
Simulations are digital models created using a computer to imitate the behavior of real world or hypothetical realities.

There is no way to tell if you’re in one.

Until you escape it. 
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Gregory Edmund White was barely a man in age, who decided nothing of the extreme in his everyday life. His life was really quite simple- if not too much so. 

Sometimes he started redundant arguments- such as about what orange juice to buy (Sunspire), or what side of the knife to butter toast with (the left). He prided himself on being a “devil's advocate,” but this cost him something great. 

Friends.

Greg was brought out of his train of thought. 

There was a knock on his door frame, for there was no longer a door.

“Hey, bud,” it was his father, Brian, wearing a teal plaid shirt and jeans. 

Brian White, his father, had raised him singlehandedly and had given him a very stable if unremarkable life as they lived in near abject poverty. 

There was a certain speed and accuracy at which his father did his work as a labourer in their small town, but there was still little room for ascending the corporate ladder. Its result was what seemed like little room to buy more than the basics.


“‘Sup?” Greg asked, turning a page of his novel. It was his favourite genre, fantasy. The concept of wizards, alchemy, and petty toils were engaging.

“Not much…” His father said. “Guess what?”

Greg put down his novel, and checked his watch. It was 7:43 PM. 
Greg petted the dog, Bumper, who lay beside him.

His father and him lived in the cheapest house, with the cheapest furniture- which was often free- with the cheapest dog: Bumper, who was also free. 

Bumper's sheer white coat and gentle, confident eyes did not indicate he knew of his origins, whether in aesthetics or in personality. 

“I don’t know,” he chuckled. “What is it, dad?”

“Guess,” his dad said with a wide grin on his face. “You’re gonna love it.”

“I dunno,” Greg mumbled, pushing up his square rimmed glasses. “You got me a car?”

His dads smile faltered but he held it strong. Greg saw it, though. A crack. 

“No,” his dad said, chuckling nervously, his smile remained but his body language gave his discomfort away, as he ran his hand through his thinning blonde and gray hair. 

“Then what could it possibly be, Dad?” Greg joked. “Another dog?”

“Enough guessing, son,” His dad said. “We’re throwing you a mini party for your birthday, tomorrow.”

Greg felt his head start to ache immediately. It was the precursor to his stress migraines, though never as instant as that.

“A party?” He laughed, assuming his father was joking. “With what friends? You know I only have one friend.”

Greg’s companion at school, and only at school, was a Quebecois French speaking boy who came to his school at the end of the 11th grade, Jean Renee. Jean Renee barely spoke English. 

Greg didn’t know how he got through school let alone life in a majorly English speaking province, but Greg almost preferred the silence they sat in at lunch- the destruction of conversations he found himself sometimes causing with abrasive opinions was no longer a liability.


“That’s not true, son, you have more friends,” Brian said. “Delaney's your friend, remember?”

“D-Delaney?” Delaney Morris used to live down the street. “Who I haven’t talked to since I was ten? Because she broke my bike?” 

“Yes,” Greg's father smiled which fueled Greg’s embarrassment- and frustration. “She’s coming over tomorrow.”

Greg was standing now. “Why Delaney Morris? I never got a new bike, you know! And it took me years of Christmas money, birthday money- you name it- to save up for that shitty thing…” Greg came to his senses and looked at his father. “Dad, I haven’t talked to her since I was ten.”

Brian pretended Greg didn’t say that.

“Ah,” his father's smile was no longer a grin and more something sheepish. “Well, Delaney’s a sweet girl. I invited her and her mom to come over tomorrow.”

“You invited her mom?” Greg groaned. “Like this couldn’t get any worse! You decide to go behind my back and invite people who I barely know to my birthday!”

His father looked uncomfortable. Greg went on. 

“I’m supposed to celebrate! I’m turning eighteen, I do not want Delaney Morris and her mom at my birthday… ‘party’.” 

He said the last word with emphasis and immediately regretted it due to the look in his father's eyes.

“Well, it’s too late, they’ve accepted and I… Well, I can’t uninvite them now.” His father shrugged to communicate ‘what can I do?’ but Greg saw a flash of anger or frustration in his father's eyes that he never lets loose and never will. “You’ll just have to deal with it, son. Not everything in life is going to go your way, so just try to find the silver lining.”

“What silver lining?” Greg demanded. “Do you really think that I’m going to just sit here while you embarrass me?”

“You know that’s not my intention, Greg,” Brian sighed. “That’s not my intention at all.”

“Then, what is your intention?” Greg demanded. “Just tell me, point blank, or I won't be home at all tomorrow.”

Greg felt a sinking feeling in his gut as he said it. Greg and his father were not the closest a son and father could be, in fact they rarely spoke besides the mornings and evenings. The mornings were when his father was resting before work by reading the newspaper. 

His father tried. 

Brian would sit with Greg while he ate breakfast, and make occasional comments on the news he was reading. It was nice. For the small company Brian worked for, though, he was indispensable. He had determinedly made himself so, which resulted in absence. Greg knew this and forgave him, and though he knew he, himself, wasn’t going to be an engineer like his father had hoped, but possibly an electrician, he would do no less than the job given to him just as his father had done. This was ingrained into his spirit.

The other time in their daily lives they were together was every night when his dad came to his room to say goodnight, not unlike now. 

But right now, there was a tension that Greg felt towards his father and he felt it rise as his cheeks grew crimson with embarrassment. 

“The reason I invited them over is because, well,” Brian hesitated. “...you know Martha's my friend...”

“Yeah?” Greg raised an eyebrow. 

Martha, Delaney’s mom, was a lawyer with blonde hair in a bob who made Greg feel less than comfortable when she made comments such as ‘my, your home is so cozy!’ (Which meant small.) and ‘your wallpaper is… interesting!’ (Which meant ugly.)

“Me and her were talking and thought maybe you and her daughter would get on,” Brian said, his eyes lowered. “Her daughter’s going to med school, you know, she’s a well adjusted girl… and you never know, maybe there’ll be some kind of… uh… spark.” 

His dad coughed on the last word. Greg was shocked.

“A spark?” He asked, exasperated. “With Delaney?”

He took a look at his father's face and saw he was serious. 

Looking down to the slightly dilapidated floor Greg took a moment, contemplating that though his father hadn’t done anything malicious, he still hurt him. Embarrassed him. 

Tomorrow is going to be a hard birthday, he thought to himself. 

Greg felt a glimmer of guilt, but his anger didn’t fade. 

He looked up at his father, his father looking at him apprehensively but still with a subtle kindness that Greg would realize later in life he had taken for granted.

“Please?” Was all his father said and Greg knew he had to.
 
“I can’t believe I’m going to say this, but…” Greg winced, which deepened when his father's face lit up quietly. “...I’ll humour you.”

His dad smiled a soft smile, all traces of anything but soft joy gone. 

“Thank you son, I hope that I made the right choice,” he said affectionately. “Now, you’ll need to iron your good shirt and go shave for tomorrow.”

Greg knew better than to question his judgement at this point, “Sure thing, Dad.”

“Love you, Greg,” he said with a smile that was in the spirit of love, but Greg was still too in shock. His father left the doorway.

“Yeah…” Greg's voice was bitter but cooperative. “Love you too.”

He looked at his watch. It was 7:46 PM.

Greg sighed, and got out of bed, and was going to the bathroom when he saw his father in the hallway.

In passing he decided to say, “you owe me one.” 

At this his father looked at him and said nothing, and just continued his route down the stairs.


In the bathroom, Greg sighed while he looked at himself, trying to see all his angles. 

His beard pattern never grew in fully, and it looked at times as if he had a bit of a goatee, if it wasn’t for the splatter of hairs covering the bottom of his cheeks.

Who even cares what Delaney Morris thinks of me? She’s just some childhood person who may or may not even matter in the long run… 

She had started going to a private school the same year she broke his bike, she had been twelve and he had been ten. He had no idea what she even looked like anymore besides the fact that she used to have blonde hair that was so blonde it was white as a kid...

Curiosity, and a bit of lack in the romance department, got the best of him. He started to shave.

Brian's hair was dirty blonde, but Greg’s hair was black with light brown eyes, apparently like his mother who had been half Korean. She had passed but Greg had grown a superstition that if he were to find out anything about his mother at this point, he may be held against his will to a state of mind that he would never break free from. 

He shook his head at the thought, he knew it was a manifestation of his own fears.

Looking at himself in the bathroom mirror he had shaggy hair hanging in front of his eyes. 

Greg wasn’t able to make his face look completely clean shaven, but he definitely looked better. 

If only my hair wasn’t so overgrown… at this thought he trimmed his bangs. Then plucked his eyebrows… and went in again with the razor trying to make it as close a shave as possible once more, as well as to get any parts he missed.

Good enough, he thought.

Now to iron the shirt. 

He sighed. 

There must be a silver lining to this too, supposedly.

He went downstairs to the laundry room and his salmon coloured shirt, already crisp from ill use but needing work, was on the ironing board in the laundry room. Set up for him. 

Thanks, Dad, he thought.

He reached for the iron by the handle, but before he could touch it he realized he was suddenly seeing double of his hand. 

It was as if there were two of them in front of him. He focused on his hand and it went away.

Greg shook his head, disregarding it but feeling a little off, as that had never happened to him before.

He went to pick up the iron again but the migraine from before came back, somehow worse than any of his previous ones.

Groaning, he took off his glasses to rub his temples. 

God dammit… love you, Dad, but this headache must be because of what you did.

The square, nerdy, and out of date glasses once again settled back onto his face, though crooked, and he reached for the iron. 

His goal was to attempt to complete his task through the discomfort in his head but the iron burned his hand, hot as fire. 

He jerked away, barely withholding a scream but the gasping he could not help.

Dad must’ve left the iron on, he thought in his daze, still gasping. 

The migraine, that had been his worst one yet, suddenly became unbearable. 

As more pain shot through his head again he crouched to the floor, barely holding himself together. 

Searing flashes of hot pain that made his brain feel like something was being switched off and on again tormented him. 

Gritting his teeth and trying not to scream, he tried to hold it in but the willpower it took made him fall to the floor.

He writhed and gasped on the cold tile of the laundry room floor, both from the pain in his head and the still searing burning sensation on his hand. 

Greg felt immobilized- unable to do anything besides blink due to the pain.


Gasping, and without moving his head, he managed to trace the cord to the iron with his eyes. 

It was unplugged.

Everything went black. 
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Everything was black. 

Not black like the colour though, Greg realized, but black like nothingness: the black when there’s a total absence of anything.

Greg couldn’t tell if he was dreaming or hallucinating. Something reoriented his face. It was the subtle, indistinct hands of someone. Someone that had a human form, but made out of static. 

When his face reoriented straight, the bottom part of his vision was full of a mix of blurry white and light blue spiral shapes.

It was a staticky ghost of a girl or a very young woman, trying to say something to him with urgency. 

The peculiar thing to Greg was that she looked merely like an outline of a form. 

She was glowing and saying something unintelligible.

Greg tried to focus but however Greg attempted to look at her, he could not focus his eyes on the being. 

She was like an eyefloater, evading gaze.

Concentrating, squinting, he was trying his best… trying his best to make sense of what he was seeing. His eyes started to focus and his vision cleared slightly.

The form was intricately detailed, though static, and the tiniest dots of white were placed in an aesthetically pleasing way throughout her slim form, like little constellations.


Greg felt his jaw clench as he noticed, again, that her outline really was… static. Static in the sense that it seemed like she was made up of an infinite amount of tiny, timid dark blue lights.

“Are you okay?” The ghost's voice suddenly became crystal clear.

“Aw, stop,” came a male voice. “You’re gonna make him cry.”

“I don’t know if he can handle this,” said another, male, tone that was significantly more serious. “It’s not everyday you almost jump.”

Jump fucking what? He thought, to which most of the beings he was seeing, two guys and two girls, laughed.

Except one. It was the girl who’d asked him if he was okay.

He must’ve still seemed shocked, because the girl then gave him a hug that felt warmer in emotion than any hug he had ever felt.

Soft bits of light came from her form to meet him he realized as he looked down, but they were full of emotion. 

It was as if he could feel, and see, somebody else’s kindness seep into him. He knew his face was probably red.

The girl pulled him away and asked, “did it hurt too bad?” 

She had a tender grip on what could have been his shoulders, he realized with shock. They felt like his shoulders but were also a rich blue arrangement of staticky lights.

He looked away from his shoulder to the girl, who was looking at him closely, as if trying to see him as much as he was trying to see her.

“Enough with the bullshit, don’t coddle him,” the other girl spat. “Let’s just send him back.”

The bitchy girl looked up at what seemed like an orb and said something in a nasty tone while pointing directly at Greg.

His vision cleared more than he had thought it would ever get in his entire life and he gasped in horror at what he saw, his jaw going agape.

“Fuck,” said one of the male ghosts.

Then Greg woke up.

-


The laundry room appeared before his eyes. With company.

The spirals of glowing light that had been beneath him were still leftover in his vision. 

Grabbing his head in shock, he felt crushed plastic. He was too shocked to be disappointed that his glasses were now broken from where his head hit the floor.

“What was that?” He asked himself. “Weird-ass… dream?”

Starting to get up, he looked down and saw his entire hand was pink, and slightly raw. 

Attempting to rub it thoughtfully, he realized his hand was stuck to his watch.

Wincing, he separated them slowly and was shocked to see that some of his skin had peeled off.

He looked at the iron again, and once again traced the cable. It was still unplugged.

That’s… what the fuck? He thought, looking down at his hand. What could have caused this?

He looked around the room and saw nothing out of the ordinary. 

He kneeled down to the vent and put his hand in front of it. Not even the heating duct was on. 

His jaw clenched and his body started to shake.

He looked at his hand. This is real, so what isn’t?…

He checked his watch, 8:44 AM. He had been out for 12 hours. 

His shirt still wasn’t ironed.

Checking around him, he apprehensively went to reach for the iron once again, but his mind wouldn’t let him out of fear. 

He reached and reached, and then broke through his fear and finally grabbed it, wincing.

Surprisingly, nothing happened…he felt cool, smooth plastic. It felt exactly the way an iron handle should. 

He plugged the iron in, still holding it, and put it to his still slightly wrinkled shirt.

Greg heard his father at the stairs calling up to him, right outside the laundry room door.

Ironing the collar and skimming the rest, he grabbed the shirt and ran out the door, but doubled back to unplug the iron.

He ran directly into his father in the hallway.

“Oh! You’re up by yourself! Good,” his dad said. Then he frowned. “Are you wearing the same clothes as yesterday?”

Greg looked down, then at his father. Greg's outfit was jeans and a navy t-shirt, only missing his signature red Shaq sneakers. 

His father was wearing yet another plaid and jeans, but this time the plaid was red and purple. His good shirt.

“Ah, yeah, sorry, I fell and…” he hesitated, unsure if he wanted to share his dream.

“Wait, what happened to your hand?” Greg's father said. He took Greg's	 right hand, which was holding the shirt, and examined it, deep in thought. “Did you burn yourself on the iron?”

“Yeah, but the iron was unplugged!” Greg exclaimed to which he immediately felt like he should have bit his tongue. The look his father gave him was a mix of incredulousness and annoyance.

“You burned your hand?”

“Yeah…”

“On a cold iron?”

Greg didn’t know what to say but felt the need to defend himself. “It was after I used it…”

“But this shirt's still warm and your hand looks almost completely healed.”

Greg looked down at his hand and was shocked, as what used to be a raw pink a few minutes ago was now milder in hue with no rawness whatsoever.


“I-It wasn’t like that a few seconds ago,” he sputtered. 

“Greg,” his father sighed, exasperated. “I really don’t need this today, and neither do you. Go get changed.”

“Okay,” Greg said, still bewildered by his suddenly healing hand. “Sorry.”

“And,” his father grabbed his shoulders and smiled. “Happy birthday, son. I love you.”

Greg gave a sheepish smile to which his father furrowed his brow. It was against Greg's character to be sheepish and both him and Greg knew that. Greg realized he must still be in shock. 

He tried to get himself together.

“Thanks Dad, I love you too.”

Brian started looking intently at him and Greg could tell he was a little worried. 

“Go get changed, breakfast will be done in a minute.”

Greg nodded and hurried up the stairs with the salmon coloured shirt, feeling an emotion that wasn’t quite fear, but disbelief.

When he got to his room he ran in to change his clothes. He exchanged his shirt for the salmon coloured one and donned some new jeans.

He looked at himself in the mirror, and was surprised.

The extra little details he had done to his appearance had had an effect. 

The lack of weird facial hair showed off his jawline, and his eyebrows cleaned up showed off his light brown eyes. 

His bangs looked pretty good too, they gently framed his face. 

Dang, I look handsome, he thought to himself as he adjusted his hair. 

Checking to see if the hallway was clear, he recentered himself in front of the mirror and started flexing. 

He tried to see his muscles through his shirt, but as an unathletic person there were none there. 

He sighed. 

Maybe Delaney likes lanky guys, he thought to himself.

“Greg,” his father called. “Breakfast is ready.”

“Be right there,” Greg called back, and he took one final look at himself. 

He was satisfied there was nothing more to be done, so he went downstairs.

When he got to the kitchen, his father was talking on their phone- an older phone that was corded on the wall. 

Greg saw that on the table there was a breakfast of orange juice (the correct brand), waffles, pancakes, eggs, toast, sausage and some leftover bacon from breakfast-for-dinner that they had had the night before. 

It looked amazing and suddenly Greg's stomach growled. He was hungrier than he had thought.

He sat down and loaded up his plate with some of everything while his father hung up the phone and came to sit at the table with him. He loaded his plate while Greg tucked in, mouth full of sausage and egg.

“You cleaned up nice, bud,” his father said, cutting a waffle.

“Thanks, I decided to cut my bangs a bit while I was shaving,” Greg said, with his mouth full, not looking up.

“Looks nice,” his dad complimented. “So, that was Martha, looks like they’re going to be a little bit early today.”

“How early?” Greg asked. “What time are they supposed to be here?”

“Well, it was supposed to be one o’clock,” Greg's father began. “But now it’s looking to be more ten or eleven.” 

“Oh, okay, that’s fine,” Greg said, checking his watch. It was 9:06 AM.

“Is there anything you want to do for your birthday in the meantime?” His father asked. “We could go to the arcade, or anywhere at all...”

“Dad…” Greg began, thinking of his headache, but his father looked disappointed. “Of course I want to go somewhere! Hell yeah.”

“Alright, then let's go when you’re done, son,” Brian said. “I think I’m done here. We’ll put everything away later, before they get here.”

“Sounds good,” Greg said. “I’ll just finish this waffle real quick first.”

“No, take your time, I gotta do something,” his father said, standing up from the table and putting his plate in the sink. “I’ll be right back.”


Greg was distracted pouring blueberry syrup, “Sure, sounds good, Dad.”

His father left the room leaving Greg to eat. Greg had been ravenous, but after a few bites he couldn’t help but focus on his hand, which was wrong in texture, but almost completely healed. 

That dream was so fucked… it’s obvious that wasn’t real but my hand actually got burned… and healed really fast, he thought to himself. Maybe it means something cool… like I’m a super hero. That’d be really cool, no speedos for me though. Wait, what did I burn my hand on?

His father came back into the room just as Greg was knifing off the remnants from his plate into the garbage. 

He had a big smile on his face.

“So, Greg, are you ready for the arcade?”

“Yep, I just need to put my shoes on and I’m ready to go,” Greg said.


“How about you drive?” His dad asked, throwing him keys. 

The keys weren’t the correct weight, and they didn’t have keychains on them. Greg examined them closely. 

“Whose is this?” Greg asked, scrunching his eyes through his damaged glasses to get a better image of the keys.

“Yours,” his father grinned.

“Mine?”

“For your birthday… I got you a car!”

“Dad… I don’t know if we can afford this…” Greg said, cautious and worried immediately.

“Don’t worry about that,” his father said, making a gentle dismissal gesture with his arm. “Come outside!”

They got ready, donning jackets, shoes, and wallets, and headed out the door. In the driveway there was a very nice car that definitely didn’t look like it belonged there. Next to it was his dads car, which seemed a bit more complimentary to their scrappy yard.


Greg was in total shock, so much so that his legs almost gave out on him, but his heart started to pound faster, saving him. 

Butterflies were having a gladiator battle in his stomach as he approached the car.

It was electric green, with a spoiler on the back, and as Greg got into the smooth leather drivers seat and turned it on, the radio turned on. The car started to purr. Both the sound system and the engine sounded amazing.

“Dad, I seriously don’t know if we can afford this…” Greg said. “This car is too nice. What year is it?”

“2005,” his dad said leaning on the driver's side and ruffled Greg's hair through the window, to which Greg hurriedly tried to fix. “This year. I just want you to have something nice before you go off to college.”

“Dad…I have no idea how to express…” Greg trailed off. “I don’t know what to say. If this really is okay… like, financially, I mean… then thank you. So much.”

Greg felt his eyes start to swell up and he looked to his right, to the inside of the car, so his dad didn’t see him cry. 

“You know I only want the best for you, Greg,” his father said. 

“Gimme a hug,” Greg said, opening the door. He embraced his father and squeezed him tight. “This is the best birthday I’ve ever had.”

He held onto his dad just a moment longer before letting go.

“Now, what do you say we go to the arcade?” His father said, grinning.

Greg looked at his new car. 

“Um, hell yeah.”

His father got in the passenger seat, while Greg got in the drivers seat. They talked about how nice the seatbelts were, how clean it was, and that new car smell. 

Greg pulled the car out of the driveway and immediately started feeling a pull. Not emotionally, or moralistically, or even on the car as he drove… but a real physical pull on his soul that his brain automatically wanted to reject.

“Ooh, I love this song,” Greg's dad said, turning up the radio. This didn’t improve Greg’s focus.

Greg continued to drive to the arcade, his body feeling hot.

Driving down the road, wheel in hand, his vision suddenly started to double.
He started to panic. 

A red car came out in front of him from the right and Greg, distracted but now in fear, swerved to the left.

“What on earth are you doing?” Brian shouted.

Greg felt like he was going to vomit.

“D-dad, I didn’t want to hit the car.”

“What car?” His father demanded. “There’s no one on the road!”

Greg decided to pull over more to be on the shoulder of the road. He shook his head, and rubbed his eyes and looked down the long winding street. There were no hills for any car to hide behind, his dad was right. 

There was no one there.

Greg felt his heart beat faster than when he thought they were going to get hit. 

“I think I’m feeling sick, can you drive us home?” Greg opened the door and got out.

As he closed the door he put most of his weight onto it, feeling faint… as well as that pulling sensation again. He managed to walk around the car.

“Me?” Brian said to him through the window, not getting out of the passenger seat. “Greg, you just got this car.”

“I know, and I’m feeling… car-sick,” he said. “Please, drive us home.”

His dad grumbled. “Fine, whatever, as long as it means we don’t end up dead in a ditch.”

“You mean, ahead of schedule?” Greg joked weakly.

“Don’t be smart, Greg.”

As they drove home Greg said nothing, but felt the weird pull more, and it was getting weirder and weirder. 

Stronger. 

Stronger, almost, than his mind was able to resist.

Suddenly there were two roads in front of him. 

Greg was seeing double and, more alarmingly, he slowly started to feel like he was being dislodged from his body. 

He couldn’t tell whether it was his soul leaving or just his eyes as his double vision enhanced.

Then suddenly his mind broke, and the rush of being dislodged was upon him. 

They pulled into the end of the driveway to where Greg got out immediately, gagging from being disoriented, and rushed to take off his seatbelt.

He opened the car door with force, and left it wide open as he ran inside the house, vomit spewing from his mouth onto his shirt along the way.

“Greg!” His father called for him, but he was too far away for Greg to answer. 

He felt far, like he was in the distance. It was like he was at the end of a tunnel- which was crazy. 

He was merely at the end of the driveway after all.

Greg rushed inside the house and that was where it all came loose, he felt the vomit come up, even though he struggled hard to push it down. 

He tried to imagine how to keep himself less than green when he suddenly saw himself from the outside, green and all- and looking absolutely ghastly.

He blinked, wondering if this was a dream, if he had blacked out again.

When that seemed unlikely, he blinked again wondering if there were mirrors perched in peculiar places throughout the room… because if he wasn’t crazy- it almost seemed as if he was seeing his entire body from the outside in. 

Greg looked without moving his head to see if there was a camera where he suspected.

There was no camera. In confusion he lifted his hand to scratch his head and almost let out a scream as he saw the movement from the wrong angle.

He was floating outside his body.
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Greg had decided to not scream. It just would be completely out of pocket. This was probably just a mini seizure, or a hallucination, or maybe he was dead… there was probably a reasonable explanation.

No, screaming would just be weird. Yeah, no, I’m probably just having a mental issue right now. Maybe I should call the police? Ugh, totally, and say what? Help, I’m floating outside my body, fix it? With my luck their response would be, “stop resisting, stop resisting.”

He looked into his own eyes, and snapped his fingers to get himself out of his daze, and started to panic as a staticky pair of fingers appeared. He looked at his ‘hand’, it was like he was a ghost. 

Maybe that’s what my dream meant… He sighed. I’m dead. At least I’m not nauseous anymore. So much for a birthday breakfast, I guess.


“What the actual fuck was that?” His father asked, exasperated, out of breath at the door. “How did you get carsick! What is going on?” His father lectured. 

“Is there something you’re not telling me? Are you drunk?” He continued.

“Dad, I-” Greg paused, he wasn’t dead. But the nausea was coming back. He tried to stop it but couldn’t. 

He vomited, heavily, right as Delaney and Mrs. Morris came through the open door.

He froze, and looked at the women through both pairs of his vision. 

This is… not a hallucination either. It’s like when you close one eye and you see slightly differently

He closed one eye, then the other- but rather than it being his eyes being closed one at a time, it was his focus on the scene through the floating self's vision versus the in person's vision. 

He looked at Delaney and Mrs Morris. Mrs Morris was wearing a pantsuit, that was suitable for a lawyer such as herself, with her signature blonde bob and a surprisingly unstylish white hat. 

Delaney was wearing a white ruffled dress and her long honey gold hair reached just past her waist.

She’s beautiful, maybe I am hallucinating.

“Brian, explain,” Mrs. Morris said, her tone sharp.

That was definitely them.

Greg looked down at himself and saw a slumped over, barely five foot ten man with vomit all over himself in a freshly ironed salmon coloured shirt. 

And that was definitely him.

He closed his eyes, the ones on his real body. Two perspectives was nauseating.

Looking at them again, through his floating self’s eyes he saw Brian was in shock… and they were all staring at his body. 

There was a mix of disgust, incredulousness, and pity. 

Well, Mrs Morris was more disgusted. Greg saw that it looked like Delaney felt pity. He felt both a mixture of relief at that and humiliation, until he saw his father's incredulousness.

“Happy birthday to me,” he mumbled in person, but it came out slurring- his brain overwhelmed with seeing two fields of vision at once, trying to keep them both steady. 

Then he fell over from his already slumping position.

Delaney and Mrs Morris left immediately. Well, Delaney left- her mother ran out in a huff, to which Greg's dad followed immediately afterwards.

They were no longer within earshot technically, but Greg’s astral eyes opened wide as he realized he could still hear and see them.

“Listen, Martha, I can explain,” Brian pleaded. “It’s not what it looks like.”

“It’s not? That your son got blacked out drunk at-” Martha checked her watch. “Barely a quarter passed nine on a Wednesday? Did you think if I came late I wouldn’t see it?”

“He was just carsick, that’s all!” Brian said. “He’s been going through some changes lately and just has been acting odd.”

“I don’t care,” Martha said curtly. She was down the driveway now and pulled out her key to unlock her white cadillac. “He is a disgrace, I wouldn’t let my Delaney in the same church with that boy!”

She unlocked the car and pulled it open by the handle to which Brian immediately closed it and leaned on it- effectively blocking it. There was begging in his eyes.

Mrs. Morris raised an eyebrow. Greg’s impression, based off of what he knew about  knew she was not a woman of the character to be fucked with, and she knew he knew that. 

They took a long silence staring at each other, until Martha snarkily crossed her arms. “What? Don’t tell me you actually think this can be smoothed over?”

“He ironed his good shirt for her,” Brian said, smiling weakly. “He was excited. So excited that a car ride was too much for him.”

Martha didn’t seem impressed. 

“Please,” Brian said. “I was with him all morning, he wasn’t drunk. Just let him have another chance.”

Martha sternly looked at her watch, then looked at the sun, gloved hand shielding her eyes, as if to see if her watch was right.

“We’ll be here at noon tomorrow,” she said. “Do not let him show up in the same state.”

“I won’t,” Brian said to which he let go of her car door.

“Delaney, get over here this instant,” Mrs Morris trilled behind her, then took a good look at Brian. “We’re leaving.”

“Shouldn’t we help Greg?” Delaney asked. 



Greg was watching this entire scene unfold. Not from a window, but using something that felt like a carrier for his soul.

“No, he can deal with that himself, if he really is… carsick,” she narrowed her eyes at Brian.“Good bye, Brian. See you tomorrow.”


“Bye, Martha,” Brian said, smiling his sensitive smile.

Greg at this point, had managed to pull his body onto the couch, still disoriented.

As he adjusted, the more excited he became. He had genuinely been able to hear their conversation without even being present.

His father came in through the open front door and closed it, and said at the exact same time as Greg,

“Tomorrow-” 
“Tomorrow-”

“U-Uh,” Greg stammered.

“What? How did you know?” Brian asked, bewildered. “Oh, well, they are going to be here tomorrow and…” he looked Greg up and down. Then sighed. “Go try to wash your shirt.”

He went to leave and Greg said,

“I’m not wearing this one tomorrow am I-?”

“No,” Brian snapped, interrupting Greg’s last syllable, he saw Greg’s shocked face and composed himself: “No. It’s just a good shirt.”

He smoothed out his own shirt and walked to the kitchen without saying another word.

As soon as his father left the room, Greg started scrambling to get out of the living room and up the stairs, but he still felt sick from the dizziness. 

He focused purely on the stairs in front of him and tried to manage to stay alive while racing up them.

As he turned the corner of the top of the stairs, holding the stairpost he had held hundreds of times, his hand slipped as it was slick from his own bile. He felt himself falling and aimed for his room. He landed leaning on the door frame.

He was panting and his head was drenched in sweat.

“This can’t be happening…” he whispered out loud.
But if it is… does that mean I can fly?

Greg managed to get inside the room and lay on the bed, his body heaving.

He looked towards his open window, the cool June breeze coming in as a refreshing draft- and his stomach started to clear up.

Greg closed his eyes and let himself be completely still, trying to focus on his other field of vision.

And slowly, purposefully, started to fly his astral projection through the open window.

The window was too small for him, he realized but his floating body went through the wood of the sill with ease… and then he flew.

It was exhilarating, like being in a helicopter… or what Greg imagined being in a helicopter would be like. 

And he was fast, he realized, as he went down the road. He was to that intersection where he saw the red car in seconds. He was in town in minutes.

Flying down the familiar street, the buildings looking just a bit off from such a high angle, he flew- seeing people going about their lives on this Wednesday morning. 

The hum of the vacuum downstairs jolted him out of this experience, and he was out of control, his ghost self going slack- he forced it to come back to his body which it did in seconds.

He sat up in bed, his heart pounding in his chest and his naturally sweaty palms becoming even sweatier.

It was a brief trip but had been… amazing. 

He got up off the bed, and went into the hallway, intending to splash cold water on his face in the bathroom, but felt immediately sick again, which heightened as he heard a voice coming from beside him.

Strangely, it was not his physical self this voice was besides, but his ghost self, that was seven feet off the ground.

“That was gnarly,” It was a familiar male voice. “Careful- you’ll turn the stairs into a slip and slide.”

The guy laughed and started pretending to throw up, his finger to his mouth, retching so much and so realistically it made Greg start to feel sick again. 

“Hey, stand up when I’m talking to you, dickweed, ” the guy said through laughs, and suddenly what felt like Greg's disembodied… head… was being grabbed by the guy, and being swayed around. 

This wouldn’t have been a problem if he had another choice but to see the hallway go around in circles when he was already sick.

“One, two, three, go!” The guy laughed, releasing Greg's head. “Go throw up!”

To this, Greg came very close to obliging but kept it down.

“Ew, did you just almost puke? T-M-I, keep it in real life,” said a snarky, familiar female voice, joining the scene as well as with some others.

Greg frowned. The woman’s voice was familiar, too. 

Greg kind of had proof that what he was doing was legitimate, but at the same time he couldn’t help but wonder if he was schizophrenic now. Voices in your head aren’t a common every day occurrence.

“God, Justine,” said the guy, and suddenly Greg was able to place where he was from. “He’s barely a person, try to clear his head.”


Justine made a face and must’ve ‘cleared his head’ as suddenly Greg’s head was no longer jumbled with thoughts, half baked and all. 

And now he could finally voice where the people were from.

“You guys were just a dream I had,” he said, adjusting to speak through his disembodied form. “None of this was real.”

“None of this was real for you,” Justine sneered, poking him on the nose of his form at the last syllable. Even though it could’ve been funny or kind, it came across as almost cartoonishly evil. 

“I can’t believe we even let you astral project, to be honest,” said the snarky guy. “You’re such a wimp, not cool enough to hang out with us.”

Greg felt his blood start to boil. 

It was literally the stupidest thing anybody had ever said to him but he was feeling quite, well, pissy.

“Shut the fuck up, idiot,” Greg said, and braced himself for impact. “Literally the only thing that’d wanna hang with you is a noose.”

Everybody took a breath and looked at the guy who had just been messing with Greg.

Greg expected maybe for him to get mad, or maybe for him to laugh like in the movies, but he just went, “Alright.”

They looked at Ethan and the bitchy girl broke the silence first.

“That… was hilarious…” she said. “Seriously where did you come up with that? I gotta write that down,” she laughed and effortlessly started to write it in letters that glowed.


“Wait, wait,” Greg tried to rally them back in. “Who are you? What are your names?”

The girl who had talked softly with him, and had given him a hug when he was dreaming came forward and said, “Well, I’m sure you remember me.”

“Oh you know he does, beautiful,” said the guy, in jest.

She smiled, and from the body language her staticky form portrayed, Greg could tell she was a… blusher? 

She turned to Greg, “I’m Samantha,” she started pointing to everybody. “This is Justine, as you know, and this,” she pointed to the snarky guy who waggled his eyebrows at her. “Is Ethan,” she laughed.

“We normally have two more,” Justine said coldly, and Greg saw that she was much more dominant than Samantha, who seemed kind hearted. 
Justine seemed to have a perpetual eye roll, and a bad scoff.

“Whats their names?” Greg asked. A nod accompanied his question.

“Kevin, and Carter but Carter’s…” Justine trailed off.

“We view him fondly,” said Ethan shortly, grabbing Greg's shoulder. “Walk with me.”

Greg couldn’t tell if he was kidding but allowed this guy to walk him around his room. Still trying to keep up the facade that he wasn’t less confident than this guy.


“So, Greg, you’re astral projecting.” He opened his arms to the sky. “Welcome.”

“Thanks,” Greg grumbled in a way he thought made him seem cool. He prayed he was right. “What is astral projecting?”

“Astral projection is…” Ethan faltered. “Well, I’m not sure if I fully get it myself honestly… Samantha?”

He looked at Samantha, who sighed.

“Everybody has an astral projection in their body, but before you know how to use it it’s just the little bit of universe stuff that makes you up. Everybody's made up of some bits like this, and it just so happens that that's-” she pointed to his astral projection, which was just a head and shoulders. “-the stuff that can pass through the dimension wall. It acts like a carrier for your mind's eye.”

“The dimension wall?” Greg said. He looked side to side but could only see his room. “What dimension wall?”

“This one,” said Ethan, and he grabbed underneath what could’ve been Greg’s armpit and dragged him up. Greg felt like his brain was dislodging even further than it had before.

His physical body on the bed gripped the sheets and gasped. 

Greg opened his eyes ever so slightly before squinting them solid shut. He realized that that was a mistake. Puking again was not on his to-do list..

As he ascended he felt no pain, but merely like he was a spool of thread that was being too far unwound.

Suddenly they stopped rushing him upward, and his eyesight started to clear.

He gasped. It was like a field of those spirals, spiralling down, from his dream.

These spirals were so clear, he didn’t think he could’ve even seen this definition with glasses on. 

This time, he saw that it was white and pale blue dots making up the inside with soft curved silvery white lines making up the outer layer. There were also little orbs gently hovering around the astral projectors.

There were many of them.

I’m not about to count though... maybe seven. Eight.

Something he found peculiar though was at the bottom of the spirals there were little round orbs. 

The spirals got smaller as they descended, then disintegrated into filters that lead to the orbs.



Nearing the bottom of the spiral, were two little orbs of light, but they were bright yellow and blue- not at all congruent with the rest of the palette he was seeing.. There was one in another spiral as well.

“Wh-what is all this?” 

“Everything we know, everything we exist in…” Samantha said, quietly. “Is a simulation.”

Greg didn’t miss a beat. 

“Like The Matrix?” Greg asked, incredulous. “You’re messing with me.”

Samantha laughed, but Ethan looked confused.

“Look down,” Ethan said, regaining composure, and Gregory did out of sheer curiosity.

Greg saw that below him was an expansive, large spiral. It was spiraling down to an orb like the others, but directly below where he had come from.

“Ope, you can’t see the landmarks.” Justine trilled femininely. “Without them things are kinda confusing,” 

She reached over with her hand and fiddled her fingers around in his astral projection.

Suddenly the whole dimension lit up with little circles, flecks, stars… you name it. Any and all shapes and patterns were there.

“No, I didn’t fuck with you, if that’s what you’re wondering,” Justine said. “I just made your minds eye stop ignoring it.”

He said nothing. Not to seem cool, but because he was afraid.

There were a bunch of flecks as well as a circle directly below him, and he started to feel very uncomfortable.

They were in his bed where his body should be.

“W-what are those?” 

Dammit, he thought. I didn’t want to look like a coward.

Ethan, boisterous in nature, started to look a little uncomfortable, himself, for the first time. 

“Those are how we see where things are in the universe,” he said, not quite answering the question. “They’ve always been there.”

“They’re made up of the same material as the stuff we use to write notes with,” Justine said, very peppy. “You can learn to write them too if you want.”

“Um… I guess, I’m kinda just taking everything in. So they act like landmarks?” Greg asked.

“Yeah…” Justine said. “Landmarkers…”

“Maybe making notes will help me chill, though. How do I do it?”

“Well first you have to stop looking like dandruff shampoo,” Ethan joked.

Greg gave him a quizzical expression, as did everyone else.

“Y’know,” Ethan said, to which nobody said anything. “Head ‘n’ shoulders?”

“Ahh,” everybody said.

“That wasn’t funny,” Justine said.

“How would you know what funny is, Justine?” Ethan remarked. “You’re as funny as a 60 year old razor blade.”

Once again, quizzical looks.

“Dull?”

“Ah,” they all said, less enthusiastically this time.

The silence lasted for a beat before Ethan seemed to move on, seemingly unfazed by his humours lack of landing.

“You gotta give yourself a body,” Ethan told Greg. “Anybody can astral project their eyes, though you’re lucky- you seem to have gotten able to do half a torso.”

“Yeah, the good half,” Justine said, winking at Greg. 

Greg felt his real face get bright red and his stomach flushed with butterflies and good feelings.

Was that flirting?

The next thing Justine said came as even more of a shock.

“Anyway, you teach him that,” she said, and Greg realized she was twirling her hair that didn’t exist. “We’re going to go mess with Mia.”

She skipped away as much as a ghost body could skip, to another part of their dimension with star landmarks not unlike his circle. Ethan chuckled. 

“She’s obsessed with this Mia chick who used to bully her,” he said. “Samantha said she saw her at the store and it gave her a total mental breakdown and she had to calm her down for an hour.”

“What did she do?” Greg said.

“I dunno,” Ethan admitted. “But it was really bad. Anyway this is how you make the notes.”

 Ethan showed Greg how to make notes for what felt like an hour, but couldn’t have been more than 15 minutes.

“You have to get these little lines of white and analyze them enough until you can convince it with your hand to go into the shape you want,” Ethan explained. “No two lines are alike.”

It was one of the most difficult things Greg had ever done. 

“Abstract,” he mumbled.

“Yeah it’s difficult, took me forever to figure it out.” Ethan said. “Though I’ve been astral projecting since I was twelve.”

“Since you were twelve?” Greg asked. This made him nervous. “How old are you now?”

“I’m twenty one, and yup, twelve years old… and it has honestly kind of been traumatizing,” Ethan said. “Especially with the ‘absolute’ stuff.”

“What’s ‘absolute’?” Greg asked.

Ethan looked around to where Justine was, Samantha had joined her and they were messing around with someone's life saying stuff with almost childlike enthusiasm such as, ‘let’s make her boyfriend hate her!’

“Don’t tell them I told you this, but… absolute is scary as fuck,” Ethan said, his voice lowered and his hand being used for emphasis.  “It’s what happens when your life force, your soul or what have you, is programmed to be like the dimension wall physically.”

“What?” Greg fingers clutched the letter G he had been making. “What does that do?”

“It makes it so the simulation can’t filter you and you become one of them,” Ethan said pointing at the little dots that were at the end of the dimension.

Greg sat with this information, a little scared but more so confused. He had just learned the universe was a simulation and now Ethan’s telling him that people can code it to be wrong?

“What happens to your physical body?” Greg asked.

“It ages forever- billions of years, until the universe doesn’t exist anymore. The worst part of it all would have to be the fatigue- as soon as you’re absolute, you become more and more tired but can never sleep, and that tiredness just, like, deepens for all of millenia.”

“What about the orbs?” Greg said, pointing with a shaky hand to where the universe filtered into. “What happens when they do get filtered?”

“Ah, see, you’re smart,” Ethan complimented. “I never thought about that, I guess you would just live forever in the orb.”


Greg was feeling nauseous and he tried to sit in silence while making more notes. Ethan was significantly chattier, and was more experienced and created sentences while Greg was focused on the first letter of his name.

It was exhausting, and didn’t make sense, but Greg soon caught on. It was more complicated than play doh by a long shot, and because of its nature it was interrupting his thoughts as he tried to compose himself. 

“The interesting part we’ve learned about the universes is that they all center around one planet.” Ethan said, talking aloud to himself at this point and not Greg. “Makes you wonder why we haven’t invented light travel, huh?”

Greg was overwhelmed with the distress of this new experience, wondering why him, of all people should astral project…


…or why I’m looking at what holds our entire universe… He said, looking down to his dimension, then to Ethan. And why did they accept me…

“Because you’re an alright kid,” Ethan said, and Greg didn’t realize he had said it out loud… or could he hear his thoughts? Greg made a mental note to learn not to think out loud. 

“And we could use some normalcy around here,” Ethan continued. “Especially with-”

They got interrupted, there was a knock at Greg’s bedroom door frame.

“Dad, I’m sorry, but I don’t want to talk right now,” he grumbled, putting his pillow over his head.

“It’s me,” said a female voice. 

Both Ethan and Greg snapped their heads to look.

Greg opened his real eyes and was surprised to see Delaney Morris at his door.

He was just seeing her properly now, as he had viewed her from his astral projection before and he was even more surprised at how she looked. She had grown up to be incredibly beautiful, with a heart shaped face and soft eyebrows, as well as doe-like blue eyes that weren’t unlike her mothers. Her mouth was downturned into a concerned frown.

“O-oh,” Greg stammered. “What are you doing here?”

“Well, I just wanted to come see you for your birthday,” Delaney said softly. “I know that it wasn’t a good time earlier, and mom still thinks you were drunk.”

“I wasn’t drunk,” Greg grumbled. “I was dealing with much bigger things.”

“And I can imagine that,” Delaney said. Greg couldn’t tell if she was patronizing him. 

“Thanks,” Greg gave a fake chuckle. 

“I also got you a present,” Delaney said. “For your birthday.”

To this Greg’s ears couldn’t help but perk up.

“Really?” He asked. “Thank you, that’s too kind.”

Delaney handed him a small box with red wrapping paper that had gold stars on it, and a meticulous hand made gold bow with curled ribbon coming off of it.

“Oh, wow,” Greg said. “Did you wrap this yourself?”

Ugh, Greg, stupid question, he thought.

“Yes,” Delaney said, enthusiastically. “Open it!”

Greg opened it and looked in the box, and at first he couldn’t tell what it was, it was a gold circle with a chain attached to it.

He picked it up by the chain. It was heavier than he thought.

“Go on, open it,” Delaney said.

Greg took the gold circle in his hands and found the rim, and opened it… and saw the face of a compass that didn’t know where north was, its hand spinning wildly.

“Oh…” Greg said, frazzled but excited. “Thank you.”

“That’s weird,” Delaney frowned. “Must be calibrated wrong. Anyway, look!” 

She took the compass from him. 

The hand immediately started to face north as soon as she had it in her hands. She didn’t seem to notice.

Greg looked to where she was pointing and saw his initials engraved in an architectural font: GW

“Wow, Delaney,” Greg said, touched. “I don’t know what to say, that’s very thoughtful, thank you”

“No problem,” she smiled, and gave him a kiss on the cheek. “See you later, happy birthday.”

Greg’s heart melted, he hadn’t had a lot of experience with women, let alone beautiful ones.
Ethan laughed.

“Thanks,” Greg said, getting increasingly concerned he was a spectacle to his new friend. “See you later.”

She left and immediately he got double vision, as there was a lot of movement in the astral realm. This time his eyesight adjusted more, enough he was able to see both in a way that was almost comfortable.

“Get in there, Greg!” Ethan said, patting Greg's form on the back, to which Greg couldn’t help but laugh.

“She’s just a friend,” he said.

“Didn’t look like just a friend to me,” Justine said, appearing. Her tone had no pep.

“Well, I haven’t seen her since I was ten, really,” Greg said.

At this Justine gave a glance to Samantha and took off down the dimension. 

“Uh oh,” Ethan said, his gaze lowered.

“Justine, don’t!” Samantha cried.

Greg was heavily confused. 

“What’s going on?”

Samantha and Ethan looked at each other. 

“There’s something we didn’t tell you,” Samantha said.

“What?” Greg asked, still confused.

“Well…” Samantha began.

“Say, what year is it?” Ethan asked.

“2005,” Greg asked. “Why?”

“Well, not for us…” Samantha said.

“W-what?” Greg felt his confusion turn into frustration, and that frustration turned into anger. “What the fuck do you mean?”

Samantha and Ethan exchanged another look.

“You can time travel,” Ethan said and Samantha nudged him before saying,


“No, more like, you’re outside time itself.”
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Greg sat up in bed in a cold sweat, his arms holding him up. He felt a headache start to come on. He looked at his hands, mortified at what he had become a part of.

“O-outside time?” Greg sputtered. “What do you mean?”

“Well… for me,” Samantha said, taking a deep breath though there was no air. “It’s the year 2020.”

“And I’m in 1981,” Ethan said proudly.

“What? How is that possible?” Greg demanded, anger overtaking his feelings of fear.  “You’re fucking with me.” 

“We are not,” Ethan said genuinely. “And honestly? Samantha could tell you all about what happens like she told me, but I don’t want you to wish you had it there and feel… like… sad, or anything. You’ll just have to wait.”

Greg took a beat, and felt the sheets of the bed he was on underneath his hands. 
Could these people really be from the future? And the past? 

“What’s Justine doing then?” Greg asked. “If that’s my actual life, past or present?”

“I think… well, I actually don’t know” Ethan said. “But she kinda liked you right away so it's probably something to do with that girl we just saw.”

“What kind of thing would she do?” Greg asked cautiously.

Justine rejoined the group. 

“What did you do?” Samantha asked.

Justine whispered to her.

“Made his bike break when she rode it?” Samantha asked, confused. “What kind of prank is that?”

“What?” Greg asked, shellshocked. “You what? Prank?”

Bumper entered his room and jumped on his bed. He petted him tenderly for comfort, as fear of his new reality settled in.

“Sammy, you weren’t supposed to say that out loud…” Justine said, in a lowered voice. 

Samantha flew quickly to where Justine had been and came back, not missing a beat. 

She approached Greg cautiously.

“Greg, remember how mad you felt?”.

“Y-yeah,” Greg said. “That's why I stopped talking to Delaney at all.”

“Well,” Samantha went down to Greg's body and pricked out a landmarker. “This is why.”

At that instant Greg's entire body composition changed. 

Where he had always held a grudge, there was no anger. Where he had perpetual upset, there was a hole- there was an aftermath of confused anger with no source... and he couldn’t understand why he had been as mad as he had been. 

It seemed unreasonable now. 

His hands gripped Bumper's fur, then relaxed.Bumper let out a small wag.

“Those emotions were not my own,” Greg said. “How and why did you do that?”

Justine got uncomfortable. “Well, I kinda like you…”

“Are you serious? You just met me!” Greg’s anger showed through. “You ruined a childhood friendship of mine and potentially my sanity just to get with me? You don’t even know me!”

“Justine, that was pretty weird,” Samantha said. “It doesn’t matter if he has a friend.”


“You know what?” Greg said, panic creeping into his voice. “Prove that that just happened, because I don’t know if I believe this.”

“You know what?” Ethan challenged. “I will. Wait one sec.”

He put his hand to his chin in a pondering expression and started stalking Greg’s landmarking dots, that were in his physical body, down the dimension. 

This made Greg realize something they hadn’t told him, and he was glad he was laying down as this concept shook him to his core…

If they could go into his past and future, there were multiple different versions of him existing in unison.

He sat with this knowledge, and tried to put on a strong face as he waited for Ethan to finish proving time travel was real.

Ethan reached a part of the dimension, and his face took on the emotion of wonder and also concern. 

“Justine,” he called out, interrupting Justine from where she was looking intently into the dimension at another part of Greg's life. “You might want to see this.”

“And I don’t?” Greg grumbled, making his way over. “It's my life.”

When he got there, he saw something he didn’t expect. It was his own dots and circle, but close by- there was a landmarker in the shape of a cartoonish dog. And it was moving.

“What’s that?” Greg questioned.

“Justine!” Samantha cried. “Alanis did something.”

“Who’s Alanis?” Greg asked.

“No way,” Justine said. “I’m coming.”

“What’s going on?” Greg demanded, his real forehead starting to drown in  sweat as his anxiety rose.

 Justine joined the group and looked into where Ethan and Samantha were pointing, and everybody got quiet.

“This was definitely Alanis,” Justine whispered.

“Who’s Alanis?” Greg interrogated. “What is going on?”

“She’s Alanis,” Justine said, pointing to one of the floating orbs. “She’s, like, a toddler.”

“So?” 

“She’s done horrible things in the astral realm,” Samantha stated plainly. “She copies the worst things she’s ever seen, and puts them into real life.”

“And now it appears that she has led this dog into a dangerous part of the woods,” Justine said, pointing. “Those emotions over there feel like wolves.” She corrected herself: “No, they’re coyotes. No, wolves.”

Greg was bewildered as he had no idea what she was talking about, but when he looked where she was pointing he did feel something. Something that felt like another person was feeling something in his own head. 

It was hungry, and territorial.

“How come you don’t just stop Alanis from astral projecting?” Greg asked. 

Everybody flinched. 

“We literally can’t…” Justine said. “She’s too powerful. I should know. Look:”

She zapped Alanis who immediately blocked it and zapped the dog.

“What does that do?”

“Makes them absolute.”

“What’s that mean, though?”

“Well, he’s probably gonna survive the wolf attack…”

Greg accepted that answer though he was still unsure if it was the one he wanted. 

He decided to change the subject, while he processed what that meant.

“How do you know what species it is?” Greg asked a little gentler, pointing at the emotions of the coyotes or wolves.

“When I realized every species, every gender, and every person has their own way of thinking… I did my research,” Justine murmured, staring intently at the dot that was slowly making its way through the woods. 

“Yeah, like going to the zoo,” Ethan joked. Justine and Samantha shot him a look. “What? It's true.”

Justine and Samantha turned back to face the dog.

“It feels like Alanis did this because of the way this dog feels,” she said, and Greg started focusing.

The landmarks where the dog was felt more than mildly restless, as well as curious about a direction that led them deeper into the woods.

“I think she did it because they’re similar,” Justine said slowly. “She wants similar species to meet because it’d be… ‘cute.’”

“What can we do?” Greg said, starting to panic. “This is so sad, I love dogs.”

“We can try to redirect the wildlife and give him a shot at survival,” Justine said.

“How do we do that?” Greg asked. 

“We won’t be doing anything,” Justine snarkily said. “I am going to do it as I’m the only one who can.”

“I’m able to help a little bit too,” Samantha reminded her gently. “If we work together we can do this.”

Justine softened, but she gave Samantha a stern look that Greg didn’t understand.

“For sure Sammy,” she said affectionately, but it made Greg uneasy. “We can do it together.”

Samantha and Justine reached out their hands, convincing the wolves to take another direction Greg assumed.

Greg started feeling sick with worry and opened his eyes, taking a look around the room.

I gotta find Bumper, he thought to himself, getting out of bed.

He shuffled quicklly down the hallway, trying to keep his vision out of the astral realm. Trying to ground himself in reality. 

It was surprisingly easier than it used to be, to separate the two, and he was almost able to keep an eye on both- but he knew if he wanted to concentrate on something he would need all his efforts on one. 

He attempted this anyway and it was almost like his brain chemistry no longer supported seeing only one line of vision.

Attempting while going down the stairs, something reclicked in his brain when he got to the bottom and he felt more in control.

He walked into the living room and saw Bumper, in the kitchen, through the doorway to his right. 

Bumper had been in the kitchen, patiently laying on the floor, while Brian cooked Greg a birthday dinner.

“Hey buddy,” Greg said, getting down to Bumper's level and tousling his ears. “How’s it going?”

Bumper wagged his tail half heartedly, as was his character.

They had gotten Bumper for free as a puppy around thirteen years ago, when Greg was only five. The thirteen years had begun to show on Bumper- both in his scruffiness and in his toned down personality, though his calm confidence showed through.

Bumper will always be the best little buddy I’ve ever had, Greg thought to himself, smiling warmly.

Brian looked up. “Hey Greg, you saw Delaney?”

“Oh? Oh, yeah, I saw her,” Greg said. “She gave me a present.”

“Cool, what was it?”

“An engraved compass,” Greg answered.

“What?” Greg’s dad turned around. “Engraved with what?” 

Brian asked this but Greg could tell he had already guessed the answer.

“My initials?” Greg said tentatively. “Why?”

“How on earth…did Delaney…” Brian seemed flustered. “Get an engraved compass when I invited her over the night before your birthday?”

“I…” Greg thought. He realized he didn’t know. “What are you trying to say?”

“Greg, Delaney must’ve been planning this,” his father said, a little excited now. “Delaney planned on getting you that compass way before I invited her! She already likes you!”

Greg felt his palms get sweaty. 

“What?” Greg asked. “But it’s been years since I saw her…”

“How could that be? I mean I know she was older when she left but…” Brian turned to his son. “Greg, what exactly happened between you and Delaney?”


Greg tried to think.

“Well, I mean, we hung out everyday during the summer for 4 years, and I guess she had the giggles when I was around… I thought she just had a good sense of humour.”

“Why did you stop hanging out with her?” Greg's dad asked. “Because of something with your bike…?”

“Yeah she broke the chain when trying to ride it.”

“Did she say she did it on purpose?”

“No, but she wouldn’t look at me or apologize so I stopped going over to hang out,” Greg said, full of guilt knowing it was Justine's doing. “Why are you freaking out about this?”

“She must’ve not known what to do.” Greg's dad pondered, until he looked at Greg and realized he hadn’t answered his question. “Greg… you’re graduating high school and you’ve never had a girlfriend, and that's a much tougher thing to do when you’re an adult.”

“Oh…” Greg trailed off, looking at the light on the kitchen ceiling. “Well, it’s not like I’m never going to get a girlfriend just because I didn’t have one in high school.”

“I know…” Greg's dad said. “But it worried me a bit. As you know, I want grandchildren.” He chuckled.

Greg groaned. “This, again? Dad, you'll get your grandchildren.”

“Now I will,” Greg's dad winked. “Now, go sit down at the table.”

“Dad I-” Greg began to protest.

“Your birthday dinner is ready and you will go sit down,” Greg's dad said sternly but gently. “Especially after what happened earlier… no?” 

Greg's dad cocked his eyebrow and looked at Greg to which Greg gave up and went to sit down.

It was steak.

“Dad, you’re spending way too much money.”

“Well you’re an adult… and… I know I haven’t given you exactly a lavish life… so… I just want you to have a taste of the sweet stuff before you’re off to college… speaking of which…”

Greg's dad opened the fridge and began to sing Happy Birthday, grabbing a round tray with an extremely decadent cake on top. Greg was overtaken with disbelief.

“Make a wish, Greg.”

What is going on? Why is he spending so much money? With the car and everything else he’s spent more money in the last day than in the last eighteen years… but… “...Is that buttercream?”

“Sure is, son,” Brian smiled. “Now that you’ve reached adulthood we can have some fun around here.”

Greg didn’t know what that meant, but made a wish as he blew out the eighteen candles. 

He wished that he had a successful, normal, on beat future with no astral projection… or… thinking about the new friends he made… a nice, normal astral projection time on the side. As normal as that can even be. 

His dad interrupted his train of thought:

“And more fun can mean anything,” Brian said, putting the cake on the table. “Now that you’re eighteen in the province of Alberta…”

Greg stared at him, as Brian waited for an answer. 

“I can…?” He tried to coax an answer until it hit him. “Wait, no, you’re not gonna…”

“Yes, I am,” Brian winked again. “You, birthday guy, are- for the very first time- getting to drink a beer with your ol’ man.”

Greg was honed in on reality, with no astral turkey necking.

“No way!” He exclaimed excitedly. “You’re joking! That’d be awesome! I almost completely forgot what being eighteen meant…”

“And what better way to live than with a value lager,” his dad said, smiling so big that it made his eyes almost close.

Greg was so excited, he went and got two of the beers out of the fridge, and threw one to his dad.

“Okay, don’t throw carbonated drinks around too much,” his dad warned.

“Oh,” Greg said sheepishly. “Sorry, that’s just what they do in the movies.”

“Beer is the same as any other carbonated drink, Greg,” his dad chuckled, then looked over at the door. “Oh, it looks like Bumper wants out.”

Greg suddenly snapped back into what had been going on before his beloved moment with his father. 

“No! I mean, uh,” his dad was looking at him suspiciously. “I mean, no he just wants to go chase the… raccoons.”

“Raccoons?” Brian asked. “Don’t be ridiculous, Greg. There’s no raccoons.”

Greg didn’t know what else to say, and so said nothing as his father let Bumper outside.

Greg went to sit at the table, nervous during every bite, afraid it was his dog that Alanis messed with. 

With every bite of cake or steak he ate, he grew more and more concerned about Bumper, the food barely making its way down his throat.

He was honestly terrified at what had happened during his adventure of astral projecting- terrified at what these people were capable of and how he would eventually pay for it, as he knew it was inevitable. 

He knew something bad was going to happen, but he liked having people to talk to. It was like having friends you can talk to any time at all- not just at school or when he had access to email… but very dramatic, powerful friends.

 There was a scratch at the door. 

Brian got up and opened it and Bumper came back in, wagging his tail and happy as ever. Greg sighed a sigh of relief.

“Maybe you don’t need a beer…” his father started to say, wiping his mouth on his napkin. When finished he held it in both hands, elbows on the table, and looked at Greg. “You seem a little skittish. Is this about today?”

“No, it’s just-” Greg started, then caught himself. “I mean, yes. Yes it is… I can’t get over the anxiety today gave me.”

“Well, the good part is that you should have a girlfriend real soon,” Brian said, tilting his head back to down his beer. “Ahhh… good beer. Anyway I like that Delaney girl. I like her mother too but… whew, she can be an abrasive bitch. Funny as hell, though.” He toasted his compliment to which Greg smiled.

Brian tinked on his beer can with his finger. “A toast! To new beginnings!”

“Hear, hear,” Greg said, chuckling, and raised his can for a toast.

They clunked beer cans and Greg's dad finished his off with one swig. 

“So, Greg,” his dad started to say, but suddenly Greg's vision and hearing started to get muddled, he blinked hard trying to clear it.

It cleared… and he was looking at the kitchen from above, seeing his dad speak to him, and he could only make out the words dollars. He wanted to know what this conversation was but there was talking in the background from the astral projectors.

“Greg, you have to come quick,” Samantha whispered. “Somethings wrong.”

“Is the dog okay?” Greg asked, whispering even though his dad couldn’t hear him.

“Well… they’ll be fine, we think, but there's something else…”

“I’m sorry, Dad, I got to go to bed.”

“What?” He looked at his watch to check the time. “It’s early. Why are you ignoring what I said?”

“What did you say?” Greg asked.

Brian took a long look at him, and turned his head- raising his hand for another drink of beer but not before saying, as curt as Mrs. Morris had earlier that day: “Go.”

This was out of character for him and Greg felt the guilt- but he ran out of the room to his bed, both terrified at what they may want him for and… slightly excited to potentially hang out with his new friends again.

He jumped, and hit the bed hard, but before hitting the bed he was already astral projecting.

“Hey, I’m here, what's up?”

“Oh, thank god you’re here,” Justine said frantically, which contrasted Greg’s calm tone. “Honestly I don’t even know what happened but look!”

Greg looked and there was something he could barely fathom until he squinted to get a good look.

There was the spiral they lived in, but it looked like there were chunks taken out. 

The smooth line had little bits, almost pixelated bits like he saw on the school's computer, taken out of it.

“How did this happen?” Greg asked softly.

“It was the fucking notes!” Justine said. “They did it!”

Justine pointed accusingly at Ethan and two guys who Greg didn’t know. One was ‘standing’ next to Ethan and the other was in a crouched, almost fetal position quite a bit away.

“How do you know it was me?” Said the unfamiliar standing guy. “You’re the one who brought him up, maybe he did it.”

Greg didn’t like being accused.

“Hey, Greg just got here today, there’s no way he was any part of this,” Samantha said defensively.

“Sounds like she was in on it,” the guy said, more aggressively. Greg decided he didn’t like this guy.

“Look, it doesn’t matter who did it,” Ethan tried to mediate. “What matters now is we figure out where those pieces went.”

Alanis, hovering nearby, suddenly started strobing with light, to which Justine put her head into her hands and sighed. The crouched over guy looked over.

“Oh! Great! Just what we need!” The new guy said, exasperated. “A stupid child about to cause a universal catastrophe.”

“Kevin plea-” Samantha started.

“No! No. I will not have this happen every single time I come up,” said the guy, and Greg was shocked at his genuinity as well as his anger. “Everytime I come up there’s a whole new problem that you just want to be magically fixed every time. And who’s normally the person that gets the ass end of that stick?”

“You…” Samantha said, the guilt showing on her face.

“Me! Not any of ya’ll care enough about what you’re doing to fix this shit. You guys just want to fuck with eachother and-”

Justine shot him a look and he immediately went silent.

“What did he mean, Justine?” Ethan asked.

Justine said nothing.

“Justine? Fuck with eachother?” Samantha asked. “What did he mean?” 

Samantha shifted her gaze to Carter, to which Justine reached her arm out.

“No Sam, don’t-!”

But it was too late, Samantha went to Carter quickly and started to talk to him. Greg was surprised that, even though he couldn’t hear what Carter was saying, he could hear the fearful, emotionally reserved cadence of his voice.

Justine hadn’t followed, but it was obvious on her face she didn’t like Samantha doing something she disapproved of.

Carter must’ve said something Justine didn’t like as she called to Alanis, “Alanis! Get her to stop astral projecting.”

“Go down?” Said Alanis, and she reached out a tiny arm and ‘zapped’ Samantha.

“No!” Ethan cried- to which Kevin zapped him to be just eyes. Greg wanted to scream at the concept… just having eyes stare at you was… unsettling. 

Neither Samantha nor Ethan went completely down.

Justine pointed at Carter and tried to get Alanis to zap him too.

Greg knew he needed to intervene but as he was racking his brain trying to think of what to say, Kevin said,

“Don’t, Greg,” his voice thick with malice.

And he knew he should shut up. But he didn’t.

“Seriously, what the fuck are we doing?” He asked. Everybody stopped to listen, including Alanis. “You guys are friends and are fighting with each other, and the universe doesn’t need that. I don’t know you guys very well but we have to stick together.”

“What do you know about the universe?” Kevin sneered, but his confidence was faltering. “Stop trying to rally us to do what you think is the ‘right’ thing.”

Kevin had criticized these people into submission, that was clear to Greg. Greg, personally, though, was a devil's advocate and used to people trying to silence him. He realized now he had to use his lack of concern for certain social standards for good, even if people wouldn’t listen. 

He tried not to think, as he didn’t want them to hear his thoughts.

“Look, Kevin,” he said. “I just got here, but even I know that this shit is controllable. Nobody knows what happened to the dimension, but it's our job to fix it.”

“Uh, I know exactly what happened to the dimension,” Kevin said. “It’s because everybody's an idiot and have alchemized the dimension wall to become Post-Its.”

Greg now was confused and looked at Ethan who put up his arms.

“I didn’t know that would happen!”

“Look around!” Kevin said, almost yelling now. “Theres chunks missing everywhere and this is what it feels like.”

He took the tiniest chunk out of where Greg was and Greg was shot back into his body. His eyes opened.

Everything around him felt… off. Warped in some way. He blinked, was this just his perception? Was he going crazy?

“I didn’t know it’d affect him,” Kevin joked to Justine as Greg restabilized his astral self. 

Justine was giggling. 

Kevin gathered himself when Greg came back.

“What the fuck?” Greg said angrily. “Why the fuck did you do that?”

“To show you what it was like,” Kevin shot back, but it was obvious he didn’t know the effects.

Greg rushed down the trail that led to where Kevin was astral projecting from but suddenly, the landmarks were in the open astral air.

“Coward!” Greg said viciously, to which Kevin started taking more, bigger, chunks out of his dimension.

“Stop it!” Greg cried, all anger leaving his body and being replaced with fear as his world started to feel like… it was breathing. It didn’t feel like what he was used to. It felt wrong.

“Guys, c’mon, Greg's a good guy,” Ethan said to which Kevin narrowed his eyes.

“Is he?” Justine smirked. 

Greg couldn’t believe it.

“Justine…”

“What? You thought I actually liked you?” Justine laughed a cruel laugh. “Fat chance. I just like fucking with people”

The guy that was crouching at this point got up, swept his arms in a small swoop like a conductor, and everything was… almost normal… in Greg's world, and what looked like the whole universe. 

Greg gasped as he felt something being taken out of him. The landmarks.

“Don’t fuck with the trackers, Carter,” Justine snapped, zapping part of him to be a stark white, which he worked hard to undo.

“T-t-tr-,” Greg stammered, unable to get the words out. “Trackers?”

Justine laughed again, then got a serious, frustrated look on her face as she continued to try to zap Carter.

“What? Are you scared?” Kevin smiled. “Yeah, we’ve been tracking you. We know everything about you, Greg.”

Justine and him laughed in unison. 

“Pathetic,” she said.

“Honestly, I thought we’d get along more than we do,” Kevin said. “But you are obviously on the wrong side.”

“Guys, stop,” Ethan pleaded.

“Do you want to be absolute too?” Justine snipped.

Ethan shut up.

Greg went over to Carter this time and asked him, “what is going on?”

Greg was surprised to see a pained, scared look on his face. 

“You came at a bad time,” Carter said, his voice soft and pitiful.

“Alanis, make Greg stop astral projecting,”

Alanis tried to zap Greg but Carter slowly unraveled the flow of energy coming towards them.

“Teach me,” Greg looked into his eyes, begging.

Carter seemed unsure, but as he looked at Samantha for confirmation, he saw that Samantha seemed relieved at Greg’s ask. Carter extended his hand to Greg's forehead.

He poked it tentatively and Greg was overwhelmed with a flux of information, ranging from images, sounds, and feelings in a huge fragmented rush.

Things rushed passed him in an unstable way, things he was worried he would barely remember, but he struggled and finally got a better grip on the concepts. 

He got information on what absolute was, redundant information about the dimension walls, astral projections, and something that represses the mind.


Carter's memories were there… As well as information about something even more unsettling than all of them, something which scared Greg the most.

“How am I supposed to remember all this?” Greg asked, he saw the remnants of Samantha who was looking at him with a sort of pity.

“Try,” was all Carter whispered.

“Get him to jump the dimension!” Justine shrieked.

Greg went pale. 

‘Jumping the dimension’ sounded eerily similar to something he had picked up on in Carter's transfer… and that made Greg more than terrified.

Greg braced himself for impact.

Nothing happened.

He looked around and saw that in the astral realm there was a person. A real one.
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Greg stared at the ceiling of his room, caught in the emotional aftermath he carried of what he’d seen. 

His room had stayed the same, a stark contrast to what he was seeing in his mind's eye.

Though it was the same as it had been, there was something that made him and his room feel worlds apart. 

Innocence.

Innocence he felt leave him as he looked at the person that was in the astral realm… who was writhing and shrieking with pain.

The person was maybe 21, dressed in 80’s clothing which consisted of a white sweater with a blue stripe going across the middle. At the neck, it had a high collar. They were wearing vintage-looking yet new jeans. 

Greg realized that he was tethered to Ethan's astral projection.

Ethan's true self barely looked how Greg thought he would at all- he was slightly pudgy rather than matching the description the astral projection had given. 

Though it had been vague, the contrast was there, he wasn’t the kind of lanky outline he had given himself.


Greg looked at Samantha who was frozen, staring wide eyed and seemed unable to speak.

“Stop!” Ethan screamed to Justine, squinting his eyes shut. “This feels like fire! Why would you do this? ”

Greg was shocked and looked at his own hand in real life, and then back to Ethan's real self in the astral realm. He looked a raw red all over, almost contrasting his orange hair. Alanis was drawn to him, whether out of curiosity or malice- Greg didn’t know.

“You might as well forget life as you know it, ‘cause it’s about to change,” Justine smirked. 

They put him far back into the dimension, in the opposite direction of where it cycled down into the orb. The section had a tracker, and Greg realized they had mapped out pretty much the entirety of the times and places in the universe they lived in.

This was confusing to him as he was genuinely not really able to see outside of his time and place.

Ethan writhed and screamed as his real self slowly went through the dimension wall. 

The dimension wall was like a hard gel that regained shape as soon as he got through, which made no sense to Greg as it could also splinter.


“Have fun in the middle ages,” Justine said, victorious. “Meddling piece of shit.”

Samantha seemed to shake herself out of her funk and started talking to Carter frantically.

They moved their hands in a strange motion, not unlike how Ethan showed Greg to make notes- but from their own astral projections.

Justine must have noticed and raced to where Samantha was astral projecting from- following the faint trail of static that indicated where to go, to which Samantha and Carter followed after her. 

Greg followed them, and suddenly realized he was being chased by Kevin- who had a look of cold anger on his face. 

“You don’t belong here!” Kevin said.

Greg’s pulse started to radiate in his ears as fear overcame him. 

If you die in the astral realm do you die in real life? He felt a migraine begin, and it seared his brain.

Greg looked back at Kevin again, and fear overtook him. He had never seen anybody so vicious in such a cold way. Kevin seemed like the kind of guy who kicks puppies for fun.

He racked his brain thinking about what to do, and then he realized something. Carter had given him a lifeline. 

Making a snap decision, he decided to use the brain suppressing thing, whatever it was, on Kevin, just to see what it does. Greg hoped it didn’t give him a stroke, he just needed him to stop chasing him.

He looked back, still racing, and his mind went to his hand- Greg zapped Kevin, with whatever it was.

Kevin made a low noise that was almost like a growl, and kept chasing him, angrier this time.

Greg was exasperated, and exhausted mentally from the day as a whole, and he didn’t know if he would be able to outsmart Kevin.

Suddenly, Kevin stopped chasing him and seemed to go into a half awake state: his form started to go slack, like it was a lot of work keeping everything together.

“Where’s Ethan?” He asked, groggily. “Who are you?”

Greg had no idea why he was asking this.

“J-Justine made him jump the dimension and go to the middle ages?” Greg answered, confusion laying thick and heavy on his voice.

“Wh-wha?” Kevin asked. “We’re all best friends, why'd she do that?”

Greg suddenly realized exactly what this ability did, based on the description in the transfer and Kevin's reaction… and now he knew he wielded a power that made no sense in his ordinary life. 

It’s the ability to… suppress memories and… make you forget. This scared him. If I can erase memory, I can erase the truth.

“She’s gone crazy,” Greg said. “Shes trying to hurt Samantha too.”

“Sammy?” Kevin said, in a daze. Greg took off. “Wait, who are you?”

“I’m Greg,” Greg answered. “I’m your friend.”

He left Kevin behind, who was still pondering what he’d said.

He followed the trail until what he assumed was Samantha's tracker came into sight. Following it, he finally made it to where Samantha's real self was.

Where Justine had done some damage.

Carter was blocking her zaps and Greg now knew Justine was overpowered… and just what those zaps were. They were code, or programs, that rewired your body composition… into the dimension wall. 

Absolute, like Ethan said.

Greg took a breath, his lungs grateful- he’d been holding his breath.

The scene, as Greg focused, made his palms sweat and his cheeks were probably red. 

He felt dribbles of sweat go down his face.

Samantha's real self wasn’t in her room or a house as Greg had suspected. As he looked he was just barely make out her body in a hospital bed.

She was in the hospital, and now had Justine after her. 

On a glimmer of hope, Greg saw that Justine was getting frustrated, her zaps of absolute interchanging with astral projection locking getting faster.

She’d gone from powerful rifle-like blows, to faster, almost machine gun speed zaps, that were smaller. 

…Carter's download, each one is independent, and it’s harder to get each one…

Carter was succeeding in his defence, but also losing steam. 

I can’t believe how messed up my life is now, I’ll never be normal again so… he called out to Carter, “What can I do?”

“Take the trackers out!” Samantha screamed. 

Greg rushed to her body, and found that seeing her hospital room was incredibly difficult as he’d suspected. The most clear part of the entire scene was, indeed, the trackers. 

“She’s been messing with my entire life since conception!” Samantha said, her tone being fear and anger.

“And I’ll continue to mess with you!” Justine declared cruelly. “Until you no longer have a life!”

Greg looked at the trackers in Samantha, pleading with himself to make a move, and realized he had no idea how to take them out. 

He sat up in bed and looked down at his own trackers and carefully tried to pick them out with his real fingers. Then his astral fingers… trying desperately to learn on himself- to gain a point of reference so he wouldn’t hurt Sam. 

Suddenly a zap of astral projection locking was going in his astral selfs direction, almost colliding with him but was stopped… and he realized just how weak Carter was.

Strong enough to hold back Justine, but barely.

Greg focused on the trackers inside him and suddenly started to understand how they had picked up Ethan. 

Greg had been viewing the astral realm with two senses: vision and hearing. 

But as he stared at the trackers, feeling their presence, he saw a whole new world with the way astral projections worked. He could pull at stuff using his mind. 

This, he realized, I had learned in the transfer. I’m applying it to a real life situation.

He felt his heart racing with delight, and with horror.

Fingers are just a formality in the astral realm…. But does that mean… Am I actually telekinetic now? He wondered to himself. 

He focused on Samantha's body and he took one of the trackers out, successfully. 

He sighed a breath of relief, and Justine tried to blast him again- making him jump in person. 


He carefully but quickly started to pick them out, ignoring everything.

Ignoring everything, including Carter holding back Justine's blows from getting to Greg. 

Ignoring everything because he was in shock, as when he had taken the tracker out- it was as if fragments of his very identity had gone with it. Emotions he carried at all times that weren’t even his, and it was like pulling a piece of fishing line out of dried up mud, or losing a tooth. It left a hole.

“You think you only have these trackers? I have my own, that only I can see,” Justine spat.

“Why are you even doing this?” Samantha shrieked. “What did I ever do to you?”

“You’re a narcissist!” Justine screamed. “You always try to get everybody on your side!” 

“I didn’t do that on purpose!” Samantha exclaimed. “You’re just a bitch.”

“A bitch?” Justine seemed like she couldn’t believe Samantha would say that. “Who helped you when you were struggling with your breakup?”

“Who probably caused the breakup?” Samantha snapped.

Justine said nothing. 

“That’s what I thought,” Samantha said, chilling anger on her face. “You don’t care that all of us- me, Ethan, Kevin, and even Greg are all actual people you can’t control. You can’t put us into your fantasy land and not expect us to have an opinion. You are not the main character. Not even a leader.”

At this, Justine’s face changed, it had been solemn but it seemed that Samantha had hit a nerve, and at the same time it clicked for Greg what Samantha said and how that correlated to what he’d seen: Justine’s ideology included being in control. She never wanted to be outside her comfort zone…or the fantasy she’d created.

“How about this for a main character, bitch!” Justine screamed, rifle-zapping Samantha’s body with a huge bunch of absolute, that electrically charged the astral air. 

“No!” Carter exclaimed, to which Justine tried to get him too but he unraveled it quickly.

Samantha looked at her body, in shock, and her astral projection was now a bright, almost blinding white.

That looks wrong, even to me. 

Greg realized that his real hands were shaking. They had just been shaking on their own and he hadn’t noticed… until now.

“Have fun being the dimension wall, cunt,” Justine said sharply, on a final note, and flew away at a speed Greg didn’t know was possible. She was gone instantly.

Probably going to find Kevin, he realized. 

If his heart could beat any faster it would’ve.

In the blurry scene he could see, Greg saw that Samantha was holding her knees in real life- but her astral self was still just staring at herself.

“She made me absolute…” Samantha murmured, tears in her eyes. “I can’t believe she-” 

Carter went to hug her and she erupted in bawls.

Greg was silent. The guilt he felt at the fact he hadn’t been able to protect her, and one look at Carter's face revealed he was feeling the same thing.

Samantha and Carter looked at each other with a look that Greg had never seen before but recognized instantly.

Peril.
-


Greg brought his astral projection down, to his body, and sat up on his bed- numb and in shock at what he had just seen.


There was no way he was going to get out of this situation now, he realized. He was stuck. Bound by a civil duty, and a moral one. Knowing what he knows, it was bound to be impossible to ever ignore it while knowing he could be of assistance. 

Samantha was absolute, and Ethan had jumped the dimension… and all Greg could process within himself was what Ethan had told him.

as soon as you’re absolute you become more and more tired but can never sleep…

Greg checked his watch. It was 9:59 PM. He had spent all day doing this.
 He had to sleep, but felt the guilt come in harder. 

The guilt of knowing that Samantha will be feeling like she needs sleep, forever.

He felt drowsy physically, but mentally he was wired. 

Trying to shut his brain off, he succumbed to sleep faster than he thought he would’ve.

And dreamt. 

Dreamt of giant castles, with griffins, and alchemy in a witches cauldron- just like in his favourite books to read.

That alchemy, though, turned into something more cosmic, and more terrifying. 

Distress overcame him, he was suddenly trying to not to let his alchemy blow up the wizards shack he was in… then fear as the stars fell out of the sky into his pot and burned it extremely hot. So hot that he wasn’t afraid for the wizards shack, but for the universe. 

Suddenly he was seeing Justine, and Samantha. Samantha's real self, but glowing white as if back lit. 

“You didn’t save me from becoming absolute, now I'm going to live in torment forever, Greg,” Samantha said, her face that was usually lit with warmth was cold.

“I’m unstable,” Justine said. “You could’ve done damage control.”

Suddenly his father was there too, and they were in a hospital that also felt like his high school, for some reason.

“You could’ve done more, Greg,” his father said, beckoning to him. “Come show me what you should’ve done.”

“No, please,” Greg said. “I didn’t mean to, it just all happened so fast, I-”

Suddenly his astral projection was absolute, and so was his dads.

“You’ve failed us, Greg,” his father said, disappointed and with sadness in his eyes. “You’ve doomed us all.”

“NO!” Greg screamed, scaring himself awake.

He looked around his room. 

It was morning. The sun dappled on his comforter, and there was a distinct sound of small birds outside his window, singing their song as they went on their way.

I have to be a part of this, Greg thought to himself, whipping the covers off. I have to do damage control.

He went to the bathroom and looked at himself in the mirror. All the throwing up from yesterday mixed with his rough sleep… amongst other things… made him look… shellshocked. Like a veteran who had just come back from war.

If I’m going to do this, I may as well get my morning together, he thought as he picked up his toothbrush and toothpaste, to which he stopped. 

I have a… download… from Carter, he thought to himself. I could and should work on all this crazy shit before I go up. I could actually make a positive difference.

“Greg, are you up?” His dad called to him from down the stairs. “Could you take out the trash? It’s garbage day.”

“Uh- uh yeah Dad,” Greg said. “Sure. Just need to brush my teeth and stuff.”

“Alright son. Hope you have a good morning, I’m off to work. Love you and see you at twelve,” Brian said.

“L-love you too, Dad,” he stammered. He didn’t know why his father was coming home early today but was too rattled to think twice.

His dad left the stairs. 

Greg looked at himself in the mirror again.

And then his vision doubled.

He slapped his hand to his forehead, wincing with frustration and fear.

“No, not yet,” he said to no one in particular. “I’m not ready.”

He aggressively brushed his teeth, so hard that blood started to seep through his gums.

He put the toothbrush down and got a towel, wiping off his face. 

Looking up to see his reflection once more, in case it had changed in ten seconds, he was shocked to see there was Alanis, right beside him.

He whipped around, trying to see her while avoiding contact. 

“Are you va universe guy?” Alanis asked, her voice was obviously a child's. 

Greg said nothing.

Alanis went over to his body and started tossing trackers over her shoulders from his torso, which held his astral projection. A strange mixture of feelings overcame him. 

Loss. His self identity was crumbling. As well as relief.

“Thank you,” he said, to which she fluttered away as much as an orb can flutter.

With that flutter though came a presence, and he could tell it was right above his bathroom mirror. Looking up through his mind's eye, he realized it was Justine, and Greg held his breath, tensing.

Justine looked at the trackers on the floor, zapped them, and flew off to somewhere else.

Greg was certain she’d be back with Kevin, and kept holding his breath.

His lungs soon felt like they were burning as his air ran out. 

Greg sputtered and gasped, still terrified at the uncertainty he felt. 

The new lack of safety in his own home he wouldn’t have been able fathom two days ago.

Why didn’t she harass me? Did I get her personality wrong?

He astral projected and saw what it looked like because Alanis had taken the trackers out. Nothing. He was invisible.

It must’ve been the ones even only Justine could see. 

Greg looked at the trackers on the floor, shining their own light. He got closer, basically touching the floor with his astral nose- and there he saw it.

 What Justine had been able to hide from people. An almost completely translucent tracker.

He picked it up with his mind, and turned it over and over again, but dropped it as Justine came back, this time confused. 

Greg decided to leave the bathroom, and left the trackers in their place while Justine inspected them.

With his new found invisibility, he could now live in peace… but he knew he couldn’t do that. 

With his new found invisibility, he was going to give others their lives back.


-


He got a piece of paper and a pen and sat down at his almost broken desk, and started racking his brain for information. 

He wrote down:

Absolute - Reprogramming someone to be like the dimension wall/ solid white
Less absolute - Unprogramming someone to be like the dimension wall?/ translucent
Memory wiper - Represses parts of the mind (note to self: figure out how to get someone to forget something specific)
Getting somebody to stop astral projecting - latching their astral projection onto their physical body.
Jum

He took a deep breath. He continued to write:

Jumping the dimension - picking somebody's physical body up and putting them back in a different place/time.

He shivered. They had just put him in medieval times, to think about actually changing dimensions was frightening.
 
He thought of another one.

Trackers- Make up: unknown. Origin: unknown.

“There, that’s good enough,” Greg said, and he just now realized how small his voice sounded. “I guess I gotta study these…”

He started to attempt to unravel everything Carter had put in his mind but was interrupted by a bellowing within himself. His brain was screaming three words as it tried desperately to simplify the information:

“I need Carter.”
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Greg had studied his heart out to the best of his memory but a mentor was non negotiable. He reluctantly started to astral project.

He was still afraid that people would see him and rope him into another cosmic scale crisis. Almost talking himself out of going, he knew he would regret it if he didn’t.

Emerging from the dimension wall, he laid low and tried to figure out where Carter was. 

When he saw him, he felt unbelievably bad.

Justine, Kevin, Carter, and Samantha were all astral projecting, but Justine was talking to Kevin, who seemed confused, while casually zapping at the stark white Samantha when she felt the inclination- to which Carter would deflect.

Carter looked exhausted, and scared. 

His body language was somehow more crumpled than it had been before, as he kept routinely blocking Justine's attempted attacks.

Carter was no longer making conductor swoops, or whipping to deflect as Greg had seen him do. Instead he was just sitting there, deflated, and moving a finger.

As Greg approached, he realized with both tension and relief what they were talking about.

“Yeah, I actually can’t believe that Greg is dead,” Justine said, but there was no sympathy in her tone. “Either that or he’s hiding but-” she scoffed and flipped her hair. “-no one can hide from me. So… definitely dead… yeah.”

Kevin said nothing. Greg composed a plan. 

He was going to take the trackers out of Samantha and Carter, and put them into Justine's body.

This plan was risky, and he knew if he got caught doing something like this he would be killed, or worse- made absolute.

He crept along to Carter, trying not to let his astral projection go too far above the glowing dimension, and knew that even though they couldn’t see him- they may be able to see the trackers being taken out.

Carter was his first target, as he needed his help to get Justine to stop astral projecting.

He went up from behind and tried desperately to hold onto his point of reference. He saw the ones that everybody could see, and only Justine could see.

Focusing his mind, he began to pick carefully at the trackers.

Justine wasn’t noticing, but she was only a few moments away from looking over to zap Samantha, and Greg knew this.

The trackers slowly and carefully started to come out, and the black of the astral sky started to veil Carter's form. 

This is the last one, but she’s going to look over here soon. Wait- He realized a fallacy in his plan: Justine could blame Samantha for Carter becoming invisible.

Carter's previously glowing form was completely translucent, except for one dot in his flank.

Greg had the trackers in his hand, a mixture of knobs and lines, and rushed to Justine’s real self where he threw them in her and rushed back.

“Wait… Samantha,” Justine said, preemptive anger already in her tone, but deepening as she turned into what was the angriest Greg had ever seen anybody in his entire life. 

She must be able to feel the trackers, he thought carefully, making sure nobody could hear. I bet that doesn’t feel good.

Justine was outraged at her lack of ability to find Carter, and she did exactly what Greg had feared.

She didn’t assume something was wrong with the trackers or that they had also died, she blamed the nearest person- and that person was Samantha.

She zapped her with a locking zap, and it was blocked by Carter. 

She’s trying to lock her astral projection into her body, Greg thought. Because there’s nothing else she can do…

Greg got closer to Carter and said in a low voice that Justine couldn’t hear,

“Let her make Sam stop astral projecting. I know a way out for her, but she’ll have to make herself less absolute.”

Carter had been a sensitive soul up until this point but Greg could tell that he thought he was crazy. 

Justine zapped and Carter blocked it.

“Trust me,” Greg said, and he could tell Carter was looking at him. 

“She can’t defend hersel-”

“Trust me.”

Carter blocked another zap while he was analyzing the situation with scrutiny. 

Another zap came in, and this time Carter didn’t block it- and Greg felt the electricity as Samantha fought against what was essentially an impenetrable lock, locking her astral projection into her physical body with the intention of her never returning.

Greg rushed to where the astral projection sprung back, and found her physical body… still in a hospital bed.

“Hey Sam? It’s me, Greg, I’m here to help.”

“Where are you?” She asked, using her physical voice. Her voice was hoarse but high pitched.

“I got the trackers taken out of me,” Greg said. “And I’m going to do the same for you.”

Samantha sighed in relief. 

“Thank you, Greg,” she said, looking straight, holding back tears. “And tell Carter I want to thank him too. I don’t know why he’s protected me but I’ll owe him forever, and heaven knows I have that long.”

“Hey, hey, hey,” Greg said. “We’ll get you less absolute, you will not have forever… or I mean er-”

Samantha laughed. “I’ve never disliked the idea of forever as much as I did after Justine made me absolute.”

“I don’t feel like I can just leave you here without something…” Greg said, trailing off.

“You’ve done enough,” Samantha said, and Greg just now realized how tired she was becoming. “I can live in peace.”

“No,” Greg's real lip started to tremble. “I need you up there, eventually. Justine-”

“Will just make everyone have to protect me,” Samantha stated calmly. “Nobody knows how to truly make someone less absolute, Greg. Except Justine. Carter has started to learn, but I’ll be down here growing older and older until he fully figures it out.”

“Do you know what he knows?” Greg asked, hoping that he can leave her with some kind of gift before she was completely lost to find.

“I do but it’s not up to date,” Samantha said.

She suddenly gasped and reached out to Greg.

“Greg, your dog…” she whimpered. “I’m so sorry but Justine…”

“What?” Greg asked tensely. “What happened?”

“Justine got your dog killed by wolves, Greg, I’m so sorry.”

From the tone in her voice, Greg could tell there was something underlying she dared not say.

“And you let her I’m guessing?” Greg said, his tone flat.

“Greg, I’m so sorry, I just thought you should know. I tried to convince her not to, but she’s…”

“She’s what?” Greg asked. “Convincing?”

“Manipulative,” Samantha said weakly. 

Greg was angry. He had just done so much to help this woman that he didn’t even really know, and she had let someone lead Bumper into certain death.

“Here’s the up to date information,” Greg said, pressing her forehead. She did a sharp gasp.

“I feel your anger, and your resistance to help me,” Samantha said. “I see the absolute code too though… thank you.”

“Don’t mention it,” Greg’s eyes were now the one filled up with tears. “You are now impossible to find. Good bye.”

He left and what little he could see of the hospital room blended up with the rest of the dimension, completely indiscernible.

“That’s him!” Justine said to the ripple he caused the dimension as he left it, to which Greg snapped inside a little. “Put a tracker in him!”

“I have no time for your petty fucking drama, Justine,” he said. “Either you’re a good guy, or you’re not.”

Justine, to Greg's surprise, pondered this briefly. 

“I’m Justine,” she said plainly, and this took Greg by even more surprise. “You really think you have any agency in the astral realm? This is my turf, bitch, I’ve been astral projecting all my life.”

Justine couldn’t even see him but still tried to intimidate him.

“Yeah, fuck off, Greg,” said Kevin and Greg could tell Justine had tried to fix his memory but failed. 

His tone gave away that he seemed uncertain about his place in the war now.

This gave hope to Greg, as he now realized that maybe Justine wasn’t omnipotent after all. 

His new, frazzled methods were foreign to her- as she had been living in her own world.

“Kevin,” Greg gave him a serious look. “Please, know what side you want to be on.”

“Greg,” Kevin said defensively. “You really don’t understand what’s going on, do you?”

“I think I know enough, based off of some people's actions,” Greg said pointedly.

“Do you though?” Kevin asked rhetorically. “The fact of the matter is that Justine is the only one keeping this universe- our universe, stable. Alanis is the real enemy here.”

“Alanis?” Greg asked. “What do you mean?”

“Don’t try to get more information from us,” Justine snapped. “We told you that she’s a toddler who recreates horrific things.”

“But you haven’t told me exactly anything she’s done or how you’ve apparently come to the universe's rescue.”

“She uh-” Justine faltered. “She fucked with Kevin's life, and I had to fix it. She was going to try to make his hair fall out.”

Kevin nodded curtly. 

“It’s true.”

Greg took a second to think. 

“Not the universe…?” He replied shortly. “But I’m wondering… why were you messing with Samantha's life?”

“She has been a narcissist,” Justine said. “She’s always going on about ‘oh woe is me’ this, ‘woe is me’ that.”

She spat the last word.

“Was it actually bad stuff that happened to her?” Greg asked and this seemed to catch Justine off guard.

“What? Yeah,” Justine said. “But it was stuff like her stepdad dying. We all have problems.”

Greg felt his devils’ advocate trait come out.

“That actually sounds pretty severe, I don’t get why you’d be so selfish-” Justine gasped as he snapped this word. “-as to think that your emotions have any more right to be exercised than hers.”


Justine looked up at one of the Alanis orbs.

“Alanis, make him stop astral projecting,” she said pointing to around him.

“No need, I’ll just go down myself,” Greg said curtly. “Good bye.”

Justine and Kevin looked at him in shock as he went down. They didn’t follow.

Greg opened his eyes, and sat in silence. It was a silence thickened with emotions. 

He began to cry.

Crying because he had helped save somebody who had let something twisted happen. 

They killed my dog? My dog? He thought. Sick, sick, evil, twisted, disgusting-

He screamed and threw the pillow that was behind him onto the floor.

He stood up and started kicking it at first, then got down and started punching it until every ounce of fight left his body and he landed face first on the downy pillow- feathers flying.

He started to cry out of grief, then scream out of anger- using the pillow to dampen it. 
 
At this grief stricken moment, the most bizarre thing happened to Greg. The very dog he was grieving, Bumper, walked through his door.

Bumper always went at his own pace, but right now in particular it seemed as if he was in slow motion.

Greg leaped for him and put his arms around his neck, burrowing his nose into his white fuzzy fur coat. 

His eyes tightly closed, he whispered, “I’m so glad you’re alive.”

Greg looked him over and couldn’t tell that he’d been in any kind of fight, he was just as sweet as ever- gently wagging his tail.

How did you survive? Greg thought to himself, tousling Bumper. 

“Huh?” Greg said to Bumper aloud, looking him in the face. “Did you fight off all those coyotes? Or, wolves, or whatever the fuck?”

Bumper licked Greg’s face to which he laughed.

“You’re a silly boy, eh?”

Well, Bumper’s alive, so Samantha must have been… lying? He thought. Who the fuck would lie about something like that? Or it was a different dog…

I need to talk to Carter, right the fuck now, he may know something about why she said that…

Greg got up and sat on his bed, and Bumper jumped on as well. 

He held onto him and started to astral project, looking up at the ceiling as he ascended. He looked down briefly and what he saw made him stop in his tracks.

There was a vague outline of Bumper, he could barely see it but his dog was white against a navy comforter- but what he could see very clearly was that in the middle of Bumper's back was a dog shaped tracker. The very same as he’d seen.
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Greg tried to take the tracker out of Bumper as carefully as his frantic state of mind would let him, but it didn’t work.

There was something so different about this tracker compared to the other ones that he didn’t even fully process what it was until it was almost too late and he almost hurt his dog.

This tracker had been forcibly locked into Bumper's own astral projection.

Greg started to panic. 

He barely knew anything about this, let alone how to fix it. 

Bumper's astral projection had been severely locked onto this tracker, not unlike how Justine had locked Samantha. It was meant to be irreversible. 

“Focus Greg,” he said aloud to himself. “What did Carter transfer to you about this?”

He got his pen and paper and started to write what he knew, but as he looked at sprawled, barely coherent writing, he was almost able to piece together that it was merely for blocking and not actually undoing it. 

His eyes started to water.

“Hang in there buddy,” Greg said, kissing his dog on the nose. “I’ll see what I can do.”

Going up invisible, with Carter also being invisible…. 

But no, Carter is not totally invisible. He has that fleck on his leg.

This gave him a burning fire of hope and he rose up, past the dimension wall. 

As he passed through the bright white of the wall, and it moved to be underneath him, he saw Justine and Kevin looking at something that Alanis had done. 

But there it was. Something that they hadn’t noticed. A fleck that was out of the ordinary, that was right where Carter normally sat.

He went to him, slowly so as not to disturb any particles this time, and whispered to him, hoping with all his might that he was right and it was him.

“Carter,” he hissed, looking around. “Carter!”

“Pardon?”

“I’m saying your name! Carter!”

“Oh…” he trailed off. “What is it?” 

“My dog has a tracker on him and I can’t get it off, can you help me?”

“Is it in the shape of a dog?”

“Yes.”

“I know the one. That one’s powerful.”

“Yes, I know, but listen,” Greg said, in a crouching position now that Carter couldn’t see. “Samantha said she and Justine killed my dog, but he’s still alive…  but I’m guessing with this tracker that won’t be for long.”

“Samantha and Justine did kill your dog,” Carter said plainly, but not rudely.

“What? No, he’s alive and well in my room right now.”

“Do you remember what they said about time travel, Greg?”

Greg didn’t want to answer that. He refused this notion.

“You’re not saying that they will kill my dog in the future?”

“That is precisely what I’m saying, Greg…” Carter said solemnly. “And, it’s true. I saw it happen. It’s already happened.”

“And you didn’t do anything about it?” Greg asked, incredulous. 

“There was nothing I could do without horrific consequences...”

“But you’re Carter!” Greg said, whispering but in hysterics. “You’re the blocky guy, you can block those zap things Justine does!”

“I don’t block them, I tear apart their logic,” Carter corrected. “And did you say ‘zaps’? They’re not ‘zaps’, they’re vessels for contained energy, an Energy Storage System.”

“Look, I don’t care, man. This is crazy,” Greg said, the tears flowing in real life. “I just don’t want my dog to die.”

“You should look into your dog's future,” Carter said. It was obvious he was trying to calm Greg down but it wasn’t working.

“Bumper doesn’t have a future anymore because of your stupid fucking girlfriend.”

Carter seemed disgusted. “Sam? She’s not my girlfriend… ew.”

This confused Greg but he was too angry to dwell on it. 

“Well if you’re no help, then… fuck off and die.”

“Whoa,” Carter said. “Look, I helped you.”

“You burdened me! I feel like now it’s all on me to get Ethan back, and to make Sam less absolute because you’re essentially useless!” Greg whispered, it landed like a scream. “But, why me? Just two days ago I was worried about what side of the knife to butter toast with!”

“Okay…” Carter said cautiously. “I can tell you’re upset, but it’s not what it seems.”

“How?” Greg demanded.

“I can’t tell you,” Carter admitted. “But you’ll find out soon.”

 Greg made a severely exasperated sigh.

He looked down, then up at where he thought Carter was.

 “Bumper was my only friend.”

“I’m really sorry, Greg,” Carter said. “There’s nothing we can do now.”

Greg stopped astral projecting, reining it into his body.

He looked at Bumper, who was still on the bed. 

Bumper did a tentative tail wag and Greg broke down.

The tears kept flowing, and it was turning into ugly sobs.

There was a knock at the doorframe. 

Greg wiped his nose with his sleeve, “yeah?”

“Delaney’s going to be here any minute, are you ready?” It was his dad.

Greg cleared his throat. “What?

“Today? Today at noon?” Brian asked. “Delaney and her mother want to come over for a make-up visit.”

Shit… I really have to go out there pretending that my dog isn’t going to get attacked by wolves?”

He thought of Delaney though, with her soft hair and sweet eyes.

“Y-yeah, I’ll be ready in a sec,” he said, his voice hoarse.

“Are you okay?” As there was no door there was no privacy to cry and his dad was seeing him- snot nosed and all. 

Greg started crying harder and his dad came into the room.

“Buddy, buddy, buddy,” his dad said in a soothing tone. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” Greg said, and he coughed a thick cough. “I’m just upset about… uh…” he tried to look around his room. He spotted his globe and thought fast. “...Iraq…”

“What?” his dad said, and Greg could tell he didn’t know if he was being serious. “Is this about the Iraq War?”

“Y-yeah…” Greg said and he immediately felt stupid. “It’s just so sad y’know…” 

Make it darker, he thought. It’ll make it seem more believable.

“All those civillians…” he trailed off. “just…-” He shut up and he instantly regretted it.

“Okay,” was all his dad said. 

Weirded out was an understatement for how his dad looked and Greg regretted going darker. 

“Well, come down when you’re ready. I can also just tell you when Delaney is here though in case you want some… time…”

“Sure, Dad,” Greg smiled weakly. “Thanks.”

Brian left the room and Greg knew he had to make himself look like a non-crying person. 

Greg went to the stand up mirror and looked at himself. His shirt had vomit on it and his hair was sticking up in a way he knew couldn’t be fixed with water. He sighed.

Well, I do have that other nice shirt… He thought, and on that thought he started rummaging through his drawers to find it.

C’mon, man, where is it… 

“Greg! Delaney and Martha are here!” His dad called. “Are you ready?”

“Just a second!” He called as he frantically took off his jeans and shirt, which was made only harder by it being a button-up.

 He searched through his clothes, and eventually found a silky white shirt he had used to be Fabio for Halloween one year.

Maybe, I’ll look like Fabio, he thought. That could be cool.

“Greg!” His dad called, and Greg had no time to think, he just put it on, as well as replaced his jeans, which also had vomit on them.

Fuck, I smell like puke… he thought, looking around frantically for his deodorant. He suddenly remembered that his dad had cologne in the bathroom and almost ran there.

He searched the medicine cabinet, the drawers, but couldn’t find it.

“Greg,” his father said more sternly this time.

“Yeah, just a second!” Greg said. 

He didn’t know how much cologne one should wear so he applied 8 spritzes, and coughed. He immediately regretted it.

In his rush, he would’ve rather gotten downstairs smelling half decent than testing the waters of how much cologne to use, so he took one final look at his disheveled hair.

“Good enough,” he said, wincing. He did not look like Fabio but he had no time or choice.

He went down the stairs to the living room where Delaney was seated. Alone.

“Is-isn’t your mom here?” Greg said, looking around.

“She’s out back with your dad putting something on the barbecue.”

“Oh…” Greg said. “Makes sense.”

Greg sat down on the couch next to her at a safe distance.

He looked at her and shifted his posture, trying to seem relaxed. 

“Hey, how’ve you been doing?”

“I’m good,” Delaney giggled. “I brought a banana cream pie.”

“Oh banana cream pies are good,” Greg said. “Sorry, I didn’t think to bring you anything.”

“That’s okay,” Delaney giggled again, and she twirled her long hair around her finger that was in her lap. “Did you get that compass to work?”

“Oh, yeah, yeah, yeah, yeah, yeah, works wonders,” Greg said, turning away. Fuck, why’d I say yeah so many times

But as he turned to her, he realized that she either didn’t notice or didn’t care.

“That’s good,” Delaney smiled, and Greg's heart melted. Her smile was a mixture of childhood nostalgia and a sunflower.. 

It was the same smile that she’d had when they were kids, only now it got to him.

“I like your shirt,” she said, breaking him out of his daze. His face went red.

“Oh, yeah,” he said. “Halloween costume.”

She giggled. 

“Cool,” she said. “Looks like you’re missing a button though, mind if I…?”

“Oh, no, no, go ahead,” he said and he held his breath as she bridged the gap and buttoned it up for him, the smell of vanilla and florals overwhelming his senses. She was closer to him than she should’ve been- Greg decidedly looked at the interesting tile on the ceiling.

She moved away, her task completed, but stayed closer than Greg expected.

There was a beat, and suddenly Greg was at a loss for words.

“So… what do you get at the video store?” He asked. 

Nice, that’s a good question.

“Oh you know, comedies, chick flicks… romance…”

“Oh yeah me too, I love all those things.”

The amount of eye contact she was making was heavy, and Greg felt butterflies in his stomach. Extremely aggressive butterflies. 

She extended an arm and started doing little spirals on his knee.

“So… you like romance?”

“Well, y-you know, I-” Greg stammered. “I have seen romance movies, yes.”

“That’s not what I meant…” Delaney said, and suddenly Greg’s heart was pounding out of his chest and into his ears. 

“Oh, well, okay,” he said.

He could feel his cheeks go red.

“You know, I had the biggest crush on you when we were kids,” Delaney said, looking down. “Also that shirt looks really good on you.”

She gazed up at him, not breaking eye contact. 

“Yeah?” He said. “When you wore that white ruffle dress… that looked really good too.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah…”

There was a pause.

Before he knew it he felt himself lean in, and he felt from the couches change in weight that she was leaning in too.

She rested her hand on his knee and he felt electrified, and disoriented.

He reached out his hand for her face and brushed his thumb against her lower lip and closed his eyes…And Greg couldn’t perceive anything but the sound of his own heart beat, and the low hum of the broken refrigerator.

He remembered the fun they had.

Greg opened his eyes.
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He stared at Delaney, who was still leaning in with her eyes closed, her hand still on his knee. 

Delaney’s hand on his knee had been making him feel charged before, but now… it almost felt like someone comforting him.

He used that comfort to confront what he was thinking.

Justine broke our bond because she was jealous.

He felt his hands shake, and felt himself destabilize as it came rushing back.

And Bumper gets murdered.

“Are you okay?” Delaney asked, putting his hair behind his ear.

“No, yeah, I’m fine. I just…”


Greg looked at her, and for a split second was about to talk. 

Should I just tell her everything… no, Greg, she wouldn’t understand.


“Did I do something wrong?”

“Nope, all good. What about that barbecue huh?” Greg said, standing up in hopes it would ease the tension. It did not.

“Uh, yeah…” Delaney said, getting up. “Barbecue…”

Greg walked her out to the porch with his hand on the small of her back, to which she seemed to lighten up a bit.

He felt the soft shirt against his hand, and started to realize just how much he fucked up.

“Oh, Delaney, the burgers are done which is perfect timing, albeit a little burnt but never the matter,” Mrs Morris said excitedly. “How was your talk?”

Greg smiled but Delaney looked away and said nothing. 

Mrs Morris gave Greg a stern look and Greg knew exactly what it meant: What did you do?

Greg could only smile a weak, guilty smile back.

I wish I was a thousand miles away right now, he thought.

“Delaney, do you want to help me get the potato salad?” Mrs. Morris asked, staring down Greg.

“Yeah… sure mom,” Delaney said, and they went inside.

“What happened, Greg?" His father asked as soon as they were alone.

“We almost kissed,” Greg mumbled, to which his dads face lit up. “Almost… I got distracted.”

“D-distracted?” His father sputtered. “Delaney’s beautiful, distracted by what?”

Greg opened his mouth, unsure what was going to come out and was relieved to see Mrs. Morris and Delaney come back onto the porch.

Mrs. Morris seemed to have half a smile on her face, but Delaney's mood had degraded. She seemed like she was going to cry.

Greg readjusted himself, as seeing Delaney upset was not what he wanted. He knew he’d have to work hard to make this right- so he went through the motions of a civil, but relatively brief barbecue. 

Greg laughed at the right times, told the right jokes, and just generally was a gentleman, if he was to say so himself… but his mind was elsewhere.

His mind was stuck thinking about the astral realm, and he was realizing with every passing second that Ethan was still trapped, and Samantha was still absolute. And he was stuck at an awkward barbecue.

He gave a frustrated sigh, to which everyone looked at him.

“What?” Greg asked. 

“Do you find something particularly devastating about the animal abuser getting caught in our town, Gregory?” Mrs. Morris snipped.


“Oh, no, no, no,” Gregory pleaded, putting up his hands. “I was just thinking about something else, far away from here.”

Mrs. Morris huffed and looked at her daughter, who had barely said a word all afternoon.

“Well, I feel that it’s time we bid our farewells,” Mrs. Morris said. “And for you, Greg…”

Greg looked at her and felt a frog in his throat. She was shorter than him by a solid foot and maybe a half- and yet he still felt like she loomed over him.

“Try not to act like a virgin,” she smiled a sweet smile that was brutally cut off by a face of stern coldness. “Delaney! Come.”

“Bye, Greg,” Delaney said timidly. “Bye, Mr. White.”

“Bye, dear,” his father said, trying not to chuckle. “And don’t worry, me and Greg will have a very lengthy discussion.”

He turned away and missed the look of horror on Delaney's face, as well as on Greg’s.

They left, and Greg couldn’t help but feel a deep sense of inner shame. He had failed Delaney twice.

He said ‘excuse me’ and left the patio before his dad could say anything more, and went immediately to go lay in bed.

As much as he’d hate to admit it, he was relieved they were gone. The severe social pressure was over and now he could focus on his things like cars and books and… Delaney… 

He felt that he may have fallen for her, but wasn’t sure as he’d never fallen before. But he felt almost willing to be her humble servant…but what would he be willing to actually do for her? Was it love?

Wait! 

He realized something, sitting up in bed. 

Carter has an undying devotion to Samantha, whether he admits it or not. 
Justine and Kevin were fucking with stuff very close by and he did nothing… he thought of Bumper again but shook the thought away.

Does that mean I have to be the one to make sure the universes are in equilibrium? 

Does that mean I’m…

Greg felt the butterflies again, but this time they were making him sick.

I’m The Universe Guy?

-

Greg slammed the pen down in frustration, holding his head. 

This seems like the right base information but I’m not… what’s that word? Extr-extro… Extrapolating enough. I’m not doing it right.

He sighed, and leaned back in his chair.

Greg was trying to figure out all the mechanics of the astral worlds. He had used all of his most obvious options which included, but was not limited to, spying on Justine and trying to replicate it. 

The problem with copying Justine, though, had been the same problem Carter had run into. Justine was so ingrained in her ways, that the energy or space dust or whatever it was that she manipulated, was so in depth that it was near impossible to even get through part 1 of her method without being confused by or forgetting part 1.5...

I fucking hate this, Greg thought. Why the hell would anybody make their shit so complicated? Does she want to stay sane? He took a moment to reflect on what he thought. Maybe that’s part of it… why she’s the way that she is…

The second option was, of course, Carter, whose methods were good but not as powerful as Greg wanted. 

He and Carter had sat and talked, and talked, and given examples, and talked… but still Greg was hitting a plateau in his research. 

He was sitting at his desk, but got up to use the washroom, feeling as if time had run out.

Suddenly a life line astral projected right to where he was.

Alanis.

She was looking at his old trackers.

Greg didn’t process this at first, and merely glanced at her before returning to brush his teeth. Then Alanis made his toothbrush absolute.

“Hey! You can’t just-” Greg was interrupted by realization.

The way Alanis made the pen absolute had been significantly over powered, even compared to Justine's hardest hits.

“Can you change it back?” Greg asked, with a quizzical expression. 

Greg wasn’t exactly sure what he was expecting, but Alanis quickly changed the toothbrush back to normal.

“Eureka, bitch,” he laughed.

-

Greg put long, threads of trackers he got from Carter inside his astral projection for clarity, as Alanis couldn’t seem to find him without it. 

He got Alanis to teach him her ways with play- all day, every day for 4 days straight. These four days gave Greg a lot of insight, and more fears.

It appeared that if somebody was absolute for too long, they could no longer recreate the transparency in energy needed to undo themselves. 

It was as if their minds went purely to literal, concrete thought… and this made him very nervous. 

He had given Samantha the resources to make herself less absolute but, was it any use if she couldn’t use them? 

He felt so guilty for taking the trackers out of her. The problem was, he had only solved if someone with ill intent was tracking her… and someone with good.


His only prayer was that she could unbind her astral projections and be able to ask for help sooner, if she wasn’t too scared to come up because of Justine.

Greg winced, cringing at his past actions. Taking the trackers out of Samantha had been a mistake.

As for Ethan's situation, Greg made a lot of progress during his play sessions with Alanis in regards to picking somebody up and literally placing them outside the dimension- he tried with dolls Alanis owned and what not. 

If he had to describe it plainly, it wasn’t like nitpicking the trackers out of somebody, but grabbing a big hold of something while keeping the physical in mind. That needed practice- but it got easier with Alanis.

Alanis’ attitude throughout the endeavour changed drastically. 

She went from being an overreactive, over powered demon child to relatively easy to hang out with, and Greg started to feel fond of her and he helped her be able to handle her abilities.

Her self confidence soared whenever Greg praised her, and it looked to be the makings of a child with healthy self esteem… who has issues.

Greg loved this kid. She was funny, smart, and extremely silly. 

Greg found with a shock that he was starting to feel protective over her as she displayed her innocence. He didn’t like that she’d been blamed for so many things, after hanging out with her. She had become very sensitive to criticism at only 3 years old.

By the end of the four days, Greg's own confidence, in the mechanics, soared. 

Confidence was an under statement- he hadn’t even known what astral projection was a month ago yet he felt as if he had trained with a master.

Greg got all his notes in order and put them in his old school duotang, and said goodbye to Alanis. 

“Stay good, please!” He said to her, to which she said something close to a babble that he couldn’t understand.

He realized he needed her to be hidden from harm, so did one last thing- put a tracker in her only he could see.

Greg closed the duotang, but didn’t put it away. 

Instead, he put it on his bed, next to him, and started to astral project outside his dimension, feeling ready this time… 

He felt guilt at how Samantha must be doing with no astral projection, and no trackers. Trackers had prevented people from doing her harm, but had also prevented people from doing her good.

He popped out of dimension, and scanned the area.

It was empty. 

For the first time since he’d astral projected, there was nobody in the field.

“Well,” Greg said. “As good a time as ever.”

Justine had only left the trackers that were exclusive to her in Ethan's form after she had gotten him to jump. 

Greg knew this because he had tried to find him using what he knew- to no avail… but now he knew what to look for.

He waited for it. A shimmer against the glow of the dimension, in directly this spot.

Greg waited for what felt like an hour but must’ve been no more than 20 minutes. Justine had made him jump precisely here, he knew that.

“What are you looking for?” Carter said, sneaking up behind him easily, his invisibility cloaking him.

“Ahh, jeez!” Greg jumped. 

He smoothed his astral projection- which was redundant but made it feel more human, and he regretted judging the others for trying to keep normalcy. 

He finally got why you twirl your astral hair or wiggle your eyebrows- it stops you from disassociating.

Or, him, anyway.

“I’m just looking for Ethan,” he said. “But his, like, secret tracker isn’t showing up here.”

“Well, that was where he went when he first got there,” Carter said. “That timeline has passed, and now we have different options. We have to rely on what's being generated by the simulation right now.”

Greg hated the word, ‘simulation’. It made him disassociate more.

“Well, then, where is he?” Greg asked.

“I don’t know, I can’t see the Justine trackers,” Carter shrugged. “But my guess is over there.”

Greg looked over and looked back, “Thanks.”

He went to the part Carter had guessed and waited. After 5 minutes there was a bite, a glimmer in the dimension, and Greg dove in.

What he saw was jarring to him, and he’d never forget it. His first glimpse into the past. 

What he was able to make out was beautiful, possibly cobblestone, houses with horse drawn carriages being lazily rode on the surrounding roads.

In one of the houses he saw the glimmer of the tracker, and suddenly got really nervous. 

What if he did it wrong? What if he… picked up only part of his body…

He shivered at the thought, then recomposed himself.

Fuck it, might as well get it over with. 

He gripped the body associated with the tracker and brought it out of the dimension, and was mortified to see that it was a peasant girl in the astral realm and not Ethan.

She screamed, clawing at her face as the dimension made her entire body feel like it was burning.

“Oh my god, oh my god, sorry,” Greg panicked, and hurriedly put her back. 

“The fuck was that?” said a familiar voice. It was Justine.

“None of your business,” Greg snapped as Justine approached him. “Don’t come closer, I have knowledge and I’m not afraid to use it.”

Justine genuinely laughed. 

“Okay, Greg,”  she had her hands up in a joking surrender position. “Sorry.”

This was unlike Justine, and Greg couldn’t fathom why she was joking around with him after what happened.

“We need Ethan back,” Greg said shortly. “It was cruel to put him down there. They don’t even have indoor plumbing, y’know.”

“Yeah, that was kinda the whole point,” Justine said. Her voice was higher than usual. Kinder. Greg was immediately suspicious.

Justine looked at a house where Greg saw no tracker, but he assumed there was one from how she seemed.

“Okay, yep, he can come up,” Justine said. “But a warning, you’re not gonna like it.”

“I meant to jump the dimension to his time, not astral project…” Greg said curtly.

“Well, one at a time then?” Justine said, smiling. 

It made Greg want to vomit. The only time she ever smiled was when there was something malicious, but now it seemed that was not the case.

“Get him to astral project first, I guess,” Greg said. “So he’s not just burning up and unable to say what he wants.”

“You got it, boss,” Justine said. 

Wait…What?

Justine held true to her word and unlocked Ethan's astral projection from his body. 

“C’mon rise and shine…” she started, to which her eyes narrowed. “Maybe he doesn’t even realize he can, let me bring him up.”

To this, Greg winced, as he remembered being a spool of thread too far unwound the first time somebody did that to him.

“”I ne’r in any e’en had…” The last part was unintelligible to Greg.

“Speak English, bud,” he said, but he just kept going in his own dialect. 

“English!” Justine screamed. 

The astral projecting man stopped, and seemed to have to think about it.

“Grig?” He asked, accent thick, staring at Greg.

“Me?” Greg said, pointing to himself. “Yes, it’s me, Greg.”

“Jurstine,” he said, looking at Justine with his eyes narrowed. “Thou art a knave, thou shall rot in hell-” 

His speech gave out as Justine lifted him out of the dimension, his astral communication taken over by real guttural screams. 

Justine stopped him from astral projecting.

They saw him now. It looked like Ethan for sure, his nose structure and hair colour hadn’t changed.

But everything else had.

He looked to be around fifteen to seventeen years older, and Greg felt nauseous. 

What once was a pudgy 21 year old turned into a skeletal forty year old man.

Ethan had kept his sneakers he had been wearing when he jumped the dimension, though Greg barely recognized them as they were caked with dirt. He was wearing a tunic with a hood, and had an unshaven face. He looked like he was probably one of the poorest peasants.

“He was only in there for a few days…” Greg said, terrified.

“Dimension time isn’t the same,” Justine comforted him.

Ethan spoke again, “Venomed swag-bellied skainsmate!”

“What?” Greg asked. “I don’t even know what he said.”

“Come again?” Justine said with a sickly sweet voice. “I don’t think you’d wanna go back to the year 1981, to Fishermans avenue, Illinois looking like this now do you?”

Ethan's eyes bulged and he shook his head. 

“Nay, nay, nay,” he pleaded. “O’ please mutter nay.”

“Did I hear a yay? I heard yay so… okay!” Justine put him back to where she’d taken him out of, right into his childhood bedroom.

“Who’s a venomed swag b-b…” She stammered and stopped. “Who’s a knave now!”

“He had to have been, like, forty, Justine,” Greg said, in disbelief. “I can’t believe you’d put him back there.”

“Oh c’mon, the worst thing that’s gonna happen is he goes to jail for trespassing.”

“And traumatize his entire family and himself for life,” Greg said seriously. “I’m going to get him to astral project.”


“You’re going to get him to astral project?” Justine said, hiding a scoff. “You and what army?”

“Just myself,” Greg said, and he zapped Ethan whose astral projection unlocked.  “That’s all I need.”

Justine was shocked. 

“Where did you learn to do that?” She demanded, but they were suddenly distracted by Ethan's astral projection. It was a scene. It was what he was seeing

Justine and Greg were being kept in the loop by Ethan who at the exact moment was dealing with confrontational family members.

“We gotta just wait for him to come up,” Greg said, looking away, forgetting who he was talking to. “He should be here in a minute.”

“Are you sure about that?” Justine said, trying not to do her signature sneer. Greg could tell it was hard for her.

“What do you mean?”

Justine nodded pointedly at where Ethan was. 

Greg felt sick to his stomach.
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It appeared that Ethan's family were big gun owners. By that, the assumption is not big fans of guns, but big gun owners.

Ethan was using his astral projection as a movie projector so they could see what he saw, and they were sticking him up, shot gun in hand. 

Ethan's arms were above his head.

“At least he remembered that,” Justine remarked. “To put your hands above your head.”

“Justine, why are you so fucking cruel?” Greg asked. “He obviously needs help, not for you t-to make fun of him.”

Justine looked at Greg for a long time, and Greg wished he knew what she was thinking.

She sighed. 

“Alright, I guess I just had to get used to the idea of helping someone is all…” She trailed off.

“What are you going to do?” Greg said, immediately suspicious.

“Just make him jump the dimension again to a different time.”Justine said. “Maybe yours?”

Greg didn’t know what to say. 

“I mean… sure, yeah.”

Justine seemed perplexed.

“You would actually have that greasy old man in the same time as you?”

“That greasy old man is my friend,” Gregory said defensively. 

“Oh, well,” Justine said. “You guys can be roomies,”

“No, no, no, no,” Greg said, fear stricken. “You said just the same time, not that you were going to put him into my house.”

“Well, you’re friends aren’t ya?” Justine asked. “Where else should he go?”

“I dunno, have you tried asking him?” Greg snapped.

At this Justine had nothing to say for once. 

She stared at him for what felt like ever, but couldn’t have been more than 7 seconds.

“Let him speak,” she said, arms crossed.

“He still needs help out of ther-!” Greg started but Justine interrupted him:

“Oh alright fine, I’ll just put him back to the middle ages.” Greg shot her a look. “In the same house, dur.”


Justine lifted Ethan out of the dimension, curses and a long string of profanity spewing from his mouth.

“There,” Justine said, looking at Greg. “You happy?”

Greg still couldn’t understand why Justine was being so ‘nice’ to him.

“Yes… but also why are you being so nice all of a sudden?”

Justine seemed embarrassed and unsure how to answer.

“You just remind me of an old teacher today, is all.”

Greg was still suspicious.

“Where’s Kevin?” He asked, and he could tell from the look of discomfort and anger on Justine's face that her and Kevin were no longer as close as they had been. “So, you’re trying to replace Kevin with me?”

“Of course not,” Justine answered shortly. “You could never live up to Kevin.”

Even though Justine's judgement meant nothing to Greg, he still felt bothered by that statement.

He decided to not encourage her and shifted his gaze to where Ethan was in the middle ages. 

“Ethan, can you hear me?”

“Aye,” Greg heard back.

“Listen we can barely understand what you’re saying, you really have to drop that accent if you can or at least read an English book.”

“Oh-,” Ethan began to say, standing up and looking around his humble shack.

“A modern English book, bro,” Greg said. “Even poetry would be fine at this point.”

“Sorry,” Ethan grumbled and Greg could tell he was working hard on his accent. “My accent isn’t even that bad, nay, you should hear me neighbours.”

Greg gave up on trying to get Ethan to his previous accent as he knew it wasn’t going to happen. 

That Ethan was gone.

As Greg had talked to him he had noticed a few things. Forty year old Ethan was calmer, and quieter in how he spoke, more present. 

He was calmer than he had been, besides when he was jumping the dimension. 

“What was it like in the middle ages, Ethan?” Greg asked, suddenly curious.

“Slower wey of life,” Ethan grumbled, still looking at Justine. “People tolk to each other more.”

“Do you want to stay in the middle ages or go to your time-” Ethan's look of horror interrupted Greg. “Not in your house! Not in your house, just… wanna start over? In your time?”

Ethan seemed unsure.

“There’s indoor plumbing!” Justine trilled sarcastically. She had created a fake lawn chair to fake sit in while this was going on, with a fake cocktail and sunglasses Greg finally noticed. He didn’t know if she was trying to seem cool but it seemed like the most idiotic thing you could possibly do while astral projecting.

“I’d haf to ask me wife,” Ethan said.

Justine stood up out of her lawn chair, lifting her sunglasses. 

“You’re married?” 

“Under the court of Jesus.”

“But it was like an arranged one, right?” Justine said, prying.

Ethan shot her a look.

“No. Love.”

Greg was uncomfortable around this new Ethan. He was almost too different than his friend. 

He missed the jokes he made with young Ethan what felt so long ago… this Ethan seemed restrained… 

Or maybe… just quiet… traumatized…

“Well go ask her then,” Justine said, throwing her hand and rolling her eyes, putting her sunglasses back on.

Ethan's eyes lit up and he went to ask his wife, presumably. He stopped astral projecting.


Kevin came up right as Ethan was leaving.

“Was that Ethan?” He asked, eyes wide.

“Yeah,” Greg said.

“Ethan! I’m sorry!” Kevin yelled to him.

Justine didn’t seem to like that, as she shot him a look only he could see through the edge of her sunglasses.

“Shut up,” she snapped. “He’s fine.”

Kevin looked genuinely offended, and then his face hardened into its usual.

What Greg had previously viewed as Team Kevin and Justine, he was now starting to sense was Team Justine with a little Kevin on the side.

“Justine, do you find anything unusual about how you’ve been treating Greg?”

“What?” Justine laughed shakily, taken off guard. “No? Why would you say that?”

“She said I reminded her of an old teacher, today,” Greg said. His mind was elsewhere.

“Ah…” Said Kevin. “Interesting. What subject-?”

“Biology,” Justine said fast. A little bit too fast. Greg raised an eyebrow. He was paying attention now.

Ethan came up just then, “missus said no- wait what gooth on here?” Ethan stopped in his tracks as the tension felt almost physical. 

Actually, it was physical energy, Greg realized. The tension was genuinely electric.


“Oh nothing, Ethan,” Kevin said, walking around Justine who both seemed angry and too nervous to move. “I’m just a little curious about Justine’s backstory.”

Justine seems nervous? Greg wondered.

“Well, you know my backstory, Kevin,” Justine said defensively. “I grew up in Florida. You know me better than any of these peo-”

Kevin narrowed his eyes. “Liar.”

Justine’s eyes widened in contrast, “Wh-what do you mean? I really did grow up in Florida.”

“Yeah, but I don’t think I know your backstory best…. You see, I did some digging and, well, there are similarities between you and Alanis, Justine… as well as some convenient discrepancies.”

“Convenient discrepancies?” Justine spat. “What are we, in kangaroo court?”

“What kind of similarities?” Asked Greg, to which Kevin smiled, and bowed a bit, and said, 

“I’m glad you asked,” Kevin smiled briefly, then his face hardened again. “Both have disproportionate reactions to things as a similarity. A very close similarity.”

“What are you trying to say?” Justine said, her voice merely a murmur.

“What I’m trying to say is, I’ve been watching Alanis,” Kevin said, and it gave Greg a chill. Kevin gestured to him, “I know that they were around each other for the last four days-” he held up four fingers, “-straight. And you, just today, after not seeing Greg for a while, are suddenly being way nicer to him than I’ve ever seen you be to anyone.”

Kevin leaned closely to Justine's face, “why is that? Huh? Do you know?”

Justine seemed like she was either going to boil over or implode. 

“No b-but you’re starting to piss me off,” Justine said.

“Oh, am I?” Kevin said. “Well maybe you could explain why you and Alanis’ powers, oh, so directly align…”

There was a beat, and Greg felt the tension thicken.

Everybody stared at Justine.

Justine was looking to Ethan for reassurance, but he offered none.

“It’s b-because… Alanis is my sister, okay!” Justine broke down in tears.

Kevin didn’t miss a beat. “No, Alanis is you! She’s you as a toddler!”

Greg and Ethan both watched the scene unfold in horror. In the 3D Greg's mouth was open and he felt terror coursing through his veins. 

Greg had almost found Justine getting interrogated to be a thrill until he realized that he had been learning from Alanis for the past four days. This made his already sensitive stomach tighten and squeeze.

“Us protecting the universe was the only reason I was on your side, Justine,” Kevin said, his hard exterior hardening further. “Your past self is Alanis and you fucked up my life, my career, my goals, my relationships…”

“Not to menshun yer credit card bill,” Ethan pitched in, raising a hand.

“I swear to god, I’m not Alanis,” Justine begged. “Please! She’s my sister!”

“How do we know if we should believe you?” Kevin asked her. “Considering your amazing track record…”

“Are you saying you don’t trust me?” Justine asked, her voice breaking.

Greg was starting to feel kind of bad, and looked to Kevin for guidance. Kevin's eyes showed no remorse. Only a cold, cruel hate.

“I don’t trust you,” Kevin said. His voice was like ice.

“Well… fine…” Justine said, starting to cry. “I guess my only friend left is going to abandon me too.”

“We’ve ruined lives, together, Justine,” Kevin said bitterly. “And it was always your idea.”

“But-” Justine started to protest but Kevin got close to her face.

“So no. I don’t trust you.”

Justine looked around for assistance from somebody, and it was clear she was desperate. 

“What’s the matter, princess?” Kevin said, voice dripping with malice. “Can’t handle reality?”

Justine's face turned from her soft, pleading expression into something devilish, and not in a mischievous way. In a malicious way.

Greg got nervous, he didn’t want to be in the aftermath of Justine, of all people, being triggered.

“I can handle reality,” she said coldly, and Greg was surprised to hear all of the pleading from 20 seconds ago was gone. “But I bet you won't.”

Greg held his breath.

“What do you mean?” Kevin asked through gritted teeth.

“You know exactly what I fucking mean,” Justine spat. “Yeah, don’t think I didn’t see that pretty girlfriend of yours. How many diseases, five? Six? Oh well, I guess it won’t matter if she hates you.”

Now there was a mischievous smile on her face and it made Greg's blood run cold.

“You wouldn’t,” Kevin said staring her down.

“I would!” she said almost cheerfully.

“Guys, there’s no reason to make this into such a big deal,” Greg said, stepping in. “Don't make it into a cosmic deal. That just isn’t healthy, okay? I can see if she’s Alanis, I put a tracker into Alanis.” 

Justines eyes widened. 

“You what?”

“I put a tracker in Alanis and…” Gregs eyes lowered as he looked at Justines astral projection, and he felt his face contort in horror, betrayal, and fear.

Kevin knew what this meant.

“Get her to not astral project,” Kevin said to Greg through gritted teeth.

“W-what?” Greg asked.

“Get her to not astral project!” Kevin said, whipping around to Greg and Greg could see the anger in his eyes… and also pain.

“I-I don’t know if I can,” Greg sputtered.

“You were hanging with Alanis,” Kevin, almost pleading through anger. “I know you can.”

“I-I need Carter to help me,” Greg said, afraid. “C-Carter!”

“No, Carter’s weak. Just you,” Kevin said.

“I just learned what astral projection was a week ago, bro,” Greg said to which Kevin shoved him.

“Do you want her to keep fucking up our lives or no?” Kevin demanded.

“Bro, I-I-I don’t know if I can,” Greg said.

Kevin leaned down to Greg's face. 

“Try.”

Greg saw Justine, who was still in her lawn chair, mouth agape.

“Greg,” she warned. “Don’t do something stupid.”
Greg thought.

If I at least try, even if she hurts me, it’s better than not trying at all… I can’t not do the right thing because I’m scared…

“I’m sorry,” Greg said to nobody in particular. 

He zapped her, using all his strength.
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Greg woke up, his vision blurry. 

“Ay, buddy,” came Ethan's voice. “You alright?” 

Greg groaned. His head hurt. He had gotten a migraine in his sleep.

“You did it… kinda,” Ethan said softly. “Well, Carter helped, but Justine is… she’s struggling to astral project now.”

“Justine?” Greg mumbled. “Yeah she… uh… does a lot of bad things…”

“No, Greg,” Ethan said slightly louder. “She’s struggling to astral project.”

Greg woke all the way up in an instant. 

Shocked, he looked around his room that was overlaid with the astral realm. 

There were three people astral projecting farther away. He was on the outside edge of his dimension and they were projecting near the middle.

Carter, Kevin, and an white astral projection he didn’t know were standing around talking.

Greg got himself together- literally, his arms were floating away. 

He went to go see them before hesitating.



“Who’s that?

The astral projection he didn’t know seemed held back, like they were struggling to maintain their footing.

“Who-who’s that…” Greg asked again.

“See… that’s thee best part, Grig,” Ethan grinned. “That’s Samantha.”

Greg felt a jolt in his nervous system and he was suddenly completely awake. 

“S-Samantha?” He asked in disbelief. “She’s okay?”

He started flying towards her when Ethan stopped him.

“See, that’s the thing… that’s Samantha… and she’s okay… but I have to warn you that she’s… different.”

“What do you mean?” Greg asked.

“Well…” Ethan hesitated. “Grig.. she’s billions of years old.”

Greg paused.

He took a breath in real life.

“And she’s okay?”

“Yeah, she’s fine, Grig” Ethan said. “Let me introduce you.”

Greg followed Ethan to the group, his heart beating an irregular rhythm. 

As they approached, Samantha turned towards him- her astral projection less detailed than everybody else's

What had been a blinding white astral projection at the time she was made absolute… which was less than a week ago for Greg… was now almost completely solid white- still blinding but withered. She didn’t look like herself.

“Hi, Greg” she said. Her voice had the same pitch, but had a deep sense of fatigue that made Greg uncomfortable.

“Hi, Sam,” he said, his brain buffering.

“How long has it been for you?”

“Um… five days maybe…”

She looked at him with a sadness that Greg couldn’t even begin to relate to.

“Please show me what your room looks like,” 

“Um…” Greg said, uncomfortable. “Okay…”

Greg showed her using his astral projection and she sighed.

“It’s been so long since I’ve seen somewhere else besides Justine’s house, thank you.”

Greg’s brain started to work again. 

“How did you learn to astral project again?” He asked, nervous.

“I didn’t,” Samantha admitted. “Carter found me.”

“Carter how did you-?”

Carter looked at him with sympathy Greg didn’t understand.

“I followed a tracker for another person…” Carter said. “Another person who’s absolute.”

“Oh, well that’s… good… I think…” Greg said slowly. “Did you just ask them where she was?”

“It was hard, I had to get the person I followed to hear the astral realm so I could ask.”

Samantha gave a tired, weak smile.

“Carter, you’ve always tried to protect me,” she began. “And after having billions of years to think- I know why.”

Carter turned to her sharply. “You do?”

“Yes. Your name isn’t Carter, is it?”

Carter looked uncomfortable, but relieved at the same time.

“No,” he admitted. “It’s not.”

“Is it Parker?”

He froze, and she smiled a smile that had so much compassion, and love.

You could hear the buzzing of the universes around them.

“Who’s Parker to you?” Ethan was the first one to ask.

“Who isn’t Parker to me? A flower once blooming, to become a tree.”

Parker/Carter looked stoic, but also was looking at her with a strong affection.

It seemed like they loved each other, but Greg remembered what Carter said about dating Samantha

‘Ew’ he had said…

Greg put it together before everyone else.

“You’re family.”

Parker said nothing, but Samantha nodded.

“He’s my baby brother.”

Greg’s eyes shot open in real life.

“You’re siblings?” Kevin asked. “That makes a lot more sense… than… you know…”

“Alanis brought me up,” Parker said. “She said somebody was messing with my sister's future.”

“That’s… sweet,” Greg said. “And, messing with is definitely an understatement.”

“It’s been… a lot of work,” Parker agreed.

“How old are you… I mean here…” Greg gestured to Carters astral form.

“I’m 43,” Carter said plainly. “But Samantha and I have a fourteen year age difference… she remembers me as seven years old.”

“Before I never saw her again…” He looked at her. “Before she was too afraid of me seeing her absolute…”

“But you can make me less absolute, right?” Samantha said to Greg, fatigue mixed with hope thick on her voice. “That’s what he said.” She pointed to Kevin.

“I…” he said, and she looked at him with such pleading eyes that he sighed. “I’ll do my best.”

“Right now,” Samantha said sharply. “Do it right now.”

“Now?” Greg suddenly got nervous. “I… I don’t know if I’m too tired but sure.”

“I don’t care, I am just… so tired.”

Greg understood. 

“One sec, I just need my notes.”

“We don’t do notes anymore,” Kevin warned.

“No, like…” Greg felt his cheeks go red. “Actual notes with pen and paper.”

“Um…”

“And I thought I was in the medieval ages,” Ethan joked. “I jest, I jest.”

“I guess I can try…” Greg trailed off.

“Oh, thank you,” she said, and screwed up her face to cry.

“Oh, c’mon, none of that,” he tried to give her a hug with his form and this time felt no kindness seeping into him. Just exhaustion, sadness, and fear.

He steadied her shoulders. “Hold still,” he said to which she obliged. 

He looked at his notes with his other line of sight, and memorized the code. It included certain things he still found hard to comprehend. 

It was manipulating excess energy from himself and the astral realm and forming it into something that could persuade her chemical makeup, with certainty, into being a living thing rather than the dimension wall- which was no simple feat. 

Justine had made it look effortless, but that was through decades of acquiring knowledge… and who knew how much she had really practiced.

Greg took a breath, looking at the notes one more time for reassurance.

“Are you sure about this?” He asked.

“I just want to die,” she whispered, crushing everybody who heard- but especially Parker. “Being absolute is mind-crushing, soul-baring, and awakens you while you’re trying to sleep… but not in a good way. It’s like being held against your will in a state of stagnancy while trying desperately to end the day,” she said, and Greg could tell it was hard for her to explain. “I just want it to be over.”

Everybody looked down, solemn… grieving Samantha and her lack of normalcy. Grieving her life.

“I had nowhere to hide from my own mind,” her whisper rang through.

“I-I I’m… I’m sorr…-” Greg tried to speak, but couldn’t. “Are you ready?”.

“Yes.”

He charged up, his fingers getting lit up with energy that would eventually be a zap.

He closed his eyes and so did Samantha.

“Wait,” Samantha said quickly.

Greg was already charged up.

“What? What is it? It’s already ready.”

“I just realized…” Samantha hesitated. “That I can’t die yet…

“Why not?” Ethan asked. 

Carters face was one of confusion and relief.

“Because of the others…” Samantha said. “I don’t know how they’d escape.”

“What?” Greg asked, hoping it didn’t mean what he thought it meant. “What do you mean?”

“There’s other people Justine made absolute,” Samantha said, cautiously. “And I don’t know how to help them. If I’m able to die that’d be… horrible, psychologically, I mean… because they’d still be trapped.”

Greg dispersed the energy. 

“What do you wanna do?” He asked. “Do you want me to help them too?”

“I don’t know if you can…” Samantha said, griefstricken. “Because they’re absolute and… and most have never astral projected… I don’t think they ever can… I mean, I find it hard enough and I’ve done it before. They’re all billions of years old, Greg, and probably aren’t able to learn due to age and being absolute”

 “Then should I jump the dimension?” Greg asked cautiously. “How's Earth? Is there an Earth?”

Samantha looked at him with sorrow. 

“There’s no stars in the sky, and there's no Earth to stand on besides patches of pavement,” Samantha said through her grief. “We all stay in Justine's house that she made absolute as a back up plan.”

Greg, confused, “back up plan…?”

Samantha clarified:

“You know, in case she became absolute too.”

“So there’s no atmosphere to breathe when I get there,” Greg tried to say steadily but horror creeped into his voice.

Samantha shook her head, “I’m afraid not, Greg…”

“I’ll jump,” Carter said. “Make me absolute and I’ll jump.”

This immediately started an argumentative stance.

“You can’t-”

“No atmosphere-”

“That’s a useless-”

Greg was hearing all these words flow past him and interrupted everybody.

“You’ll die before you save more than one.”

Carter looked at him solemnly.

“I have to try.”

“You can’t,” Samantha said. “That’s a fool’s errand- it would achieve nothing.”

“Then what else can I do?” Carter demanded. “Make them stand on a tracker and try to aim? That's a risk I won’t take.”

Samantha wasn’t affected by his change of tone, and just looked at him with sympathy.

“You guys will have to teach me,” she said. “I had a feeling it would always come down to this.”

“You did?” Parker asked.

“I did.” Samantha nodded steadily but it was full of affirmation and sadness.

“Well,” Kevin said. “I guess it’s up to Greg and Parker. Greg?”

Greg turned to look at him.

“Do you think you can teach Samantha what you know?”

Alanis started to strobe different colours. Samantha's face screwed up again.

“I can try,” Greg said.

“And Ca- I mean, Parker?” Kevin asked. “Would you try?”

“I would try anything,” Parker said, the resonance in his voice made everybody go quiet.

“I guess it’s settled then,” Samantha whispered, after sitting with it. “I’m going to try the hardest thing I’ve done in a billion years.”
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Greg tried hard to teach Samantha, but he realized her age was preventing her on a huge level.

When she said it was going to be the hardest thing she’d done in billions of years… she wasn’t lying.

Greg realized that what Ethan had said what felt so long ago was true. Absolute people think too… concretely. Samantha's grip on something that’s tangible but transparent was fleeting, fleeting so much that Greg feared she would never get there.

To be absolute is to be concrete, like the dimension wall, to be less absolute… was incredibly difficult even for someone who had never been absolute to process.

He tried to make her think about how she had astral projected in the past, how it was not concrete- yet tangible-, but still she seemed to have no grasp on it. 

“It was billions of years ago, Greg,” she’d say. “I’ll have to think about it.”

Greg didn’t give up though. He reframed it through concepts (clouds versus other white things such as fur) but that availed no success.

He tried to show it to her, but it scared her.

They knew what the stakes were, and they didn’t give up.

Until she did. But not in the way Greg would’ve expected. She gave up but didn’t stop.

“I’ll take it from here, Samantha,” said another astral projection coming up. “You’ve learned everything you’ve needed to know.”

Greg was frazzled. 

“Who are you?”

“I’m her in two hundred years. I remember learning everything that I needed to know to get to where I am, right at this moment, and I can’t believe I’m my future self- that I’m here now.”

Past Samantha nodded: “I’ll think about it.”

She stopped astral projecting, leaving Greg with her future self.

“Wh-what just happened?” Greg stammered.

“It’s okay, I’m just her in a few hundred years. I think I have a larger grasp on it…”

“Well… I guess okay…” Greg said slowly. “What’s p-past Samantha doing?”

“I was analyzing what we’d practiced and trying it out on absolute things such as floorboards, and such. I’m here now though and ready for the next step.”

“I see…” Greg said, trying to put it together. “And you’re the same person?”

“Mhm,” older Samantha said.

“Just at different times…”

“Yes, Greg,” she said. “And I managed to make something kinda less absolute, which is why I decided to come back to this moment- to not lose momentum…”

“I see…” Greg said, and found his brain start to buffer. He was confused, but not unwilling to learn. “Well, where was I?”

“Doesn’t matter,” Samantha said impatiently. “I need you to show me how it works again so I can compare what I have.”

“I see…”

Why am I saying ‘I see’ so much? Agh, it’s just that… this is her… from the not so distant future.

“Okay, well… here,” he said showing her in the form of a contained square with less absolute energy inside.

“Oh…” Samantha said excitedly. “I know more about this than I thought… I… I…! I had it figured out!”

“Eureka!” Ethan said, suddenly appearing. “What’s missing?”

“Right here,” Samantha said, pointing to a bit of code near the bottom right of the square. “This has me messed up. Can you change its shape to a rectangle…?”

Greg didn’t see how that was going to work, but when he did it he saw exactly what Samantha was doing.

“No way… you just made it… longer…”

“I need to memorize every last bit.” Samantha said. “It’s hard to do that when it’s compact.”

“I see…” Ugh why am I saying I see so much?

“But,” Samantha began. “I am still your student. Explain this.”

Greg took a breath and looked at the square of less absolute.  

It was hard to see, he had to feel for the little lines of transparent code across it. Code that makes up a living being.

“I-I can make it more visible, I…” Greg hesitated. “I can’t help with understanding what it means, I’ve only memorized it.”

“What do you mean?” Samantha demanded. “You don’t give a shit about making those people less absolute, do you?”

“I do!” Greg said defensively.

“Well someone important to you is down there… you’re going to give a shit then” 

Samantha said, not turning from Greg but pointing to the bottom of the disintegrating universe. 

“Who?” Greg said nervous, then conceptualizing there was only one person Samantha would say that about. “No…” he said, stricken with a new horror.

“Yes,” Samantha snapped. “Your father.”
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Greg’s world imploded. 

My father is down there? Is he aging forever? No… Alanis must’ve…- I don’t know… what could she have done?

“Did he get dimension jumped?” Greg was standing in his room now, staring at the wall.

“Well after he dies…-” Samantha said cautiously, to Greg's interruption.

“Excuse me?” 

“He got jumped to over there…” Samantha finished, pointing to a certain part of the dimension. “The world's already gone there, so, nothing crazy happened, he was able to join the absolute colony but-”

“He still lived billions of years…” Greg said, anger overtaking him now. “What the fuck do you mean after he dies? When’s that?”

He was interrupted. Interrupted by the phone downstairs ringing.

Greg froze, but Samantha stayed in the moment.

“Go,” she said, it was quiet… and haunting to Greg.

He gave her a final look before going to answer the phone downstairs, hurrying as it was nearing its sixth ring.

Making it to the kitchen, he saw that red corded phone and in the middle of hesitation picked it up, holding the receiver close to his ear.

“H’lo?” He asked, terrified at the answer he may get.

“Hello, I’m looking for a Greg White,” a woman's voice came through the other end. 

“Speaking,” he said cautiously, worried now that somebody he didn’t know would be asking for him by name.

“We have terrible new-” 

“No,” Greg whispered. “How could this happen…?”

“Sorry?” The woman asked. “Are you talking to me?”

“No,” Greg shakily pulled himself out of it. “Sorry, what is the news?”

“Is your father Brian White?”

Greg shaking made him almost drop the phone and collapse but he managed to regain composure. He felt himself start to weep.

“I’m sorry,” the woman said solemnly. “There was a car accident involving a red car. Your father’s in a coma.”

Greg heard only the hum of the refrigerator as he processed this.

“A coma?” He asked, his voice small. “Is it fatal?”

“No, he can get pulled out of it but… Greg, he’s in very poor condition and you should come to the hospital right away.”

“I’m there. Thank you and… and good bye.”

He hung up the phone abruptly and immediately put on his shoes. 

Okay, I have my wallet and… he turned, midthought, to see Bumper at the door, youthfully cocking his head.

“No, boy,” Greg said. “You have to stay here.”

He briskly walked out the door, feeling guilty about leaving Bumper behind and saw with a shock that that his new, green car was missing- there was only his fathers brown lemon.

It was my car he wrecked! Greg thought. I should’ve finished that drive with him… maybe if he’d taken his own car… maybe he’d still be…

Greg shook that thought and it was replaced with feelings of intense anger.

He walked to the familiar, brown car and astral projected briefly,

“Was this Justine?”

“This was Justine before we even knew you…” Samantha said and Greg sighed, exasperated and angry.

“That must mean that Justine's still astral projecting, you know?” Greg said steadily, though he was uncertain.

“Uh… no,” Samantha replied, her tone quicker and sharper. “That’s not how it worked, Greg. The moment she made a car crash was evident when she was astral projecting before, but not now.”

