go too fast or you’ll bruise the tomatoes, but don’t go too slow or the sauce will burn.”
I tried to give her the spoon back. “I can’t.”
She took my hand and pushed the spoon into the lumpy red sauce. “You can,” she said, so I did.
She was doing five things at once beside me while I stirred, frying mushrooms and onions, turning down the heat under the boiling green beans.
“Like this?” I leaned away so she could see how I handled the spoon.
“A little faster,” she said, and I sped up. A second later: “Not that fast.” 
I slowed down, but I didn’t know if I was going faster or slower than when I started. 
Her soft hand closed over mine. “Like this.”
The rest of the world faded as her hand moved mine in little circles. I turned my head towards her, just a little so she wouldn’t notice, and I forgot how to breathe when her breast brushed my arm. I didn’t know anything could be so soft.
“I think you’ve got it now,” she said, and let go. 
My stirring slowed for a second as I gathered my thoughts before I sped back up.
“There you go.” She turned to Jack and Jill. “Can you guys set the table?”
“You bet,” Jack said.
“Yes, ma’am,” said Jill, and they skipped into the dining room.
“So, tell me where you learned to cook,” I said as I stirred.
She shrugged. “It’s all programming.”
I stopped stirring and her hand nudged mine.
“Stir,” she said. “Everything is programming.”
“Everything?” 
She paused, like she was trying to decide if I was teasing. “Of course,” she said, “cooking this meal, creating this cabin, everything. It’s all code.”
“Can everyone code?
“Not everyone. Middle-tier customers can code as much as we let them, and the upper tiers of humanity can largely create anything they want. But the big-time programmers do everything from creating the world to creating a broom to sweep with.”
Frowning, I stopped stirring. 
Gen’s hand moved in, and I could have started the spoon again without her assistance, but I waited until her fingers touched mine to start stirring again. 
“So, what about the guy pushing a broom in the street?”
Gen turned the fire down under two of the burners on the cast-iron stove. “We let him think he’s programming the dirt away, but he’s not. He’s just using a tool we designed for him.”
Looking past the stove to the window, I tried to understand. Frost covered the corners of the glass, and outside, a drift of pure white snow came up to the middle of the bottom panes. Snowflakes drifted down.
“If the dirt isn’t real, then it doesn’t have to be there, so why does someone have to sweep it up?” I asked.
“Everyone has to have something to do.” Gen’s hand touched mine again to slow my stirring down. “Don’t stop,” she said, and I felt her lean in.
Our eyes met, and neither of us looked down this time. When her mouth fell open, her lips looked more inviting than anything I had ever seen. My lips parted on their own as she moved so close I could taste her sweet breath.
A crashing noise came from the dining room, followed by Jill calling, “Sorry.”
Gen blushed and turned away. Flustered, we both tried to pretend the kiss that almost was never happened.
“How about that dish?” I asked, changing the subject. “Is that code too?”
“Broken code,” she said, and we laughed.
After eating a meal even better than inside the shelter, we all sat on the couch in front of the fireplace, talking for a long time about everything and nothing. The fire burned as bright the entire time, even though no one added more wood or got up to fan the flames. Somehow, Jack and Jill found their way onto my lap, and Gen pulled a blanket over all of us. It felt nice. Very nice. 
Our eyes met again, and when the firelight flickered on Gen’s face, I tried to kiss her. But this time, she turned her head away at the last second to lean her cheek on my shoulder. So, I kissed the top of her head instead and sunk deeper into the couch to watch the fire. The dimming embers kept pace with my fading consciousness.
The next morning, I woke up with Jack and Jill lying beside me on the couch, but Gen wasn’t there. Before I could wonder where she was, though, I smelled bacon and eggs in the kitchen. 
Gen leaned her head in through the doorway. “Morning.”
I smiled. “Morning.” 
We went outside after breakfast, and the view took my breath away as soon as my foot left the front door. In front of us, snowcapped mountains surrounded a still lake that sat in the center of a deep valley which was shaped like a bowl. Tall trees spread from the lake into the mountains. Every so often, white snow drifts broke their dark green blanket.
“It’s beautiful,” I said with my mouth half-open. 
Gen stood close beside me and slid her hand under my upper arm. “I hoped you’d like it.”
Jack and Jill ran by, their small feet leaving hopping tracks in the snow. They scooped up handfuls of frosty white to have a snowball fight, but they soon realized it was impossible as they both occupied the same body. Each half needed the other to make a snowball, and of course neither half would, since that might leave them open to attack. So, instead, they settled on mashing cold handfuls of snow into each other’s hair, giggling like there was no tomorrow. 
After a while, a white rabbit hopped by and the two stopped fighting long enough to make a snowball Jack threw at the bouncing bunny. They missed him, but got close enough to scare the rabbit into the bushes.
Walking arm in arm with Gen, the snow crunched under our feet, and I shivered.
“Is it too cold?” she asked.
“I’m just not used to it.”
“Sorry, I knew it was too cold.” She stared into space as her fingers tapped the air.
“What are you doing?” 
“Programming,” she said. “Big-time.”
Sprouting green grass kept pace as the snow disappeared, and as the snow left the valley, the whitecaps atop the mountains shrunk. 
“Aw!” Jack and Jill yelled together as the snowball in their hands slipped through their fingers to drip onto the ground.
“Don’t worry,” Gen said. “You two can have another snowball fight later.”
Even limping due to the uneven length of their legs, they made good time as they raced down to the lake’s rocky shores. Once the change from winter to springtime was complete, small purple flowers pushed their way upward in the meadow.
“You sure know how to program.” 
Her hand squeezed my upper arm. “I learned from the best.”
We settled on a small hill and watched the kids skip stones which disturbed the lake’s mirror surface. Most of Jack’s throws kerplunk’d while Jill’s skipped a long way across the lake. Jack huffed, picked up another stone, but only made a bigger splash.
“Take that, for instance,” Gen said, the gentle breeze pulling at her hair as we held hands. “The way their stones skip or don’t. That’s all coding. Out in the so-called real world, things just work the way they work. But here everything has to be taken into consideration. The shape and weight of the stone. What kind of rock comprised them? Any cracks or voids within the mass. The speed, angle, and rotational velocity they’re thrown at. The surface tension of the water.”
Jill threw her stone, which skipped seven times before disappearing below the lake’s surface. She laughed as Jack sulked. 
“I’ll find a good one this time,” he said.
“Wind speed and direction,” Gen continued. “Humidity. Thermal drafts. Wave height.”
Jack reared back and tossed, but right after Gen finished her sentence, the smooth lake formed large waves which rolled towards the shore. Jack’s stone skipped a single time before a wave swallowed it.
“Hey!” Jack yelled. 
“Sorry,” Gen said, and the lake’s surface flattened.
I turned to her with wide eyes. “You’re like a god.”
“I have some skills, but I can only do what they let me do.” She looked down to watch Jill make yet another perfect stone throw. “What you let me do.”
I leaned my elbows on the picnic blanket that hadn’t been there when we sat and watched the children play. The sun beat into my eyes, so I held up a hand to shade them. A second later, clouds rolled across the sun, and I knew Gen was coding again. 
Jack finally got a stone to skip a long way out into the lake, and Jill joined him in a victory yell. 
“Way to go, Jack!” I called between clapping and whistling.
The pair wrapped their arms around their single body and twisted in a circle, hugging.
After watching their celebratory dance for a few moments, I asked Gen in a faint voice, “Is there anything you can do for them?” 
Gen leaned down beside me. “What do you mean?” 
I paused. “To make them normal.”
“What makes you think they’re not normal?”
I hesitated before saying, “They sure don’t look like anyone else.”
“Oh.” The wind pulled at her long crimson hair. “I asked them if they wanted me to try once, a long time ago. They said they liked them that way.”
I looked back at the two inhabiting one. “Could you have pulled them apart if they let you?”
She shrugged. “They’ve been like that for a very long time.” Gen bit her full bottom lip with gleaming white teeth. “I don’t know. Maybe.” The children’s laughter grew, and so did Gen’s smile. “They’re better like this, anyway.”
Jack and Jill went up the hill and into the woods while the sun drifted across the sky. I had called to them to be careful, but Gen reminded me nothing was in the woods she didn’t put there. But relaxing was easier said than done after a lifetime Topside, with something scary waiting around every corner. 
Sitting back up, I looked at some flowers. Red circled a golden center, with many of them clustered on top of each green stalk. 
“Do you like those?” Gen asked.
“They’re beautiful.”
“Those are alpine auriculas. They come in many colors.” 
Another bunch sprung up as soon as the words left her lips, purple and lavender around a white center.
“Pink,” she said, and many pink flowers sprung up. “Green and gold.” Even more flowers sprung from the earth.
“They’re beautiful.” I leaned in to kiss her. “And so are you.” 
She stood up and clapped the dirt from her hands instead of completing the kiss. “It’s getting late,” she said.
Frustrated and confused, I fell back on my elbows while flowers spread over the valley in all the colors of the rainbow and then some.
“Come on, kids,” Gen called into the woods. “Time for your snowball fight.”
“Yay,” came from the trees, and Jack and Jill jumped back into view with a wide and uneven smile that matched their limp.
“I’m going to go make lunch.” Gen turned back towards the cabin.
“Ok,” I said in a soft voice. 
The first snowflake hit my face, and I raised my eyes to the now slate-gray sky as the snow came faster to dust the flowers in white. Watching Jack and Jill descending the hill, I thought I heard a noise behind them in the woods.
Something was out there. Watching. Waiting. 
After long, tense moments, Onyx came out of the bushes with her black tail held high, looking at me with her green eyes, and meow-squeaking as she came over. I was relieved, but something hit me in the back before I could bend down to say hello to the black cat. 
“Bull’s-eye,” Jill cried. Jack laughed.
I ducked the second snowball, and it went over my head. Onyx, sprint-hopping through the snow in long leaps, went the other way. 
“This means war!” I scooped up fresh snow and rotting flowers, but before I could fire back, a third snowball hit me square in the face.
“Bull’s-eye,” Jack yelled, laughing. “Hit him again!”
I turned with a grin to see if Gen was going to play with us, but she had already gone back into the cabin. My grin faded.

*****

Later that evening, I sat on the couch like I had the night before, watching the fire flicker. Onyx laid head to tail on my lap with eyes closed, purring. While I watched the flames dance and the embers glow, I lost track of everything except one thought. 
Gen was the first woman I had ever gotten to know, which was amazing enough, but the fact she was so incredible made it more amazing still. But while she had slept with her head on my shoulder the night before, like she wanted to be close to me, tonight she sat in a chair all the way on the other side of the room, which was so far away she might as well have been on the dark side of the moon. Gen ignored me, more concerned with keeping her feet warm in front of the fire. She did steal a look my way every once in a while, but she pretended she had never looked at all when I looked back. All I could do was mope, sink deeper into the couch, and stroke the cat on my lap. 
Onyx opened her mouth to expose pointed teeth, giving a long yawn before putting her furry chin back down. Jack and Jill laid on the sofa with their head leaning against my side. I marveled at how much like an angel two forced into one could look.
Gen stood. “I’m going to get more cheesecake. Would you like some?”
“Sure,” I said, with feigned excitement.
Something floated into view as soon as she left, flying near the ceiling, wings gently flapping. I had never seen one before, but I knew it was called a butterfly. It flew closer so I could see its markings, the wings shimmering as they beat in and out of the shadows.
Gen came back carrying two plates, and I pointed. “Look.”
Her face soured. “How did that get in here?”
“Flew in through a window, I guess.”
Her frown deepened. “I’ll get rid of it.”
“Why?” I asked. “It’s beautiful.”
Gen snorted. “It’s an ad.”
The butterfly flew down, hovered, and the colored specks on its wings moved to form words. PERCEPTIONS IS REALITY, it read. 
“Told you,” Gen said. “I don’t know how it got in here.”
I nodded towards the kitchen. “The window’s open.”
“No.” She shook her head. “I mean, there shouldn’t be any ads reaching us at all with the filters I have on.”
In answer, another shape flitted out of the shadows, and I said, “There’s another one.” 
Sure enough, a second butterfly flew down from the dark corners of the two-story room to circle my head with the first one. Corporate slogans flashed as their wings beat. 
“How are they doing that?” Gen asked.
“It’s ok. They’re pretty.”
Jack and Jill stirred under me. Their faces lit up at the sight of the glowing butterflies.
A third butterfly came down from the exposed rafters. A fourth. They circled and danced around my head. A fifth. Sixth.
“This is weird.” Gen took a step back.
Onyx opened her eyes and her fur stood on end. She lifted into a crouch on my lap, laid her ears back, and hissed like she meant business.
Soon, it seemed there were more butterflies than space in the air, and I had to agree with Gen about them being annoying. And then, thousands of butterflies poured out of the fireplace all at once and filled the room with swirling colors. Onyx leapt from my lap to go under the sofa as her hiss became a growl.
I covered my head with my arms. Butterflies didn’t bite, but they rubbed on you, and it was disturbing to have flashing words rush at your face. More butterflies flew in from the kitchen, and I followed Gen through their flapping wings. She slammed down the window, but it didn’t matter. The butterflies just kept coming like there wasn’t any glass at all. Their wings tickled me in thousands of places.
“What’s happening?” Jack yelled, and Jill shrieked. 
Gen and I ran back through the butterflies to find the children huddled on the couch. Flashing wings kept coming, faster and thicker, from the fireplace. Others came through the closed front door to join them. Gen wrapped her arms around the scared kids, and I wrapped my arms around all of them.
The butterflies coalesced after a few scary minutes to form a writhing, whirling, fluttering ball of wings and words. A rough sphere about three meters wide hung high in the air, the ball of colored wings churning between us and the fireplace. 
Jill dug her side of their face into my side while Jack’s eye dared to look up. Onyx’s growl became a howl. 
The ball kept changing shape until I saw it for what it was. A face. Another second and I recognized it. Wiz.
Made up of thousands of flapping butterflies, colored advertisements pulsing, there was no doubt it was my best friend’s head. The butterflies flew in and out and all about Wiz’s head while I held Gen and the children tighter. While each was silent on its own, the flapping of thousands of butterfly wings produced a whispering roar.
“What do you want?” I yelled at Wiz’s fluttering face.
The head opened its mouth and untold numbers of wings answered to create a fluttering sentence. 
“Help me.”


Eight
Enterprises of Great Pitch and Moment

“This is a terrible idea,” Gen said.
Outside the car, the wilderness spread out as far as we could see. 
She continued. “In the history of all the bad ideas the world has ever seen, this is the worst.”
As she spoke, I watched Onyx in the rearview mirror. Stretched out on the rear window deck, she looked relaxed, but still had her head raised like she was ready to wake up in a second if she had to.
I didn’t respond to Gen, and after that, we sat for a long time without speaking. Snowbanks pressed in higher as we drove between them, and as the sun set, the trees seemed closer to black than green.
She broke the silence and asked, “Why do you have to go?”
“He’s my friend and I owe him big.”
“Owe him for what?”
I thought about telling her all the times Wiz had kept me alive Topside, about what a good friend he was, of how he still loved to grin even though he didn’t have many teeth left. Of how he was happy to be alive, and how his love of life was contagious. 
But instead of telling Gen any of that, I just said, “I owe him, that’s all.”
We weren’t riding in circles, but we weren’t getting anywhere, either. Although I sat in the driver’s seat, Gen controlled our destination. The curvy mountain road wound in and out of the hills, and you could see the lake far below every once in a while. 
After more driving, Gen said, “If you insist on going, at least let me help you.”
“Thanks. I need all the help I can get.”
She pressed her lips together in something like a smile, leaned her head back against the headrest, closed her eyes, raised her hands, and wiggled her fingers, tapping on air.
“What are you doing?” I asked.
“Writing code. It may take a while.”
The road flattened and straightened, and we headed downhill as the mountains receded into the distance. Onyx raised her head, reached out a paw, and flashed her claws before laying her head back down.
The countryside became bare and sandy while we rode. Stubby shrubs, somehow alive in the red desert, provided the only green. New mountains with flat tops, barrels thrusting into the sky, stood shorter than the previous ones had. At first, the road went straight as an arrow down the center of the rocky desert, but after a while, the road curved along a vast lake that appeared on our right. The reflective lake surface made the barrel mountains appear to thrust both up and down at the same time. 
Gen was as pretty as she was strong. So perfect for me, from her lips to her eyes to her nose dusted with freckles. My heart ached so much when I looked at her that I had to turn away. If she ever had feelings for me, she had lost them somewhere at the cabin. I wracked my brain again to figure out what I had done wrong but produced nothing.
As the setting sun lit the sky and lake on fire, Gen opened her eyes and her wriggling fingers stopped. She asked, “Who changed the scenery?”
“I thought you did.”
“No, I was doing this.” She angled the rearview mirror towards me. 
A stranger looked back at me from the mirror. Not Aleks Zunk or Richard 1521437 or anyone else I ever knew. I touched my face, and a slender hand simultaneously touched the face in the mirror. 
“You made me a woman?” The voice I heard was much higher than mine.
“If they’re after you, we can’t have you walking into Perceptions as Aleksandr Zunk.”
I paused. “Are you sure that’s not you in there, Wiz?”
Gen only sighed.
I made faces in the mirror and watched the black-haired woman make faces back. Getting closer to the mirror, I saw the eyes were a different color than mine, but I could still see myself somewhere in there. When I pushed the mirror back, I saw Onyx look at my reflection and yawn. 
The sun had set when we got past the lake. Somewhere along the line, the car’s roof had disappeared. Onyx didn’t like the wind tugging at her, so she climbed down and settled into the back seat. A million stars appeared above us and the moon hung low and large and lit the desert in an even glow. 
A way down the road, Gen opened her eyes and stretched.
“Are you done?” I asked.
“No.” Gen shook her head. “Just taking a break.”
“Are you sure you didn’t change the scenery?”
“Not me.” Gen pinned her hair back against the wind. “It must have been you.”
“Me? I don’t know how to program.”
“Maybe not on a conscious level, but if you are Aleksandr Zunk, and so far, I don’t know you aren’t, then you could do something simple like this in your sleep.” 
I said nothing. 
“Well, I didn’t do it. So, if it wasn’t you, it must’ve been the cat.”
Onyx squeaked a meow and sunk deeper into the back seat.
“In any event, I don’t care for the desert. I prefer a more urban backdrop.” Gen’s fingers waggled. 
I sat back in the seat and waited for the world to change while hoping it wouldn’t be too sudden. Reality changing around you with a finger snap had a certain way of putting you on edge. She stopped waving her fingers after several seconds and leaned back, but the world didn’t change. 
“I thought you were going to get rid of the desert,” I said.
She gave me a curious look. “I did.”
“No, you didn’t.” 
“You see it, but I don’t.” She paused. “This is so odd to explain to you. Do you know about skins?” 
I glanced at my reflection in the rearview mirror at my new skin but shook my head.
“Skins are overlays people use to change their own personal perceptions. With skins, everyone can see what they want, even while interacting with other people. For instance, right now you see a desert and I see a city, and they’re both real to us, but not to the other. Most of the topography is the same, though, to provide common ground to interact on.” She pointed through the windshield. “Do you see that hill up there?”
I nodded.
“Right now, I see a bistro with an open-air café on one side of it and a newsstand on the other. Couples eat in the café while a mother with child buys a magazine. What do you see?”
“A barrel cactus beside a ratty-looking bird sitting on a rock.”
“See? Real to both of us, but not to each other.”
“That means neither is real.”
“Tomato, toe-mah-toe. What’s the difference?”
The bird took off as the car got closer. When it flew over us, a white mess splatted the windshield.
I cringed. “Did you see that?” 
“I did.”
“Vulture?”
“Pigeon.”
The windshield wipers came on to clear the mess away, but only made it worse. 
“Can you make me see what you’re seeing so we can see the same thing?”
“Sure,” Gen said. 
A second later, the desert disappeared, and I was back in Neo-Paris, traveling down a twisty street. The car shuddered as the tires bounced on cobblestones. It took my eyes a couple of seconds to adjust to the new light, but once they had, it seemed I had never left Neo-Paris at all. 
“Are you sure you want to go through with this?” Gen asked.
I set my jaw and said, “I’m sure.”
“Ok, let me make a few more code tweaks. We’re almost there.”
When she said that, the car left the twisty back alley. Both the car and the landscape opened up, and Neo-Paris faded into the background. 
The new building on the horizon demanded all my attention. Even so far off in the distance, the slender office tower looked like it reached into the clouds. Maybe it was an optical illusion, but then again, maybe it went up forever.
“Is this—?” 
“Home sweet home. Perceptions Tower.”
Even though it had just set, the sun started rising behind the tower.
The tower’s architecture was boring other than its overwhelming size, just a vertical rectangle sitting on top of a flat-topped pyramid. Backlit by the rising sun, the shaded glass sheathing the building looked black. While bland, the pyramidal base evoked memories of the entrance to the Musée du Louvre. We drove through the landscape where the plants were all the same size and spaced the same distance apart.
How am I going to find Wiz in there? I wondered, looking up at the enormous tower. It’s like searching for one red grain of sand on a white beach. But I knew I had to try. He would do the same for me. 
We got close enough to see the tower did disappear into the clouds, and the pyramid at the bottom must have been a hundred stories tall all by itself. And the closer we got, the thicker the traffic became. 
“Why don’t they zap in to work?” I asked. “Can’t they just pop inside in an instant instead of wasting all that time commuting?”
She tried to hide her smile. “You’re talking about hyperlinks.”
“Hyper—?”
“Hyperlinks connect different locations, realities, and existences together so you can go from one to the other without physical movement.” She nodded towards the building. “Hyperlinks are allowed for most things, but they’re disabled here. Everyone has to pass through security.”
“What about Zunk?”
“Every rule has an exception.” She explained that once at work, most employees used skins to make their office space look like an English castle, an art déco museum, or anything else they wanted.
A wide road encircled the building, much like the roundabout at the Arc de Triomphe. Other connecting roads radiated out in every direction. 
“It’s like Perceptions is the center of the universe,” I said.
“In every way that matters, it is.”
Looking up, I again tried and failed to see the top of the tower. “How are we going to get in?” 
“The same way I do every day.”
I found Onyx had disappeared, but I didn’t worry, as she had demonstrated a knack for finding her way home. 
The road circling the building split off a thousand different lanes which led to a thousand different guardhouses, the last stop before being allowed entrance to the tower. Vehicles packed in tight, bumper to bumper, but the lines proceeded smoothly through the guardhouses, and we never came to a complete stop before the aero ahead of us moved.
When we reached our guardhouse, the guard attending it wore a black turtleneck sweater, black slacks, and shiny black boots. He headed towards us and went to Gen’s side of the car. A patch of a man on one knee holding a globe atop his shoulders was sewn onto the breast of his turtleneck. It didn’t look like the guard had a weapon, but I had learned in the Reality, just because you didn’t see it, it didn’t mean it wasn’t there. 
“Badge?” the guard asked.
Gen held out a piece of plastic with her picture on it.
The guard read the badge and nodded. “And who’s this with you?” he asked.
“This is my new assistant, Jane Yu.”
I smiled and nodded and otherwise remained still. The guard insistently cleared his throat, and wide eyed, I looked up.
“Show him your badge, Jane,” Gen said.
I found I had a badge in my right hand, which hadn’t been there seconds before. It had the same face I had seen in the rearview mirror, but it didn’t say Jane Yu. Instead: Jane 35251443. I held it up, and the guard examined it. 
“First day on the job,” Gen said, and gave him a little you-remember-how-it-was smile.
“Welcome to Perceptions,” the guard said in a deadpan voice and returned the badge. “You’ll love it here.”
“We all do,” Gen chirped, and we drove forward.
Parking the car at the entrance to the building, a valet drove it off, and we walked onto a moving sidewalk, with other workers jammed in tight all around us. The moving paths passed under big arching entrances at the bottom of the flat-topped pyramid to go into the building. A guard dressed in black stood on either side of each arch. 
The closer the sidewalk got to the archway, the closer I got to panicking. It felt like all the churning butterflies from the night before had somehow found their way into my gut. I just knew as soon as I got into the building, an alarm would go off and every security guard in the world would swoop down all at once. 
“Into the belly of the beast,” Gen said under her breath.
“Thanks a lot,” I said in my unfamiliar voice.
The two guards flanking the archway looked at me, and my heart jumped into my throat. I wanted to run away screaming, but I held my ground and looked down. A second later, the guards looked away, and we went into the pyramid. No alarms. No attacking guards. Nothing. It wasn’t until we were inside I realized I had been holding my breath.
Nothing I had yet seen in the Reality made me feel as small as the inside of the pyramid. There were rooms along the edges, and many levels went up to the ceiling, one hundred stories above us. Each level up was a little smaller than the last one, as they were marching up inside the pyramid. 
Also huge but dwarfed by the room, a statue of a muscled man kneeled while holding a giant translucent globe on top of his broad shoulders, and I knew the original was the Greek titan, Atlas. Thousands of glowing golden butterflies flew inside it, making the globe glitter with life. The statue stood at least a hundred meters tall, and the globe added another hundred meters onto that. 
I walked around the statue to get a look at its face, but I didn’t need to see it to know what it was. Aleksandr Zunk. A large butterfly landed on the statue’s foot and flapped its colorful wings. 
Thousands of people in the room moved in hundreds of different directions, but like the world’s biggest synchronized dance, they never bumped into each other and never made a wrong turn. Plants covered the floor with bushes, flowers, and trees, and paths wound between the gardens. Some plants I recognized, but most of them I didn’t. Streams, some with waterfalls, babbled beside the paths, and the tranquil water helped calm my nerves. Songbirds chirped, and cute little animals scurried in and out of the shrubs. Scattered butterflies flew this way and that in the huge greenhouse space. 
A fat gray squirrel ran in front of me as I walked further into the room, stopping halfway across the path before diving back into some ferns. It chattered at me about invading its space. I must have been standing there with my mouth hanging wide open and looking like an idiot, trying to take everything in, because Gen pulled me forward. 
“This way to the office, Jane,” she said, and I followed.
Moving stairs went from each floor along the sides of the pyramid up to the next. Just like the sidewalks, people in the Reality didn’t care for using their feet. Multiple transparent tubes with cars inside zoomed up and down along the outside of the space. My mind called them inclinators, and they would get to any floor you wanted. 
We headed towards the inclinators, and while many people gathered there, the wait was short. They kept coming and going, one after another, and ten people would get off or a dozen would get on. A single guard in black stood in the middle of the embarking and disembarking employees, but no one cared if I was there or not. 
Upon hearing a whoosh, I looked up to see a car descend through the clear inclinator tube nearest us. Gen pulled me into the car and the doors slid shut behind us, no one else getting on. 
“My floor,” Gen said to no one in particular, and the inclinator launched. But even though the inclinator shot up at an angle, we stood upright. The rise was so fast my feet felt light for a second as my gut raced to catch up with my body. 
Each floor on the sides of the pyramid reflected the greenery far below, flowered vines hanging from each ledge. Beautiful tropical birds soared in the massive open space. On each floor, untold numbers of employees lounged, ate, read, and played games. The sun shining through the pyramid’s outside windows made light dance across Gen’s cheeks.
The giant statue and globe receded below us as we neared the top of the open space. At least another hundred inclinators shot up and down around us, and when they got to the top, they disappeared into holes in the ceiling. Our inclinator tube bent above us, going from an angle to going straight up, and the car tilted in perfect time to keep us standing upright before disappearing through a ceiling-hole.
Once vertical, the inclinator shot up with a hiss, going ever faster, and sunlight from the tower’s windows flew by in blinding bands. The longer we rode, the faster the windows flew by, and the light flashed faster, too. We sped up to a point where I lost all sense of motion and the light turned into a flicker.
I turned to Gen and opened my mouth, but she shook her head. So, instead of asking where to find Aleksandr Zunk, I asked where her office was.
“It’s near the top,” she said.
“Is that far?” I asked.
“Yes, but it won’t take long.”
I wondered again if there was an actual top to the tower or if it went on forever. A second later, the inclinator came to a stop, but my stomach kept going for one nauseating moment afterward. 
“Our floor,” Gen said, and I followed her out. The inclinator gave another hiss and dropped like an accelerating rock in the tube.
The square room must have been a kilometer long on each side and filled the entire tower floor. Inclinator tubes spread out around the edges of the room, and every few seconds a hissing inclinator would race by going up or down. When I looked out the windows, I had to look down to see the clouds.
Gen gave the two guards standing by the inclinator door an embarrassed smile. “This way, Jane.” She said to the guards, “First day on the job,” and pulled me along by the arm.
The main floor stood five meters below us, and the ceiling was another five meters above. A wide balcony went all the way around the room. Cubicles filled the room, making it look like a beehive. Six-sided cells three meters across took all the floor space, with one person in each one. Some sat, some stood, and some sauntered. 
My eyes asked Gen the question without speaking.
“Programmers,” she said, and headed down the stairs. “Coders.”
Butterflies danced around our heads and everywhere in the space. I wondered if they distracted the programmers, but Gen ignored them. She told me she used a filter to keep them from getting too annoying. 
We walked through the six-sided cubicles, and I looked into each one. We saw some guards, but none of them said anything. Although my curiosity might make them suspicious, I couldn’t look away, as people’s lives from all around the world were visible inside each cubicle, doing everything you could think of and more. I wondered if this was what God saw when he looked down on creation.
“Who are they?” I asked.
A coder wearing glasses looked up and Gen gave the standard lie. “First day.”
The programmer nodded and his ponytail bobbed before he turned his attention back to where a stranger lived their life inside his cubicle screen. He waved his arms in graceful arcs and the world on the screen changed around the person.
“Come on, Jane, we don’t want to be late.” 
We passed through so many six-sided cubicles I thought they might never end, but eventually we reached one near the middle of the room. There were nameplates about eye high at either entrance. This one read GENNIFER 1010568. 
“So, what do you do here, anyway?” I asked.
“This.” Gen picked up a small ball from her desk. 
She dropped it on the floor, and I bent over a little to catch it after it bounced. 
“Why did you bend over?” she asked.
“Because it doesn’t bounce as high as from where you dropped it.” 
“It doesn’t? Drop it again.” 
Holding the ball about waist high, I opened my hand. The ball hit the floor and flew upward with no sign of slowing. I reached above my head to snatch it but missed. It kept going until it bounced off the ceiling to head back down, and when the ball reached me, it floated like a feather in front of me. 
“Things aren’t always as they seem within the Reality,” Gen said. “Here, we make all the rules.”
 I grabbed the ball from the air and handed it back to Gen. “Sounds complicated.”
“It can be, but most things have basic programs already written for them. Like skipping stones, aeros, food, etc.” Gen pulled a chair out for me, and I sat. “Watch and learn,” she said, and a pad of yellow paper appeared in my lap. 
Gen turned to the cubicle screen and waggled her fingers. When the screen came on, it showed a middle-aged man wearing a tattered loincloth, standing on a low hill overlooking a wide valley.
“Who’s he?” I asked.
“It doesn’t matter.” Gen’s eyes closed and her fingers wiggled. “Most of the time, people interact with the world the programmers have already set up. But sometimes,” she said, “they want something different.”
I scribbled on the yellow pad, “Something different,” and the delicate handwriting was unlike my usual chicken scratch.
“Sometimes,” Gen continued, “they want something special.”
The screen pulled back to show a thousand men, all wearing loincloths. When the screen pulled out a little farther, I saw a thousand women across the valley, all beautiful and all taller than the men. Two armies ready to go to war but not equipped for battle. The women had one or both breasts hanging out and held things that weren’t swords. In response, the men pulled down their loincloths and waved their jiggly bits or mooned the gathered women.
I wrote on the yellow pad, “Battle? Sex?” and underlined the second word three times.
Gen took a deep breath, and when her fingers tapped the air faster, the cubicle disappeared and the fantasy emersed us. I still sat in the chair with my yellow pad of paper, and Gen still stood beside me, but where there had been a room full of cubicles now stood a valley and low rolling hills, all surrounded by dark green forests of evergreen trees. A hot wind blew. The men gathered on one side of us and the women, the other. Both armies quieted as one, which was scarier than when they were yelling. 
“Do they see us?” I asked. 
“We’re not here.”
After a moment, I said, “Neither are they.” 
The women let out a blood-curdling roar and waving the not-swords wobbly things rushed down into the valley. A moment later, the men roared, too, and began their own charge, stripping their loincloths as they ran.
“I think I’m going to look around a bit.” I got out of the chair.
“Don’t go far,” Gen said, “and don’t bother anyone.”
When I stood, I was back in the cubicle with Gen standing beside me, the fantasy battle disappearing around me, but still shown on the screen. When both sides met in a tremendous crash in the middle of the valley, the men didn’t put up much of a struggle. I hurried out of Gen’s office.
Walking through the vast room, looking at screens, I saw everything I could imagine and a lot more. Possible, impossible, wholesome, not. But as interesting as other lives were, none of them got me any closer to finding Wiz, so I headed to the stairs and went back up to the inclinators.
The guards, their muscles rippling under black turtlenecks, nodded, and I noted it was strange looking up at people from the perspective of being short. Biting my lip and going past them, I slipped into the inclinator. The inclinator didn’t move. 
“Down,” I said. Nothing. “Up.” More nothing. 
One guard leaned into the door, and my anxiety spiked. “It’s my first day.”
He stared at me for a moment before saying, “You have to tell it where you want to go.”
I tried to smile. “Thanks.” I said, “Down ten floors,” and the inclinator dropped. 
The doors opened a second later onto what looked like the same room, but my descent had happened so fast I couldn’t be sure. Then I noticed the two guards differed from those on Gen’s floor. One turned and looked at me.
“Wrong floor.” I shrugged and told the inclinator to take me down a hundred floors. After dropping with a whoosh, the doors opened.
Same room. This time I noted the programmer in the nearest cubicle to make sure I was going to different rooms. His hair looked too yellow to be real. I talked to the inclinator again, and it dropped another hundred floors. The doors opened, and the room looked the same, but the programmer sitting closest to me was different. And this time there was only one guard by the inclinator. I sighed, and my heart sunk even faster than the inclinator. 
I’m never going to find him. 
A butterfly flew in before the inclinator doors closed, landing on the railing beside me and outstretching its wings.
I looked at the butterfly and said, “Down five hundred floors.” The inclinator dropped.
This room differed and didn’t have a guard. It appeared to be the same size, and also filled with six-sided cubicles, but it was harder to see them since the inclinator was at floor level. The butterfly flew into the shadows of the room.
Walking through the cubicles, I saw each of them had two screens and sometimes three. The worlds on the screens were less amazing, and there flew fewer butterflies, which were less colorful and more gray. I spent about an hour looking through the cubicles, but nothing I found got me any closer to Wiz. 
After that, I made my way back to the same inclinator, or at least I thought it was the same one, and got on. Someone in a cubicle looked up at me and frowned as the door shut. 
“Down a thousand floors,” I said, and wondered if the inclinator would bury me in the middle of the Earth, but instead, the doors opened.
This room was even more cramped than the previous one with smaller six-sided cubicles jamming the space. Each of the cubicles had a screen on four of its walls, and not all the cubicles had programmers manning them. Scattered, they wandered from cubicle to cubicle, only able to pay quick attention to the people on the screens before moving on. At least that meant more time in the cubicles without looking suspicious. The few butterflies in this room looked more like moths.
The fantasies within the screens were much more mundane than on the upper floors; families camping in overcrowded campgrounds, tents tight together, and some showed people playing games and sports, but the crowds watching them were small. 
Wandering through the maze of cubicles, I stepped into an empty one and saw all the screens were the same, even if the person on the screen was different. They all had the same house, copied over and over, and the screens were the same in the next cubicle. 
“Cube Town,” my voice said, and even though I didn’t know how I knew, I knew it was right. 
I heard someone coming and went into the next cubicle. All the worlds hanging on the walls, gray and dingy, were the same. I waited near the door, and crouching, listened.
“Damn it,” the coder said, “you know you don’t have enough credits for that.” He grumbled and ended with, “You’re lucky to get anything at all.”
The person inside the nearest screen looked back, and it felt like someone had hit me in the chest. It was the blind cleric, his long blond hair hanging down in front of a face hidden in shadows. Although still wired shut, his eyes bored into me. 
“This isn’t real, brother.”
Gasping, I tumbled into the next cubicle and fell into a programmer.
“Hey,” he said, “watch it.”
My mind raced as I tried to find a lie of why I was there and why he shouldn’t turn me in, but before I could think of anything to say, the programmer’s face paled.
“Apologies,” he said, and dragged his hand across his greasy hair. “I didn’t realize who you were. Sorry.” 
Taking a step back, I said nothing. 
“It won’t happen again, sir,” he said.
It was then I realized I looked at him from a taller perspective and saw my reflection in the screens. It wasn’t the Asian woman, but it was someone else I knew. I opened my mouth to say something, but nothing came out.
“Sorry again.” The coder looked down. “I’ll get right back to work.”
“Carry on,” I said. 
It took everything I had to not bolt and run when I pushed past the programmer to get back to the inclinators. It felt like every eye in the building was watching me. Speeding up to a half-jog, my throat tightened, and when I turned the corner and saw the inclinator ahead, I couldn’t help it. I ran. 
A programmer behind me called, “What’s wrong, Mr. Zunk?”
The inclinator door opened, and with my heels digging into stop me, and my arms pinwheeling for elusive balance, I fell over backwards upon seeing the occupant. An enormous hand grabbed me before I could run, and a butterfly flew off his shoulder to brush my face.
Ice.


Nine
The Insolence of Office

White. Only white.
I spun to see if there was anything anywhere, but I was in a space beyond space. No corners, floors, or walls. But when I got back to the starting point of my spin, something had appeared in the whiteness with me. 
Wiz laid on top of a wheeled table with his eyes closed. I couldn’t believe he was there in the first place, and it was even harder to believe he wasn’t already dead. Shaking, I touched his shoulder.
“Wiz?”
Nothing.
“Wiz,” I said louder, and nudged him again.
His eyes opened to sleepy slits. “Mon ami,” he said, his voice more breath than sound.
I pawed at my wet eyes and sniffed. “I thought I’d lost you.”
“Then you were alone in that supposition.” Wiz licked his swollen lips. “I never doubted for a millisecond you would make a miraculous return and whisk me to salvation.”
I swallowed a laugh and my tears fell on my friend’s face. “Same old Wiz.”
“Would you have expected anything less?” he asked, and coughs wracked his body. After they subsided, he added, “I am ecstatic you have located me.”
“Me, too.” I held his hand while looking at the blank whiteness. “Are we dead?”
“If we are, then I can assure you this is not heaven.”
“Then where are we?”
 “Everywhere,” Wiz said, “and nowhere.”
I was about to ask what that meant, but feeling something behind me, I turned and found Ice. His colossal frame looked even darker against the unbroken white background.
“Come with me,” Ice said and turned.
“What about Wiz?” 
Ice kept his back to me. “He’ll be safe.”
“Go on.” Wiz gave my hand a squeeze. “Much to my chagrin, I’ve learned it is extremely disadvantageous to not comply with their wishes.” 
“Come,” Ice said, and started walking.
After a few steps, I saw the nothing had swallowed Wiz and the gurney. Following Ice’s broad back, the whiteness gradually faded until we came to a large door.
I thought I heard a sound, but it was so soft I couldn’t be sure. But then I heard a second subsequent sound and recognized the rhythm. A heart beating, low, slow, and soft. Whether it came from inside me or outside was impossible to tell.
“In there,” Ice said with a nod to the door, and I tentatively entered.
The room looked to be the same size as the other floors of the Perceptions Tower if we had ever left it. It seemed to me no one was really anywhere in the Reality at all. The room stood about three stories tall and had skylights in the ceiling. I guess the business tower didn’t go on forever after all. The sun shone down into the middle of the room like a personal spotlight, but darkness obscured the corners and sides of the room.
The sunlight centered on a massive mahogany desk, it’s sides intricately carved, and a person sat with his back to me on the other side. Swirling dust motes floated in the air. An overstuffed leather chair waited on my side of the desk, so I sat. Moments later, the person in the other chair turned, and I saw a version of myself. 
The slow beating sounds continued, and I realized it wasn’t a heartbeat, but instead, drumming. Another sound, much higher in pitch, joined it, and something in my head said it was a bow drawn across violin strings. The violins started slow before becoming quicker, louder, faster, racing to a breakneck pace. Then the violins crescendoed by shrieking three times, Shriek! Shriek Shriek! before silencing, as if they were waiting for permission to start again. 
“The Prodigal Son,” Aleksandr Zunk said in the silence with a sardonic smile, “has returned.”
Zunk had the same face as on the magazine covers, which is to say mine, but twenty or thirty years older. Lines crossed his tan forehead and crinkles spread from his eyes. 
“Who are you?” he asked. 
“You know, I thought I knew,” I said, “but now I’m not so sure.”
“Why are you here?”
I hesitated, thinking he should know already, but at length I said, “For Wiz.”
“Ah, yes.” Zunk leaned back in his chair. “Your friend.” He crossed his legs as he put his feet on top of the dark green blotter atop his desk. “Such a weakness, friends.” Zunk laced his fingers behind his head, looked at a framed picture on his desk, and said, “I hope you’re more cooperative than he was. I would hate to disfigure such a handsome face.”
Staring at the man sitting across from me was like looking into a dark mirror. 
“I’ll ask again,” he said, his voice preternaturally calm. “Who are you, and why are you here?”
“I don’t know,” I said into my chest.
“Are you a liar, or just forgetful?” When I said nothing, he continued, “I suppose we’ll have to find out.”
The chair changed under me, extending and reclining, as a headrest came out under my head and a footrest under my feet. I tried to tug my arms away, but thick leather straps which buckled themselves held them in place. A third strap cinched itself tightly across my ankles.
The music began anew, and I realized the drums and strings reflected both Zunk’s mood and my own. I didn’t know if it was just inside my head or not, but in the end, it didn’t really matter. 
His clothes had changed into a light blue smock with faint patterns of Perceptions’ logo, Zunk holding up the world. A brimless cap covered his head and a small circular mirror with a hole in the middle hung in front of his cap.
“I had hoped we could do this the easy way.” He pulled on rubber gloves and let go of the edge of the glove, so it snapped against his wrist. “Oh, well, que sera sera, and all that.”
With that, my teeth began aching like they did in the real world. The drums grew in tempo and volume as Zunk pulled up a small table, steel instruments gleaming. 
“So, who are you?” he asked.
“My name is @.”
Another thick leather strap lassoed the top of my head as a fifth roped its way around my jaw. As both the straps drew tighter, they forced my head back and my jaw open. Now looking up, the sunbeam nearly blinded me with its focused glare. Terrified and vulnerable, I tried to say something else, but it only came out as a moan. 
Zunk picked up instruments from the tray, considering them one by one. Each time he set one down, he hesitated for a moment before picking up a larger, scarier one, and each time he picked up each tool, the strings wailed. 
“I suppose the more important question is, who sent you?’”
 “No one,” I said, but since I couldn’t move my jaw, it came out as one long sound. 
I wanted to get away, back away, run away, but the straps held me in place. My frantic eyes searched back and forth for elusive respite which would not come.
Zunk picked up a long and lean instrument which came to a mean point. “No one?” 
I tried to nod but couldn’t, so I bobbed my eyes up and down. 
“Unlikely. You would have never made it this far without outside help.”
The help was inside, I thought, but stopped thinking that before he plucked Gen from my mind.
“No one,” I repeated in a long, loud moan.
“As you wish.” 
Zunk flipped down the mirror in front of his forehead and the sunlight became a focused beam streaming from behind the mirror. The sunlight now gone, the blinding beam became the only light in an otherwise black universe. He leaned forward with the long chrome pick in hand, coming closer. 
The pick tap-tap-tapped along my teeth, and a shock shot through me when it hit the rotten ones. I tried to will the tip away from the worst teeth in the back, but there was no way I could pull away from the pick; no way I could pull away from the leather straps.
The music stopped, and the silence boomed.
“Are you quite sure no one helped you?” Zunk asked.
I tried to nod but couldn’t.
Zunk sunk the tip into a rotten half-tooth in the back of my mouth, and I screamed. The violins screamed with me, and the drums, fast and hard, started back up. Pain like I had never known filled my body, its black bolt racing all the way to my toes. And just when I thought the pain could not get any worse, the tool twisted harder and deeper. The new pain made the old pain feel like no pain.
“No one,” I screamed, but couldn’t tell if he understood, since my words were more shriek than speech.
Zunk pulled the pick out of my mouth and the cold air that hit the pulp that used to be my tooth hurt even worse than the probing pick. I cried as the violins continued their violent squeals.
“That was just a taste of the pain I can inflict. So, once more, who sent you?” 
The leather straps slackened and reduced their grip on my head.
 “Nobody,” I said with a moan, and blinked against the tears stinging my eyes.
His mouth formed a tight line. “That,” he said, “is most unfortunate.” 
The straps snapped taut and yanked my jaws open again.
“I had hoped you would be more cooperative.” Zunk picked up a pick with a curve on the end and moved it closer to my mouth. “It would seem that even if you share my physical attributes, you missed out on my intellect.”
My eyes tried to pop out of my head, and my breath came in panicked gulps. The muscles in my neck ached as I tried to move my head away but couldn’t. 
Zunk was a dark shadow behind the light on his forehead. The music swelled with my horror when his hands found my mouth and the pick dug at several teeth. They all hurt, but some more than others. The pick found a rotten hole, and I groaned.
“You also missed out on my common sense,” he said.
The pick bit down and chunks of my tooth tumbled down my throat. I gagged on them as I tried to swallow without being able to move my head. Then the pick dug even deeper to be followed by another hunk of tooth hitting the back of my throat. The hard bits tore at my esophagus as they went down. 
Zunk backed away, and I blinked my eyes to clear them of stinging tears. The straps holding me loosened, and I threw my head forward and coughed, choking. 
“I assure you, my uneducated doppelgänger, the pain has just begun. Are you sure you don’t want to cooperate?” 
The music, sweet and melodic, reassured me, a siren’s song.
“What do,” I started, and the tip of my tongue went to the tooth the pick had dug at. What remained of the tooth wiggled, and I winced. “What do you want?”
“What do you know?”
“I’ll tell you anything,” I said while my tongue prodded the broken remnant of my tooth again.
He flipped the mirror and its light up on his forehead. “Who sent you?” 
“I came on my own.”
Zunk flipped the mirror back down and the light hit my eyes once more. I jumped when the music swelled.
“No,” I said with a whimper as the leather straps grabbed my forehead and jaw again. 
Zunk picked up a tool shaped like a capital T, a well-worn wooden handle atop a chrome shaft, with a small claw at the end. In one swift motion, Zunk thrust the tool into my mouth and twisted the handle. A loud crunching noise split my head, and I screamed. 
“Did someone send you?”
The straps loosened. 
“Yes,” I said with a gasp. “Yes.”
“Who?”
“I—I don’t know.”
The straps tightened and it felt like my lower jaw might rip off. 
Zunk stuck the tool back into my mouth. “The last tooth was rotten,” he said. “This one is not.”
I felt the metal bite into my gums.
“Did someone send you?”
“Yes,” I screamed, but the sound wasn’t a word.
The tool twisted, my eyes crossed, and the bright light doubled as the damning music filled my ears and my mind.
“Did someone send you?” he asked, louder. The music swelled. The tool twisted farther. 
“No!” 
Still louder: “Did someone send you?” 
Twist.
“Yes!”
“Did someone send you?” 
Twist.
I screamed I would tell him anything he wanted to know, but my cries swallowed my unintelligible words.
“Did someone send you!” he demanded with another twist.
I screamed something else and even I didn’t know what it was.
With that last twist, the tooth broke free, and I screeched as pain wracked my body. The light moved back across my blurry vision and the only sound in the world was a sharp ping that was my pulled tooth hitting a metal pan. 
The leather straps let my head go, and it fell forward onto my chest. I couldn’t see past my tears and couldn’t tell if the music was still there, as my wracking sobs filled my ears. 
Quietly: “Did someone send you?”
“Just tell me what you want me to say,” I said, gasping, “and I’ll say it.”
When the light behind the mirror mercifully went out, I forced my head up and blinked the tears away until I could make out Zunk’s blurry outline. The salty sweat from my forehead streamed down to sting the corners of my mouth where Zunk and his straps had ripped them.
“Let’s try something else,” he said. “You were at the meeting.”
Zunk’s face looked like a blob through my tears. I tried to focus but couldn’t process anything but the pain. “The what?” 
He leaned closer. “The meeting. When you took over my body.”
I nodded my head. “Yes,” I said. “Yes, I was at the meeting.”
“Good. What did you hear?”
Swallowing blood, I shook my head. “Nothing.”
“How unfortunate,” he said, and picked up a pair of pliers from the small table.
“A plan,” I shouted. “I heard something about a plan.”
Zunk set the pliers down. “What kind of plan?”
Despite my sweat, the air seemed even colder than before and made my teeth ache even worse. “Something called downsize.”
Even though he looked like an older me, he wasn’t familiar in the least. “Downsize,” he said, looking at me with an even stare. “Do you know what downsizing is?” 
“I don’t think so.”
“We’ll soon know for sure,” Zunk said, and picked the pliers back up.
I screamed again and the music crescendoed. I had few teeth left in my head by the time I passed out, and those were the ones which had grown back just so he could pull them out again.

*****

On my sixth try, I got one eye open, but the other one felt glued shut. The bright light was still there, and I blinked against it. It took a long time, but as the light faded, my surroundings focused.
I was laying down, but not on a bed; it felt hard and stood a meter above the floor. The walls were white and padded, and a single naked bulb behind a metal grid hung down from the ceiling. 
I tried to sit up, but my wrists and ankles wouldn’t move. Straining, I could see black nylon straps keeping my feet and hands pinned to the gurney. Another black strap stretched across my chest, as well as one tight across my thighs. And what’s worse, something small moved up my body, but my fear cleared when the small shape came into view and meowed.
“I’m glad to see you too, Onyx.”
The small black cat kneaded the strap that held my chest down and then circled three times before laying down. Her soft head snuggled under my chin and her paws stretched across me, contented. Her soft purr echoed in my torso.
When the door at the far end of the room pushed open, I tried to raise my head to see who it was, but my eyes still wouldn’t focus. All I could see were hulking shapes in white. 
Onyx hissed, my head dropped, and I fell back into a restless sleep. 

*****

When I opened my eyes, I still laid on a cold table, but the padded walls were gone, the whiteness once again extending forever. The straps which had held me down were also gone, and so, too, was Onyx.
And so was Wiz.
Swinging my legs over the side of the gurney, I couldn’t keep my head up, so my chin touched my chest, and my hair fell into my eyes. I waited a long time, gathering strength and equilibrium before I tried to stand. But my legs buckled anyway, and I fell hard onto the whiteness. 
My brain wasn’t up to processing all my pain and loss, so I just laid there for a long time. A wail crawled up from my gut, so loud it surprised me, and sobs wracked my body. My breath came in stuttering hiccups.
With Wiz and my teeth gone, I prayed that if there was a God, he or she or it would have the mercy to end this miserable thing called life. But as I kept praying to end it all, I realized I wasn’t praying to God. I prayed to Zunk. 
Whimpering and without hope, I collapsed into a fetal ball.


Ten
Currents Turn Awry

Something broke the nothing; a scratching noise so faint you weren’t sure if you heard it or not, but even if it was all in my head, the sound got louder. I stood and walked through the whiteness with my ear cocked and eyes searching, trying to find the noise. 
The sound grew louder as I moved one way and then softer when I moved the other. All the while, I kept my hands held out in front of me like a blind man to keep from running into anything that wasn’t there. The noise once again grew louder, but then softer, when I walked in another direction. Coming to a stop and taking a step back, I found the sound hung in space. 
A spark shot out of the whiteness from the source of the sound, coming from the other side of nothing, and I stepped back. Liquid white drops dripped onto the floor as the spark drew a manhole-sized circle, the edges white hot and hanging in nothing. It startled me when something solid hit the floor, but relief spread through me when I saw a figure in the hole that wasn’t there. 
“Gen,” I said and took a stumbling step towards her.
“Who did this to you?” she asked.
I took a deep breath. “Zunk.”
She reached out her hand and said, “Come on.” 
Holding her hand, I lifted a leg through the hole, but she had to hold me up while I pulled my other leg through. It rubbed on the now-cold edge that didn’t exist in the hole that wasn’t there. She held my hand and wrapped her other arm around my waist. At first, I tried to keep my weight off her, but I was weaker than I wanted to admit, and soon I leaned on her like a crutch. 
“What is this place?” I asked.
“Everywhere and nowhere.” Gen pulled me forward. “Hurry. It isn’t safe.”
Even with no visible walls or ceiling, I could feel them around us. She must have been able to see the tunnel because she kept turning corners I couldn’t see, and we never ran into anything. 
After a while I asked, “Are we still inside Perceptions?”
“In a fashion.”
Living in a world where things made sense was hard enough but living in a world where up and down and gravity and air and all the rest meant nothing was disturbing, to say the least. I tripped over the floor I couldn’t see when it started sloping down, but Gen held me up. I looked up ahead and saw a tiny dot in the distance, but it might have been something in my eye or something I imagined. But the speck grew as we kept going until double doors came into view.
“Hurry,” Gen said.
The doors—the only solid things other than Gen in the white universe—neared. Gen held me back when we got close enough, and I stopped. 
“Stay here,” she said.
I leaned my hands on my knees and sucked deep for air while Gen pushed the right door open. Sunlight flowed through the crack, and she cast a long black shadow on the white floor. The door disappeared when she slipped through and closed it, leaving me again alone in the infinite nothing. 
A second later, the doors returned as she stuck her head back in. “Come on.”
Chirping and a sweet smell welcomed me as I neared the attached-to-nothing doors. The sunlight was brighter than the whiteness, and I had to raise a hand over my eyes. Trees stood all around, but there were no bushes, broken branches, or even leaves on the ground. A dirt road cut across the glen to lead deeper into the forest. 
The doors disappeared, if they were ever there at all, but Gen was there, and I gave her a big hug. When she looked up at me, all I could think of was kissing her, but my mouth hurt, so I didn’t. Besides, the last time I had tried to kiss her, she had turned away. Still, when she pressed her head into my chest for a second, I kissed the top of her’s.
“Thank you,” I whispered.
“We need to hurry.”
“But we’re out.” 
Gen smiled a crooked smile. “You still don’t get it.”
“I don’t know where we are, but I know where we’re not.”
“Come on.” She led me by the hand to the dirt road.
An overly large vehicle waited on us at the edge of the woods. While similar to the traffic I had seen in the city, I never saw anything quite like this. 
“What is that thing?” I asked.
“Four-wheeler,” Gen said, and ran to the far side, climbed in, and then shoved the door nearest me open. 
Grabbing a bar on the frame, I stepped onto a board attached to the four-wheeler’s bottom to climb up. 
Gen looked down the dirt road behind us and said, “Hurry.”
Following her gaze, I found a far-off cloud of dust. I didn’t know what it was, but I didn’t want to wait around to find out. As soon as I shut the door, all four of our tires kicked up dust of their own.
Gen leaned across the cab and pulled a strap over my shoulder. “Buckle up.”
Bouncing down the bumpy road, I turned my head and looked out the rear window. The dust cloud behind us was bigger. Closer. My stomach dropped. I knew who it was.
“Hold on.” She jerked the wheel to the left.
The four-wheeler hit the road’s edge and the front end bucked up, bouncing on the big tires several times when it came back down. Jostling back and forth, I held onto the handle above the window for dear life.
The land dropped away, and the truck bounced hard again. Gen steered between thick trees. I looked back through the rear window and saw it was another four-wheeler chasing us, getting closer. It was big, black, and scary. Just like its driver. 
“He’s catching up,” I said, and saw two evergreens spring up right in front of us. “Look out!”
Gen yanked the wheel to the right. The tires slipped and the back end slid towards the trees, but Gen pulled the wheel the other way before we hit them. The four-wheeler tilted and for one sick second I thought we were going over, but then the back of the four-wheeler bounced back onto the ground. Gen pulled the wheel left to straighten us out, and I looked back to see Ice’s four-wheeler had closed the distance between us. 
The downslope met a road cutting across it, and when we hit it, the huge vehicle jumped into the air. We flew through the spruces to land a long way down the hill. The back end skidded when we hit, but Gen managed to keep it straight. Ice’s black four-wheeler leapt the road, too, but flew farther and faster than we did, and landed closer than ever. 
The land changed before my eyes, a giant hunk of rock shooting up to block our way. Gen yanked the wheel, and we skidded. “Ice is changing the terrain,” she said through her clenched jaw. 
“Can you change the land, too?”
“Can you drive?”
I almost said no, but thought for a second before saying, “Yes.”
“Then here.” She handed me the steering wheel.
I held the wheel in front of me, and the dashboard grabbed it. The four-wheeler waggled for a second before I got it going straight again. In addition to the rocks appearing out of nowhere, towering trees also shot up to block us. I steered around them as best I could, but sometimes, I got too close, and branches smacked the windshield. 
Gen closed her eyes while her fingers tapped the dashboard. The land smoothed out, but every so often, a rock or tree still popped up in front of us. Sometimes Gen made it disappear, but sometimes she didn’t, and I had to steer around it. 
A gurgling noise came from ahead, so I asked, “What’s that?” 
Gen’s fingers tapped. “A stream.”
“Good.” I pressed the accelerator pedal down harder.
The trees broke on either side of us and led to a rock-strewn stream. The four-wheeler’s front end bounced hard as the ground fell away. A towering waterfall soared to our left, and while it was stunning, I didn’t have time to admire it. Instead, I whipped the wheel to the right, and the tires left the ground for a second before crashing down with a jarring splash. Water kicked up behind us as we bounced down the mountain stream.
Now the big black grill of Ice’s truck took up all of the rearview mirror. The water grew deeper and wider, and our truck slowed. Water splashed into the windows, followed by a roar when his black four-wheeler smashed into us. Our heads jerked back.
“Why are you making this a river?” I asked Gen. I didn’t think our tires were even touching the bottom anymore.
“That’s not me.” Gen’s fingers tapped faster on the dashboard. “This is me.”
The water pulled away from the windows and the inside of the SUV changed around us, stretching, narrowing, and growing a pointed front end. Then the roof disappeared, and wind rushed through my hair. Before too long, the four-wheeler had become a speedboat.
Gen stopped tapping and looked up. “Floor it.”
I pressed my foot down, but there was no accelerator. Eyes searching, I found a hand control, and shoved it all the way forward. The engine whined, and we covered the big black four-wheeler in sheets of water.
“We’ll lose him now,” I said.
“Don’t be too sure.” 
When I turned back to look, I saw she was right. Ice had a speedboat, too, and his was faster than ours. Our engines whined, but his engine roared, and the water shooting up behind his boat was twice as high. Wind whipped in my ears as I pushed the handle again, but it was already forward as far as it would go. 
I swallowed hard. “He’s catching up.”
“Not if I can help it.” 
With that, a thick stone pillar shot out of the water right in Ice’s way. His speedboat sideswiped it before another one shot up, and Ice had to turn hard to keep from hitting them head-on. But just as we got a little breathing room, a black stone pillar shot up in front of us. I steered hard to the right, and the boat slid sideways, but before I could relax, another one popped up. 
Pillars shot out of the river ahead of us, behind us, beside us. Ice didn’t fall any further behind, but he didn’t get any closer, either. For every rocky pillar I steered around, Ice had to miss one, too. A thick pillar shot up in front of us and water stung my face. I whipped the wheel, and the boat tilted sideways. 
“Hold on,” I yelled.
Gen’s fingers tapped faster, and the boat flopped back down on its belly. But it had been close to capsizing, and we landed hard. 
“How long can you keep this up?” I shouted to Gen, the noise of the wind and the engines loud.
Gen shouted back, her hair whipping across her face. “Not as long as he can.”
The surrounding noise intensified, and at first, I thought it was the engines, the wind, and the rocky pillars, but then I realized it was something more. My attention turned from behind us to in front of us. 
“What’s that sound?”
In answer, the river stopped a short way ahead of us in a straight horizontal line, with nothing but air beyond. 
“Hold on,” I shouted, and our boat flew over the waterfall.
The boat tilted sideways, and the nose dove. Wind and mist stung my eyes and the roar of the water thundered in my ears. With the nose pointing straight down, the bottom of the falls churning on massive rocks awaited us. Ice kept pace, the shadow of his falling boat blocking out the sun.
“Hold on yourself,” Gen said, and our boat disappeared.
Just when I thought I couldn’t get any more scared, I found falling with nothing around you was even worse than falling inside a boat. But then smaller vehicles appeared under both me and Gen, and my hands found the grips on the handlebar. 
“Unless these things can fly,” I shouted, “I don’t think this helps much.”
“Shut up and ride.” 
And just then, a road shot out from the waterfall mist under us, and our tires hit with a squealing thump, the motorcycles wavering back and forth. I should have been glad I wasn’t falling anymore, but then I noticed the road ended a few short meters in front of us.
“Gen!” I yelled, but she didn’t answer. 
It turned out my trepidations were misplaced as the road kept growing in front of my motorcycle. With nothing holding it up, our road hovered high above the churning river. The road grew more quickly when I twisted my handle grip, the engine roaring. The road disappeared behind us, too, so it was like riding on a magic carpet of asphalt. 
A thick green forest grew below us as the road curved and left the river behind. I hoped we might have lost Ice, but of course, we hadn’t. Ice now had his own motorcycle, and his road stayed up behind him as he rode. 
“We have to split up,” I yelled. “He can’t chase both of us.”
I thought hard and made the road fork. Peeling away from Gen, I leaned into a steep curve with my motorcycle hugging the road. Looking back, I saw I had been right. Ice couldn’t follow both of us, and he had chosen me. I made my road descend, and when it found the ground, my motorcycle found the protective coverage of the trees. Ice’s headlight, bright and strong, cast my shadow in front of me. 
Steering on the road through the dense trees, leaning first one way and then the other, we whistled between the thick trunks at a blinding pace. I realized I wasn’t really thinking anymore and instead, steered by sheer instinct. I had some close calls, but I missed the trees as they raced out of the darkness. Still, I wasn’t any better or faster than Ice, and the roar of his bike grew closer. 
But just before he caught me, a light blazed to my left, and a big-rig truck, its chrome grill hungry, rushed towards us at an intersection. Ice jerked his head up, but it was too late. Gen blared the truck horn and drove the truck straight through him, his crumpled bike and broken body bouncing out of sight. 
After that, the forest thinned out, and a single headlight appeared behind me as I left the woods to ride onto a plain of dry grass. 
“That was impressive,” I yelled as Gen, back on her motorcycle, got closer.
“It’s not over yet.” Gen’s bike whined past mine.
She was right. In the distance, a light broke the tree line behind us. I hunkered down on my cycle to go faster and raced after her.
When I caught up, I yelled, “How can we get away?”
Gen’s long hair whipped after her as she yelled back, “We need to go somewhere he can’t.”
Night turned into day and a town appeared in front of us; not a modern city, but a village. Peasants stared at us as we rushed by on roads never meant for motorcycles. A horse-drawn cart heaped with hay lumbered towards us, and Gen and I zoomed by on either side. The cart driver yelled at us until Ice’s bike plowed right through him. Hay and wood flew, punctuated by two screams: one from the man and one from his horse.
“Come on,” Gen yelled, and steered down a narrow side street.
Sometimes she would be in front and sometimes I would take the lead as we sped through the winding streets, but Ice stayed right behind us no matter what we did. Tires bounced on cobblestones while peasants jumped out of our way. 
Gen raced past me. “I’m going to try one more thing,” she said, and then the motorcycles disappeared.
A split second later, something my brain called a cockpit grew around us and we left the ground. A nose, long, sleek, and made of metal, formed in front of us. Gen sat in front and I in the back. I pulled up on the stick my hands found, and our flying machine shot into the sky with a thunderous roar. 
“Is he gone?”
She looked past me and shook her head. “As fast as we can go, he can go faster.”
Upon seeing a mountain range approaching, I pushed the stick to the right. We raced towards snowy peaks, flying as fast and low as we could, skirting the ground. Ice kept on us, tight, snow from the ground kicking up behind our jets.
“He’s getting closer,” Gen said. 
An alarm in the cockpit sounded, and when I saw a flashing light on my dashboard which read MISSILE LOCK, I knew Ice had fired. 
“You’re right,” I said, “we can’t go faster than him.”
A moment later, a hiccupping whirr replaced the howl of our jet engine, and an antique plane that I had imagined grew around us. Not able to hit something going so slowly, the missile whistled by, and Ice’s jet zoomed past half a second later. Our double wings shuddered in its wake and the air boomed around us. The missile hit a mountain and exploded in a shower of flame and ice.
“We have to go someplace he can’t,” I whispered to myself, and pushed the stick forward. 
The mountain raced up at us, and we raced down at it. Having completed a wide turn, Ice’s jet was again behind us.
“What are you doing?” 
“Hold on.” 
As I concentrated on the icy rock under us, the mountain shook and boulders tumbled, and a crack began forming on the mountainside. Ignoring everything else, I focused on making the split grow. The crack was widening too slowly, I thought, but headed right for it, anyway.
Gen yelled, “He fired another missile!” 
Jerking the stick to the left, I flipped the wings, so they were straight up and down. With no other choice, I closed my eyes and dove for it, and we hit the just-wide-enough crevice. 
I told the world to open in front of us and the mountain to slam shut. 


Eleven
To Grunt and Sweat under a Weary Life

The missile hit as the mountain clapped closed behind us, and fire and debris engulfed us. 
The rough mountain stone turned into the finished stone of simple houses and the mountainside flattened into a city street. Our old airplane skittered on its belly, shooting down the road between dark brown buildings. The plane spun around in circles like a slow top until the tail hit trash cans and garbage scattered everywhere. A second later, the tail hit a light post and ripped off, and the spiraling propeller hit the ground to break into a million splinters. As an alley cat howled and dove out of the way, the plane stopped skidding and tilted to the left, coming to a rest on its broken bottom wing.
Huffing, I looked at Gen. “Are you alright?”
She looked past me and back up the street. “I am now,” she said. “He’s gone.”
When I looked back and saw she was right, I grinned.
“Neat trick,” she said.
I shrugged. “Beginner’s luck.”
She looked at the brownstone buildings around us. “So, did you take us to—”
I nodded. “The last place Zunk would ever go. Cube Town.”

*****

A table.
Hard.
I laid on the table, unable to move. My muscles felt like they were far away, like the messages my brain sent couldn’t reach them. I tried as hard as I could to get something to move, but I just laid there like a lump of clay.
A light.
Bright.
I closed my eyes against the glare, but the light came through my eyelids anyway, and felt like it hit the back of my skull. 
A figure.
Big.
Strong hands yanked me off the table. The figure’s face was blurry and blinking my eyes didn’t help. I tried to resist, but if my mind was talking to my muscles, they weren’t listening. Then, I noticed there were two figures instead of one. 
“Where’s this one going?” the first figure asked.

*****

I opened my eyes to see Gen’s face from a strange perspective, and a second later, I realized my head laid in her lap. Something that looked like hope replaced her worry when she saw me waking up.
Licking my dry lips, I said, “Good morning.” 
“More like good afternoon.”
I stared into her eyes, and I wondered if she would kiss me or if I should try to kiss her. But then she looked away and picked up a brush from a small table beside our mattress. No bed, just a mattress on the floor. When my eyes focused, I realized the table was just a wooden peach crate standing on end.
“Where are we?” I asked.
“Still in Cube Town.” 
When Gen put the brush to my hair, it tugged, and I winced.
“Sorry,” Gen said, and pulled my tangled hair apart with her fingers.
“Who do you know in Cube Town?” 
“No one, but I wouldn’t be much of a coder if I couldn’t whip up an empty flat.”
I leaned up on my elbows. “Maybe you’re not a superstar programmer after all. I mean, judging by the wallpaper.”
“Hush.” Gen caught another tangle of hair and yanked.
“Hey,” I said, and put my hand to my head. “You did that on purpose.”
She smiled but said nothing, and right then, I realized there wasn’t any pain in my mouth anymore. I ran my tongue across my teeth to find they were all back. 
“Thanks,” I said.
“For what?”
“For fixing my teeth.”
Gen shook her head and untangled another knot. “I didn’t do it.”
I sat up on the mattress. “Then who?”
“Must have been you.”
I frowned. “I don’t know how.” 
“You didn’t know how to split a mountain in half, either. I only know one person who has the power of creation with a mere thought.”
“I’m not Zunk.”
“I know,” Gen said, and leaned in. “That’s why I’m doing this.”
Her lips parted and her eyes closed. I parted my lips, too, and when they touched hers, I thought I had never felt anything so soft. My eyes were open when we first started kissing, but I closed them as we continued and let the feelings rush through me. Things I never felt before and things I didn’t know existed. The universe grew bigger and smaller simultaneously, and when our lips broke, I had to lean back a bit to get her big eyes into focus. 
“Why didn’t you let me do that before?” I asked.
“I thought you were him,” Gen said, and we kissed again. 
She pushed me down on the mattress and her hand slid up my thigh. In a blink, a thousand candles surrounded us in flickering light. I grabbed her hand as it neared my crotch. 
Gen pulled her head back, and asked softly, “What?” 
I licked my lips. “I’ve,” I said, and then stopped, searching for words which were hard to find. “I’ve never done this before.”
“Never?” she asked. “Not even in a simulation?”
I shook my head, somehow ashamed, somehow thinking I was a lesser man because of it.
“Well, then,” she said, “this is your lucky day.” Her crimson hair tickled my cheeks. “Not many people get to lose their virginity to a real live woman anymore.”
Gen was right. It was a lucky day indeed.

*****

The candles were gone when I woke up, but Gen was still there, sleeping. Naked and still laying on the mattress, we faced each other with our legs entwined and it was hard to tell where one of us stopped and the other started. She stirred when I brushed the hair from her face but didn’t wake. I gently kissed the tip of her nose and watched her, which felt like the best thing I had ever done. On that mattress in that tiny room, I felt I could stay forever and just forget about the rest of the world.
Forget about Zunk, anyway. I could never forget about Wiz. 
Pulling away from Gen’s legs, I walked to a mirror which hung askew on the dilapidated wall. Spots and flaws marred the glass, distorting my reflection. A stranger’s face still looked back at me, but this one was different, and the body was different, too. I had always been strong in the real world, but the body in the mirror was taller and in better shape than I could ever be outside the Reality. My blond hair reached my shoulders, and I was tanned from head to toe, my pasty white skin gone. What’s more, tattoos covered my skin. I looked at the tattoos wrapped around my arm and frowned.
“I never liked snakes,” I said. “They’re too chewy.”
With that, the ink in my flesh danced, the snakes disappearing as the tattoo around my arm became runes. I concentrated on the tattoo on my belly and the ink turned into a picture of Gen. I looked at it for a second before willing it back to where it had started. 
Looking at Gen curled up like a contented cat, I felt emotions I had never felt before, and made little sense. How could a woman like this like me? I wasn’t sure how to keep her interest, but I knew I had to try. Walking to the crate table, I picked up the hairbrush and returned to the mirror. 
Gen spoke: “Are you sure you know how to work that thing?”
I looked down between my legs. 
“The brush, silly,” she said with a laugh. 
I brushed my long hair for a few seconds before I asked, “Do you like him better?”
 “What? Who?”
“Did you make me into this big blond guy so you’d like me better?”
Gen snorted a laugh. She tried to talk, but the harder she tried, the harder she laughed.
“Why are you laughing?” I asked, suddenly feeling like I might have been inadequate the night before.
“It’s just, just,” she said and playfully threw a pillow at me while laughing harder, 
I caught the pillow and held it in front of my nakedness. “What’s so funny?”
“You don’t look like a big blond guy to me.” Still chuckling, she had to catch her breath for a second before continuing. “You look like you.”
“No, I don’t.”
Gen got up, but when she appeared in the mirror behind me, it wasn’t her. The face in the mirror was different, rounder, darker. She was still beautiful, but tight black curls had replaced her red hair. She wrapped her arms around me.
“See?” She kissed me on the neck and looked into the mirror. “Wow, you’re a Viking,” she said, and laughed again.
When I turned away from the mirror and looked straight at her, I saw the Gen I knew. “How?”
“Filters.” She hugged me tighter while still looking in the mirror. “Even though we’re different outside, we still look like us to us.”
I stared at the blond man and the dark-skinned woman in the silvered glass. “Can other people see the real us?”
She shook her head. “I wrote some code, but anything I can write, someone else can break.”
I pulled my pants and shirt back on. When I finished, Gen spread her arms, and I gathered her into a hug.
“Last night was wonderful,” she said.
I wanted to say, “I love you,” but couldn’t push the words past my lips. My chest tightened and for a moment, I was light-headed. So instead, I reclined and looked at her. Her smile faded as she saw the look in my eyes.
“I need to—” I started.
She cut me off. “I know.”
“I owe him my life. He’s saved me at least a dozen times.”
She turned her back to me. “And what then?” she asked in a small voice. “Will you leave after you get your friend back?”
“I don’t know,” I said into my chest.
“I can’t follow you if you leave the Reality,” Gen said. She took my chin in her hand and pulled my head up, so I had to look into her wet eyes. “Stay with me?”
“I need to find Wiz.”
“Stay.”
I didn’t know what else to say, so I turned away.

*****

We drove through Cube Town, keeping an eye out for Ice, the BEA, Zunk, and who knows who else. As we rode past the brownstones, each one the same as the last one, I looked at the people standing on the sidewalks and sitting on stoops. They seemed happy enough. Children played hopscotch and skipped rope. Neighbors sat on stairs, talking, laughing, and waving to people passing on the sidewalk. 
“Are they real or scenery?” I asked Gen.
“Oh, they’re real,” she said. “Not much scenery in Cube Town.”
Repetitive three-story buildings, all tall and narrow, passed. “Why do they call it Cube Town? I don’t see any cubes.”
“It’s just an expression. Since they stamp buildings and everything else out, over and over and all the same, they might as well be cubes. Copy, paste, forget.”
Children danced in the water from a spewing fire hydrant, splashing each other, and laughing.
“Don’t they have any coders?” I asked.
“A few, but each programmer has to look after a hundred or more people which live here.”
A small boy with sandy hair and large eyes watched us as we drove by. He stepped into the shadows behind a stoop as I looked back. 
“Can’t they get more programmers?” I asked.
Gen shrugged. “The needs of the rich and powerful demand almost all unique code.”
I craned my neck to see the kid come back out of the shadows, still watching us. “Couldn’t they divide the programmers up equally?” I asked.
Gen shrugged again. “It’s not fair, but what are you going to do?”
In the rearview mirror, I watched the little boy disappear into the distance. 

*****

The aero left Cube Town behind and entered the countryside, gentle hills covered by green grass, and yellow and white daisies. I asked Gen where we were, and she explained we were in a transition zone. She said that even though people could use hyperlinks to fast travel from place to place, most people still liked to slow travel through transition zones. That way, when they went from one place to another, it would seem almost natural. 
As we entered a forest, the paved street turned to dirt, and oak trees flanked the lane, their thick limbs blocking out the sun, extending above us like an umbrella to make a leafy tunnel. 
I turned to Gen. “Where are we going?”
The road turned, and we broke into a clearing. “To get help.” 
The woods disappeared and the world opened up. The gentle hills remained, but sculpted bushes had replaced the daisies. To my left stood a family of elephant-topiary, parents in front and children behind them. Eight of them lined up largest to smallest, swaying back and forth, their trunks wrapped around the tail of the elephant in front of them. Their legs looked like they were walking but they stayed in the same spot. The smallest green elephant all the way in the back waved its flora tail.
I turned back to Gen. “This is—”
Gen nodded. Our aero went by a school of porpoises swimming through the ground, breaking the grass like it was water, their leafy backs rising and falling, rising and falling.
“Are we here to see—?”
“Zunk’s worst nightmare.”
The lane curved around another hill and a fairyland spread out before us. The grounds around Perceptions had been boring, but here the grounds were all manner of make-believe with creatures which I didn’t think existed outside of dreams. Consisting of both bushes and real animals, they guided us towards the castle towers in the distance. Songbirds sang to us, and the very air shimmered with fairy dust. But even with all the wonderful things to see, it was glaring that one thing was missing: no butterflies.
The road straightened and outlier buildings neared. Of assorted sizes, they looked like something a fairy princess might live in. Up ahead, a sign above the road with flowers on a leafy green background spelled out: VIRTUOSITY. 
Off in the distance, in the center of the buildings, stood a castle made of white stone, with smaller towers on crenelated walls and a larger tower in the middle which raised high above. Pennants with the Virtuosity logo, two feminine hands cradling the Earth, waved in the wind above them all.
The aero stopped in front of a white picket fence and a chubby man came out of nowhere. Smiling, he opened a gate and walked over. Although the wooden fence was just a meter tall, I knew it must have been as secure as an iron wall a kilometer thick and ten kilometers high.
“Welcome to Virtuosity,” the man said. A bluebird landed on his shoulder and let out a playful whistle. “Who are you here to see?”
Gen looked him straight in the eye. “Madeleine St. Laurent.”
The man’s calm demeanor didn’t change. “I’m sorry, but Ms. St. Laurent doesn’t accept calls from random visitors.” 
The bluebird on his shoulder adjusted its feet and chirped again.
“I think she’ll want to see us,” Gen said.
The man laughed, but it was a kind laugh. “I’m very sorry, but I’m afraid that’s impossible.”
“Oh, no?” Gen’s fingers wiggled on her thighs. 
All of the man’s chins dropped when he looked at me again. 
“Do you know who this is?” she asked.
“I’m so sorry, Mr. Zunk,” he said. “You can go right in.”
The bluebird flew off the man’s shoulder and outpaced us to the castle. 


Twelve
The Oppressor’s Wrong

I sat in God’s waiting room with my hands folded in my lap. Madeleine St. Laurent was the second most powerful person in the world, and it made you nervous to wait on someone who had the power of creation. My right leg bounced up and down. They told me Gen couldn’t come with me into her office and would have to wait outside, but she would see me because of who I was, or at least, who my DNA said I was. 
My tired head nodded, and I yanked it back up with a start. My bouncing leg slowed, then stopped. My eyes drooped, and it was all I could do to open them again. 
The door to Madeleine St. Laurent’s office opened and her personal assistant gave me a polite half-smile that said, “She’s not ready to see you yet,” and hurried out the other door. With the outer door open, I tried to see Gen waiting outside, but the door swung closed before I could tell. Sighing, I thought, St. Laurent sure is taking her sweet time, and my head nodded again. I didn’t pull my eyes open the next time they closed.

*****

A table.
Hard.
A light.
Bright.
A figure.
Big.
Strong hands pulled me off the table. I stared past the hands at the face, but the fleshy oval refused to focus. A second figure joined the first, and I was glad when they pulled a blanket over my naked body to mitigate the chill. When the table moved as the first figure pushed it, their face lowered over mine. I blinked my eyes again, my vision cleared, and I gasped.
The figure had no face. At least, not an actual face. Real faces have noses, and they didn’t have one. They also didn’t have ears, but there was a split in their fleshy face where their mouth should have been. They had eyes, though; big blank black eyes bulging above their mouth-slit.
“Where’s this one going?” the figure asked with a lisp.
I blinked my eyes again, and the figure changed to look like the blind cleric, his eye sockets sunken and wired shut. When he bent down, his dirty hair tickled my face, and his split lips opened. 
“This isn’t real, brother.” 

*****

I heard a noise and my head jerked up. With eyes blinking, I wiped the back of my hand across my chin where I had drooled. The door to Madeleine St. Laurent’s office stood ajar, so I leaned forward to see if anyone might come out, but no one did. 
“Hello?” I called. 
When no one answered, I wiped my drool-covered hand on St. Laurent’s couch.
I walked towards the door, craning my neck to look through the crack because what you saw in the Reality was not what you always got. You could think you were stepping into an office and instead end up in Hell itself. But upon seeing nothing bad, I pushed the door further open.
“Hello?” I called again, louder, and stepped in.
The office came straight out of a fairy book castle, with enormous boulders surrounding a fireplace big enough to walk into. Flames cool, light bright. Flickering torches on the walls held more cold flames. Tapestries with fine filigree which reflected St. Laurent’s capitalist conquests covered the whitewashed stone walls.
“Aleksandr. So good of you to visit.” The words came out so fast I had to work to separate what had been said.
Madeleine St. Laurent rose from behind a delicate glass-topped desk with her hand held out. Her smile seemed genuine, even though her predatory eyes sized me up. 
Taking her hand, I said, “I’m not Zunk.
She took a step back. “Not funny, Aleks.” 
Again, I had to yank her words apart to understand them. Meanwhile, she looked like she was trying to decide whether she should blink me out of existence. 
Before she could, I said, “My name is @, and I need your help.”
An attentive Madeleine St. Laurent sat while I told her the entire story. From how Wiz and I had managed to live outside the Reality for so long, and how he had tapped into the digital world. How the BEA and Ice were after me, and how my best friend was being held prisoner inside Perceptions. But I left out the part about having to kill Richard to get into the Reality. 
St. Laurent asked, “Why is the BEA after you?”
Clearing my throat, I said, “Like I told you, I hitchhiked in Richard 1521437.”
She smiled the smile of a hungry lion, which made me feel like a lamb. “You know you can’t overwrite someone unless the DNA sequencing matches. It wouldn’t do to have a world where the poor could become wealthy with the mere flip of a switch.”
“I guess Wiz found a way aro—"
She cut me off and asked, “Do you think I’m blind?”
My mouth opened, but I wasn’t quick enough to say anything before her fast-talk continued.
“Do you think I missed the news reports, Aleks?”
“I’m not Aleks.”
“But you are a murderer.”
I could only wring my hands.
“A murderer I can deal with, but not a liar,” St. Laurent said as if the sentence was one long word.
She leaned back against the desk and a lit cigarette appeared in her hand. Smoke curled up from her thin lips to go around her sharp features. The smoke smelled like the air was dead. 
She took a long draw on her cigarette and spoke while exhaling smoke. “I will help you if you help me.”
“I’d do anything to get Wiz back.” 
“To begin with,” St. Laurent said, sucking on the cigarette again, “you better get used to answering to Aleksandr.”
I left her office a bit later and closed the door behind me. Opening the door to the outer waiting area, I saw Gen, and when she smiled, it felt like the sun rising.
“Well?” she asked and stood.
“She’ll help me get Wiz back if I help her, too,” I said, and swallowed dryly. “By becoming the most powerful man in the world.”

*****

The room they took me to was similar to the one in my dream, with a hard table, but thankfully the people in this room had faces. 
Beside me, Gen chewed her lip. “This is a bad idea.”
I looked up at her from the tabletop. “At least this time I have Madeleine St. Laurent watching my back.”
“Then where is she?”
Shrugging, the smock bunched under my shoulder blades. “I thought it didn’t matter where you were in the Reality.”
Gen frowned. “Some moral support wouldn’t hurt,” she said, and wrapped her fingers around mine.
I squeezed her hand. “I’ve got all the support I need right here.”
She squeezed back and said nothing else.
The angel halo they put around my head was much more delicate than Wiz’s motorcycle helmet, with wires wrapped like vines around it and tiny metal leaves where the wires would attach. 
“Just get what she wants and come right back,” Gen said. 
The attendant snugged the halo onto my head and the leaves sucked onto my skin before asking, “Are you ready?” 
I nodded, shot Gen a wink, and closed my eyes.
Who do I want to be today? I thought and was gone.

*****

For the second time in my life, I looked through the eyes of the most powerful man in the world. When I saw I was alone, I let my breath out in a long, low whistle, before realizing something warm and wet surrounded my borrowed body. Aleksandr Zunk, the man who would be God, was taking a bubble bath. 
I had taken just one bath before when Wiz had managed to heat enough water to fill a cracked tub. It leaked almost as fast as he could keep it filled, but he made many trips without so much as a peep, back and forth to the fire with bucket in hand, back and forth. I sunk deeper into the warm water and let my mind turn to business. Steam floated up from under the bubbles, and with it, a faint smell of lilac.
A simple white tub in a simple white room, a thousand white candles cast flickering shadows onto the high ceiling. I watched the flames for a long time, but the candles never shortened. Somewhere a bird cooed and somewhere another one answered. The tub was so inviting, and the room so peaceful, I had to shut my eyes. 
Just for a second, I thought. 
But I immediately opened them again when I remembered why I was there. I wasn’t sure where to start my search for Wiz, so maybe the bath was as good a place as any. Closing my eyes again and, careful to not get too comfortable, I looked within myself. 
I turned my thoughts inwards for a long time, but if Zunk was still inside me, I couldn’t find him. There was no way of knowing if that was because he was hiding or because St. Laurent had subjugated him to my subconscious. It didn’t matter in the end, but I remained vigilant towards threats from within and without.
Speaking of which, I thought, “I wonder where Ice is?” 
I clamped my hand over my mouth as soon as his name came out. Ice must have lived his entire life waiting for his master’s call, as I didn’t know what else he would do with his time, and I didn’t want to accidentally summon him. Pushing him out of my mind, I watched with one eye open to make sure he didn’t appear. 
Something popped in above my head as soon as I relaxed back into the bathtub, and I reactively threw an arm up to defend myself. As I did so, water splashed out of the tub to extinguish some candles, and smoldering wicks joined the steam. I looked up and saw a glowing yellow square floating above me. REMINDER: it read in big block letters. BOARD MEETING IN 15 MINUTES. At the bottom of the square were two more words: DISMISS and SNOOZE.
“Snooze,” I said, and the pale-yellow square disappeared.
Leaning back into the tub of relaxing warm water which was as high as it was before I splashed some out, I closed my eyes again. Maybe I’ll take a little nap before the meeting. Closing my eyes, I sunk chin-deep into the bath. 
But upon hearing a small cry near the floor, I opened my eyes, sat up, and listened. I heard the cry again and turned my head. “Onyx?” 
With a black flash, Onyx jumped up on the tub, swaying back and forth on the rounded edge, wavering.
I reached out a hand. “Good girl.”
She leaned forward, and I rubbed between her ears. Purring, she stood on the edge of the tub and took a step before slipping and heading for the water. With three paws trying to hold onto the slick edge of the tub, the fourth one batted the water. She was doing everything she could to keep from diving in whiskers-first, but the more she batted the water to keep out, the more it splashed in her face. I reached to keep her out of the water, but she got her balance without me. And with that, Onyx wheeled on the edge of the tub and launched back into the shadows. 
Laughing, I asked, “Are you ok, Onyx?” 
Ignoring me, she stopped some meters away and wiped the water from her head with the back of a paw. After she was somewhat dry, she walked in small circles before settling down between candles.
“Good girl,” I said again. Onyx looked up at me for a second before closing her eyes to catnap.
I closed my eyes again, too, but this time it wasn’t to take a nap. Looking to explore, I dug into the mind I borrowed to find Zunk’s secrets. At first, I couldn’t find any knowledge specific to him, but soon I could sense his presence, and so kept my guard up in case he tried to waylay me. But whatever remained of Zunk inside me apparently wasn’t a danger, at least for the moment.
My lips silently asked, Where’s Wiz? 
Scared I would find out he was already dead, I looked deeper into Zunk’s mind, searching his memory, his emotions, his thoughts. It wasn’t long before I detected a very injured Wiz alive, still in the white prison. 
“I’m coming, Wiz,” I whispered, and it seemed he might have heard. 
I had a tough time understanding the white space outside of space when inside my own head, but it was all so simple within Zunk’s mind. All I had to do to go to Wiz was think about him, but before I could go, the yellow square popped back in above my head. 
REMINDER: BOARD MEETING IN FIVE MINUTES
 “Hold on, Wiz.” 
I grabbed the tub’s edge and leaned on it to hoist a leg out. I figured when my wet body left the warm water, I would get a sudden cold shock, but my skin was already dry, including the foot still in the water.
I wonder what you wear to a board meeting. “Reality: information.”
A second later Richard’s butler, aka the Reality Personified, appeared. “Yes, sir?”
“I need to go to a board meeting, but I don’t know what to wear.”
The old man’s glasses perched near the end of his nose as he held his hands behind him and shifted his weight. “Shall I attire you accordingly?”
“Yes,” I said. “Please.”
A moment later, I wore a blue silk suit, its fabric so soft it almost felt like liquid.
“Are you sure this is right?” I adjusted the white tie on the white shirt.
“Quite sure.” The butler’s hair halo surrounded two thirds of his head. “Will there be anything else, sir?”
I buttoned the coat’s single button. “Not right now.”
“Thank you, sir,” the butler said, and disappeared with a shimmer.
I turned to the cat. “What do you think? Too much?”
Onyx raised her head, halfway opened her sleepy eyes, gave a squeaking meow, and, more interested in her kitty dreams than my suit, laid her head back down. It must be good to be a cat.
“See you later.” 
She replied with a small snore. 
It was hard to put Wiz out of my mind, but I had made an arrangement with St. Laurent and a deal’s a deal. Besides, I already had the most powerful person in the world trying to hunt me down. It wouldn’t be a good idea to make the second most powerful person hate me, too.
Taking a deep breath and straightening my suit one last time, I said, “Reality: boardroom.”
A heartbeat later, I stood in the place that started it all. 


Thirteen
There’s the Rub

Back in Zunk’s boardroom, still floating in space amidst the glory of the cosmos, everything was identical to my first trip. No walls, but a wooden ceiling hovered high above a long conference table. The chandelier gave off even light, although each individual flame flickered. 
Like the room, the people were the same as my last trip. They still sat in black leather chairs around the long table like they hadn’t moved at all since my previous visit. One thing was different, though. It was easy to call up Zunk’s memories this time.
That’s Frank Thomas, Chief Operating Officer, and Aimee Young Kim, Chief Information Officer, I thought. I went around the room and listed their names and positions in my mind. 
Of course, I didn’t have to dredge through Zunk’s mind to get the name of the figure seated to my right, having already seen him too many times. I gave Ice a brief nod and looked away. Focusing, I searched inside for the subject of the meeting and found: Progress on the Downsizing. 
Everyone looked at me, waiting, so I figured I had better say something. Ice had already choked me in this room once before and I didn’t want to give him any clue someone had hijacked Zunk again. A nauseous bubble churned inside me when that thought crossed my mind, like it was trying to burst up and out. 
I shifted in my chair. “Whose meeting is this? Frank, are you running it?” I asked, relieved Zunk’s mind provided the right business-speak.
“Yes, thank you, Aleks,” he said and straightened. “If you’ll all turn to the first page of your dossier, we can begin by analyzing the initial returns now that the downsizing has begun.” His dark face beamed under fluorescent yellow hair. “I’m happy to report things are going even better than projected.”
A violin shrieked, and I snapped upright. Holding my head still, I moved my eyes to see if anyone else had heard the noise. It was so loud I couldn’t believe they hadn’t heard it, too, but they just kept looking at their papers with their cats-ate-the-canary grins.
“That’s great, Frank.” I tried to put the violin out of my mind and opened the folder sitting on the desk.
Ice looked around the room. Protecting Zunk was fine with me as long as the body he guarded was in my skin.
Frank droned on and on about the downsizing. Data. Boring stuff. I tried to fake interest and understanding by sometimes nodding my head and gave an occasional approving grunt. 
And then, I heard the music again, and my eyes flared. It started slow and low but grew faster and louder until I knew everyone else must have been able to hear it, too. I wanted to scream, “Can’t you hear that?” but judging by their faces, it was just me. They kept reading their facts and figures and flipped pages back and forth. 
I figured I should ask a CEO-type question again, but when I opened my mouth, the thing inside me which was Zunk rushed out. “Ice!” he screamed at the same time a violin screeched. “He’s not me, Ice. He’s not me!”
I looked around to see if anyone else had heard the voice or the music, but it was still just in my head, at least for the moment. Taking a deep breath, I balled a fist and swallowed hard, forcing Zunk back down into my gut.
Ice touched my sleeve. “Are you alright?”
“Fine.” I hoped my face was a grin instead of a grimace. “Go on, Frank.”
“That’s all I have. To summarize, the bottom line is looking up.” The suits around the table reflected his smile. “Now, I’d like to turn the meeting over to Tony for an update on how the public perceives the downsizing.”
The words grew far away as it took an increasing amount of my attention to keep Zunk at bay. The music, his music, kept growing, stark strikes on piano keys reflecting his angry mood. Then Tony spoke, and what he said tore my focus from Zunk. My jaw dropped.
Did he just say—?
“Help,” came out of my mouth in a yelp, and a hard strike of piano keys underscored my concern. 
This time everybody else had heard, too. Tony, the head of Marketing, stopped talking and everyone turned to look at me.
“Help,” I said again, shoving Zunk back down and quieting the music. “Help me understand what the public thinks about the downsizing.” I tried hard to look calm.
Tony nodded and repeated what he had said, but in more detail. My heart dropped. He had said what I thought he had. And, to make things worse, Ice had started staring at me.
“Excellent.” I tried to smile, but it felt limp. The random piano tinkles in my brain were so loud the music must have, had to have, escaped my head, and my eye twitched in time with the beat. “Go on.” 
Tony shuffled his papers and started speaking again. Ice’s eyes bored into me so hard I could feel the heat behind his sunglasses. The music grew louder and louder, faster and faster, angrier and angrier.
They have to hear it, I thought, and turned to face Ice head on. Setting my jaw, I asked, “What do you think you’re looking at?”
Ice didn’t flinch, but I did. My eye twitched again, and then my head jerked to one side. The muscles in my borrowed neck tightened.
Help me, Ice, Zunk screamed inside me. Get this bastard out of my body! His screams grew so loud it was impossible to tell if they came out of my mouth or just echoed inside my brain.
Ulrike, the Chief Technology Officer, opened her mouth once, and searched with her eyes before asking, “Does anyone else hear music?”
Tony leaned forward. “I thought it was just me.”
I tried to get Zunk to shut up, tried to silence his music, tried to keep my shoulders from shaking, tried to get words to come out of my borrowed mouth, but I could do nothing, say nothing, hear nothing. Zunk’s cries and the shrieking music turned into an endless screech threatening to drive me from his head.
Tony’s mouth moved; I couldn’t hear him, but I read his lips. “Are you alright?” 
The head of Human Resources, Aigi, half stood up in her chair. “Where is that music coming from?”
Ice grabbed my arm, hard. The other suits at the table backed away and the sense of déjà vu grew worse.
Shut up! I yelled at Zunk in my mind.
Help me, Ice, he yelled back. 
“Shut the hell up!” I screamed and lurched upright.
This time the yell came out of my mouth, and everybody had heard it. The suits gathered their papers. The next words I spoke were not mine. 
“Ignore the man at the head of the table.”
Either my mind sped up, or time slowed down, or both, and every detail burned into my brain. Ice’s big hand went toward my arm, and even though he moved in slow motion, I still couldn’t get out of the way in time. A pair of coffee cups tipped over as the executives jumped up. One spilled on top of the table, brown drops hitting the polished wood like little bombs. The second cup tumbled over the side and broke on the floor with a drawn out ke-rrrrraaaaccck. Coffee spread everywhere, but too slowly to be considered a splash. 
The music was now but a single strike on a piano. Each time, the angry strike got a little longer and a little more drawn out.
One by one, Ice’s fingers wrapped around my wrist, and he wrenched my arm towards him. He pulled out the Neural Disruptor from under his coat with his other hand, his pitch-black eyes staring at me over his sunglasses. I didn’t want to, but I remembered Wiz telling me how a Neural Disruptor was the one thing that could really kill in the Reality. 
The piano key struck.
Ice swung his weapon at me. 
This isn’t happening, I thought.
The piano key struck again, and this time it took several seconds for the note to fade away. 
“This isn’t happening!” I yelled, and an eye blink later, I was right.
Time stopped, or at least it ceased to have meaning. Everyone else in the room froze in place. Ice’s coat flapped behind him, unmoving, yet in apparent motion. Some people had one foot off the ground, some had papers falling from their hands like frozen pulpy waterfalls, and some were in impossible positions to maintain if time had existed. Even Zunk had stopped inside me, and for the sweet love of God, the music had stopped, too.
It took me two tries to pull away from Ice; time or no time, he was unbelievably strong. Making sure I didn’t get in front of the Neural Disruptor in case time unexpectedly came back, I waved my hands in front of Ice’s face. He didn’t move, but his eyes kept staring over his sunglasses. I had to tug hard to get the weapon away from Ice and I laid it on the table when it came loose. Ice’s big hand still stuck out like he was holding it. 
I rubbed my wrist and looked out into the universe. A shooting comet awaited my okay, stuck in space like it was begging me to move again, but permission wasn’t granted, at least not yet.
But before I could get too happy about escaping certain death, my eyes went back to the papers on the desk. I picked up the folder and read the words again. The scariest thing I had ever seen were just words on paper, and my brain tried hard to not believe the words, tried to believe they didn’t exist. But then I remembered why I was there. 
I’ve got to find Wiz first, I thought. 
The folder hung in mid-air when I let it go. I knocked it down to the desk, and the folder stopped where it hit. Leaning on the end of the desk, I closed my eyes and looked into Zunk to find my friend. Even though time had stopped, and Zunk had quieted, I could still feel him resisting me. 
I ground my teeth and screwed my eyes closed. “Tell me where he is, you bastard.” 
It was like trying to remember a dream dancing just out of reach, and if I looked at it head on, it faded away. So, I thought about the downsizing instead, and seconds later, Wiz’s face focused in my mind’s eye. If I didn’t know where he was, at least I knew he was still alive.
I took a deep breath. “Show me where he is.”
But there was no more. Letting my breath out, I fell into the chair and my fingers drummed the desk.
“Where is he?” I asked aloud and wondered if ‘where’ was the right question.
In the room removed from time where everything stood still, something moving caught my eye. At the far end of the table, flying between the scattering papers suspended in the air and the backwards-stumbling suits, something small and colorful fluttered. It landed on top of a gravity-defying coffee cup hanging off the side of the table.
 “Wiz?” I asked, and the butterfly flapped its wings.
The wings beat several more times before I stood, and then the butterfly took off and spiraled towards the ceiling as I walked past the long table. Walking through the paralyzed suits, I brushed against Ulrike, and she fell over onto her side with a thud. She hit the floor hard, but she still kept the same position as she had when she was standing up, with one leg behind the other one, frozen but still trying to run away. 
I looked back up to watch the butterfly flit this way and that while it moved towards the edge of the room. There was a small flash of light as the butterfly entered space, and then another flash as it disappeared. Without hesitation, I jumped into the universe, chasing it. A flash later, the whiteness became complete around me again. But the butterfly remained, and I followed it.
“Wiz?” I called into the nothing. 
No answer. 
I’m not sure how long I followed the butterfly, but eventually something else took shape in the blankness.
“Wiz?” I took a few more steps, growing more hopeful—and trepidatious—with each one.
The butterfly landed on his cheek and flapped its wings once. Wiz didn’t move as I kneeled by my only friend. Well, my only friend before Gen, and Jack and Jill too, even if I wasn’t sure if they counted as one friend or two.
I cupped his head in my hand, and the butterfly flew away. “Wiz, can you hear me?”
With his face bloody and bruised, he lay there, unmoving and cold. 
“Are you gone?” My voice cracked, and a tear fell from my eye to land on his cheek. 
His eyes fluttered open, and he smiled when he saw me. It was the weakest smile ever, but it was still a smile.
“I thought I lost you,” I said.
Coughing, he cleared his throat. “You should be so fortuitous.”
My tears grew as I helped him sit. He lurched forward, hacking, and I softly laid my hand on his thin back. As his wheezing cleared, I knew he was taking in nothing but sweet, pure air.
He looked at me with wide eyes. “How are you doing that?” 
“I don’t know. All I know is I don’t want you to hurt anymore.”
When he smiled again, I willed his teeth to grow back, and the dark purple bruises on his face also faded away.
He rubbed his healed cheek. “Mon Dieu, you must teach me this technique.”
“I would if I knew what I was doing,” I said. “Can you stand?”
He rested for another second before saying, “If you assist me.”
I held one of his arms while Wiz took a baby step, and I walked beside him, holding him up. With each step, he grew a little stronger, walked a little farther, and leaned on me a little less. 
A vertical green-gray line appeared in the nothing in front of us, and Wiz stared at it in amazement. Still holding his arm, I closed my eyes and focused on the line. I could still see it with my eyes shut, and it widened as I concentrated. Sunlight even brighter than the whiteness spilled in through the resultant gap.
Music came through the widening crack, but this time it wasn’t Zunk’s mood music. Instead, it was the sound of a barrel organ playing. The crack grew into a doorway and a bewildered Wiz looked out at the city past the nothing. 
“What is this place?” he asked.
“Neo-Paris. I have friends here,” I said, and we entered the city with another step.
The redheaded woman started a new song on her barrel organ, her bony arms grinding the crank. The smell of freshly baked bread drifted from an open window.
“I’m famished,” he said.
Despite everything, I laughed. “Then I brought you to the right place.”
When I stepped up onto the curb to help Wiz up, I heard a friendly voice.
“Did you call us?”
I didn’t know I had, but somehow, I did. There stood Jack and Jill, half-mouths smiling together.
“This is who I was searching for,” I said. “Wiz, this is Jack. Jack, Wiz.”
Jack stuck out his right hand and Wiz held back for a second before he shook it.
“Nice to meet you,” Jack said.
Wiz cleared his throat. “Likewise.”
“And this beautiful young lady is Jill.”
Her half face blushed. She held onto the hem of her skirt and curtsied. “Charmed, I’m sure.” 
“The pleasure is all mine.” Wiz grabbed my sleeve and moved close to my ear. “Do they realize they are bilaterally bifurcated?” 
“If you mean—” Jack started.
“—we know if we’re split down the middle—” Jill added.
“—the answer is yes.” 
I ushered Wiz towards them. “They’ll take care of you.” I reached down to tweak Jack and Jill’s nose, and added, “They sure take loving care of me.”
Jill blushed again, and Jack giggled.
“Aren’t you coming with us?” Wiz asked. 
I shook my head. “Not right now.”
He tugged at my sleeve. “But we need to get out of here. Even I grow weary of the artificial at this juncture.”
“A deal’s a deal,” I said. 
“We’ll catch up with him later,” Jill said and took Wiz’s hand. “We always do.”
Jack waved. “Bye.”
I smiled, tight-lipped. “See you soon.” 
Stepping into the whiteness I summoned, I was back in the boardroom. Everyone and everything were as I had left them, people and objects locked in time.
Returning to Zunk’s place at the head of the table, I picked up the folder and reread the papers. Like everything else in the room, the damning words hadn’t changed. Taking a page out of the folder, I folded it and put it in my pocket. 
“You won’t get away with this,” I said. My voice was hoarse, and my head spun. 
It was all I could do to not erase the frozen suits with a thought. I bet they were all living better lives than any of the greatest kings ever, but somehow it wasn’t enough. Somehow, it’s never enough. 
“Someone needs to know about this.” 
Closing my eyes, I told time to start again, and the world started back up in a finger snap. The suits started shuffling back towards the closed doors like they had never stopped. Ulrike flinched on the floor, looking confused and pantomiming running for a moment, and the coffee cup hanging off the edge of the table finally obeyed physics to hit the floor. For his part, Ice flexed his empty hand and found no Neural Disrupter. His blank black eyes widened, and I knew he understood.
“Change of plans,” I said. 
Ice’s mouth opened, but before he could say anything, a dozen BEA agents wearing powered armor flashed into existence in the room. They leveled heavy weapons and forced the suits to the floor with an “Everybody down!” Papers and folders flew in the officious chaos.
“Who let them in?” Ice demanded.
“I did,” I said.
The agent in front aimed his gun at Ice’s thick chest, but the face on his golden faceplate was mine. 
“Aleksandr Zunk, you are hereby charged with the murder of Richard 1521437.”
Ice took a step with his hands curled into great balls. He was between me and the agents, so I couldn’t see anything but his broad back. 
I heard, “No one is above the law, not even you.”
Ice snatched the Neural Disruptor from the table in a move so fast it was almost invisible. The agents aimed at the giant, but there was little doubt who would fire first. As a red and blue flash backlit Ice’s body, I hoped I had stopped time again in time. 
The Neural Disruptor’s tips glowed, one cherry red, the other deep blue. Twin power pulses about half a meter long extended beyond the barrels, aiming at the agent in front. Intense but frozen sparks arced between the barrels. I could feel the power on my cheeks, hot and cold at the same time. 
I pushed Ice’s wrist with two fingers to point his weapon barrels to the side, but the power pulses broke off and hung in mid-air, still aiming at the agent. As I couldn’t move the power pulses, I would have to move him. The BEA agent was heavier than I had expected, but with a grunt, I slid him to safety.
Two more agents stood behind the first one, so I went back behind the power pulses to line them up, closing one eye and squinting. The agents seemed out of the weapon’s way, but I couldn’t be positive, so I figured I had better move them. I struggled with the next one but managed to pull him to safety. When I went to the third agent, either he was heavier than the other two, or I was too tired, so I just pushed him over as I couldn’t get him to budge. The agent fell with a heavy thump.
I looked at the Neural Disruptor, and with a thought, Ice’s hand held nothing. Telling time to start back up, the red and blue bolts shot harmlessly into space, and the agents I had moved shuddered before getting their bearings again. Startled, they shifted their aim back onto Ice. The agent on the floor climbed to his feet while the suits looked on, stunned. 
Ice growled and exposed his unbroken white teeth when he found his hand empty, but there was nothing he could do as I already stood beside an agent with my wrists in shackles. 
“I’ll go quietly.”


Fourteen
Quietus

A table.
Hard.
The figure with no face pushed me down a long hallway, the walls and ceiling as featureless as the figure. My neck wouldn’t move, which forced me to stare at the ceiling. Bright lights came down every so often, backlighting the faceless figure’s head, which made them look more like an angel than anything else. As I regained consciousness, I realized there was another figure with the first figure. The second figure carried a clipboard and wore a white jumpsuit. The second figure turned their blank eyes on me, and I saw they didn’t have a face either. Just the split where their mouth should be and twin black circles too round to be natural eyes. 
The slit moved in the second figure’s face. Something sounding like “Richard 1521437” came out of it, but they slurred the five and four.
“Richard 1521437, it is,” the first figure said, also slurring the four and the five. 
The gurney turned to the left, and double doors bounced open. Seconds later, we went through another set of doors and the world opened around me. If there were walls and ceiling, they were farther away than my blurry eyes could see. 
The room’s bright light tore at my eyelids, and I wished I could raise my hand to shield my eyes, but I couldn’t. Lifting my head back up, I forced my eyes to open to a squint and saw thousands of tubes in the room which looked like pure light. I tried to get a better look at them, but my eye-film stayed put. 
The first figure pushed me deeper into the room and we entered the forest of glowing tubes. Once I got closer to them, I could see dark shapes in the tubes, something solid in the glow. The shapes blurred as we moved past.
We came to a stop and the first figure with no face spoke. “Richard 1521437,” they said. “Again.”
Hands pulled away my coarse blanket and freezing air hit me. Grabbing me by the shoulders, they pushed me up into a sitting position, where I threatened to fall over. It took a long time, but with my chin touching my chest, my eyes adjusted as the glowing tube beside us moved. Dark shape and then bright light, dark shape, bright light, dark shape, bright light, passed as the tube went into the floor.
“Why are they always at the top?” the first figure asked.
“You have nothing else to do,” the second figure said.
I tried to ask a question, but “Where” was all I could force out. The faceless figures didn’t answer. 
When the tube stopped, I saw more movement out of the corner of my eye, the first figure carrying a shape away. They hoisted me up and something reflective neared my head. Blinking my eyes to clear them, I saw the second figure grew closer with something which looked like a chrome headpiece, the light blaring off it to reflect into my tender eyes. 
Since it was half-round, the helmet produced a strange reflection of the room with everything stretched out and curved. The glowing tubes turned into curving white lines in the reflection. Faceless faces stared back at me from the headpiece, and I tried to get away from them, tried to pull away from the figures, tried to turn my head so they could not put the chrome hat on me, but nothing moved. I sat there, limp, and powerless.
Staring at the headpiece, I saw a blurry face without features come closer to me. Closer, closer, and closer still. When I blinked my eyes, they would clear for half a second, but the film again occluded my vision each time they closed. 
With tears rolling down my slack cheeks, the face reflected on the headpiece came into focus. I would have screamed if I could. The closer it got to me, the more I wanted to get away from that formless fleshy circle, but it was impossible. 
The faceless face was mine. 

*****

I opened my eyes with a start and sucked in a deep breath.
My surroundings came into focus, so I leaned my head back against the cold concrete wall and looked around. The cell bars were a mere two meters away from where I sat on a painfully thin mattress. My cell had two walls made up of thick iron bars and two made of concrete blocks, all covered in chipped yellow paint. No doors broke the monotony of the walls, so anyone who woke up inside one of these cells could expect to be there for a long time.
Another cell sat across from me on the far side of a wide hall. Another two dozen cells spread across the room, but it was so dark some of them were hard to make out. A single light bulb behind a metal grill glowed dimly down on me. If I squinted, I could make out the concrete wall at the far end, but just barely. The rest of the cells sat empty in the expansive room.
There weren’t any other prisoners because I was, which is to say, Aleksandr Zunk was, so important. Leaning my head back and closing my eyes, I thought about all the craziness I’d seen when the BEA agents took me in. It’s not every day God gets arrested, and for murder, no less. The brilliant camera lights and flash bulbs had blinded me when they took me in with my hands handcuffed behind my back. 
With my eyes closed, I tried to see if I could find Zunk inside me. I could feel him there, just out of reach, but he didn’t want to be found. It was just as well, as the thought of being locked up forever was bad enough without Zunk cackling in my head. 
I sat up with a bolt. The Reality Pill, I thought, and remembered what the woman in the bar had told me. The one who had been willing to do anything to get one. 
“It lets you be anything you want to be, at least for a little while.”
“Any side effects?” I had asked her.
I remembered she laughed a sad laugh. “Only you see the world as it really is when you’re done.”
What the hell—it couldn’t be any worse than here, but I heard a noise before I could pull the Reality Pill out of my pocket. I only saw bars, walls, and cots in the dark room, but then I heard the sound a second time, from under my cot, and I recognized it.
“Onyx.”
Looking down, I saw the black cat stick her paws out between my feet in a stretch. When her head caught up with her paws, I scratched her between her ears, and she rubbed her cheeks on my legs before I picked her up.
“What are you doing here, girl?” 
Onyx answered with a contented squeak.
Despite my predicament, I smiled. “I’m glad to see you, too.”
Onyx jumped down from my lap and walked to a corner of my cell. She sniffed, sniffed again, twirled, raised her tail, and pissed. A dark yellow stream rolled down the concrete block.
“Thanks a lot,” I said with a frown.
Then she went to the next corner and marked her territory before sniffing her work and marking it again. She pissed in a third corner before going between my legs to disappear under my cot. I couldn’t see her, but I was sure she was marking the last corner of my cell. Coming back out between my legs, she looked up at me, satisfied. 
“Good kitty,” I said, “I guess.”
I scooped her onto my lap. She purred and hid her head in my side, and as I petted her, her purring was so soothing it made me close my eyes again. My petting got slower as I slipped away. I didn’t know how long I was out before I heard another noise. 
Row, row, row…
I focused as the noise grew more distinct and sounded like a song. 
…your boat, gently down the stream. Merrily, merrily, merrily, merrily, life is but a dream.
Onyx growled, and my eyes popped open to search the shadows, but didn’t see anyone.
“Hello?” I called into the dark.
The small black cat growled louder and stood on my lap with the hair on her back raised up on end. 
“Is someone there?” 
I stood while Onyx gave a hiss and slunk back under the cot. 
“Who’s there?” I called, louder.
Upon seeing something move at the back of the cellblock, I narrowed my eyes and saw a figure which was shadowy before it moved into the light. I had seen him before. The blind monk’s eyes remained wired shut as they stared at me from under his hood. I backed up with a stumble and fell onto the cot.
“Who,” I started, and licked my dry lips. “Who are you?”
“No one who matters.” The mouth under the sunken eye sockets smiled, and I saw the first decayed teeth I had seen inside the Reality. 
“Tell me who you are,” I said.
“Is that what you really want to know?” 
When I focused on the face under the hood, I found it peaceful, if dirty. He moved towards me, not in a walk, but in a glide, as the dirty edges of his white robe flowed smoothly and eerily behind him.
“What do you want from me?” I asked.
His serene smile somehow grew softer. “What do you want from yourself?”
“You talk in riddles.”
“Do I?”
We stared at each other for a long time. At least, I stared at him, and it felt like his wired-shut eyes stared at me, too. I shifted back and forth to test him, and his head tilted so his sockets followed my movement. 
At length, he asked again, “What do you want?”
I looked down. “I don’t know.” 
“What do you want?”
I looked up. “I don’t know,” I said, louder.
The monk’s face didn’t change. “What,” he asked, “do you want?”
Gen’s face came into my mind, and I said, “I want what I can never have.”
“And what is that?”
“What do you mean?” I asked, getting mad. “I don’t know. Everything. Nothing.”
With that, he turned back into the darkness. 
“Who are you?” I called after him.
“Row, row, row your boat,” the man sang in a tenor. “Gently down the stream.”
I grabbed the bars of my cell. “Wait!”
He stopped. “What do you want?” he whispered.
A question came up from my gut and out of my mouth without me thinking about it. “Who am I?” 
Shadows hid his face as the man turned. “The truth?”
I wedged my face between the bars. “Yes.” I licked my lips. “Please.”
“The only way to truth,” the blind cleric said, “is through doubt,” and he glided back away and started singing again. 
“What do you mean?” I called, as he entered the dark. 
“This isn’t real, brother,” he said, and was lost in shadows.
I leaned hard against the bars and screamed, “Who am I?” When no one answered, I hung my head, and tears filled my eyes. “Who am I?” I whispered to myself. 
Screwing my eyes shut which forced my tears onto my cheeks, the blind cleric’s words swirled in my mind.
“Merrily, merrily, merrily—”
“This isn’t real—”
“Truth. Doubt.”
I cried aloud, “What do you mean?” 
His voice came back a last time in an echoing whisper: “Life is but a dream.”
My eyes popped open and words unbidden spilled over my lips. “I don’t believe.”
The metal bars ceased to be, and with their cold hardness gone, I fell forward. The floor rushed up at me, or me at it, and I passed right through it like it wasn’t there.

*****

Laying on a table, I had a second of gut-dropping dizziness before I felt a warm hand holding mine, and my heart calmed. Gen. I was back at Virtuosity. 
“Did you save your friend?” Gen asked.
I nodded. “Yes.”
She bit her lip. “So now?”
Still holding her hand, I sat up. “So now I need to talk to St. Laurent.”
“What about my job?” She helped me stand. “Am I safe?”
“Nobody is safe,” I said and started walking.

*****

Gen and I sat in Madeleine St. Laurent’s waiting room for what felt like hours. I tried to tell anyone who would listen I needed to talk to her, but all they returned were versions of “Ms. St. Laurent is indisposed with other business and I’m afraid you’ll have to wait.” So, in the meantime, I filled Gen in on what I had learned at the Perceptions board meeting. She called me a liar before she wrapped her head around the story.
“That would explain a lot,” she said. “Like why they’ve been spending even less time than usual with the lowest-level subscriber tiers.”
Gen and I sat on the bench for another half an hour before St. Laurent’s receptionist stuck his head out the door. “Mr. Zunk? Ms. St. Laurent will see you now.”
Gen grabbed my hand as I walked by, and I squeezed back for a second, but wasn’t focused on her as I had a tough time thinking about anything other than what I was about to tell the second most powerful person in the world. 
The receptionist ushered me into St. Laurent’s office and said, “She’s waiting on you, sir.”
“Thanks,” I think I said, but my head spun so much I’m not sure what came out.
Madeleine St. Laurent, tall and beautiful in an icy sort of way, stood up as I came in. “That was a neat little trick, getting Zunk arrested,” she said from the other side of her glass desk. I had forgotten how rapidly she spoke, and the first sentence almost got away from me before my brain adjusted to her speedy cadence. She waved to a chair in front of her desk, and I sat. Lighting a cigarette, she added, “But he’s already out.” 
“What?” I asked. “How?”
“The cell was a cooperative design between all major purveyors of Reality, just to make sure there were no backdoors, you understand, but you don’t get to be the most powerful man in the world without other resources.”
“I don’t,” I started and stopped. Her cigarette made me gag. “What do you mean?”
“He offered the magistrate a literal kingdom.” Smoke rings circled her high cheekbones. 
“But everyone saw me, I mean him, go to jail.” I stood. “Everybody knows why he was arrested. Doesn’t that matter?”
“Perceptions’ market share will dip, but Aleks will make a onetime offer and that will be that. The public’s memory is short.”
“An offer of what?”
She exhaled a long draw of smoke. “An upgrade in Reality.”
“Are you sure?”
“Probably.” She leaned her elbow on the desk and held the cigarette between two fingers. “I would. After that, the scandal will poof disappear.” She took a long drag on her cigarette and the end glowed cherry red. 
I paced back and forth with my mind racing. “But he killed someone.”
Madeleine gave a pointed stare. “You mean, you did.”
“I, he, yes, I killed Richard, but they think he did it.”
“Do you think it’s right someone else is punished for your sins?”
I jammed my hands into my pockets. “Zunk has plenty he needs to pay for.” I pulled out the wadded paper I had taken from the board meeting and tossed it across the desk. 
“What’s this?” she asked.
Shaking, I pointed a trembling finger. “Read it.”
Her long fingernails pulled the wrinkled paper open, and she flattened it on her desk before reading aloud.
“Whereas, Perceptions, Incorporated, seeks to provide the very best in reality—” She held the paper in one hand and waved her other hand in small circles. “Blah, blah, blah, and whereas,” she said, taking a breath, “Perceptions’ programmers, although vast in numbers, are still, by definition, a limited resource.” She looked up at me with her eyebrows raised.
“Keep reading.”
She held the paper in both hands, and her cigarette streamed pale smoke as it bobbed between her lips. “The majority of our clientele,” St. Laurent read, “those with limited reality experiences, take almost all of our coding resources.” 
Her voice slowed as her eyes moved back and forth across the page. I hoped I had misunderstood the plan, but I knew by the hollow aching in my stomach I had it right.
“Perceptions, Incorporated, resolves,” she said, reading aloud again, “to correct this imbalance by downsizing our lower and middle echelon clientele. Removing them from the database will free up valuable programming resources.” St. Laurent looked up with wide eyes before finishing. “Accordingly, two thirds of our current clientele will be excised. In return, the remaining third will receive a significant upgrade to their current life experiences.”
The smoke from her cigarette filled my nostrils, and the room spun.
“The net result will be a better life for our most select clients,” she read. I finished the last sentence with her since it had burned into my mind. “—and a significant increase in profits for the officers and stockholders of Perceptions, Inc.”
Madeleine St. Laurent’s cigarette dangled from her thin lips. “Amazing.”
“What happens,” I asked with a lump in my throat, “if they remove someone from the database?”
St. Laurent shrugged. “It would be as if they never were.”
“Dead?”
She nodded. “For all intents and purposes.”
“Well, you got what you wanted,” I said, “so we’re done.” I headed towards the office door.
“Wait.”
I stopped.
I heard her shake the paper behind me. “What about this?”
“That’s your problem,” I said, and pulled the door open. 

*****

Gen looked up from the bench when I closed the door to St. Laurent’s receptionist area. My troubled soul struggled to look back at her.
She leapt up. “Did you tell her?”
I sighed and nodded. 
“And now you’re leaving.”
I looked away and said, “Wiz and me, this just isn’t our world.” 
She walked behind me down the long hallway, and about halfway down, she took a couple of quick steps to catch up. 
“Wait.” Gen grabbed my hand.
I stopped but still couldn’t look at her.
“Tell me you don’t love me,” she said, her voice thick.
“I don’t,” I started, and stopped. “I don’t belong here.”
She walked around me, and I tried to look away, but she kept her face right in front of mine, so I closed my teary eyes.
“Look at me,” Gen said.
“I don’t—”
“Look at me,” she whispered.
I did and saw her face so close that I could taste how sweet her breath was, close enough to see her eyes glisten with tears, too.
“Tell me you don’t love me,” she repeated.
“I don’t,” I paused. “I don’t know what love is.”
“I do.” Her other hand found mine, and she held them both.
I could find nothing to say. 
“One night.” Gen stared into my eyes. “Give us one night. If you don’t want to stay with me tomorrow morning, then I’ll help you leave.” A single tear rolled down her cheek. “Deal?” 
I took a deep breath. “Ok.”
She leaned up, and I leaned down, and we kissed. I still couldn’t believe how soft her lips were. When we broke, I saw fire in her eyes.
“You better hold on tight, Mr. @, or whatever you call yourself, because you ain’t seen nothin’ yet.”
I laughed through my tears, and the world melted away.


Fifteen
Whether ‘tis Nobler in the Mind

A mist surrounded us, and a meadow replaced the fading Virtuosity hallways. Sunlight lit cherry trees as they sprouted, blossoms small and white. Petals drifted in the breeze, and their perfume tickled my nose. It was a waking dream.
Gen took my hand. “Is where you’re from better than here?”
Instead of answering aloud, I squeezed her hand back.
The birds sang to us as we walked between the trees, and furry animals poked their heads out of the bushes here and there and gave us the equivalent of a nod and a smile. The birds chirped in time as a gentle music grew. I brought my hand up to cover a smile.
Gen looked up at me. “What’s so funny?”
“Nothing,” I said, but kept smiling. 
She gave me a playful bump of her hips. “What?”
“It was a lot more threatening the last time I heard someone’s music.”
“I can stop it, if you’d like.”
“No, it’s beautiful.” 
She ran her fingers across my cheek. Our lips met, and it took a long time before we started walking again.
The land sloped down as we walked hand in hand without talking. Soon, I heard waves breaking on a shore, and I smelled salt on the warm breeze. A gull cried as the grass turned into sand and the sand into dunes. When the ocean came into view, I felt infinitesimal in the face of its vastness. The water near the beach shimmered green and became darker farther from the shoreline. Palm trees, their broad leaves rustling, leaned in the direction of the sea.
Gen rested her head on my shoulder as the sun dipped behind the waves. She turned towards me with half-lidded eyes. “Dance with me.” 
“I don’t know how.”
“Just follow the music.” 
She put her hands on my hips, and I followed her lead while the background music increased in volume. Unlike what I had heard inside Zunk’s head, this time the sound of the strings was sweet. The waves and the rustling palms joined the music. I wasn’t sure if I was accessing Zunk’s memory or if it came naturally when you were holding a beautiful woman, but soon Gen and I danced gracefully across the sand. 
As sand crept between my toes, I realized I wasn’t wearing shoes anymore, but I couldn’t remember taking them off. My clothes had changed, too, to white, and Gen wore a loose and light white dress. Our dancing feet reached the water and splashing foam tickled our ankles.
“You dance divinely,” Gen said with a put-on air.
“If you say so. I’m faking it.”
Her smile grew.
“I do that a lot,” I said.
“It works for you,” she said with love in her eyes. 
I held her closer as the sun set. Small flames sprouted on the beach, thousands of white candles springing from the sand, and one by one, they lit to bathe us in a gentle glow. Even though there were more candles than I could ever hope to count, we never stepped on any, as they were just never in our way as we danced. 
Gen grabbed me tight, and we kissed for a long time. She rubbed the tip of her nose on mine when we parted lips.
“Is there anyone like me waiting for you?” she asked.
“No,” I whispered.
 “Then stay.” She nibbled my earlobe.
Instead of answering, I tried to step on a candle. It left no mark in the sand when it moved out of the way, and it looked like it had always been there when it stopped. 
The flame jumped off the candle, and the rest followed, thousands of tiny embers twirling in the air. I realized voices accompanied the music, sweet and haunting and sounding like angels. The voices grew louder, and the flames flew on the breeze like fairies.
Gen led me to a dune, and as we sat between waving sea oats, I held her hand and looked out at the dark ocean. We listened to the waves crash while the individual candle flames gathered together in the air before falling to become a roaring bonfire. The night air grew cool, so I pulled Gen closer to me, covering our shoulders with a blanket which appeared behind us. The full moon rose into the starry sky.
She snuggled her head against my shoulder. “What’s going to happen to all those people?”
A wave hit the shore. “St. Laurent will help them.”
“I don’t know,” she said. “When Mr. Zunk wants something, he gets it.”
“All she has to do is let everyone know what he’s doing. Everyone will be so mad no one will be able to withstand it, not even Aleksandr Zunk.”
“Maybe,” she said, and another wave crashed on the beach. “But what if St. Laurent needs help?”
“Help from who?”
She looked up at me with big eyes before laying her head on my shoulder again. “Maybe you could take Zunk’s place for good,” Gen said, and pulled my face towards hers. “Then you could—”
“Could what?”
“You could run Perceptions like it should be run.”
Pulling away from her, I stood as the wind grew stronger and whipped at my hair. I brushed the sand off my pants and took a step towards the churning water. 
“You could make sure everyone gets a fair share,” Gen said.
“But I don’t want to run Perceptions.”
Bigger waves hit the rocks. “Then millions of people will die.”
“Not my problem,” I said, almost to myself.
“What?”
“That’s not my problem,” I said, louder, and a blast of wind hit my back.
Gen jumped up. “Then whose problem is it?”
“I don’t know, okay?” The wind tore at my shirt. The waves thundered. “I don’t even belong here.” 
“Millions of people.”
“I don’t know any of them!” Clouds rolled in to eclipse the moon and stars. 
She grabbed my arm. “What if it were me?”
“You’re not in danger.” I had to lean into the growing wind to remain standing.
She stepped in front of me, and her eyes met mine. “But what if I was?”
“Then it would be different.”
“All of those people who are being downsized have people which love them just as much as you—” She stopped short.
“Just as much as I what?” I asked, and the wind stilled.
Her eyes filled with tears. “Just as much as you love me.”
“I told you,” I said while looking out at the calming ocean, “I don’t know what love is.”
“Then let me show you,” she said, and taking my hand, led me back to the blanket. 

*****

I awakened with the rising sun. Gen laid beside me on the sand, wrapped up in the blanket and my arms. Blinking the sleep away, I watched seabirds skim the waves, and marveled at how they could keep centimeters away from the water without touching it. Gen stirred for a moment as I stood but stayed asleep. I put on my shirt but didn’t button it, as I enjoyed the warm breeze on my chest. Last night’s fire had become nothing but ashes.
Walking to where the waves met the sand, the water tickled my ankles. Looking back to confirm Gen was still asleep, I walked into the dunes and sat to watch the rising sun. The sun climbing into the sky changed from red to orange to yellow. I tasted salt in the air and listened to the beach while picking up a broken sea oat, twirling it, and sticking the stalk end into my mouth. I tried hard, but my mind couldn’t quite wrap around how vast the ocean was. 
I’ve never seen the ocean before, I thought, before realizing I still hadn’t.
Dropping the sea oat, I went back to Gen. When she raised her head, she didn’t speak, but I could see the hope in her eyes.
I couldn’t look at her directly. “I have to go.” 
She stood and brushed the sand off her hands. Her mouth opened like she wanted to say something but thought better of it and didn’t.
“I’m sorry,” I said.
She looked sad, but only nodded. A second later, the beach disappeared.
I looked around. “Where are we?”
“My place,” Gen said softly, and walked down the stairs which split the middle of the expansive room.
She must have had more money than Richard did, or she was more important, because her house was incredible. Open inside, her house had no walls, but several wide levels traversed the space, stacked to form open rooms. Stairs connected the levels together right down the middle. Shaped like half an A-frame, glass covered the front of her house to form the walls and roof, going up for about five meters and slanting in over our heads. 
The view of mountains surrounding the house was incredible. One mountain, dusted with snow and leaning to the right at the top, dominated the others. 
Gen pointed and said, “That’s the Matterhorn.”
A small river meandered towards us, winding down through the valley until it turned into a waterfall right in front of her house. The roaring water churned up mist as the wide stream of rushing water disappeared under her home. The rolling water made the house thrum. 
“It goes right under your house,” I said to Gen, as if she didn’t know.
Gen spoke with her back to me. “I’m sure you have lots of more interesting things where you come from.”
Starting to understand how much I hurt her, but not knowing what to say, I kept looking around her house. Paintings hung on the walls and other artwork stood on pedestals, but the rest of the place stood bare.
“Where’s your furniture?” I asked.
“Why, do you want to sit down?” Gen snapped.
I shook my head.
“Then why have chairs cluttering up the place if you’re not using them?” she asked.
What she said made sense, but just reinforced the falseness of the Reality.
“We should get Wiz,” I said, and tried to touch her shoulder, but I let my hand drop when she pulled away. “Do we have to go to him, or can you bring him here?”
Then I heard a boy behind me. “Wow—”
“—what a view,” a girl’s voice finished. 
I turned to find Wiz standing behind the twins, looking healthier than ever. My normally squeamishly gaunt friend even seemed to have a bit of a pot belly. Giving him a tight smile, I stooped to hug Jack and Jill.
“We took good care of him,” Jack said.
“I knew you would,” I answered.
The sky outside grew darker as Wiz took a step towards me, and I let go of Jack and Jill to hug him.
“Multitudinous thanks for your rescue,” he said into my ear.
“You would’ve done the same for me,” I whispered back. 
Thunder rumbled in the distance.
“Most assuredly,” Wiz said.
Gen cleared her throat. “Are you ready?”
“Ready?” Jack asked.
Jill asked, “Ready for what?”
Gen looked out her window-wall at the gathering storm. “@ and Wiz are going home now.”
Thick raindrops struck the glass. 
“What?” Jill cried.
“No!” Jack said. 
The two of them pressed their head into my hip and wrapped their arms around me.
I put my hand on their head and said, “I have to.”
 “You could stay here—” Jack said.
“—with Gen—”
“—and we could visit you—” 
“—all the time,” Jill finished.
Jack looked up. Tears streamed down their face. “Can he live with you?” he asked Gen. “Please let him stay.”
Gen put her hands on her knees to get closer to the singular twins. “He doesn’t want to.”
Thunder rumbled closer, and the house shook. 
“Why?” both Jack and Jill asked at once.
“I don’t belong here,” was all I could say, my voice cracking.
Lightning flashed closer.
“Don’t go,” Jack cried, and they buried their face back in my hip, their little hands digging.
Gen put a hand on Jill’s shoulder. “We can’t make him stay if he doesn’t want to. We can only say goodbye and,” she looked up at me, “let him get back to his wonderful world.”
“Don’t be like that, Gen,” I said.
Her eyes flashed with the lightning. “I’m sorry, but you’ll just have to forgive me,” she said, her voice getting louder, “if someone I love, and I think loves me, is going to just leave for no good reason.”
I grasped her shoulders. “I have to.”
“Why?” Thick hot tears filled her eyes.
Letting go, I looked out the window-wall to see the sky had gotten black and clouds shrouded the Matterhorn. 
“This isn’t real,” I said.
Gen took my hand in hers. “This is real,” she said, and held my hand over her heart. 
She hugged me, and Jack and Jill wrapped their small arms around both of us.
“Please stay,” Jill said, with tears running down her chubby cheek.
“Please stay,” Gen said in my ear.
Taking deep breaths, I looked up at Wiz. We could talk without exchanging words, so looking at each other, we knew, like we had a thousand times before. 
“You’re staying,” he said.
“Will you stay too?” I asked.
“After experiencing all the excruciating pain the universe has to offer at the hands of your corporate doppelgänger? In a word, no.”
Letting go of Gen and Jack and Jill, I gathered Wiz into a hug. “Will you visit?”
“Mayhap one day, once you have displaced Zunk and assumed your rightful position as ruler of the digital universe.” 
I wiped my eyes with the back of my hand. “It’s a deal.”
“Au revoir, mon ami.”
“Au revoir, Wiz. I’ll miss you.”
He took a step back and said to Gen, “Now, milady, if you would be so kind to return me to my original realm where the suffering, although significant, is measurably less intense.”
Gen looked to me. I nodded, and her fingers tapped her hips.
Wiz raised his index finger and the thunder rumbled. “Never forget the great Wiz was once amongst you!”
I pulled Jack and Jill closer to me. “We won’t.”
Wiz spread his arms. “Veni, vidi, vici,” he said. “Well, almost.”
The house shuddered, and I jerked my head up. “Listen.”
Gen stopped tapping her thighs to say, “It’s just the storm.”
“I don’t hear anything,” Jack said.
“I do,” Jill said.
The gathering thunderstorm ate the surrounding mountains.
“Whatever do you hear?” Wiz asked.
I tried to swallow but couldn’t. “Music.”
It grew louder, dark and frightening, until it could no longer be denied. 
Gen held her hand in front of her mouth. “It sounds like—”
Biting my lip, I said, “Zunk.”


Sixteen
The Heartache and the Thousand Natural Shocks

“I am quite ready to go now,” Wiz said above the thunder.
The house shook again, harder, and a statue toppled to break into a million pieces. The floor vibrated, pedestals sliding across the floor, and paintings fell off the wall, as the drums’ reverberation increased.
Jill screamed and Jack asked, “What is that?”
Something big and black and churning came down from the gloomy clouds, and when it got close enough, I saw it wasn’t one thing but thousands of smaller things. Chanting demons joined the drumbeat.
“Crows,” I said.
“Storm crows,” Gen said.
“In case I didn’t make myself completely clear, I am quite ready to leave the Reality now, thank you very much,” Wiz said, as he backed up the stairs to distance himself from the window-wall.
Gen’s fingers started tapping again, only faster.
“Are you sending him home?” I asked.
“No.” She nodded towards the black ball of beaks, claws, and feathers. “I’m trying to keep them out.” 
Crazy as it was, I had done it once before, so I set my jaw, looked at the crows, and willed time to stop. But this time, if time heard me, it didn’t care. Wiz kept whining, Jill kept crying, and the crows kept coming. 
“Stop.” I stretched my hand towards them. “Crows, stop!”
But instead of stopping, the unholy chanting only grew louder. Lightning flashed as raindrops, thick, heavy, viscous, and angry, hit the glass. I no longer had whatever power I had before, or thought I had.
“Run,” I yelled at Jack and Jill, and yanked them away from the glass.
The music swelled as the first crow hit high on the window-wall. The glass held but shook before a second and third crow hit, and rain dripped from the window-wall onto my face. Jack and Jill hurried up the stairs to join Wiz, who had already backed up another level inside Gen’s home.
“Help me stop them,” Gen called.
“I can’t.”
“What?” she barked, sharp.
“Whatever I could do before, I can’t do now.”
The crows kept coming.
“Wiz,” Gen cried, “you’re going to have to help me.”
 “I don’t know how, mademoiselle.”
“You knew how to control those butterflies.”
Wiz nodded, closed his eyes, and waved his hands. I ran after the twins and hugged them, putting my back to the window-wall to protect them.
“They’re here,” Gen yelled, and the building shook.
Black bodies crumpled, and the glass echoed with hundreds of dull thumps. Screaming caws joined the chanting voices, but the glass held, so I figured Gen and Wiz must have strengthened it for the moment.
The storm crows’ black bodies kept hitting glass, faster and faster, until it seemed every crow in the world was trying to break into the house. But after hours or minutes, the thumping slowed, the music and caws died away, and the last of the broken birds slid down the window-wall, falling into the stream to disappear under the house. 
I let go of the twins and stood, the sudden quiet loud. We all had our ears cocked, but all we heard was the rumble of the storm above and the river below.
“As I was saying,” Wiz said with a shaky voice, “I would very much like to bid this world adieu. Posthaste.”
Gen sighed. “It’s over.”
But then the house shook. At first, you could barely hear it, the sound of the water rushing under the floor drowning most of it out, but it kept growing until it could no longer be denied. The statues vibrated and shuffled across the floor, the metal ones hitting hard while the others shattered. What sounded like the world’s thickest rope being stretched past its breaking point reverberated through the house. 
Jack and Jill threw their arms out to their sides to keep from falling over. “What’s happening?” Jack yelled.
The drums and chanting began anew in answer, and the floor cracked. It started small at the top of Gen’s house and went down to the very bottom. As it widened, it split down the middle of the stairs, and the house shuddered back and forth as something tried to rip it in half. The crack grew wider and concrete flakes fell. Jill screamed. 
The unholy chanting shrieked and something black came into the house from below. At first, I thought it was the crows, but they were ants, spiders, and roaches, instead. Hundreds of thousands of bugs crawled up through the crack which kept getting wider. They turned the floor into a writhing black carpet that swallowed Jill’s foot and her scream doubled in volume. 
Jack brushed the ants and roaches off their legs, but they climbed on faster than he could get rid of them, and the removal of insects slowed as spiders wrapped webs around their appendages. Wiz stamped around, squashing ants, spiders, and roaches by the dozens, but there wasn’t any point. The insects just kept coming.
Thunder rumbled. The house shook. The crack in the floor widened. And then came the flies.
Big, black, and juicy, flies flew through the crack in thick sheets to fill the room. The buzz of their wings sang with the chanting voices. Their sticky feet made you feel dirty whenever they touched you, and they touched you everywhere: skin, ears, eyes, nose, mouth. It was impossible to get them out when they crawled into your mouth, so you either inhaled them or crunched them every time you tried to breathe or talk or cry.
The bug-carpet spread through the room to cover the floor, the art, and us. Spiders crawling up our bodies spun webs, so every move became a little harder, and ants bit us in hundreds of places. The roaches’ unclean feet and feelers tickled grotesquely. 
Gen’s fingers were a blur as she tapped, but the crack in the floor was now half a meter across at its wide point. Big chunks of the floor fell with a splash into the churning river below. 
“Help me,” Gen cried to Wiz.
“I am, but my assistance has proven inadequate.”
“Try harder!”
Wiz ripped his arms apart, tearing spider webs. “If the arachnids allow!”
They were so thick it was hard to see the lightning flashes through the flies. I felt a sharp sting on the back of my neck and when I swatted at it, my hand came back full of spider goo. 
“May I please go home now?” Wiz asked, swatting a similar spider on his cheek.
Gen didn’t answer.
The insects pulled away, and the air cleared a bit, so I thought Gen and Wiz had done something, but the ants and flies had just joined together rather than retreat. The churning mass of black wings and legs took on a new shape, becoming a massive and writhing version of Ice. 
“You bastard,” I screamed, but the bug-Ice said nothing. I tried to turn my head towards him, but my neck was stiff where the spider had bitten me.
The chanting voices and music grew louder and stronger. 
Made up of writhing, flying flies, bug-Ice’s head was about two meters across. His head and shoulders towered above the crack in the floor, and the flies, roaches, and spiders made up his long arms. 
Since I couldn’t stop the bugs with my brain, I tried to stop them with my hands, jumping into Ice’s body to crush flies and roaches. The bugs blinded me, and the hum of their wings was so loud I couldn’t hear myself yell, but I kept clawing at Ice’s huge shoulder. In my universe only comprising of insects, they cocooned me, the spiders and ants stinging my arms as broken roaches filled my hands. 
I cleared my face of insect slime long enough to see bug-Ice, his shoulders some six meters across, stick both hands into the crack in the floor. When his bug-muscles bunched, dust and concrete fell through the ragged hole and into the dark water churning below.
“Gen,” I yelled, “stop him!”
She tried to pull masses of spider webs off her hands, but the eight-legged creatures raced up and down her arms, tightening their webs and stinging her.
“I can’t!” she cried.
“Then hold on!” 
Bug-Ice’s arms wrenched, and the house cracked like an egg. Above me, the window-wall shattered in a waterfall of broken glass, so I raised my arms over my head, even though it was pointless. But before the glass could cut me to shreds, Wiz hit me from behind. Thrown out of the way, I slid on the floor and glass bit into my knees and shredded the palms of my hands, but when I heard my friend scream behind me, I couldn’t feel my pain. 
I rolled over to see Wiz buried under ragged debris at the edge of the broken floor, his blood dripping into the dark river. The insects picked him up like the world’s tiniest pallbearers and inched him towards the water. Dripping with my own blood, I jumped to my feet.
The house fell in great splashing chunks into the rapids, its middle dipping and the outer walls leaning inwards. The whole place was ready to collapse. Jack and Jill screamed as the floor slanted under them, and they fell hard. 
“@!” they cried together as insects and arachnids covered them.
Jack and Jill were on the far side of the crack and rolling towards the water. I didn’t know if Wiz was already dead but there was still a chance to rescue them. The floor fell under me, and while I made it to the other side, my legs were unmoving when I hit as the spiders wrapped their webs around my ankles. They stung my legs in dozens of places when I hit the floor.
The storm surged in with the window-wall gone. Lightning flashed and winds howled, the rain as hard as thrown rocks. The wind ripped the insects apart to dissipate bug-Ice, but the bugs themselves remained, climbing and biting and spinning their webs. 
Jill’s foot hit the water and, with my feet tied together and my legs getting numb, I grabbed Jack’s wrist. Jack and Jill’s hands gripped me back, frightened eyes begging as I held onto a marble statue with my other hand and tried to pull them up. Their feet kicked and icy water splashed. 
“Hold on!” I yelled.
Huge chunks of the house collapsed into the water, and as more floor fell away, the multi-legged pallbearers threw the unmoving Wiz in. The crawling spiders, ants, and roaches that had carried him spread out to form a black carpet on top of the water.
“Wiz!” I called, but answer came there none.
With glass crunching under her feet and pulling webs from her arms, Gen took a big breath and dove into the river through the blanket of bugs. 
“Don’t let go,” Jack and Jill cried, their eyes frantic.
With that, the floor buckled under us in three stomach-churning drops, and we pitched into the icy blackness.
The water was so cold I momentarily forgot how to breathe. Blind and gasping for breath, I went under many times as I tried to hold Jack and Jill’s head up. The biting ants and stinging spiders were waiting every time I surfaced to catch a breath. The chanting music cut in and out each time my head bobbed above the strong current and then went under again.
We were a long way downstream from Gen’s house before I could keep my head above water. The storm calmed, and thank whatever gods there are, the arachnids and insects thinned. My legs felt like weights, but I held Jack and Jill’s head up. 
The music faded away behind us when we rounded a bend, and I said a silent ‘thank you’ to whoever had been listening. Swatting the last of the bugs away, I looked downstream, but couldn’t see anyone else.
“Gen,” I yelled. 
No answer. 
“Wiz!”
Sheer rock walls towered on either side of us, and the falling rain left miniature craters on top of the water. I tried grabbing the slick stone, but there was no way my fingers numbed by cold and insects could hold on.
Jill brushed her wet hair from her eye. “What’s that noise?” she asked.
As the roar got louder, I hugged their body tighter. “Hold on!”
Swirling mist swallowed us and we rushed at the waterfall. Jack and Jill screamed, but I yelled even louder than they did as the river disappeared, and we sailed over the edge. At first, the falls looked to be tall from where we were, but we only fell about five meters, and didn’t hit any rocks. Still holding Jack and Jill’s squirming body, we broke the surface seconds later, and once we got past the waterfall, the river grew wider and the current slowed.
“Are you two ok?” I asked, gasping.
They hacked and nodded. 
Wiping water from my eyes, I saw Gen kneeling on the far shore, so I swam to the rocky beach. I left Jack and Jill at the shoreline and ran to her with my heart thumping like a drum in my chest, my breath coming in as painful gasps and going out as bursts of fog. Bruises, cuts, bites, and stings covered my body, but the thing that mattered most to me laid on the beach. 
She looked up at me with confused eyes. “I don’t know why he’s not rebooting.”
A single ray of light broke through the storm clouds to hit Wiz’s face. I shook my friend hard, begging him to wake up, but when he didn’t move, I stuck my ear to his chest and found no heartbeat. 
I straddled his body and rhythmically pressed his sternum. “Come on, Wiz.” After about twenty seconds, I again put my ear to his chest. Nothing.
“Rebooting is foolproof,” Gen said, her voice trailing off.
“Don’t leave me, Wiz. Not after all we’ve been through.” I pressed his chest again and again and again. 
Gen touched my shoulder. “I don’t understand, but I think he’s—” She hesitated before continuing. “I think he’s actually gone.” After another long pause, she added, “I didn’t know that was possible.”
With hands shaking and arms writhing, I tried to push reality away. I opened my mouth to cry, but nothing came out. My breath caught in my throat and my heart felt like a rock in my chest. Unbidden, something halfway between a cry and a scream came out of my mouth, but it sounded like it had come from someone else.
Gen knelt to embrace me, but her arms wrapping around my shuddering shoulders felt a million kilometers away. Jack and Jill cried behind me, and part of my mind wanted to comfort them, but I was struck immobile as the entire world spun backwards.
I raised my head, and warm, salty tears streamed down my cheeks and into my mouth. “If it’s not possible,” I asked Gen, “then who could keep him from rebooting?”
Gen’s fingers stroked my hair, and I could see the answer in her pained eyes.
My head fell to my friend’s unmoving chest, and my fingers clawed at his clothes. Jack and Jill crawled over, and Gen wrapped one arm around them while keeping the other one wrapped around me.
“It’s our fault,” Jack said. “If you didn’t have to save us, then Wiz wouldn’t be—”
Gen brought their head to hers. “It’s not your fault.” 
“We’re sorry,” Jill whispered.
“Shhh, baby,” Gen said. “It’s nobody’s fault.”
Wiping tears from my eyes and mucous from my nose and mouth, I looked down at my dead friend and felt my blood turn into fire. My jaw clenched. 
“It’s somebody’s fault,” I said, “and I know whose.”


Seventeen
And By Opposing End Them

Back on the table at Virtuosity, I hadn’t calmed down any. I was going to get Zunk, but I wouldn’t be alone this time. Two dozen of Virtuosity’s best programmers sat around me, and Gen was there, too. She would be a tremendous help since she had worked at Perceptions for so long. 
Madeleine St. Laurent and I wanted the same thing, even if we wanted it for different reasons. For her part, she wanted Zunk gone so Virtuosity could be the world’s biggest reality provider, and I wanted to hurt Zunk like he had hurt me. Worse, if possible.
If I possessed him again, then St. Laurent could run Perceptions through me, telling me what to do and over time, she would turn Perceptions and Virtuosity into one company. After that, she wouldn’t need Zunk anymore, and she would give me whatever kind of life Gen and I wanted. But I couldn’t think that far down the road yet. All I could think of was how I was going to hurt him. Bad.
“Are you ready?” Gen called.
I nodded. 
Gen’s fingers tapped her thighs and the fingers of the two dozen other programmers started tapping, too. I took a deep breath, remembered Wiz lying motionless on the shore, and closed my eyes. 

*****

“Furthermore—”
I heard the word as the world swirled around me, and it took me a second to realize the word had come out of my mouth.
“Furthermore,” I said again, eyes blinking.
Again standing in the enormous pyramid room at the bottom of Perceptions Tower, the huge statue loomed over me, its outstretched arms holding the huge crystal globe. Perceptions’ employees filled the room, staring up at me with a mixture of fear and hope. 
“Zunk is giving a speech,” Gen said inside my head. “Here’s the text.” A second later, fiery red letters formed in my mind.
“Furthermore,” I read aloud, my voice carrying unnaturally through the immense room, “as you all know, I have never killed anyone in my entire life, or caused by action or inaction for anyone to be killed.” Wiping sweat off my forehead, I read the next sentence. “It was the interloper who took over my existence who perpetrated these monstrosities upon the world.”
“You’re doing fine,” Gen said inside me. “Relax.”
I went on reading the speech, stumbling at first, but eventually the words flowed over my borrowed lips. “You have all heard of joyriding, the immensely illegal activity of taking over another person’s existence. This is the most heinous of all crimes, to subdue an individual’s very essence for personal gain or vicarious thrill.”
The crowd thought when I took a pause it was for dramatic effect, but I was listening inwardly to see if Zunk would leap screaming from my gut. But if he was still there, he kept quiet, and if St. Laurent’s programmers were half as good as she said they were, he would remain silent. 
Raising a finger, I delivered the next line. “I have made sure this interloper shall nevermore interfere with myself or Perceptions!”
The crowd’s applause surged, and I held up my hands to quiet them down, but they only cheered louder.
Inside my head, Gen said, “You’re doing great, keep it up.”
“Besides,” I said, inserting my own words into the speech, “I’m much better looking than he is, anyway.”
The mass of employees laughed, and I got some idea of what it felt like to be the most powerful man in the world.
“Just stick to the script,” Gen said.
A fluttering blue and green butterfly landed on my shoulder, and while I turned to look at it, I realized St. Laurent’s programmers were changing the speech on the fly, and the next words they wanted to come out of my mouth weren’t ones Zunk had written.
“These events have shown us, however, no programmed world is an island, and we at Perceptions need to reach out to our competitors for the betterment of not only ourselves, but of humanity.”
The resultant applause was softer and more sporadic. Polite.
“I propose opening a dialog with Madeleine St. Laurent of Virtuosity to see how we can work together to streamline the creation of the Reality. This would eliminate redundant worlds and reduce unnecessary overlapping overhead.”
This time, the nervous murmur rippling through the giant room was louder than the few hands clapping.
I’m losing them, I thought, and the big blue and green butterfly flew away.
“Keep going,” she said in my head.
“Don’t worry.” I raised my hands to calm them. “All your jobs are safe. This is about raising the quality of people’s lives.”
The applause once again grew louder, and I could feel the warm air when everyone in the room exhaled at once.
“However,” I said as the clapping died down, “this is a wake-up call to all of us here at Perceptions, and to me, most of all. We can’t keep ignoring the needs of the average person.”
“What are you doing?” Gen asked in my head. “Read the script.”
Instead, I spoke my own words. “So, I am going to suggest, and I’m sure Madeleine St. Laurent will agree, that we work together to make everyone’s life fuller and more rewarding, as a positive experiential existence should go all the way down to the person in the street.”
“@. Stop.”
“If this means the lives of the most powerful few, like me, need to be a little less, well, that’s what we must do.”
Gen’s voice got faster and higher. “You’re going to get in trouble. Just read the script.” 
I spread my arms wide. “After all, why should so few have so much when so many have so little?”
Not everyone clapped, but most did. The security guards near the room’s exits shifted back and forth on their heels.
The new text Virtuosity gave to me read, “Of course, we will have to do a study to find out if this laudable goal is achievable.”
Instead of reading the sentence, I just stood before the crowd, silent.
“Read the words,” Gen said.
I opened my mouth, licked my lips, and all of Zunk’s employees looked up at me with anticipation. “Of course,” I said.
“@—”
“Of course, something like this is more important than anything else, and I’ll make it my primary goal to make sure no one goes without.” The applause grew. “The suffering that is going on isn’t right in a world without limits.”
As the clapping became deafening, the butterfly landed on my shoulder again.
I raised my hands to quiet the crowd, but the Perceptions employees only got louder, and so I spoke over them. “Thank you,” I shouted. “Thank you!”
The applause redoubled again, and I wondered how that was possible.
“And now if you’ll excuse me,” I said at the top of my voice, “I’m off to make the world a better place.”
I waited for Gen to yell at me inside my head, but there was nothing. 
“Thank you,” I said again, and waved goodbye.
I wished myself away and a second later, I stood alone in Zunk’s office. It made me a little dizzy to instantly go from such a loud room to such a quiet one. 
Gen? I asked in my head. Are you there?
Nothing.
Then, aloud, I asked, “Gen?”
More nothing.
Taking a deep breath, I set my jaw. If I was alone, then that was fine with me, but with Wiz gone, I figured I would have to get used to that. After murdering Richard and not being able to rescue Wiz, it was getting pretty hard to live with me.
Sitting in his chair, I saw my face, or, rather, Zunk’s older and more wrinkled face, looking back at me. What I had thought had been a picture on his desk—presumably of family or friends—was instead a mirror so he could look at himself all day long. Frowning, I placed the mirror facedown and drummed my fingers on the desk. 
Here I was, at the literal center of the universe, supposedly the most powerful man the world had ever known, but I didn’t know how to start. I rested my borrowed chin in my left hand and drummed my fingers faster. 
“Reality: information,” I said. 
The Reality Personified popped in. “Yes, sir?” the well-dressed butler asked from the far edge of my desk.
“Did you hear my speech to the Perceptions employees?”
“Yes, sir.” The butler nodded. 
“Do you know how I can make everyone’s reality experience the same?”
“Of course, sir.”
I eagerly rubbed my hands together. “How should I begin?”
“I am sorry, sir, but I cannot comply with your request.”
“Come again?”
“I cannot presently assist you in any way, shape, or form.”
I frowned. “Why not?”
The butler’s calm face did not change. “That is my directive, sir.”
I put both hands on the edge of the desk to push my chair away. “Directive from whom?”
“From you, sir.”
The world tilted at a steep angle, and something starting low, rose. Laughter. My laughter, except it was inside my head instead of coming out of my mouth. 
“Zunk,” I whispered.
“Did you actually think,” he said inside the brain we shared, “St. Laurent could do anything I couldn’t undo? There’s a reason she has always been, and will forever continue to be, second best.”
The laughter grew so loud, it threatened to burst my head.
“If that is all,” the Reality Personified said in hushed tones, “I will take my leave.” 
Zunk’s laughter and thoughts of losing Wiz infuriated me, so I leapt from the chair and it fell over. “Fight me, you son of a bitch,” I said through clenched teeth. 
His laughter grew louder.
My breathing deepened and my nostrils flared. “What’s wrong? Are you scared?”
“Scared of what?” he asked inside my head. “Of you?”
“Face me.” I spun around like I could find him hiding in the room. 
“You have potential,” Zunk said, his voice calm. “That much, I must admit. You have a top-notch gene pool. Power is there at your fingertips, if only you knew how to access it, but you don’t know how, do you?” 
“Why don’t you come find out?”
“Interesting premise. Perhaps we could answer the age-old question of nature versus nurture.” 
“Come out, damn you.” I balled my hands into fists so hard my fingernails dug into my palms.
Something like a lightning bolt exploded inside me and I flew across the room, skidding on the polished floor before tumbling to a stop. My skin tingled and the hair on my arms and neck stood on end. Each breath was hard, and every muscle ached.
I heard the laughter again, but this time it was in the room instead of inside my head, and I rolled over to see Zunk standing with arms akimbo. Getting into a crouching position, I readied myself to wrestle with God.
“Look, the ant wants to play,” he said.
“If I’m an ant,” I said, and took a step forward, “then come and squash me.”
He shook his head. “I’ve wasted enough time with you already.”
I stood up straight and asked, “Afraid?”
“You would never survive a direct conflict with me.”
I set my jaw. “I don’t care.”
And that’s the first time I saw fear in Zunk’s eyes, but he quickly shook it off, walked back to his desk, and righted his chair. “You challenge me,” he said, sitting down behind his desk, “but you can’t even beat them.”
Upbeat drumbeats filled the room, and a hundred doors flung open at once as horns blared. Security guards streamed in, their feet stomping in time with the swing music, which I recognized as Benny Goodman’s Sing, Sing, Sing. 
“Did you really think you could just waltz in here a third time without me being prepared?” Zunk’s foot tapped in time with the music.
I didn’t know how many security guards there were in the room. Maybe all of them, as a hundred streams of men in black came from every direction.
“Parting is such sweet sorrow.” He set the mirror upright on his desktop and looked into it as he smoothed his hair. “But then again, no, it isn’t.”
The closest guards had almost reached me, and they kept coming, black streams turning into a black wave which threatened to crash down on me from all directions. I spun in circles as the drums grew faster and beefy hands grabbed at me.
This isn’t real, I heard in my head, but I didn’t know if it was my voice or not.
I jumped straight up without thinking as the black wave of guards collapsed on me with a trumpet blast. My feet didn’t come back down after I jumped, gravity no longer existing for me, and I spun out of reach in mid-air above their heads.
 “Impressive,” Zunk said, looking up from his desk, “but futile.”
Hundreds of faces in a sea of black looked up at me. All I wanted was to get out, and I knew escape wasn’t down through the guards. So instead, I flew straight up, but I wasn’t out of their reach for long. The security guards locked arms and legs in chains and started climbing on top of each other, moving up the walls and towering up from the floor, connected in a manner which made them look like a single organism. They kept climbing faster, so I had to race them to the ceiling. Their feet pounding on the walls and the floor sounded like thunder. And even though their movements were frantic, they still looked like they were dancing to the swing beat.
They thinned out as they ran up the walls towards the ceiling, and an open spot formed on the floor near Zunk’s desk. If I could get there fast enough, I might get out. I flipped over in mid-air and flew toward the floor, but before I could get there, more guards came through the doors and the empty spot disappeared. 
I flew back up, but now there were more guards covering the ceiling, hanging down like bats. As there was no way out either up or down, I hovered halfway between the floor and the ceiling, zigzagging this way and that, flying from one corner of the room to the other. They followed me wherever I flew, and the black wave thickened on the walls when I got close, hands grabbing. But no matter where they went, they kept moving in time with the music.
“Be quick about it,” Zunk said. “I’ve got a lot of work to do undoing what this idiot was trying to accomplish.”
With that, the guards latched onto each other, forming tentacles reaching towards me from everywhere. Linked hand to foot and several bodies thick, the living chains whipped. I weaved back and forth in the air to dodge them, but the more black tentacles, the fewer places to dodge. Soon, the security guards would completely fill the room and there wouldn’t be any space left at all. A thick human tentacle swung from the ceiling and knocked me tumbling through the air, and another one shot out from the closest wall. A dozen hands from the tentacles clawed at my ankles and wrists, their fingernails ripping chunks from my skin. The open area in the middle of the room kept getting smaller, and my heart sank, even as the horns and drums grew louder and faster. 
But just when there seemed like there was no way out, I saw the one spot in the room not covered with guards: the top of Zunk’s desk. Snapping my hands and legs behind me like a swimmer, I shot down. Zunk looked up, but his face was a blur. A scant moment later, the black mass of guards moved to cut off my exit. I wasn’t sure who was going to get there first, and I hit the desk with my head as they collapsed on it. The jolt must have knocked some sense into me, and I wondered how I could fly, anyway.
The desk shattered, and I hit the floor. Zunk flew back in an explosion of mahogany splinters. The hands of a hundred guards grabbed for me, tearing my clothes and my skin, but the floor flowed around me like it was water. 
After I shot through the floor of Zunk’s office and the ceiling under it, the next floor down raced up at me. Wheeling my arms, I crashed into the waiting cubicles and then the floor, in rapid succession. Coders flew back as I hit the floor hard, and yells and cries of surprise replaced Zunk’s music. The walls dividing the cubicles teetered for a second before falling with a whoosh instead of a crash. 
Startled programmers rushed to help me up. “What happened?” one asked.
Another asked, “Are you all right, sir?”
My eyes searched the room as soon as I got to my feet. Horns blared anew as every inclinator in the room opened at the same time, and solid streams of security guards rushed in, their feet again beating in time with the drums. 
“What’s going on?” a programmer asked.
The guards filled the terrace which went around the room before coming down the stairs into the cubicle forest, and the sound of their thundering boots grew louder than the drums. I didn’t know where to hide in a world with no rules, but I scampered into the next cubicle, nonetheless. Running from cubicle to cubicle, this way and that, I tried to find a way out, but half of the time, I wasn’t sure if I was doubling back and running through the same cubicles. Coders jumped out of my way wherever I fled. 
Horns cried, and a guard stepped in front of me. Just escaping his reaching hands, I turned and ran back the way I came, and almost got caught by a guard who showed up with another blare of horns. 
“Grab him!” the guard yelled at the programmer, but the programmer kept hugging the wall. I couldn’t blame him; it would not be the best idea to tackle your boss, especially when your boss was a god.
My breath burned, my heart hammered, and I tried to fly again, but didn’t. The guards continued to close, blocking escape routes, and when I ran into the next cubicle, a security guard blocked the other way out. I spun around to go back, but another guard stood behind me. Nowhere to run. The guard in front of me smiled the smile a lion smiles right before he eats something soft and juicy, cracked his knuckles, and twisted his head on his thick neck. The horns silenced, but the drums remained at a lower volume, like they were waiting.
With both directions blocked, I looked down to see a coder hugging his knees as he tried to get as far into the cubicle corner as possible. Above him on the wall hung a screen showing somebody flying through fluffy clouds, unknowing they were hurtling headlong into nothing without a programmer safety net.
“It’s over.” The first guard took a step towards me.
More guards collected behind the other two, all ready to tackle me. I looked to the left, back to the right, and then back to the left. The scared programmer looked up at me, and the guards faded into the background when I looked down at him. 
“What do you think I should do?” I asked.
The programmer shrugged, and his ponytail bobbed. “I guess you should give up.”
I saw black figures creeping closer to me out of the corners of my eyes. The drums were soft but still there, pent up and waiting to explode. They reminded me of a snake ready to strike. 
“Think I should?”
The coder shrugged again. “A prudent man would.”
“I guess I’m not one of those,” I said, and jumped at him.
With the scream of a dying rabbit, the programmer threw his thin arms over his head as I flew over him and hit the cubicle wall behind him, which fell down hard. My feet smashed the video screen and for half a second, I wondered if the flying person wasn’t flying any more. I tumbled into the next cubicle with horns blaring back to life and drums blasting again. The tireless guards gave chase.
Hitting the next wall with my shoulder, I blew through it without slowing, and a screen showing someone climbing a mountain went flying. I ran through cubicle after cubicle. Horns blared each time I hit one, and wall after wall fell. Screens showing the wildest stuff you can imagine went flying. The security guards were hot on my heels as I barreled straight ahead, and the next time I burst through a cubicle wall, I found it was the last one before I was at the edge of the room. I sprinted up the stairs to the terrace.
On the far side of the terrace, a half-wall went all the way around the room with nothing beyond that other than three meters of open space and the building’s outside windows. And past them, nothing but air. A clear inclinator tube led down to potential escape in the space to my left, but there was no inclinator car in sight. 
The music roared; the guards were on me; no time to think. Since there was nowhere to go, I hurtled the half-wall without slowing, and launched myself towards the inclinator tube.
For a second, I thought I was flying again, but I was wrong. I plummeted out of control with nothing below me but air going on forever. Covering my head with my hands, I hit the inclinator, fell into and through the tube, and hit the other side much farther down than I had come in. The clear material cracked on the far side, but if it had given way, I would have found myself outside of the building looking in with nothing to stop me but the ground, and who knew how far down that was.
Bouncing around like a Pachinko ball in the inclinator tube, clouds flashed by outside and floors flashed by inside. Leaving the guards and music behind, all that remained was falling, whistling air, erratically hitting the sides of the tube, and my grunts and groans. 
I tried to grab the walls to slow down, but at first my hands gained no grip. When I finally regained some control over my tumbling, I pressed against the smooth surface and yelled as chunks of skin ripped off my hands and forearms. But as much as it hurt, I didn’t have a choice, so I leaned harder against the wall in a ridiculous attempt to slow myself down, but then I pushed too hard and lost my grip altogether. 
There I was in the middle of the inclinator tube, falling like a rock with my clothes flapping and my cheeks slapping. The guards weren’t chasing me anymore, but none of that would matter if the ground rudely introduced itself to me at the end. I knew if there was ever a time to fly, it was then, so I closed my eyes and concentrated.
Nothing.
Up, up, up, I thought. 
I opened one eye to find I was still going down, down, down. The floors whizzed by.
Gen, can you hear me? 
Nothing.
“St. Laurent,” I yelled, “I need help!”
Nothing still.
Screwing my eyes shut and holding my breath, I tried to think myself upwards. I thought of Wiz’s dead face and Jack and Jill’s sweet half-faces full of hope and wonder, and I thought about Gen, too. How amazing is it to have someone love me, especially someone who I might love back? I was still falling when I opened my eyes, but at least my descent had slowed. 
Fly, damn it, fly!
I must have fallen at least a thousand floors and I was getting close to where the tower met the pyramid at the bottom of the building, where the inclinator tube stopped going straight down. Sweating, I concentrated as hard as I could. I was getting slower, but where the inclinator changed angles at the top of the pyramid neared. I would go right through if I was going too fast when I hit, and then there would be nothing to stop me from smashing into Zunk’s statue. 
This was it. I hit hard where the inclinator angled out and sloped down. My body folded in half and the air left my lungs, but at least the inclinator hadn’t broken. Sliding on my butt, I sat up and gasped for breath. At first, I swerved high on the curved walls of the tube, back and forth, before slowing enough to go down the middle like a slide. 
Looking down, I watched the statue’s globe grow larger. Just as before, hundreds of people walked in every direction in the enormous room under me, serpentining between flora and fauna, and as . I passed the globe, I could see more of the giant statue which held it up.
Upon hearing an odd noise, I looked up to find nothing to see, but my stomach dropped as the sound grew, and while I tried to deny it, I knew it was an inclinator car in the shaft above me, bringing beating drums with it. As the whish of the inclinator car grew closer, the drums grew louder, and I held my hands tight to my sides and reclined on my back to slide down faster. The drumbeat grew louder, faster, harder, until I saw the bottom of the inclinator shaft below me. At the same time, I saw the inclinator car above me. 
The final seven or eight meters dropped straight down, and the fall knocked the air out of my lungs again, but there was no time to waste. I forced myself up as the inclinator car neared. Wriggling my fingers into the crack between the doors, I yanked, but the doors didn’t move. I jerked my head up and saw the inclinator car heading towards me like a runaway bus, and I knew what that felt like.
I pulled at the doors again, but they didn’t budge, and I had scant seconds to either get through the doors or be hammered into paste. Focusing my hate and setting my jaw, I jerked at the doors for all I was worth. The doors pulled open a few centimeters, and grunting, I pulled them further apart. Pushing myself through the doors, I yanked my legs through just before the inclinator hit with a heavy thump. 
Horns blared again, and there was no time to catch my breath as a dozen security guards rushed out of the opening inclinator doors. Like before, I ran. 
The colossal statue stood quite a distance away, and the exit doors were twice as far away as that. Butterflies flew in and out as I bulled through employees, jumped over streams, and ran through flowerbeds, trying to get to an exit. But they kept coming, the guards behind me nearing and every time the other inclinators opened, more guards rushed out. 
The inclinators on the far side of the room let out more guards, but instead of chasing me, these ran to block the exits. The drumbeat grew louder. The guards behind me got closer. Those who chased me knocked over employees while yelling, “Get out of the way!” 
The other employees pulled back, and as we neared the statue, all that was left was me leading a black army. The security guards kept on the paths crisscrossing the room, but I plowed right through the plants and flowers. Up ahead stood a thick black wall of guards. 
My heart sank, but I couldn’t give up, so I grabbed vines to climb up to the kneeling statue. Clambering to the top of the small hill under the statue, I spun in a circle to find any way out, but the guards had tightened their noose. With no hope of escape, surrounded and outnumbered, I did the only thing I could and climbed the gargantuan statue in great leaps and bounds. The music swelled from below. 
Reaching the top of the massive statue to where the head bowed, I stood on Zunk’s neck, the statue’s massive arms spreading out a long way to either side. I could see guards everywhere from my vantage point, at the bottom of the statue and at the exits. For their part, the employees congregated at the edges of the room. 
Walking under the massive globe on the broad neck on the way to the statue’s head, I reached up to touch the globe. The glass walls of the pyramid sloped in high above me and sunlight shot down through holes in the clouds. 
Putting my other hand on the globe, I had a crazy thought for half a second, but there was no way to know how heavy the globe was, and there wasn’t any way I could ever move it, even if I did. But then again, it wasn’t real, so I cleared my mind and inched farther up the neck, until crouching and spreading my arms out wide, I mimicked the statue. Taking a deep breath and gritting my teeth, I pushed upwards on the globe.
Horns blared. The globe didn’t budge.
Wedged between the statue’s head and neck, I could no longer see the floor, so my perceptual world was just me, the statue, and the globe. With my weight balanced better under me, I bunched my muscles and pushed. 
Horns blared again. The globe didn’t move. Again.
My shoulders slumped and I sighed. The globe would squash me even if I managed to move it. Bending farther over, I looked down to the floor, and just like they had in Zunk’s office, the security guards climbed on top of each other, making towering tentacles. The music swelled as they neared.
“This is it,” I whispered. 
But then I thought about the millions of people who would be downsized for no reason other than being systemically poor, and Jack and Jill crawled into my mind. I figured Gen would be safe, but it would be like Jack and Jill never were if Zunk did what he was planning to do. Would that be worse than dead? 
The first security guards climbed onto the statue’s neck. Kicking and punching, I got rid of several, but they kept coming. Another security guard climbed to the top of his human tower, and I hit him hard in the chest, driving him backwards into thin air. The human chain pulled away from the statue under him and twisted before breaking into a hundred guards which hit the floor with fleshy thuds.
Alone again, at least for the moment, I walked back up the statue’s neck, bending under the globe to rest its weight on my shoulders. With knees bent, I set my legs under me, and with my arms spread out wide under the massive weight, I took a deep breath and pressed upwards.
The weight of the world pushed down hard on my shoulders. Sweat sprung up on my forehead and drained into my eyes as I pushed back. My thighs shook; my knees quivered; my arms ached. The hands of grasping guards grabbed the top of the statue’s neck and screaming with exertion, I kept pushing, but the globe didn’t budge.
And then, out of nowhere, the blind cleric’s words came into my mind. The way to truth is through doubt.
With that, I stopped pushing, and the globe pulled free.
The roomful of employees gasped and then one of the guards rushed up the statue’s neck. Turning, I lifted a leg and planted a foot into the nearest guard’s chest, and he fell all the way to the floor. 
The gigantic globe had turned with me as I rotated in place, and the crowd’s gasps became screams. With guards swarming up the neck, I turned back towards the exits and threw the enormous globe as easily as if it had been a beach ball. 
The Earth left my hands, and the crowd held its collective breath until the globe hit the floor a hundred meters from the statue. I didn’t know if it would have broken if I had let it, but my mind kept it in one piece. It reverberated like thunder as it rolled towards the exits, employees jumping out of the way. More security guards raced up the neck and shoulders behind me, but I leapt after the globe. I didn’t fly, but I didn’t fall either, and I bounced back up when I reached the floor to race after the globe. 
As the swing music cranked back up, for the first time the music was with me instead of against. The rolling globe plowed through the gardens, and I ran on top of flat plants after it. When it hit the wall, crushing many security guards, the globe filled the exit, so there was no way around it. 
Going as fast as I could, I closed my eyes and jumped headfirst at the world.


Eighteen
The Whips and Scorns of Time

I hit the globe, and it exploded in a shower of broken glass, the sound of which joined the music. Time didn’t stop completely, but each second felt like a minute. I held myself up off the floor with my hands, shattered glass cutting my palms, and raced for the exit as the drums continued. 
Thousands of butterflies escaped as the cracks in the disintegrating globe widened. All I could see was panic; security guards and employees alike diving towards what they hoped was safety. Even though big chunks of the globe kept collapsing to the floor, the far side was still in one piece. I raised my arms over my head and when I hit it, I left a ragged hole behind me before the globe shattered completely. The horns screamed. 
Finally out of the building, I flew headlong through the air with arms and legs flailing, hitting the sidewalk face first before tumbling to a clumsy stop. The music faded away, and all was silence, sweet silence. I readied to jump up and keep running, but I stopped dead in my tracks when I saw a pair of legs in expensive slacks standing in front of me. I looked up and Zunk looked down. 
With a sparse shake of his head, he said, “That did not happen.”
Something yanked at my legs and threw me tumbling back towards the building entrance. I bounced awkwardly back through the doorway and watched, amazed, confused, and horrified as the globe started to re-form around me. Time, or at least time as I knew it, ran backwards.
Small shards of glass latched onto larger pieces before reattaching to the globe. People dove feet first back under it as it grew. The butterflies which had escaped flew back into the globe to be trapped again. 
My body faced forward as my feet raced backwards, away from the now whole globe, back towards the middle of the enormous room. The air pushed at my face and Zunk’s music ran backwards. Somehow, it was still in time with a world out of time. After reaching the spot where I had landed, I squatted before shooting up backwards to the top of Zunk’s statue in a manner defying both logic and gravity. The globe followed me up, and I gently set it back down on the statue’s shoulders.
All I could do was hang on for the ride. Climbing back down the statue, the guards ran from me, and seconds later, I struggled to get back into the inclinator tube. When I did, I flew upwards at a dizzying rate while my heart sank.
Back through the programmer’s room and up through the ceiling, back into the thick swirling mass of security guards filling Zunk’s room, back, back, back, all the way until the last security guard ran backwards out of his office. The door slammed, the drums stopped, and I was once again alone with the most powerful man in the world. I looked at Zunk, helpless.
“That was foolish,” he said.
I moved my mouth, but no sound came out.
“Did you really think you could stop me?”
“I had to do something. You want to kill millions of people.” A cold wind from nowhere started picking up. 
“Billions, actually,” he said with such a lack of emotion it made me even colder than the chilling breeze. 
“But that’s mass murder.”
“You say ‘murder.’” Zunk shrugged. “I say ‘business.’ A single death is a tragedy, but a billion deaths is a windfall.”
The freezing wind inside the room chilled my bones. I tried to answer him, but all my jaw would do was chatter.
“What’s the matter?” he asked. “Chilly?”
Shivering, I fell to the office floor and rolled into a ball, hugging myself to hold on to my body heat, but it was useless. My breath came out in white gusts. But the worst thing was Zunk didn’t seem the least bit uncomfortable.
“What,” I asked, but my clattering teeth cut me off. “What’s hap-hap-happening?”
He bent down and hovered over me. “You have always existed at my sufferance, and I have reached the end of my patience.”
It was already colder than I thought it could be, but it kept getting colder. Balling myself up even tighter and screwing my eyes shut, I tried to wish it all away. A few seconds later, a light so searing bright it looked red through my closed eyelids was even brighter when I opened them to slits. I thought I was back in the nothing place until I saw more than white. Blue. A crisp and cloudless sky rose high above the white of the frozen plain. 
Still in a ball at Zunk’s feet, I shifted my weight in the thick snow and held up a hand to shade my eyes. He wore a thick fur coat with toasty pockets hiding his hands. 
“Is this real?” I whispered.
“Does it matter?” Zunk pulled his hands out of his pockets and blew on them. “God damn, it’s cold. But you already knew that. Still, I suppose it could get colder.”
The wind picked up and clouds moved to cover the sun, and we were in the middle of a full-fledged blizzard seconds later. The frigid wind burned my exposed skin, and again, just when I thought there was no way it could get any colder, my clothes disappeared. With nothing between my skin, the snow, and the wind, shock waves even more painful than Zunk’s dentistry wracked my body. 
“How can it be so cold?” I managed to cry.
Zunk shrugged. “Math.” 
He squatted beside me, but all I could see was his dark shape in the whipping snow. 
“It really is a waste,” he said, “but after all, there are a lot more where you came from.”
Snow built up on my eyebrows and I couldn’t feel the tip of my nose, my lips, or my ears, so they might have been gone, for all I knew. 
It took all of my willpower to ask Zunk a question. “Are you going to kill me?”
“What’s the fun of that?” He feigned a shiver and stuck his hands deeper into his fur coat. “No, I want you to think about the futility of what you’ve done.”
“For how long?” I asked, blinking away snow. 
“Forever,” Zunk said without emotion, and turned away. 
He talked as he walked, sinking up to his knees in the snow, and while he was scant meters away, I could just make him out through the blizzard. 
“You have caused me a great deal of inconvenience, so I want you to have plenty of time to reflect on your sins.” He turned back to me, his dark outline hazy. “No, there will be no death, no reprieve, not for you. You will stay here, freezing forever, starving forever, dying forever. For you, the sweet release of death will never come.”
I tried to beg him to end me, but nothing would come out except for a whispered, “Ki…”
“And now, if you will excuse me, I have many things to address.” He tugged his coat tighter, his broad shoulders gave an exaggerated shiver, and he disappeared into the whiteness.
My tired neck refused to keep my head up, and a snowdrift built up against my body. Each breath was icy agony. Even the respite that should have been the numbing of my exposed skin escaped me. The cold hurt like fire, every nerve ending horribly alive so I wouldn’t miss any pain. As my brain tried to work through all the horrific sensations, hunger pangs wracked my stomach, like I was being eaten alive from the inside out. 
With my head half-buried by snow, my snot turned into a slick frozen half-mustache, and my drool became a half-beard, both running down one side of my face. The building snow felt heavy on my eyebrows. Even with all that, my chest heaved up and down, not exactly laughing, but not exactly crying, either. 
Although the howling wind stung my ears and the pelting snow blinded me, eventually I fell into a light sleep. For the first few moments, I hoped to find some peace, but conscious or not, there was no escaping Zunk. I dreamt of the same frozen hell I knew when awake. Time lost all meaning. Hours, days, weeks, months. Maybe years. There was no way to be sure in the unending blizzard. 
And then in sleep or wakefulness came a sound. I was certain I had imagined it, but the noise came again. Louder. Closer. I opened one eye, and on seeing a small shadow, something like a smile came to my frozen lips.
Onyx.
Richard’s cat ran to me through the blizzard while shaking the snow from her head. It took all the energy I had to manage a stuttering whisper. 
“Onyx, here, girl.”
Onyx rubbed her furred body against my naked one. While she was small, I latched onto her warmth, which is to say all the heat in my world. She couldn’t warm me up all at once, but wherever she touched me, there was a tiny break from the cold. I was still freezing to death, but that little cat made it easier to take. 
She rubbed her cheek on mine and then went down my chest. As she moved her butt past my face, I saw something dangling where nothing should be.
Onyx, I thought, you’re a boy?
Turning his head to look at mine, Onyx settled against my waist. I wrapped my arms and legs around the cat like it was a furnace.
“Good kitty. Good kitty.” 
Onyx vibrated. At first, I mistook his purring for shivering, but between his warmth and his purring, I fell asleep again, and this time, the blizzard stayed out of my dreams.

*****
“@?”
A familiar voice woke me, and I opened my eyes to find the snow had stopped. 
Gen sat behind a glass desk like something from a dream. It’s not every day you see a big desk in the middle of unbroken snow, but after all the weird things I’d seen, this one wasn’t all that odd. As I focused my eyes, I saw the blizzard still raged, but it was clear for about a kilometer around us.
“Gen,” I cried, my voice raspy. 
Sitting on my thighs, Onyx gave a low and threatening growl.
Wearing only a thin sundress, Gen got up from behind the desk, leaned on the front edge, and took a long drag on a cigarette. The odor, black and green and nasty, rose into the sky. But it wasn’t the smoke. It was the actual smell, and I watched, disgusted, as the sickening colors reached my nose.
With snow caked on my naked skin, I forced myself onto my knees. “I’m happy you’re here.” 
She took another drag on her cigarette and exhaled more noxious colors. “Don’t be.”
Onyx jumped down to stand in front of me, pinning his ears back and hissing at Gen. The noise was harsh and red and formed sharp points against the snow. I blinked my eyes to clear up my mixed senses. Onyx’s red hiss didn’t disappear so much as fade.
“Gen?” When she just stared at me instead of answering, I asked, “Are you here to help me?”
She laughed, and the noise her mouth made was golden flakes covered in slimy black. “Hardly.”
When Gen took a step towards me, Onyx took a few steps, too, the red darts of his hissing sharpening. His tail puffed out and the hair on his back stood on end. A red glow surrounded him as the blizzard surrounded all of us in a great circle of calm.
I caught a mouthful of the cigarette smell and gagged. Hacking, I said, “I didn’t know you smoked.”
“Gen doesn’t,” she said, and blew out a long, dirty gout. “But I do.”
Gen’s smooth face started changing and a few horrifying seconds later, Madeleine St. Laurent stood before me. Onyx growled and I could see, feel, hear, smell, and taste his anger. My mind told my body to jump to my feet, but as weak as I was, it came out as a slow crawl, and in the end, I remained bent over. 
“What have you done with Gen?” I demanded.
“Nothing.” 
“Then where is she?”
“Nowhere.”
“WHERE IS SHE?”
“Nowhere at all,” St. Laurent said, “because she never existed.”
My bravado evaporated as I stumbled backwards. 
“There was no Gen. It was always me.” 
Her words were black and bitter goo drooling down from her mouth to leave fetid splotches on the snow. 
Gen’s voice came out of St. Laurent’s mouth. “Oh, @, I love you, I can’t live without you. Oh, @, please don’t ever, ever leave me.”
My jaw dropped. My heart fell. My mind raced. I fell to my knees.
“Only you can save us, @,” St. Laurent said in Gen’s voice. 
Her nauseous words made me double over and black dots filled my vision.
“Nothing you ever knew ever was,” St. Laurent said.
The world whirled, and I crawled into a fetal ball.
St. Laurent kept talking. “It is a shame. You came closer than the others.” She inhaled another cigarette drag and exhaled more disgusting colors. “I’m surprised Zunk let you live, but I’m starting to suspect he has a soft spot for his DNA.”
I was empty. The one person I had ever loved was a lie. 
“Who am I?” I begged in a hoarse whisper.
She laughed, and her harshness looked like purple sparkles that smelled even worse than her cigarette smoke. 
“’Who?’” she asked. “Don’t you mean, ‘what?’”
I cried frozen tears. “Tell me who I am,” I whispered, but if she heard, she didn’t care.
“Oh, well.” St. Laurent said to herself. “Back to the drawing board.” Her voice grew louder and faster as she added, “At least it wasn’t a total loss. Zunk has a promising idea. I think Virtuosity would be wise to follow Perceptions’ lead.” She took another deep drag on her cigarette and blew out polluted plumes. “We have to remain competitive, don’t we?”
There was nothing to say. My entire life had been a lie and nothing I could think of made any sense at all.
“In any event, I can’t leave loose ends lying around. Ashes to ashes and dust to dust, and all that.”
I prepared for the killing blow, but before St. Laurent could erase me, I heard a guttural growl, low at first, before growing louder and higher. 
Onyx?
The small cat stood in front of me with tail raised, fur bushy, and head cocked sideways, daring her to take another step. It was insane, this little cat protecting me against someone as powerful as her, but judging by the look on St. Laurent’s face, she didn’t think it was crazy at all. 
St. Laurent looked down at Onyx and asked, “What are you doing?” 
She took a step to one side, but Onyx got back in her way. St. Laurent took two steps the other way, and again, Onyx stayed between me and her. Onyx growled and hissed, and the sound made a shimmering shield of gold.
St. Laurent huffed and put her hands on her hips. “Don’t be stupid.” 
Onyx didn’t move. With ears thrown back, he twisted his head further on his neck and stared defiantly at her out of the corner of his eyes.
“So be it.” St. Laurent lunged at the cat with a hiss of her own.
As the little black cat leapt, the force holding the blizzard back disappeared, and the storm rushed towards us from every horizon. 
The only thing standing between me and destruction at the hands of a god, the cat grew as it flew, becoming longer and thicker. She tried to sidestep the cat, but Onyx twisted his body mid-air and changed direction in a way which didn’t look possible. Onyx looked like a panther for a moment but kept changing, and his cat’s growl became the angry roar of a man. My mouth hung open as the little cat transformed into Ice, the tails of his long black coat swirling as he landed on top of St. Laurent.
His gigantic hands grabbed her wrists and held her down in the snow. With his face mere centimeters from hers, Ice said, “You will not harm him.”
“I thought you served Zunk,” St. Laurent forced out, half-buried in the icy white.
“I serve the DNA,” Ice said, his breath a thick golden fog which rolled over her face. 
The pair wrestled, hands grabbing, fingernails clawing, bared teeth snapping. Ice picked St. Laurent up with a mighty roar and smashed her down on her desk. The desk exploded into glittering splinters as he drove her into the snowbank. 
And then, nothing. No movement. No sound. I dared a look towards the blizzard to find it was only half as far away as it had been. 
Wide-eyed, I took a hesitant step forward to see if Ice had won. But St. Laurent flew up from the snow half a second later to land on top of Ice, her small fists hammering the black giant. He fell into the snow with her tiny fists a blur on his head, chest, and ribs. 
Ice looked at me and uttered a single word. “Run.”
I ran.
Without looking back, I pushed forward as quickly as I could. The irony was thick, as no matter where I ran, I had to rush back at Zunk’s damning blizzard to escape a god. The thick snow sucked at my feet, but I moved them up and down with all the strength I could muster before managing to tumble down a hill with arms flailing. Snow scattered when I hit the bottom. Nothing was yet chasing me, but I could still hear them fighting. Forcing myself up, my frozen fingers grabbed at powdery snow.
A truncated scream roared, and I knew St. Laurent had won. 
The blizzard bore down on me like a locomotive, halving its distance again, and closing fast.
While searching frantically for any way out, my feet hit something in the snow. Taking a tumble, I rolled like a ball down a steep slope and fell in a heap at the bottom of a hill. 
The blizzard, its angry howl deafening, raced at me from only a hundred meters away. My head twirled on my neck in a desperate attempt to find a way out, even as the blizzard closed on me from all sides.
Fifty meters.
I twirled in place but found no escape from the blizzard. It was going to hit me fast and it was going to hit me hard. But the worst thing was I already knew exactly how horrible it would feel.
Twenty-five meters. 
The snow at my feet swirled up to blind me in a frosty whirlwind. The already-low temperature dropped like a rock.
With my final act of defiance, I thought, At least I should die on my feet.
Ten meters, but I still hadn’t stood. 
With every ounce of will I had left, I tried to force myself to stand, but my weak legs trembled at each try. Standing up at this point seemed harder than flying had been.
Five.
With a final lurch, I tried to stand, but my legs immediately gave out and I fell hard back onto the snow. The ground shook beneath me. The raging blizzard was about to strike, and beaten, I again curled into the fetal position. But just as the hateful storm collapsed on me from every direction, the snow under me gave way, and the earth swallowed me.
Surrounded by swirling snow, I fell into a large crevasse and gravity-rushed at the frozen floor some twenty meters down. The last thing I thought before I hit was, I’m damned tired of being so cold.


Nineteen
The Dread of Something after Death

Taking a deep breath meant getting a mouthful of water instead of air. Hacking it back out, I opened one eye and discovered a puddle covered half my face. It took everything I had, as every single muscle in my body ached, but I pulled my head up far enough to take a breath. Snapping back into a sort of reality with a sudden intake of air, my hands took inventory of my face, and I gave a long exhale when I found my nose, lips, and both ears were still there.
Rolling over onto my back, grief swallowed me whole, and the thought of Gen filled my eyes with stinging tears. As wonderful as it had been to find someone who could ever love me, the pain of finding out that person never existed was a burden too heavy to bear. I knew I was crying over things which never were but couldn’t stop. 
Thinking back, I reminisced about how I had met Gen; how she had thought I was Zunk and how we went from no trust at all to total trust and finally falling in love. At least I had fallen. Salty tears drained into my mouth. It was all a lie, and if the first love of my entire life was a lie, then maybe I was a lie, too.
I laid there for a long time, crying for something which never was, but eventually managed to get myself together enough to look around. Lights flickered near me, and I had to blink for the signs to focus. The sign closest to me read, PLAY IN YOUR WORLD, LIVE IN OURS.
It took me three agonizing tries to stand. The breeze on my wet body would have been cold to anyone else, but it felt like sunshine and warm blankets compared to where I just came from. Almost falling, I shot out a hand to catch myself, and leaned on a wall to gather my strength before stumbling out of the alley. 
Cube Town, I thought, but this Cube Town differed from the one I saw before. I looked at and heard the overwhelming amount of advertising and thought, This must be how the poor people without filters see things.
Most of the ads were for Perceptions but I saw some for Virtuosity, too, and there were smaller posters for a dozen other companies of which I had never heard. I turned towards the nearest poster and saw it was from a company called LEISURE LIFE. The faded poster displayed palm trees on a white beach, with a man sipping from a drink in a half coconut, complete with tiny umbrella. A baker’s dozen of the most beautiful women I had ever seen surrounded him. Below the picture it read, “Wish you were here?”
Then the palm tree in the image began to sway, its fronds waving, and a tropical breeze which warmed me further drifted from the poster. The ocean came to life, too, and waves crashed on the shore, salt spray tickling my nose. A pang of loss struck me as I remembered that night on the beach with Gen. And then I was the man in the poster, laying on the beach with the women, sun warm and sand soft. A boat with tall white sails sailed on the horizon.
One woman held out a drink. “Wish you were here?” she asked with a smile and a wink. “You can be, for only a thousand credits a day.”
A heartbeat later, I was back in Cube Town, which seemed even worse after getting a quick taste of paradise. I took a stumbling step back and looked at the rest of the buildings and hundreds of posters came to life. Every fantasy you could imagine wrestled for my attention, three-dimensional images of sex and power calling from neon signs and billboards. Overwhelming advertising slogans attacked me with sight, sound, and motion. 
Still naked, I stumbled onto the busy sidewalk. No one seemed to particularly notice me, and I thought they must have had their nudity filters enabled—if they could afford those at all.
Without the filters Gen had given me, you mean St. Laurent, my mind corrected, there was nothing to keep the advertising away, and it came at me fast and hard from every direction. I couldn’t imagine how people could live like this. For a moment, I even thought they might be better off with Zunk’s downsizing, but then I realized that maybe, just maybe, they could live better lives instead.
My senses cross-wired again, so the advertising sights had sound, sounds had smell, and smells had taste. The worst part was the ads tasted like bile in the back of my throat. 
A billboard swooped down and screamed at me that I could live the life of an international heartbreaker with every person who I could ever want right there for the taking. I stepped around it only to find another ad saying I could live in another time and place. This one talked about the French renaissance before the revolution, but I could live in any time in history I wanted to. For a price.
It started to rain, and people opened umbrellas. The rain looked like little purple gems with the drops pointed at the top, and they broke apart and splattered into smaller gems when they hit. The smaller gems further disintegrated to look like liquid mere moments later. Purple water ran down my skin to join purple puddles on the ground. 
People brushed into me as I continued down the sidewalk with nowhere to go, wrapping my arms around myself to keep warm while dodging endless ads. A man walked past me, and it was like he was breaking apart, pieces of his face coming off in cubes which trailed behind him as they tried to catch up.
I turned to watch as he passed, but an ad for The Ultimate Sports Package got in my way, and I lost him. So, I focused instead on a woman with red cubes trailing off her raincoat, but lost interest when the side of the building beside me broke into a million whirling pieces. I watched, horrified and fascinated, as the cubes rushed back together to make a wall again. While it was solid once more, the wall undulated as I kept going down the sidewalk.
What’s happening to the world? I thought, but then realized there wasn’t anything wrong with the world; there was something wrong with me.
I stumbled in little lurches as people, buildings, and vehicles broke apart, trailing cubes as they passed. Even the ads lost cohesion, the posters turning into a myriad of jumbled squares. Which would disappear first? Me, or the world? 
I grabbed the arm of a man walking by to gain some balance, but my fingers went right through him. The cubes I knocked out of him spun before racing to catch up to their owner. For his part, he didn’t seem to even notice I was there. I was an analog ghost in a digital world. 
Throwing my head back and staring into the sky, I yelled, “What’s happening?” into the purple rain. If anyone or anything heard me, they didn’t answer, so I lowered my head and blinked rain out of my eyes. 
And then I saw him standing across the street, looking at me. The blind cleric was the one solid thing in my breakdown world. With my eyes locked onto him, I stepped off the sidewalk to go to him.
His voice cut like a razor through my mishmash of sight, sound, and smell. “Look out for the bus, God.”
Bright headlights hit me, and I covered my head with my arms in a futile effort to protect myself. Like before, the bus didn’t slow, but this time its flat front end broke apart into colored cubes which spun around me. Suddenly and surprisingly inside the bus, I stood still and moved down the aisle. The floor flowed around me like I was a rock in a river, and after it got past me, the displaced cubes raced to become a floor again. The rear of the bus hurtled at me before breaking into chunks, and I found myself standing once more in the street.
Across several lanes of traffic, the blind cleric spread his arms to beckon me. I took a step, and my foot slipped into the mushy road, the asphalt breaking into cubes. My other foot sunk to ankle-deep when I took another tentative step. 
“Come to me,” the cleric said, his wired-shut eyes staring.
Another step, and this time, I sunk up to my knee. “I can’t.”
“That is true, if that is what you think.” 
Swallowing hard and trying to believe, I took another step, and the road swallowed my leg to my thigh. Letting out a yelp, I looked up at the cleric and was surprised to see him smiling.
“This isn’t real, brother,” he said, and waved me to him. 
I was up to my waist in the road and sinking fast. “Help me.” 
“Help yourself.”
This isn’t real, I thought, until I started to believe it.
Up to my neck in digital asphalt, vehicles zoomed by too close for comfort. About to go under, with my face the only thing still above the street, I focused all my attention inward to doubt the reality of the Reality. 
Buoyed by doubt, I willed myself up through the asphalt, or it down around me, and began moving through the road to the blind cleric. Resurfacing body part by body part as I moved towards him, vehicles dodged me with horns blaring as I made it to the far lane, now only submersed to my hips.
Ascending through the asphalt, I pulled one leg out of the road and set it down, the road still mushy as I pulled my other leg free. With another step, the asphalt felt less like mush and more like clay. As my doubt pushed the world of what others thought should be reality away, the asphalt grew harder, and my next step barely made a ripple on its black surface.
“That’s it,” the cleric said. 
With two steps more, I fell into his arms before passing out. 

*****

The blackness faded, and I opened my eyes to find I was back in the padded room, the padding thick on the wall and under my bare feet. Blinking my eyes to get them to adjust with the light now bright, I held a hand up to shield them.
Is this reality? I thought. Is anything?
Feeling the presence of someone else in the room, I turned to find a man sitting cross-legged on the floor. Even with his back to me, I knew who he was, as I had seen him many times. The only difference was his heretofore dirty robe was now clean. Sunlight slanted down from the window set high in the wall, illuminating the man in glowing white.
I sat cross-legged in front of the blind cleric, reflecting his pose. He pulled his hood back to reveal his long blond hair pulled back in a ponytail, and piercing blue eyes no longer wired shut.
“You can see,” I said.
“How do you know?”
“Um—you have eyes?”
“What do eyes have to do with being able to see?” he asked and cracked a wry smile.
I looked closer at his face. “Haven’t I seen you with eyes before?” 
“And a tie,” the nodding cleric said.
Looking at him sidelong, I said, “You work for Perceptions.”
“Perceptions employs me, but I work for the people.”
“Which people?” I asked.
“Everyone.”
“Sounds like a big job.”
The sunlight shone down on him. “It pales compared to yours.”
I tried but failed to make sense of it all. “What am I supposed to do?” I asked. “I don’t even know who I am.”
The cleric’s calm face didn’t change as the sunlight on him intensified. “Do any of us really know who we are until we are fully tested?”  
I jumped up in anger. “Tell me what you want!” I shouted down at him.
The growing light grew so bright I had to cover my eyes.
“Free your mind,” the cleric said, as he became one with the light, “and the world will follow.”

*****

In the darkness, I crawled towards the sweet, reassuring humming, recognizing the melody. I heard other voices singing along, and my eyes flickered.
“Row, row, row your boat,” the children sang in rounds, “gently down the stream.”
I recognized two of the voices, and my eyes slowly opened.
“Merrily, merrily, merrily, merrily, life is but a dream.”
The humming stopped, but the singing continued. “Welcome back,” the warm voice said. “I was afraid we lost you.” She laid a firm hand on my shoulder as I tried to sit. “Easy now. You been through a lot.”
“@!” Jack and Jill yelled together.
The unified pair jumped up from the floor, but two more children stayed sitting down. The sitting boy looked like he was a couple of years older than the girl. My brain spun inside my head, but I sat up on the couch and spread my arms just in time to catch Jack and Jill in a hug.
“Go easy, children,” the woman said, but Jack and Jill hugged me tight, anyway.
“I missed you guys,” I said as they pulled their half-faces back.
“Us—”
“—too.”
“Why don’t you children go back to playing and let this poor man get his bearings? For the love of sweet Jesus, let the man catch his breath.”
“Come on, it’s your turn,” the little girl across the room called.
Jill gave me a kiss on the cheek before going back to the other two children, where they played two board games at the same time. Jack picked up a pair of dice and rolled them on one board, while Jill picked up some colorful playing cards.
The woman sitting in the rocking chair beside me, swaying back and forth, looked like the mother I never had, or perhaps she looked like everybody’s mother. Her warm smile put my heart at ease. She picked up the long needles and yarn on her lap and started knitting.
“Where am I?” I asked.
“Well, the proper name is Washington Heights,” she said, her knitting needles moving in practiced expertise, “but I expect you know it better as Cube Town.”
“How did I get here?”
“A mutual friend,” she said, rocking and knitting.
I rubbed my stiff neck. “And you helped me?”
The woman nodded.
“Why?” 
“That’s what good folks do.” Slip slip knit, slip slip knit.
I looked at the woman and her children living contentedly in their tiny apartment and knew she was right.
“No fair,” Jack cried, as the other little boy, happy, moved a piece on the board. “One more game,” a churlish Jack said, and knocked the pieces off the board.
“Are these your children?” I asked.
The woman paused her knitting and nodded. “My pride and joy.”
Looking at the children, I tried to find a polite way to frame the question, but in the end, as I couldn’t come up with anything which sounded nice, I asked, “Are they real?”
The woman looked at me evenly. “What do you mean?” 
“Were they, um, natural-born?”
“Oh, heavens no,” she said with a laugh. “But I love them just as much.” She leaned closer as if she was telling me a secret. “This way’s better anyhow. Real children grow up.” She leaned back in her chair. “Real children leave. Still, took me a long time to save up enough credits for both of them. I got Natalie, the youngest, first.”
“You got them one at a time?”
She nodded. “Took me ten years to save enough credits for Natalie. Took almost fifteen for Todd.” Her motherly smile returned. “Long time, but sure worth it.”
I stood up and waved back and forth like a sapling in the wind.
“Careful now,” she said. “Where are you going?” 
“I’ve got something to do,” I said with my eyes on the children.
“Well, you be careful if you go outside.”
I turned. “Why?”
She stopped rocking and her hands paused their movements. “Because folks are disappearing is why.” With that, she started rocking and knitting again, but both seemed quick and forced. “Twenty people disappeared off this block alone this week.”
In my churning gut, I knew where they had gone.
Slip slip purl, slip slip purl. “Everyone’s wondering who’s next.” 
“Is anyone doing anything about it?”
“Yeah.” She rocked and knitted even faster. “We stay inside and hope it ain’t us.”
“Isn’t anyone making a big deal about it? Isn’t it on the news?”
The woman laughed. “You know they don’t put anything bad on the news. The news is just there to keep us happy. If the news isn’t good, people don’t want to hear about it.”
Jack and Jill and the woman’s two children sang the song again, the girls singing first, and the boys joining on the second line. For not the first time, I wondered how Jack and Jill could get two voices to come out of their mouth at the same time.
I straightened and said, “I’ve got to go.”
“I know,” the woman said.
“You do?”
She nodded, rocked, and knitted. “He told me.”
“Who?”
A hard knock sounded on the door and the woman smiled. “Our mutual friend.”
Another knock. Louder. 
The mother stood up and put her knitting down on the seat of the rocking chair. “I’m coming already,” she called. “Don’t beat my door down.”
I knelt between the two game boards. Jack kept rolling his dice, but Jill looked up from her cards.
“Are you leaving?” she asked.
“Yeah,” I said.
Jack looked up. “Are you coming back?”
I knew the answer in my heart. “No.”
The twins jumped up and hugged my neck. “We’ll miss you,” they whispered.
“I’ll miss you guys, too,” I said, and hugged them back.
Jill said through her tears, “I don’t want you to go.”
“You two take care of each other.”
“We will,” Jack said, fighting back tears and trying hard to look brave.
Jill pulled me into a hard hug. “I love you,” she said into my ear.
Sniffing, I said for the first time in my life, “I love you, too.”
“It’s time,” a male voice said behind me.
Pulling away from Jack and Jill, I kissed them twice, once on each side of their face. I wiped tears from my eyes and turned to see the cleric, his hood pulled back and his eyes open, his long blond hair framing his face.
“Are you ready?” the cleric asked.
“Yes,” I said, and hoped I wasn’t lying.
I walked with him to the front door. The woman opened it as we got close, and when a blast of cool air rushed in, the game cards and pretend money blew away on the breeze. The cleric stepped out onto the porch with his hair whipping behind him, and I went out after him before wishing I could go back inside.
A storm like nothing I had ever seen spread across the horizon. Clouds of ash and blood churned; bright and unholy green lightning flashed. There was a stark line where the approaching storm met blue sky, so over our heads it was still calm, but that wouldn’t last for long. The wind whipped and leaves and trash jumped up from the street to dance. And of course, there was music. Threatening, if faint, instruments warming up.
“What’s that, Mama?” the little boy asked behind me.
“I don’t know, baby.”
I looked up at the wall of churning hate and said, “I do.” Turning to see the woman holding her children and Jack and Jill in her protective arms, I said, “Go back inside.” 
The woman pushed the children back into the apartment, but Jack raised a hand in parting before he went through the door. “Bye.”
“Bye,” I said, and it was my turn to force a brave smile through my tears.
The storm was a kilometer tall if it was a meter, chasing away light as it neared, and lightning lit us in stuttering flickers. Shadows swirled as the music grew and operatic voices joined. 
“It’s big,” I said.
“Indeed.” Like he was reading my thoughts, the cleric turned towards me, and added, “Doubt the world. Believe in yourself.”
“You make it sound simple.”
His hair whipped around his serene face. “It is.”
Setting my jaw, I stepped off the porch. 


Twenty
What Dreams May Come

Green lightning crackled, and thunder boomed as the storm came fast. The music started out as a slight vibration in my chest but loudened to forceful humming which reverberated in my entire body. Forlorn horns joined the loud and low mechanical hum of bow pulled slowly across strings. New strings and wind instruments joined, sounding happy, juxtaposed grotesquely against the storm. 
It was the beginning of Der Ring des Nibelungen. Wagner’s Ring.
Triumphant trumpets sounded and the clouds dipped down in dozens of places to form funnels, and writhing, roaring tornadoes reached down like black fingers. Buildings exploded into bricks and splinters whenever the twisters hit them. 
I looked to the cleric to see if he could tell me how, for the sweet love of God, I could fight a storm, but he just stood there, his hair and robe whipping in the wind, looking at me.
“What do I do?” I yelled above the roaring storm and music.
He yelled back, “I don’t know.”
The strings and horns turned sinister, and five tornadoes came at us from five different directions, cutting broken canyons through Cube Town, obliterating whatever they touched. Some buildings fell while the wind ripped off the front of others, and formerly inside people, pets, furniture, and construction materials found themselves outside, urban jetsam sent horrifically adrift on the whipping wind. Lightning set roofs on fire as the music crescendoed.
The tornadoes surged towards us with a klaxon of bells, which reminded me of the people I’d left in the house. A small glowing ball sprung from my fingertips and expanded to become a bubble big enough to surround the entire building. The music swelled as tornadoes slammed into my protective sphere. Inexplicably in an eye of calm, lightning bolts struck at us, but their green power traced over the outside of the bubble without penetrating it. Blinding arcs cocooned us as roofs, rafters, bricks, blocks, and all other manner of metropolitan debris struck the bubble, but it didn’t bend, let alone break.
Leaving the sphere in place to protect from the outside, I passed through its wall like it wasn’t there. Softer strings and horns accompanied me as a shimmer later, the storm swallowed me up, wind deafening, and driving rain blinding. All five tornadoes, black as death, encircled me, but for not the first time in my life, and most likely not the last, I ran. Reacting as if they were being steered, the tornados gave chase.
The first tornado reached me with a rising crescendo of horns, and I leapt to escape it, moving so fast the surrounding buildings became a blur. Each of my subsequent jumps was further, higher, and faster as the tornado raced to catch up. The next time my feet hit, I covered a city block in one leap, but my hair stood on end each time I evaded a lightning strike. 
After three longer-than-the-last jumps, I left Cube Town altogether and landed in downtown, going so fast I had to dig my heels into the road to stop. The top of the asphalt buckled and pushed in front of me like a wave on the ocean. 
Once I’d stopped and turned, I wished I hadn’t. 
Riding a large and crackling lightning bolt and a new swell in the music, Zunk hit me dead in the chest and drove me backwards. The asphalt exploded around us as we hit, a deep trench ripping straight down the middle of the street. The buckling road tossed aeros and trucks into the air like proverbial toys, and they flew a long way before landing upside down or tumbling onto their sides. Fire hydrants snapped off; geysers filled the air; and pipes broke under the street, water filling the trench in the road behind us.
Laying on my back, I looked up, dazed, to see Zunk standing above me. My pants and shirt had torn when I hit, but Zunk’s clothes still looked freshly pressed. 
Jumping to my feet with a flip, I rushed at Zunk, my fists and feet a blaze of fury, hitting him hundreds of times, but he didn’t budge. Then I hit him square in the jaw with all the strength I could muster, and at least this time, his head snapped back. 
“You really are a pain in the ass, you know that?” he said more than asked.
With that, he stuck out a single finger and touched my chest. That touch hit me harder than the lightning had, and I flew backwards down the street to where the road ended, intersecting with a perpendicular street. When my back hammered into an office building, I lost what little air I had, and the glass front of the building exploded around me in a deafening crash.
He had hit me so hard I flew into the building and smashed through the guard’s front desk to send pens, paper, and pencils flying. The desk absorbed some of my kinetic energy, but I still hit the elevator doors behind them hard and tumbled inside the car. I finally came to a stop with a thump when I hit the back of the elevator. 
The rest of the glass facade of the now-open front of the building fell in a mix of crashes and tinkles. Those standing on the sidewalk below screamed and tried to cover up, but a million tiny glass guillotines cut them to bloody ribbons.
Grimacing while holding my ribs and gasping for breath, I said a single sentence: “That did not happen.”
And just like that, my battered body bounced up and flew back through the elevator doors to shoot through the guard’s desk as it re-formed. Pens, paper, and pencils rushed to regain their rightful places atop the hardwood surface. People on the sidewalk had their bloody cuts removed as if they were erased, and the glass from the front of the building fell up and out of the way. Passing through the front of the building, back towards Zunk, the rest of the windows snapped back together with another crash that started loud but ended soft. I kept flying feet-first until I once more stood in front of Zunk.
He nodded his approval. “You’ve learned much.”
“Like father, like son,” I said, and concentrated on a big blue mailbox bolted to the sidewalk. With a thought, the bolts pulled free of the concrete, and the big blue box zoomed towards Zunk’s head. 
He deftly dodged the mailbox but didn’t sidestep the van flying at him from the other side. The bottom of the van hit Zunk and wrapped around his body as it drove him straight into a building. Red building bricks scattered around Zunk’s disappearing body, the van’s motion continuing until the top of its roof was even with the broken wall. 
The hard rain quieted, and the music stopped. I held my breath and waited. 
But the top of the van shook and fell out of the building, rolling onto its roof before coming to an upside-down stop on the debris-strewn sidewalk. Zunk emerged from the hole a moment later. 
“Now you’ve made me mad,” he said in an even tone before launching himself at me like a ballistic missile. 
Strings shrieked and horns blared.
Turning and running, I leapt into the traffic flying above us. Landing on the roof of a flying car and jumping again, aero hoods and roofs buckled as I zoomed up through the traffic. Honking horns underscored the thunderous music.
Zunk landed on the roof of the aero I was on, and my feet slipped on the wet hood. Twirling, Zunk swung his leg, the heel of his foot striking my temple, and I flew into space. Above me now, he jumped onto the hood and looked down at me, dark clouds boiling and lightning crackling behind him. 
Falling about halfway to the ground before I hit the roof of a passing cab, the cab’s roof crumpled beneath me, driving the breath from my lungs. Blinking rain from my eyes, something dark rushed at me, and I rolled out of the way just before the aero Zunk had thrown hit the cab.
Falling again, I caught the side mirror of a passing truck. My ribs hit the side of the truck hard, and I grunted in pain. Grinding my teeth, I pulled myself up to a board running down the side of the truck. Wiping the pelting rain from my face, my eyes searched the traffic but found no one, god or otherwise.
Another aero hurtled my way, and beyond the tumbling conveyance I saw Zunk grab another flying vehicle and raise it over his head. I jumped over the thrown aero and the truck below me turned onto its side. The tossed aero hit the truck’s roof, and both vehicles flipped into traffic amid a cascade of collisions and fiery explosions.
Zunk kept throwing and I kept dodging, jumping from aero to aero, going ever farther up the layers of traffic. Zunk destroyed each aero a split second after I jumped from it. Still throwing aeros, Zunk followed until I reached the top layer of traffic and landed on a city bus. Up higher than the tallest buildings, the skyscrapers’ windows were yellow rectangles in their dark faces. As soon as I got my balance on top of the bus, a propelled dump truck smashed into it, sending the bus spinning like a top. 
Holding on for dear life, my fingers pierced the bus’s metal roof, and the metal ripped under my hands to leave ragged finger-sized cuts. The force of the spinning bus pushed me closer to the edge of its roof and I was forced towards its back end. Strings and drums grew louder in time with the people screaming inside the bus. After the spinning bus started to slow, but before I could relax, a thump sounded on the far end of the roof. My heart jumped and my stomach fell. 
“Did you actually think you could oppose me?” I heard as the world spun around me. 
I don’t know, I thought, and clung to the slick metal roof.
When the bus had slowed enough, I pulled my bloody fingers from the ragged metal slits and flopped onto my back. Zunk stood at the other end of the bus, his face flushed.
Too weak to stand, I sat up and pushed away from him atop the bus, trying to put distance between me and the creator. But when my hands slipped in pooling rainwater, the music swelled, and I figured I was at my end.
“Your hubris is amazing.” Zunk’s eyes flashed brighter than the lightning.
Sliding backwards on the bus roof until there was nothing but air behind me, I held one hand in front of me like a shield to somehow fend Zunk off.
Swallowing hard, I said, “That did not happen.”
Zunk threw his head back and the thunderous sky laughed with him. “You didn’t think that would work twice, did you?”
Tasting my own blood, I said, “Worth a try.”
“This game has not been without its amusement, but now the game is over,” Zunk said in an echoing voice. “Now, you die.”
Before I could say anything else, Zunk jumped straight up from the far end of the bus, pausing in mid-air for half a second before flying back down, heels-first. My end shot up when he hit his end of the bus, and the people inside screamed anew. I flew into the air and Zunk pulled the bus out from under me. 
Lightning flashed as Zunk held onto one end of the bus and pulled it over his head before swinging it down like a giant club. Black and white and red and bright exploded in my mind, and my limp body shot towards the ground. I crashed through the front end of an aero and it wheeled end over end, tumbling through traffic, but it didn’t slow me down. Falling through the layers of flying traffic, horns blared, and engines roared. Gravity called to me as I fell faster and faster. This time, there was no flying away or slowing my descent; this was Zunk’s world, and he made all the rules. 
Every nerve in my body screamed in unison when I hit the road in an explosion of asphalt, water, and dust.

*****

Scenes flashed through my brain, parts of my life, parts of Richard’s, and parts of Zunk’s. I went from sitting in my padded cell to sitting with kings and queens in festive halls, to lying on metal tables with blank faces staring at me, to selling drugs in dank clubs and seedy back alleys. Faces flashed before me, too: Jack and Jill, Richard, his butlers, sexy and not, the faceless figures, Zunk, Ice, the bouncer, dancers, and bartender at the 4/4 Club, and finally, Gen and St. Laurent. They all talked at once, the intermixing din of their voices impossible to understand, yet I had the distinct feeling they were all trying to tell me something very important. 
The last faces I saw before fully blacking out was Wiz and the cleric. The hectic commotion of the other voices faded, and the two said in unison, “Embrace your disbelief.”

*****

It took everything I had, but I forced my head up to find I was laying at the bottom of a crater which was about ten meters wide and half as deep. Broken blacktop ringed the edge in the deep hole my body had made. Rainwater from above and water from broken pipes below slowly filled the bottom of the crater. 
With my arms and shoulders quivering like a newborn lamb, it was tough to hold my face out of the water. My head hung down and my left hip felt dead where I must have struck the ground. Lightning flashed and Zunk’s face appeared in the water below me, but was the reflection him or was it me? I didn’t know. And then my trembling arms gave out and I fell face first back into the water.
Pushing myself up with shaky arms, I rolled onto my side. My hand fell to my hip to rub the screaming pain of my immense impact, and my eyes popped open when I felt something round in my pocket. Zunk stood in the crater behind me and couldn’t see what I was doing as I took out the Reality Pill. 
I remembered what the woman in the club had said. “It lets you be anything you want to be. At least, for a little while.”
“Do you have any last words before I erase you?” Zunk asked.
 “Yeah.” Still out of his sight, I swallowed the Reality Pill. “Why is it always raining?” 
“What?” 
Power and confidence filled me body and soul. With my eyes flashing with force unleashed, I whipped my head around to face the man who would be God. “It’s just stupid, that’s all.”
With a nod of my head, light brighter than the sun erupted around me, and Zunk threw up a muscled forearm to protect his eyes. The light expanded in every direction, erasing the rain and darkness. My mind expanded with the light, and I knew more things than I ever knew before. More things than I knew there were to know.
Energy crackled and the force of the widening light pushed buildings back like dominoes, their walls and foundations cracking. But while they leaned, they didn’t fall, and I knew no one inside them had gotten hurt. Multitudinous aeros, buses, and trucks pushed ahead of the globe of light, and I reached my mind out to keep the people inside them safe. The top of the expanding light pushed the storm clouds back to reveal a patch of bright blue sky above us, and the light kept pushing the clouds back until it was like a sunny spring day. 
“I am the doubter and the doubt.” The power in my voice surprised me.
Zunk pulled off his tattered shirt and dropped it to the now dry bottom of the crater. “This is going to be more interesting than I thought,” he said.
“You got that right.”
Wagner’s The Flight of the Valkyries became the musical backdrop as we started the battle for the future of humanity.
We rushed each other and a second wave of power detonated when we met. This explosion was neither all light nor all dark, but instead eddies of black and white fighting each other for prominence. Throwing energies at each other like fighting gods, blinding flashes scattered vehicles which exploded into flames. We threw punches, kicks, and blocks while bright sparks and deep shadows erupted in sheets of gray. 
We seemed evenly matched until Zunk blocked one of my punches and spun around to kick me in the chest. I flew backwards and hit the wall of the crater so hard that immense shock waves shot out in every direction. 
The closest buildings first shook and then fell. Debris and dust showered us, and my horrified mind knew there were people inside those buildings, but there was nothing I could do for anyone until I beat Zunk.
Zunk took advantage of my pause by grabbing my arm and spinning me around in circles, faster and faster, until he flung me out of the crater like a doll. Flying backwards with the world a blur, a skyscraper broke in half around me. I went all the way through and came out the other side, and there was nothing I could do but watch horrified as it crumbled.
Still hurtling backwards, I hit another building which didn’t break in half, but instead snapped off at the bottom and fell over. Screams of panic filled the air. The tumbling building knocked over the one behind it, which knocked down the one behind it, too, and by the time I managed to stop myself, a ragged canyon cut right through the heart of the city. Laying on my back, I gasped for breath, choking dust filling my lungs and the skies.
Zunk, detritus swirling around him, rushed down at me with his right fist held up like a battering ram. I flew out of the way just before he hit, and when I looked down, I saw a second massive crater. With already weakened buildings and a new crater in the middle of them, there wasn’t anything to keep them from collapsing. 
I landed atop an intact building and looked down at Zunk with my hands on my knees, sucking in pain-filled breaths. Nevertheless, I managed to yell down with a rasp, “Is that the best you got?”
Zunk gave an angry howl, and he launched up after me. As for me, I made sure I was gone before he got there. Jumping farther than I ever had before, I left the city to land in a forest of towering trees. 
Zunk broke off a redwood at its base and swung it like a giant bat. When he hit me, my body flattened on the wood, and I saw more stars than I had in the Perceptions boardroom. Propelled by the enormous evergreen, my backwards-flying body snapped off more trees, and they fell one by one, the immense sound of falling redwoods echoing in the forest. 
In reply, I grabbed a boulder and threw it at Zunk. He knocked the first one away with the tree, but he didn’t deflect the second one, and he flattened on the boulder before dropping the redwood. I didn’t know how much forest we destroyed as we fought, but at least no more people got hurt. 
Titans fighting across the Earth, we wrestled through deserts, mountains, and seas as the weather reflected who was winning. When Zunk had the upper hand, the sky grew darker, and the weather cleared whenever I got the best of him, but I’ve got to admit it was pitch black most of the time. Through it all, Wagner’s music grew louder while he was winning and softer when I was. 
I pulled away from him and jumped back to the center of reality. Perceptions Tower. It seemed right to end our fight there. The building looked the same, but the surrounding land had changed, gnarled trees, stunted bushes, and thorn thickets now surrounding the tower as if crawling out of a twisted nightmare. Behind me, Zunk dropped out of the swirling clouds and landed, deep horns starting as soon as his foot hit the roof. 
Götterdämmerung from Wagner’s Ring had begun: The Twilight of the Gods.
Another statue of Zunk stood on the roof, but this one was smaller than the one in the pyramid, only standing about five meters high. A lightning bolt struck the metal globe atop the statue’s shoulders, and I held up a hand to block the white-out flash. When my eyes cleared, Zunk stood in the shadows beside the statue. 
He rushed at me and I, him.
With three distinct pulls of bows across strings, followed by a crescendo of drums and a crash of accompanying instruments, the storm echoed around us, lightning flashing in time as we hit each other. He threw me across the roof and frozen hail whipped down from the clouds to pummel me. I slid on my back and rainwater and hail pellets shot up around me. Fortunately, there was a half-meter tall wall at the roof’s edge, or I would have gone over. Still, I hit the short wall hard to stop in a crumpled heap. 
Zunk, his toothy grin seeming to glow in the storm, looked down on me. “You were foolish to come here.”
With my back and my neck feeling like they might never work again, I realized he was right, and I may have made the biggest mistake of my life. This close to the source of his power, Zunk might be unbeatable. Nevertheless, I had to try.
Jumping up, I hit him with a flurry of kicks and punches, but he blocked everything I threw, his hands and feet a blur. Lightning flashed over our heads and made our movements stutter in frozen snippets. 
Then he grabbed me and threw me over his head. My ribs bounced off the globe on the statue, and crying out, I grabbed one of its metal arms to keep from flying off the roof. Holding my broken ribs and spitting up blood, I fell limp at the feet of the statue. Zunk, all muscle, anger, and focus, stalked forward. Melancholy horns accompanied me as I pushed away as best I could, the rough roof tearing at my back and my broken leg trailing behind me.
When Zunk touched the metal statue, a bolt of lightning struck it right on cue, its crackling power absorbed by the globe. The air sizzled bright as the statue stored the storm’s wrath until it glowed green with intense sparks racing over it, immense power aching to be released. He pulled on the statue, and with a low, grinding noise, it pulled free from the rooftop. Balls of liquid green electricity left the statue in spurts to dissipate with loud pops. 
The music swelled triumphantly, and Zunk raised the statue before striking down, green sparks racing. I somehow managed to roll out of the way, and with a great scorching flash, the globe left a fissure in the roof. He struck down with his statue, again and again, trailing green sparks leaving red streaks across my vision. He kept driving the statue down, leaving a new crack on the roof with every blow, but each time I rolled away.
“Hold still!” Zunk yelled and struck down again.
French horns sounded and this time, an enormous flash preceded the smell of my burning flesh as the globe ground my bones into mush in my already broken leg. Energies shot through my body to squeeze my heart in an iron grip. 
Zunk dropped the still-glowing statue and it landed with a clang. “It’s not death we fear,” he said as he took a threatening step towards me. “It’s the nothing.” Zunk took another step. “And it’s to the nothing you return.”
My crushed leg forbade my escape as death approached, his statue illuminating Zunk from behind in an unholy silhouette. But then I saw another shadowy figure standing in the rain, the sickly green glow from the statue lighting half his face.
Ice.
Seeing him out of the corner of his eye, Zunk said to his bodyguard, “Watch me do what you could not.” 
Ice only stood still in the rain, his blank black eyes staring.
“I will deny my wrath no longer,” Zunk said softly with his face closer to animal than man.
He grabbed my neck and raised me over his head with one hand. I clawed at his arm and kicked at him with my one good leg, but my other leg hung limp, twisted, and useless. Zunk squeezed my neck and my eyes crossed. I knew I had to do something, but I couldn’t breathe, let alone think. Holding me over his head with a single arm, he carried me to the edge of the roof, and with each step, the victorious music grew.
“Ice,” I gasped, “help me.”
Zunk sneered. “Why would he help you?”
Unmoving, the black giant only stood watching in the rain.
Zunk heaved my body up, one hand still on my neck, and grabbed my good leg by the thigh with his other hand. He stepped up onto the small wall at the edge of the roof and my feet dangled above nothing. I clawed at Zunk’s iron fingers and looked down at the eternal emptiness of the fall, the swirling wind threatening to snatch me into the void.
“And now,” Zunk said, “it ends.”
“Ice,” I tried to scream, but it only came out as a whisper. “You serve the DNA!”
The music silenced.
With a flash of green, an object big and round shot out of the shadows, Ice swinging Zunk’s statue at his master. The top of the globe buried itself in Zunk’s back, and green energy exploded. The statue went dark as Zunk flew out from under me and into the nothingness. I dropped, too, about to fall after my corporate double, but Ice snatched my ankle to stop my descent. Zunk’s statue, the symbol of corrupt capitalism unbound, fell after its likeness to disappear into the darkness below. 
Hanging onto Ice for dear life, I slipped once before clambering onto his waist to hold onto his belt. The bodyguard backed away from the edge, carrying me like a mother with child before setting me down. 
Gasping, I said, “I thought,” and then sucked in another breath. “I thought St. Laurent destroyed you.”
Ice looked down at me and grinned an unbroken smile. “I did,” he said in St. Laurent’s voice.
My mouth and heart fell.
“And now,” she said through Ice, “you’re going to take Zunk’s place and run Perceptions exactly like I tell you.”
I licked blood from my lips and clenched my jaw. “Never,” I said.
“Then die,” Ice said simply in St. Laurent’s voice and pulled his long coat to the side to grab his Neural Disruptor. “There are plenty more of you where you come from.”
When St. Laurent’s fingers touched his side, Ice’s eyes popped open, and he pawed at his hip. When his head snapped back up, I knew she knew. 
I had to lean hard on my one good knee to keep the twin barrels of the Neural Disruptor pointed at him. “Lose something?” I asked.
Lightning flashed above us, and for a moment I saw St. Laurent’s eyes, her pupils flaring, instead of Ice’s featureless black pits. Ice rushed me as I squeezed the trigger, and the world exploded in blue and red flashes. 
Caught in the backfire, the most intense pain I had ever known ravaged my body as it tried to turn inside out. My eyes screwed shut; my back arched off the ground; my body quivered; my teeth ground tight. I smelled the sickly sweet stench of flesh and hair burning and knew the stink was me.
Upon hearing an ear-piercing shriek of two voices at once, Madeleine St. Laurent’s high-pitch and Ice’s deep roar, I forced my eyes open to see Ice’s entire body convulse. My pain waned as his intensified, his entire frame vibrating in every direction at once. His body grew and pulled apart with not enough Ice to fill the expanded space. The twin screams of Ice and St. Laurent grew so deafening I thought they might split my head open, but then, their cries faded to nothing, and Ice’s body drifted all the way apart to become nanite particles lost on the wind. 
I tried to stay awake when my head hit the rooftop, but I failed.

*****

Every inch of my body felt like it had been through a meat grinder when I awoke, but at least I was alive. The storm had been replaced by a beautiful day with butterflies and birds flying this way and that. The sun warmed me and the breeze at the top of the tower felt good. 
My leg was still crippled and useless, so I had to pull myself across the roof with my hands. That hurt, but after the agony of almost being ripped apart by the Neural Disruptor, it nearly felt like nothing. It took a long time, but once I reached the edge, I could see the entirety of creation spreading out in every direction. With Zunk and St. Laurent gone, I half expected existence to break down and disappear, but as I looked out on the new reality, everything seemed at peace. The gods were dead, and the world didn’t care.
And then, from behind me: clap. Clap. Clap. 
I froze.
“I suppose you’re not a complete waste after all,” Zunk said.
Bewildered, I turned and asked, “You’re not dead?”
“I rebooted. Haven’t you learned anything yet?”
Apparently, I hadn’t. My head fell limp on my neck as I screwed my eyes shut against my sudden tears.
“Now, with St. Laurent out of the way,” he continued, “there is no one to oppose me.” Clouds began to gather, and it started to sprinkle. “Thank you for accelerating the downsizing plan.” Shadows eclipsed the sunlight as he took a step towards me. 
I opened my mouth to speak, but nothing came out. Finally: “I didn’t—”
“Don’t be modest.” A few sunbeams still peeked through the storm clouds as he spoke, but they were disappearing fast. “You did what I could not, but I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised, seeing you possess an unsurpassed genetic pedigree.”
With another step, Zunk stood right above me. I looked to where I had left the Neural Disruptor mere meters away, and my hand quivered on the end of my shaking arm as I reached. Following my gaze, Zunk stepped on my arm and pinned it to the rooftop. 
Battered and beaten, with one leg crushed and my entire body aching, I looked up at Zunk to see a butterfly flutter behind his head, its wings reading, WHO DO YOU WANT TO BE TODAY? 
“You haven’t won,” I said in a hoarse whisper.
Zunk’s face softened. “I am God here. I can do anything I please.”
I cleared my throat. “If you can do anything, God, can you make something you can’t hold up?”
A second butterfly landed on his head, and Zunk brushed it aside, but the stubborn thing just landed back on him. More and more corporate butterflies landed on Zunk, ads displayed on slowly flapping wings. He turned in little circles and shooed them, but the butterfly-ads kept coming. 
“What in the—?” he asked.
And then a sign swooped out of the sky at the would-be God, hitting him and cutting off his question. Zunk tried to duck, but it burst past the butterflies to smash into him. After that, another talking sign crashed into the first. A third. A fourth. Another and another and another. 
Spreading all the way to the horizon, advertising signs swooped in from every direction and continued mashing together to form a ball. As the ball grew, Zunk had to raise his arms to hold the ads up. Chattering billboards, signs, and other ads came from above, to the sides, and from below, all rushing to join the expanding globe. 
His eyes flew wide, and Zunk stared at me in disbelief.
Through the pain, I called, “Ironic, huh.” 
He opened his mouth to reply, but an ad hit him square in the face before he could say anything. It stayed a few moments before slipping off and latching onto the growing globe above his head.
I pushed myself away as fast as I could, considering the uselessness of my leg. But the ball of ads kept swelling and I couldn’t move fast enough to escape its growing shadow. The globe must have been getting heavy because when it got to be about twenty-five meters wide, Zunk fell to one knee, mimicking his corporate logo. While one ad weighed next to nothing, all of them together were a limit approaching infinity. Zunk bowed to the weight of the globe of ads he had produced with his neck and shoulders bent.
Every advertisement ever created raced in from the horizons in a never-ending stream, and the ball grew exponentially. Blimps with flashing lights and towering neon signs joined the ads, a billion voices chanting a million advertising slogans. Zunk struggled to look up at me as the weight of the chattering and growing globe forced his head down. 
The roof damaged by his attacks on me shook, and I knew it wouldn’t last much longer. Dragging my crushed leg behind me, I pulled myself onto the low wall at the roof’s edge. The globe on top of Zunk’s shoulders stood a hundred meters wide and its growth showed no signs of slowing. The middle of the roof buckled, and upon hearing a tremendous crack, I threw myself off the building into nothing but air. 
Just after I cleared the edge, the Perceptions Tower struggled to remain standing under the collective weight of Zunk’s unchecked greed. The wind whistled in my ears as I flew out and back from the tower. The building swayed and the growing globe fell through the roof. It paused when it hit the next floor down, and I hoped the ultimate narcissist had an opportunity to look into the mirror on his desk one last time. The globe looked for a second like it might stop at his office floor, but I still concentrated on the people on the next floor down to will them away to a safe distance.
Now 500 meters wide, the globe of ads kept growing, and a second later, it drove deeper into the building. After a moment’s hesitation, the rest of the building gave way, floor after floor flattening under its crashing bulk. And just like that, everything Zunk had ever built all came tumbling down.
As I fell, paralleling the immense globe, I raced to pull everyone out. At each floor, I willed the people inside to safety, but each time it was close, and if I had been an eye blink late, the globe would have crushed them. All the while, the sound of the gathering ads increased to become a thunderous cacophony, and the globe grew to a kilometer wide. I raced it all the way to the ground as Perceptions, Inc., collapsed. Shattering glass rained down, steel beams broke free, and twisting debris trailed behind in a swirling dust cloud that defied the sun. I managed, again and again, to yank employees out a split-second before they would have been flattened. 
Even though we were falling fast, it still took me and the globe a long time to fall thousands of stories. I finally hit the ground with a tremendous thud, and at the same moment, the globe of ads shattered the huge pyramid at the bottom of the tower, driving through the center of reality. The ground shook, daring to tear the Earth itself in half, and a storm of dust, swirling papers, and other debris erupted. I passed out as the toxic cloud eclipsed all other existence. 
*****

Upon hearing voices, I opened my eyes to slits to see Perceptions employees spreading out around me. Everyone was gray from head to foot, clothes and hair and skin, their eyes, noses, and mouths wet holes in the dust. The crater extended for kilometers around us, and the wreckage of signs, billboards, and dirigibles extended as far as I could see.
The silence was eerie after the immense noise of the building collapsing and the shrieking harshness of all the ads in the world. No one said anything, as they were all in shock. The dust continued to churn around us, but up through the dust, I could just make out the sun. 
The employees helped me up, and leaning heavily to one side, I stood as tall as I could. Looking at the person closest to me, I asked, “Is everybody safe?” 
“I think so,” the Perceptions employee answered.
I dragged my useless leg towards the middle of the wreckage, and so the walk took longer than it should. I managed to climb onto a pair of beams and saw the center of the massive crater the globe of ads had made. Grimacing in pain, I climbed down until I could see the very center.
At the middle of the crater, the ground almost hid the entire statue of Zunk that had stood in the pyramid, but its shoulders and head were still exposed. The right arm had snapped off and extended high above the earth a short distance away, but the massive left arm of the statue, still attached, angled up to disappear into the cloud of dust. The gigantic glass globe was gone.
Several meters away from the statue’s head, Zunk, with his limbs spread out wide, laid face up and half-buried in the ground. Part of my mind warned me to be careful, but if there was ever going to be a time to finally get rid of his greed, it was now. Zunk remained unmoving, and I wondered if he was dead. But then I remembered the rules of the Reality.
I just dropped the biggest building ever built on this guy, I thought. How do I keep him from rebooting?
Frantic, I searched to find the one thing that could kill you inside the Reality. Providence or fate or both were with me as I spotted twin barrels sticking up from the dust under the one extended statue arm. Stumbling over to the Neural Disruptor, I pulled it from the wreckage, dirt and dust falling as I gripped it in my fist. 
Hordes of employees emerged from the swirling dust, watching with slack faces as I advanced on their boss. Some climbed onto the statue’s broad shoulders to get a better look, and some stood on twisted steel beams. They didn’t call out for Zunk’s blood, but they didn’t try to stop me, either. The employees kept coming in never-ending waves, walking like they were closer to dead than alive. 
I stood over the most powerful man on Earth with gun in hand. He was still out cold, and after hesitating for a moment, I aimed both barrels at him. Just then, Zunk’s eyes fluttered open, and when he saw the Neural Disruptor, his mouth moved like he wanted to say something, but nothing came out.
“Kill him,” someone in the crowd called out.
I had killed once before and still hadn’t gotten over it. Maybe I would get over it in time, or maybe you never do. Caked in thick dust, he looked even more like me, and he sure didn’t look like a threat. I should have felt anger or fear, but all I really felt was pity.
“Kill him,” someone else yelled, and others joined the call.
Setting my jaw, my hand tensed on the trigger.

Twenty-One
This Mortal Coil


The light moved towards me, or I, it. The single light split into many lights, and then the beams came back together to form long, thick lines. I swam towards them, trying to breathe with lungs which wouldn’t move. When my eyes finally opened, the glowing lines were still there, but everything was blurry.
But as vision is a distant second to breathing, out-of-focus eyes could wait. Something smooth and cold was jammed all the way down my throat, which kept me from getting air. Gagging and spinning in panic, the thick white lines flew around me as I wrestled with the tube, desperately trying to get it out of me. When I finally pulled all of it out, drool dribbled down my chest. I let go of the tube and it hit with a soft thud. 
I tried to lurch forward, but something attached to my head kept me in place, which made me panic even more. Unable to see and not knowing where I was, I clawed at the thing on my head. As uncoordinated as a newborn babe, it took me a while to get a good grip on it, but at last the cold object pulled free with a tearing sound. Falling to my knees when it came off, I felt the urge to vomit, but nothing would come up. 
Unseeing, unable to stand, and barely breathing, I had never felt so helpless in my life. But even though it was hard to breathe, and the air hurt my raw throat, I forced in some deep breaths. When I leaned back to rest my legs, I found something soft and sticky behind me. 
Blinking my stinging eyes to clear them, the glowing lines came into focus to become columns which went from the floor to the ceiling in the largest room I had ever seen. It was only about a third as wide as the pyramid at the former Perceptions Tower, but it extended in front of me much farther than that massive room had.
As my vision continued to clear, I saw not all the columns went all the way up or down, but instead, some only reached partway to the ceiling, and some hung down without reaching the floor. I couldn’t see the floor directly under me from my perspective, but I could see the ceiling. Above the glowing tubes that didn’t make it to the ceiling were round holes about a meter and a half across, with large black gaskets surrounding the holes. My eyes still hurt, but I could see one more thing: dark shapes inside the glowing tubes, stacked on top of each other, one about every three meters inside each column. Eventually, the dark shapes came into focus, and I gulped. 
People. I didn’t know who they were, but I knew I was one of them.
Searching for a way out, I pressed my hands to both sides of the translucent tube to find the walls cool and smooth. There looked to be an open door in front of me, with a long chrome pipe beside it as an apparent handhold, but when I reached out a trembling hand, I found another wall I couldn’t see. Behind me, the sticky gelatinous thing slanted up and away. With the outline of a body sunken into its center, I was sure the jelly would fit me like a glove if I were to lay back down.
Leaning one hand on the tacky jelly and the other holding onto the thick chrome pipe, my legs shook, but I couldn’t yet move. Gritting my teeth and closing my eyes, I got my legs under me on the third try. I leaned hard on the tube wall to remain upright, but at least I was standing.
I shifted again and my head hit the kind of cap the pod-people had worn when I first entered the Reality. It looked like it hovered in mid-air, but when I squinted, I could make out hundreds of thin wires attaching it to the ceiling of my tube-pod. Pulling down on the skullcap and letting it go, it bounced up and down before slowing to a stop. 
Feeling my head, I didn’t find one hair, and running my hands down my naked body, I realized I had no body hair, either. 
Holding onto the pipe and leaning my forehead on the clear front wall, I croaked, “Where am I?” 
And then I remembered what the woman in the dance club had told me about the Reality Pill when I had asked her if there were any side effects. 
“Only you see the world as it really is when you’re done,” she had answered.
“That’s it?” 
“That’s enough.” 
She had been right. 
The enormous room seemed to go on forever. Right at the edge of as far as I could see, it looked like the floor curved upwards to disappear behind the ceiling, but my still smarting eyes may have been playing tricks on me. The walls, ceiling, and floor were a perfect unbroken white, except for protruding round red circles at the bottom of each wall, and the wide gaskets around each tube. Two meters high and set three meters apart into the white walls, the red circles reminded me of doors, and they lined both sides of the room for as far as it extended. There were also large round holes on the floor wherever a tube had not been lowered into them.
One tube hanging from the ceiling started moving near me. When it reached the floor, its rounded bottom end slid into a hole and the tube kept going until the rounded top pulled out of the ceiling, becoming a high-tech stalagmite instead of a stalactite. On the floor, two figures in white stood by the tube which had lowered, and when I saw them pull a body off a gurney, I knew I had seen it before from a different perspective. 
They took a body out of the tube and replaced it with the one from the gurney. Some lights flashed and a few minutes later the tube rose back towards the ceiling while the people in white started pushing the gurney away. I didn’t know what was going on, but I knew it was the key to my world making sense, so I had to find out what they were doing. Which meant I had to get out of the tube.
But how? And right on cue, my tube started to lower.
Below me, two more forms in white jumpsuits came into view, with a naked figure on another gurney. As I got lower and closer, I realized neither of the two figures had a face, and I was immediately reminded of my nightmares. Not a proper face, anyway. Just two black, dead circles for eyes and a horizontal split where there should have been a mouth. For lack of a better way to define them, I decided to call them Body One and Body Two.
My tube doorway disappeared with a flash. Holding onto the chrome bar by the door and readying myself to jump out as I neared the floor, I only managed to fall, but at least it was in the right direction. With arms too weak to slow me down, I hit the floor hard, and barely got my legs out of the way as the tube slid further into the floor.
Round black eyes stared at me as I rolled over, but my fear turned to relief as Body Two, disinterested, turned away. Since my legs still couldn’t hold me up, I pushed my naked butt across the cold metal floor to get to a safe distance before the tube stopped. Body Two held up a clear clipboard with something written on it, but my blurry eyes couldn’t quite make it out.
“Richard 1521562,” Body Two read.
At first, I thought they were calling me. Not me, precisely, but the name of the man I had killed to get into the Reality. But then I realized my Richard had a higher number.
“Richard 1521562,” Body One said. “Check.”
The film on my eyes cleared enough to see that above each doorway in the tube was a sign with black block letters against a glowing white field. As my eyes focused a bit more, I realized the black letters formed a name. A button extended under the name, and when Body One pushed it, the sign changed from white to red, and the letters changed to read UPLOADING. Sparkling lights which started off dim and slow, accelerated in speed and intensity, drifting up the tiny strands that hooked the skullcap to the top of the compartment. 
Meanwhile, Body Two helped the naked figure on the table sit up. The sitting figure weakly lifted its head, and when its blank black eyes looked my way, or at least in my general direction, my blood ran cold. 
Forcing myself off the floor with gritted teeth and wobbly legs, I stood.
The sign above the door flashed yellow before a ding sounded and the words changed to IN STASIS. The threads between the ceiling and the skullcap darkened and the transparent doorway shimmered. Body One pulled the skullcap off this Richard’s head before peeling him off the sticky jelly. I cringed when Body One dropped this Richard to the floor like he was a bag of rotted meat. He hit the floor, bounced once, and stopped moving. This Richard didn’t have something you would call a flesh tone, but looked instead, for lack of a better word, dusty.
Body Two steadied the sitting figure to make sure they didn’t fall off the gurney. Then, with no wasted motion, like they had done this a million times before, Body One took their turn holding up the naked figure while Body Two went to get the skullcap. I didn’t think the threads attaching it would reach all the way to the table, but they easily stretched. Body Two attached the skullcap onto the sitting figure’s head, wiggling it back and forth to seat the chrome cap. And then, in one smooth movement, Body One hoisted the naked figure onto their shoulder.
Body One took the figure into the compartment and laid them on top of the sticky jelly. As soon as the body hit, the jelly pulled the naked figure into it with a sucking sound. After Body One stepped out of the tube compartment, Body Two pushed the red button above the door again, and with another shimmer in the doorway, the sign background flashed green and read DOWNLOADING. 
In my heart, I knew this was where St. Laurent overwrote Richard’s DNA with Zunk’s so I could joyride inside the most powerful person in the world. Raindrops of molten light showered the chromed skullcap, dropping faster and brighter until they became blinding.
“I don’t know why we have to wait,” Body One said as they put the old Richard onto the gurney. “It never fails.”
Holding their clipboard, Body Two said, “It’s what we do.”
 Seconds later, the sign flashed solid green before turning back to white, and Richard’s name reappeared in big block letters. The threads above the skullcap grew dark again and disappeared to the naked eye. 
“Told you,” Body One said, and wheeled the gurney away.
Body Two followed. 
I had to go with them if I wanted to understand anything, but I couldn’t tear my eyes away from the nude figure in the compartment. The body changed right before my eyes. The face started fleshy and round before moving in ways faces didn’t move. A ridge grew above their eyes while something else started growing in the middle of their face. Their cheekbones quit growing, but their nose kept getting longer and wider, and flaps of flesh sprouted on their mouth-slit to make lips. Ears, small and perfect, grew on either side of their head. Their skin changed color, too, going from beige to deep brown. After the figure’s sex became apparent, an exact copy of the man they took away replaced the faceless lump of flesh in the compartment. 
Bodies One and Two were almost out of sight. I stumbled after them as fast as I could, my right shoulder hanging lower than my left, and my legs not wanting to move much at all. But even as each step got a little longer and my legs got a little stronger, I lost sight of Bodies One and Two when they went behind some glowing tubes. 
I kept pushing myself and after a little while, my steps became more like jumps, and each time I pushed off the metal floor, I drifted a couple of meters before coming down again. Closer now to a wall, I could see the large red circles, like I thought, were portals, with emergency lights set into the wall above each one.
Bodies One and Two went through a pair of double doors which read L 5-16-4. But then the doors opened again, and Bodies One and Two came immediately back, pushing a gurney towards me. After momentary confusion, I looked back through the doors and saw what looked like the same figures go through another pair of double doors. I guess the new figures must have really been Bodies Three and Four.
It only took two steps to get to the next set of doors, and I squeezed past them right before they shut. Body One and Body Two stood on either side of the gurney, staring at me with their dead black eyes before the little room jumped under my feet. Beside the doors were four buttons labeled L 5-16-1, L 5-16-2, L 5-16-3, and L 5-16-4. 
Feeling light for a second until the floor caught up with me, I asked, “Inclinator?” 
“Elevator,” Body Two said.
As we stood there not saying anything, I realized I was still naked. “Mind if I use this?” I asked and pointed.
“Use what?” Body One asked.
“This.” I tugged an end of the blanket. “I’m cold.”
“Go ahead.”
“Thanks,” I said and pulled it from under the body, wrapping the blanket’s warmness around me.
My feet left the floor for a moment when we came to a sudden stop, and the button for L 5-16-3 lit up. After the doors opened, Body One pushed the gurney out, and Body Two followed. 
When I stepped out after them, I knew I was finally home.

*****

Home, such as it was, and if it wasn’t home, then it was at least where I was born. 
The room extended a long way in both directions, and here the floor and ceiling definitely curved a bit. It looked like you were always walking slightly uphill, but it still felt like you walked on a flat floor. A long way down in either direction, the floor disappeared behind the ceiling. Large, long pools dominated the center of the floor, continuing past where the floor curved behind the ceiling. Somehow, no water spilled from the pools, and their water proceeded from clear to blue to brown to gray. 
Upon hearing a splash, I turned to see Body One had dumped the naked man into the nearest pool to join a dozen other bodies already floating there. Holding my blanket closed at my neck, I kneeled and reached towards the pool’s surface. 
“Don’t,” Body One said sharply.
I gave them a questioning look.
“Don’t,” they said again, but softer.
The bodies in the pool all missed at least fingers and toes, and many missed arms, legs, or even heads. The ones at the far end were more lump than person.
Body One pushed the gurney away as Body Two followed and I tagged along. A waterfall connected it at the far end to the next pool. The second pool was full of human bits: fingers, feet, heads, and even privates. With each pool we passed, the body parts broke down into smaller chunks, and the bits eventually completely disintegrated. The pools in the middle grew almost clear. But in the following pools, solid bits clumped back together, the chunks growing larger still in the pool after that, and within the next few pools, the pieces grew into recognizable body parts. Arms and legs and torsos sluiced down from that pool into the next.
Whole bodies floated face up in the last pool, round black eyes staring at the ceiling without blinking. With nowhere else to go, they accumulated at the far end of the pool, their slit-mouths gasping for air like fish out of water.
Elevator doors with a clear cube on a metal stand beside them stood near the last pool. Body One held their hand flat on the side of the cube, said “Blanket,” and a shimmer later, a blue blanket appeared from nothing. Body One put the blanket on top of the gurney. 
It was the most fantastic thing in a fantastic new world. Trembling, I laid my hand on the side, cleared my throat, and said, “Blanket.” The cube shimmered again, and a blanket appeared. I looked up with wide eyes to see if there was someone I could share this miracle with, but Body Two only looked back without interest. Licking my lips, I snatched the blanket like you might grab a snake and held it at arm’s length.
Body One looked at me and shook their head. 
I put my hand back on the cube and said, “Jumpsuit,” and a shimmer later, a neatly folded white jumpsuit popped into the cube. Letting both blankets drop, I put the jumpsuit on, and found it fit perfectly.
Body One fished a floating figure out of the pool while I dressed. It hung limp over their shoulders before they laid them gently on the gurney and covered them with the blanket. 
“Where to?” Body One asked.
Body Two looked at their clipboard and read, “Rebecca 85632.”
I looked over their shoulder at the clipboard to see the names all started with the letter R running down the left side of the list. Beside half of the names there was a glowing green check mark, and along the right side of the clipboard each line read LAGRANGE 5-16. But what was between the names grabbed my attention most. 
It was my name. @.
Each line had a name, my name, and then what was presumably our location. For example, the next one without a green check mark was REBECCA85632@LAGRANGE 5-16. 
I knew in my gut the floating figures with their fishy mouth-slits were my siblings. But Bodies One and Two paid me no mind, Body One pushing the gurney away as Body Two called the elevator. They disappeared behind elevator doors labeled L 5-16-3 a second later.
Stunned, I sat cross-legged by the pool, watching the floating figures stare blank eyes at the ceiling, and listening to them gasp for new breath. Cold again, I pulled both blankets over me, my fingers feeling like wooden sticks as I wrapped them around my shivering shoulders.

*****

Two figures returned to the pools a bit later, but I had no way to be sure if it was Bodies One and Two or brand-new figures. The first figure pushed an empty gurney while the second held their clipboard. 
“What are they?” I asked them, nodding towards the pool.
The first figure pushed the gurney past me to the end of the pool, and said, “Demiclones.”
“What’s this place?” I asked, waving my hand around in slow circles. 
The first figure paused before saying, “Lazarus Pools.”
I didn’t want to ask the next question, but if I ever wanted my world to make any sense at all, I knew I had to. “What’s your name?” 
The first figure’s blank black eyes stayed on mine. “@.”
Dropping my head, I snorted a chuckle.
Long moments later, taking a deep breath and pulling my hand down my face, my rumbling stomach would no longer be ignored. I let the blankets drop and asked, “Where can a demiclone get some food around here?” 
The first figure nodded towards the elevator. “Level 2.”
“Thanks.”
The floor curved even more on Level 2, but my feet kept a solid hold. Numerous round dining tables sat off the elevator entrance. In the middle of the room stood a bigger table, which was empty except for bowls and spoons.
A demiclone walked to the middle table holding a bowl and spoon, but I still didn’t see where they had gotten their food. They put the dirty bowl and spoon back with the clean ones, and a second later an identical demiclone took a now clean bowl and spoon. 
The elevator whooshed behind me, and I jumped. A second later, another demiclone walked past, their black eyes staring through me. Hoping they might know where the food was, I followed them until we reached a dozen clear boxes which sat atop a large table. The demiclone took a bowl, set it in the box, and laid their hand on the side. 
“Glop,” they said. “Warm.” 
A second later, the same gray goop Wiz and I had eaten on our trips down into the ruins filled their bowl almost to the brim. 
As hungry as I was, I had hoped my glop-eating days were behind me, so I took a bowl, put it in the clear box, placed my palm flat on it and said, “Steak. Rare.”
A thick and sizzling T-bone popped into the bowl and my stomach did happy flip-flops. I didn’t bother taking a spoon since I knew it wouldn’t help, so with my bowl of steak, I went to the table where the demiclone sat. 
I pointed at an empty chair. “May I join you?”
Their blank eyes looked up and the slit in their face moved. “If you wish. The “f” in “if” sounded more like “sh.”
“Thanks.” 
Realizing good manners would have to wait for another day, I picked up the steak with my hands and took a big bite. To my surprise, my teeth didn’t hurt as I bit down on the chewy flesh. I swallowed a hunk of meat and heaven slid down my throat. The seated demiclone stared at me.
“Sorry,” I said with a shrug. “There weren’t any knives or forks.”
“What is that?” 
“Steak,” I said with my mouth full. “Rare.”
The demiclone headed back to the big table with their bowl of glop and put a fresh bowl in the clear box and laid their hand on it. A second later, they took out a steak of their own and said, “Two knives and two forks.” When they came back to the table, they said, “Here’s your knife.”
“That’s a fork. That’s a knife,” I said, and took them. “Thank you.”
Their black eyes stared holes in their steak. “Thank you,” they mimicked. 
“You’re welcome.”
They looked up. “You are welcome, also.”
Holding the knife and fork, I ate my steak, and the demiclone mirrored my motions.
“Good,” they said. Without lips, meat juice ran down their chin.
“Yeah, good,” I agreed.
I couldn’t be sure, but with the ends of their slit tilted up, I swear it looked like the demiclone was trying to grin. 
“What is that?” I heard behind me and looked up to see another demiclone.
“Steak,” the first demiclone said. “Rare.” They stuck a hunk of meat into their mouth. “This is a knife,” they said, slowly, showing them each one, “and this is a fork.” 
Soon all my siblings had steaming steaks instead of their normal bowls of glop, already eating before they sat back down.
I looked at my table mate. “Your name’s @, right?”
Still chewing, they nodded yes.
“You deserve a better name.” After pondering for a second, I said, “You look like a Thomas.”
With big black eyes, they asked, “Thomas?”
“Yeah.” 
Looking almost shyly away, the demiclone said, “I’m Thomas,” and went back to chewing.
I wiped my hands on my jumpsuit and watched the meat stains fade to nothing. Back at the middle table, I grabbed two clean bowls. When I got back to our table, I slid one in front of Thomas. 
“This is chocolate cheesecake,” I said.
Thomas took a forkful and slid it into their slit, and this time, I was sure. They were definitely smiling.
“Good,” Thomas said.
“Yeah. Good.”
“Thank you,” they said with a slit-smile.
“You’re very welcome,” I said, smiling back.

*****

After they finished eating, Thomas disappeared through a door at the far end of the room. I followed them down a short hallway, which opened on a larger area. Sunlight filled the huge room. Scattered around sat many couches and chairs, but I hardly noticed them or the demiclones sitting in them, as the other end of the room commanded my full attention. There was a curved window a hundred meters across, but that wasn’t the most amazing thing, either. 
The object hanging outside the window, so unexpected and gorgeous, took my breath away. My heart swelled like it might burst as I, unable to focus on anything else, walked towards it in a daze. The Earth hung in the blackness like a big, beautiful blue marble.
Putting my hands on the window which held back the vacuum of space, I tried to get as close to the Earth as possible. Even though I knew I had been created in the Lazarus Pools, in my mind and heart, the Earth was home. My newborn legs went weak again, and I didn’t have the strength to keep standing. Not taking my eyes off the Earth, I slid down and sat cross-legged at the base of the window. 
I’m not sure how long I sat there staring at the world. It was so beautiful, so big, so everything it felt like only a few minutes, but it must have been hours, as night had crept across the Earth’s face. Eventually, I looked away from that wondrous blue ball long enough to see the moon was in the black sky, too, but was only a sliver.
When my eyes left the Earth and moon, I saw great wheels hanging in space. Some close, but most far. The sun reflected off the hub of one wheel into my eyes. Looking more closely, I saw untold numbers of slender straws sticking out of the wheels, the ones farther away looking like little crystal hairs twinkling in the sun as they slowly rotated. 
The straws were tubes like the one I had been in, and I knew the little dark dots in them were people. I shook my head. It was all right there. The people trapped in the Reality could have seen the wonder of the real universe all around them if they would but open their eyes.
It took a long time before my Earth-drunk head cleared enough for Zunk to pop into my mind. I didn’t know if he was alive or dead, and I didn’t know whether the poor people in the Reality were still being downsized. And I didn’t know if the people hanging off those giant space wheels would want to leave the Reality, but I knew one thing. They should have a choice.
I tore my eyes off the Earth and headed towards the middle of it all. Level 1.


Twenty-Two
The Native Hue of Resolution

The elevator doors slid open onto what looked like the vacuum of space, but my lungs still found air to breathe. With no centripetal force to produce artificial gravity, I floated at the center of space station Lagrange 5, its spokes and rings radiating outward from me in all directions. A white band connected the elevators that dotted the perimeter of the great wheel’s hub. 
As amazing as the Earth, sun, moon, and other stations hanging in the solar system were, the flawless chrome sphere about half a meter wide which floated at the center of the space station pulled my eyes to it like the biggest magnet man had ever known. Me, the nobody who grew up in a destroyed world, floated outside the Reality like a god looking down on creation.
A billion spiderweb-thin threads, pulsing with power, stretched from the white band of the station’s hub to the chrome sphere, dancing lights streaming from the white band to the sphere and back again in asynchronistic cycles. 
I pushed off the elevator doors to move towards the chrome sphere, the flashing lights of the threads becoming more blinding the closer I got to the Reality. My distorted face looked back at me when I looked into the sphere, and the Earth behind me also warped in the reflection. 
Trying to cut the threads seemed futile, and besides, I didn’t want to force anyone out of the Reality. It had to be their choice. Slowly, I reached towards the sphere and the distended guy reflected on its surface reached back to me. Sparks covered the sphere when his reflected fingertip touched mine. I pulled my finger away and felt a tingle but touching the sphere hadn’t hurt.
Not knowing what to do next, I said aloud: “I wish Wiz was here.”
An unexpected voice came from behind me. “That only leaves you two more wishes. You should not utilize the remaining ones so frivolously.”
Holding the pulsing threads, I spun to see a figure hovering in the weightlessness, but as the sun was bright behind them, I couldn’t make out their features. With my heart and stomach dropping, I tightened my eyes into slits. 
“Zunk?” I asked. “Ice?”
But as I pushed farther away from the sphere to get a better angle, I saw a different, if just-as-familiar face. While staying in place, the rotating figure kept pace to keep their face to me.
“Wiz!” I exclaimed.
“Mayhap you were expecting someone else?”
“But you’re dead,” I said.
“Correction,” he said, his ever-present wile smile persisting. “I never existed.”
I should have been shocked by his words, but after all I had been through, all I could do was frown a tight-lipped frown. “You too?”
Wiz shrugged.
 “But if you never existed, then you couldn’t be here,” I said.
“Ah, but if I never existed, how could I be destroyed?”
I had to laugh. “You’re hurting my head again, Wiz.”
Wiz spread his arms, and when he moved towards me, his body stretched out behind him in trailing specks like the tail of a comet. The sunlight passed through his form before he again solidified. 
“We both exist outside of the Reality now,” he said, “after our own fashion.”
Yet another aspect of my existence was too big to grasp, but my best friend who had never existed hung weightless in space with the Earth and moon behind him, so I pushed off the pulsing cords and gathered him into a big hug. His body felt mushy at first, but then he became firm and warm. He felt—alive.
I released him and asked, “How do I shut the Reality down? Just for a little while.”
“You must disrupt it.”
“But how?”
Wiz arched an eyebrow. “Mon ami, your obtuseness never ceases to amaze me,” he said. And with that, his form pulled apart to send him once more to the nothing.
Not knowing what else to do, I returned to the elevator.

*****

Back on the second level, I pondered Wiz’s latest riddle with little success. 
Around me, demiclones jammed the tables with nary a bowl of glop to be seen, having been replaced by steaks and chocolate cheesecake. Their lipless smiles grew with every bite, but my own smile was nowhere to be found. 
“Try Pizza,” I called to a demiclone.
“Pitthah,” I heard them order.
I suddenly stopped. The answer to Wiz’s riddle snapped into my head and I turned. The cubes. 
While there was a lengthy line of demiclones waiting to use them, I moved to the front of the line, pointed at the cube, and asked the figure in front, “Can I use that for a second?”
They didn’t say yes, but they didn’t get in my way or tell me no, so I laid my hand on the cube’s side.
“Neural Disruptor.” The weapon appeared a shimmer later, and I pulled it out. “Thanks,” I said to the demiclone who had let me cut. “Try fried chicken.”
“Fried chicken?” they asked.
I nodded. “It’s superb.”
The demiclone repeated the words to the cube, and another wonderful smell ran through the room as I went back to the elevator. 
“It is superb,” they called with a lisp and cadence not quite right.
With Neural Disruptor in hand, I went to stop a world from spinning.

*****

I floated about twenty meters away from the Reality as cold sparks flared over my head on the threads, bathing me in stuttering light, billions of lives and millions of existences flying back and forth. Holding onto the threads with one hand for balance, I raised the Neural Disruptor and squeezed my hand to pull the trigger. Twin beams hit the chrome sphere, blue and red light reflecting off the surface, and while I half expected the Reality sphere might blow up, something worse happened. Nothing at all. 
Aiming the Neural Disruptor again, I squeezed the trigger a second time. As I held the beams on the sphere, the lights in the threads above me dimmed, but they surged back as bright as ever as soon as I released the trigger. Pulling myself closer to the sphere, I saw there wasn’t so much as a scratch or smudge on it. The placid and gleaming surface just kept reflecting the solar system and other space stations. 
Pushing away to about ten meters, I squeezed the trigger a third time. The beams hitting the Reality sphere were so bright they made it hard to see. This time, I set my will to hold the trigger down until the Neural Disruptor gave out or exploded, whichever came first. The Neural Disruptor threatened to blister my hand as I shot the sphere from all directions.
It took a long time, but finally the billion threads sputtered. At first, they only flickered before flitting back on, but as I kept firing, some threads stayed dark. The weapon got so hot I could hardly hold it, but there was no way I was going to stop, so I kept circling the sphere and kept the trigger down, even if the sphere itself didn’t look any different. 
Eventually, I heard a little pop, and the last threads flickered out.
Letting go of the Neural Disruptor, I wiped my wet forehead and kept watch on the sphere, but it looked the same as it ever did, just hanging where it was. 
But then, all the threads lit up at once and blinding light collapsed from the space station rim back onto the Reality. When the light hit the sphere, a bright outward explosion eclipsed the sun. I covered my head with my hands, but the blast threw me backwards. The last thing I remember is flipping end over end and heading towards open space.

*****

The light called me again, and I saw the sun when I forced an eye open, small but bright against the blackness. 
Something cold and hard pressed against my cheek, and I realized I laid face first against a hard surface with a string of frozen spit connecting it to my bottom lip. While it was transparent, it became apparent that an invisible dome encircled the Reality sphere at the center of the space station. 
Every centimeter of my body ached. I broke the ice-spit off my lip, pushed away from the dome, and flipped over. The chrome sphere still hung there, the billion threads again pulsing with power and light. From my perspective, the sphere and the radiating-outward threads looked like the flashing eye of God. The Neural Disruptor had had no visible effect. Like so many times before in my life, it was as if I hadn’t even tried.
Holding my burnt hand to my mouth, I launched off the dome and towards the threads, and catching a handful of them, pulled myself to an elevator in the white band at the hub’s edge. The Neural Disruptor hung nearby, spinning in place. I didn’t know if I needed it anymore, but I grabbed it anyway. 
As I waited for the elevator doors to close, the real reality of the Earth peeked past the false reality of the chrome sphere. Perhaps it could be argued which one of them was more real, but I knew which one I preferred. Maybe the real Earth was nicer than the one St. Laurent had stuck into my head, or at least I would like to hope so. The elevator doors closed.
Back on Level 2, the demiclones stood shoulder to shoulder eating anything but glop, but there were no actual humans to be seen. I had disrupted the Reality, or thought I had, so I hoped at least a few people would tear off their skullcaps and join me in the real world. But as I didn’t see any in the cafeteria, maybe I was wrong. Maybe people liked their fake lives better after all, and maybe they liked them so much they would rather just stand pat and risk Zunk’s genocidal storm and hope it got the family who lived next door instead of them. 
A hand touched my shoulder and for a second, I dared to think someone else had joined me in reality, but it was just another demiclone. 
“Thank you for the chocolate cheesecake,” they said.
“You’re welcome,” I said, and asked, “Thomas?” 
Thomas nodded.
“Can you help me find someone?”
“Who?” 
“Aleksandr Zunk.” When Thomas’s expression didn’t change, I added, “Aleksandr 34.”
Thomas turned and walked, and I followed.
They led me through a long hallway which ran along the outside of Level 2, and we passed many elevators without slowing. We also went by cafeterias filled with demiclones, and each time I would yell “lasagna,” or “Caesar Salad,” or “banana split,” as I remembered what I had eaten where the Broken People lived in the Reality. 
The hallway shifted left after that, and the walls on the right became a great window onto space. I could see more space stations out of this long window, and it looked like there might be a few on the far side of the moon, but they were too distant to be sure. A long sequence of round doorways stood underneath the window, and Thomas led me past them, too. They were the same man-tall red portals as I had seen on the outermost ring of the station. 
“What are those, anyway?” I asked.
Thomas kept walking. “Escape pods.”
After passing an untold number of escape pods, Thomas stopped in front of an elevator which looked like all the rest. I had no idea how they knew this was the right elevator. There had still been no humans on our trip, so if anyone had left the unreality of the Reality, I didn’t know where they were. Maybe I would find them on Level 4. 
I held my breath when the elevator doors pulled open, hoping to find some humans wandering around, but the elevator turned out to be empty. Either I hadn’t disrupted the Reality, or no one wanted to leave their fake life for the unknown out in the real world. I had hoped humans wouldn’t be so shallow, but I was beginning to wonder. 
On Level 4, Thomas led me around the black holes in the floor and back through the translucent redwood forest of glowing tubes. Stacked from floor to ceiling, the people inside the tubes still dreamed uninterrupted electric dreams. On both sides of the immense room stood an unending line of red portals I now knew led to escape pods. They extended for as far as I could see in the room, which was very far, as the floor of Level 4 hardly curved. 
After walking for a while, Thomas stopped in front of a hole in the floor and said, “Aleksandr 34.” They looked up at a hanging tube, stepped on a small button beside the hole, and the tube descended. And then, saying nothing more, Thomas turned and left.
Holding the Neural Disruptor up, I aimed at each figure as they passed on their way out into space. Eventually, the rounded bottom of the tube disappeared into the hole in the floor. Body after body, face after face, came and went, but no Zunk. When the top of the tube came free from the ceiling and the descent stopped, I aimed the Neural Disruptor to the side, ready for anything. Inching forward, I got closer to the last figure, but there was no mistake. This guy wasn’t Zunk. And when I looked at the name above the door, I grew more confused as it read ALEKSANDR 34.
43!
Something rushed at me from the shadows. I tried to turn the Neural Disruptor in time, but it was too late. With a silver flash, something hard and heavy smashed into my head and sparks erupted in my brain. White and black swirled before my eyes, and the next thing I knew, the floor pressed hard against my forehead. 
I rolled over, groaned, and looked up to see three naked men standing over me. There was actually only one man at the center, but my scrambled brain made him weave back and forth to create two additional visual phantoms. The three looked more solid where they overlapped, and they all held long pipes. 
My hands searched for the Neural Disruptor, but my fingers only found my warm and wet blood. The glowing tubes lost focus in my crossed eyes and began swaying like they might fall. 
The three men merged into one in my vision, and I saw the naked man raise the chrome pipe back over his head. 
“Now,” Zunk said, “it ends.”


Twenty-Three
Be All My Sins Remembered

I had come so far, gone through so much, been lied to by everyone about everything, and fought a god to a draw, all to die at the hands of a crazy man wielding a pipe. 
Trying to say something, all I could do was moan. I still couldn’t focus my eyes, so Zunk changed from one figure to two to three and then back to one again. Lowering my head back to the floor, I prepared myself to take the inevitable final blow.
Catching a reflection in the chrome bar out of the corner of my eye, I screwed my eyes shut, gritted my teeth, and waited, but the pipe didn’t fall. Looking up and blinking away blood, I saw one of the double figures was actually a second man who held onto the pipe to keep Zunk from bashing my brains in.
“You,” Zunk said to the second man.
“You’re in my world now,” the man I knew as the blind cleric said.
The cleric threw the thick bar away, where it rung like a bell and rolled into the shadows. The cleric had eyes, but like me and Zunk, he didn’t have a single hair on his head or body.
“Are you alright?” he asked.
I held the back of my head where Zunk hat hit me in one hand and my forehead where I had been assaulted by the floor in the other. “I’ll live,” I said through a wince, tasted blood, and knew I had a broken nose.
Zunk tried to run, but more naked figures came out from behind glowing columns every time he turned. Only a few at first, they kept coming until a dozen people surrounded Zunk, and then two dozen. Three.
Hundreds of people had gathered by the time the cleric helped me to my feet. I wasn’t the only person in the world, after all. The cleric held me up as I slumped into unconsciousness.


*****

Back on Level 2, the people poured out from every corner of Lagrange 5-16, and they quickly learned the secret of the cubes. Even though the demiclones didn’t welcome them, they didn’t seem put out, either. 
Together in silent reverence, we all stared out a long window at the Earth. Everyone’s eyes were wet, and many cried outright. I didn’t know if any of them had been born on that big, blue ball, but there was something unifying all of us, natives or not. In a way, down to the core of our DNA, we were family. The only person on Level 2 not looking at the Earth was the cleric. His kind eyes looked at me, instead. 
“I’ve seen you so many times in so many forms,” I said, both of us bathed in the reflected light of the Earth. “Do you have a name?”
The cleric nodded. “Malachi.”
I looked up and to the side and tried to bring up a faint memory. “Doesn’t Malachi mean something?”
He nodded and said, “Messenger.”
“Appropriate.” 
“I only proclaim the one who is greater than myself,” Malachi said, and put his hand on my shoulder. “I knew you could do it.”
“Makes one of us,” I said, winced a half smile, and smoothed down the bandage on my broken nose.
Three large men held a trussed-up Zunk behind Malachi. Zunk had surrendered after the freed crowd had surrounded him on Level 4. But he couldn’t stay quiet for long, so right there in the middle of all the people he had been trying to downsize, right there in the shadow of the real Earth, he started yelling.
“I will make anyone who helps me a king. Release me and I’ll give you riches and power beyond your comprehension.”
No one stirred.
“Surely, someone wants to be a god!”
When no one answered, the three large men pulled Zunk forward until he stood before me. 
Tilting his head, he forced a twisted smile onto his face. “Take me back to the Reality,” he said, addressing me, “and I will make you master of an entire world.”
“No, thanks,” I said with a bit of a shrug. “I’d rather stay in the real one.”
I nodded towards the nearest escape pod, and the large men dragged a kicking and screaming Zunk through the pod’s portal.
“I’m not coming back,” I said to the Messenger. 
“And yet we may meet again.”
Scratching my head, I asked, “What’s with all the riddles?”
“What riddles?” Malachi asked with a grin and gathered me into a hug. 
“Great,” I said, “another one.” Pulling away from Malachi and taking one last look at the people I had freed, I went into the escape pod.
The three guys had tied him tight into a seat, and while Zunk wriggled against his bonds, he wasn’t going anywhere. “What are you going to do with me?” he asked.
Not answering, I sat and strapped in, too. 
“I know what’s in your heart,” Zunk said, his voice as thick as syrup. “It’s the same in mine. You can’t resist unimaginable importance and power.”
I swiveled my chair around to face him. “Want to bet?”
“It’s in your nature,” he said, and smiled the smile of a swindler. 
“Then I guess nurture wins after all.” I turned away from his reddening face. “Now, how do you close the door?”
“Portal closing,” a disembodied female voice announced.
A clang followed a mechanical click, and then the air in the pod grew thicker as the door closed.
“You’re a fool,” Zunk snorted.
“Tell me something I don’t know.” 
 There weren’t any buttons, dials, or screens on the pod’s smooth dashboard. Not that I would have known what to do with them if they were there. 
Presuming the pod commands were verbal, I said, “Fire the escape pod.”
“No,” Zunk said, but it was too late.
“Escape pod releasing,” the female voice said, and we pulled away from the space station. 
“Where are you taking me?” he asked.
I didn’t answer, but the pod dipped and turned until the Earth dominated the front window. 
We sat for hours in silence; he tried to talk to me several times, but I only ignored him. All the while, the Earth incrementally enlarged in front of us. 
“There’s nothing there, you know,” he said, breaking the silence again.
I didn’t know if he was lying or not, but it didn’t really matter. Not to us, anyway.
“We’re not going to Earth,” I said.
Zunk quieted before asking, “Where, then?”
I looked to the left side of the window at the moon, white against the black. 
“Surely not there.”
Instead of answering Zunk, I asked the pod, “Where are we going?”
The pod answered, “Earth.”
“Where, precisely?” 
“40.9006 degrees south latitude,” the pod said, “174.8860 degrees east longitude.”
“In English?” I asked.
A globe made of light appeared in the pod a moment later, spinning and tilting up to focus on the southern hemisphere. A small red dot flashed on a pair of islands.
“New Zealand,” Zunk said. “We’ll die there, for sure.”
“Can I change where we’re headed?” I asked.
“What is your desired destination?” 
I pointed to the very right edge of the window. “There.” 
“Warning,” the pod said as the globe inside it faded away. “Selected destination inhospitable to human life.”
“You’re mad,” Zunk said, his voice shaking as his bravado evaporated.
“You heard me,” I said to the pod. “Take us to the sun.”
“Are you certain?” the pod’s female voice asked.
I paused before saying, “It’s the only thing I know for sure.”
“Warning overridden. New pod destination accepted.”
Zunk struggled against his bonds. “What are you doing?” 
“Making sure you stop hurting people.”
Standing, I pulled out the Neural Disruptor. Zunk’s eyes widened as I swung the twin barrels on him, but I aimed at the dashboard instead, squeezed the trigger, and twin bolts fired. Sparks raced over the smooth dashboard before dissipating into wisps of smoke.
“What did you do?” Zunk yelled.
“Change our destination back to the Earth,” I said to the pod.
The sun stayed dead center in the front window.
“Pod,” I said, my eyes darting back and forth, “take us to planet Earth.”
The course remained unchanged.
“You fool,” Zunk yelled, his voice a roar, his tendons standing out on his neck. “You’ll burn up, too.”
I faced him, still holding the Neural Disruptor. “No,” I said, “I won’t.”
 “@, listen to me. You’re not accomplishing anything. Another will take my place if you kill me.”
“Maybe.” I shrugged. “Not much I can do about that.”
“Release me this very instant,” a rabid Zunk demanded, and spittle shot out of his mouth to gather as foam on his lips. “I am the most powerful man the world has ever seen!”
I looked over my shoulder to make sure we were still heading towards the sun. “Not anymore,” I said, and tightened my grip on the weapon.
Tears welled in his eyes. “Let me go and we’ll rule the Reality together. Side by side. Brother and brother.”
“You would do that?” I asked.
“I’ll give you power. Riches. Women. Fame,” he said, and a tear dribbled down his cheek. “Just tell me what you want.”
Gen’s fictitious face floated into my mind, and I said, “I want it to be real.”
Zunk looked confused. “Real?”
“Yeah, you know.” I aimlessly waved the hand not holding the Neural Disruptor. “Real.”
“What does ‘real’ have to do with anything?”
“Just everything.”
“What are you talking about?” Zunk forced a laugh, but his tears exposed his fear. “Is it real?” he asked, mocking me. “Real? Who cares? What is ‘real,’ anyway? Am I real? Are you?”
“I don’t know.” The Neural Disruptor felt so heavy I thought I might drop it.
“Don’t make this mistake, @. Let me go and I will smother you with so many sensations you won’t have enough time to wonder if they’re real or not.”
It took all the strength my weak arm could muster to put the Neural Disruptor to my head. “No one should own reality.”
The cold barrels pressed into my temple and below my jaw. I felt numb, like I wasn’t actually there. Maybe I wasn’t real, and maybe that didn’t matter. I thought of everyone I had ever known: Wiz, Gen, Jack and Jill. Maybe they weren’t real, either, and maybe that didn’t matter to anyone else, but I knew one thing. It mattered to me.
“Don’t,” Zunk whispered.
I took a last look at my double. “How did I ever end up like you, anyway?”
The weapon’s handle slipped in my sweaty hand, but I gripped it tighter.
“Please,” he pled.
 I wasn’t suicidal, but somebody had to stop him.
“I’m downsizing,” I said, and squeezed the trigger.











I opened my eyes with a gasp.
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