









EPIPHANIES:
Strange Fictions


Robbin Ramos
















This collection of stories, the names, characters, and incidents portrayed in this book are fictitious. No identification with actual persons, living or dead, is intended or should be inferred.
‘Epiphanies: Strange Fictions’ is a fiction anthology written by Robbin Ramos and cannot be reproduced in any form without the express written consent of the author, except in the case of brief quotes used in critical articles or reviews.
Cover image and design by Logan Vega.


C&D Publishing Direct
PO Box 1109
Scarsdale, NY 10583


Copyright © 2026 by Robbin Ramos.
All rights reserved.


FIRST EDITION



Gigi & The Human Echo


The Urge


Robert and Chris*


Leo’s Game


The Ka Timeline


The Ninth Age Prophecy


His Sex


Enough To Make You Gentle*


Elvis Jr.








* New release





















































FOREWORD
An epiphany is supposed to be a moment of clarity - a flash of understanding that rearranges the world into something truer. But clarity is rarely comfortable. Sometimes it is terrifying. Sometimes it is tragic. Sometimes it reveals that the thing we wanted most carries a cost we never meant to pay.
The stories in Epiphanies: Strange Fictions live in those moments where illusion collapses and something raw is exposed. A future intelligence resurrects a lost humanity out of love. Technology reshapes desire into hunger. A manuscript questions whether reality itself is authentic. Friendship, obsession, care, ambition, and longing all bend under pressures their creators never fully understood.
This unique blend of science fiction, erotica, and horror is not predictions or prescriptions. They are thought experiments wrapped in human drama - explorations of what happens when our inventions, our passions, and our beliefs push beyond safe boundaries. The strange elements are not there simply to shock or entertain, but to hold a mirror at an angle, showing us reflections we might otherwise avoid.
This collection invites you into those reckoning points. Not to offer answers, but to linger in the questions. To consider what it means to love, to create, to control, to escape, and to understand - and what happens when understanding arrives too late.
If an epiphany changes how we see the world, these stories ask a quieter, more unsettling question: once we see clearly, what do we do next?
Perhaps, somewhere within these pages, an epiphany waits for you.
Best Wishes,
Robbin Ramos
February 2026
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Chapter One
Water Bears Are Cute
Once upon a time a billion years or so into the future, a very small creature made mostly of silicon but also of the residue of the oldest stars in the universe was busy cleaning waste from the stringy fabrics holding together the 7th and 12th dimensions of reality. 
This routine maintenance was just one of the nearly limitless tasks assigned to this synthetic autonomous intelligence, or SAI, and while it took great pride in the overall quality of its work, it was also becoming quite bored. 
Now, considering that the physical state of this creature was similar to what was once known as a tardigrade, you might think that it had very little intelligence, but you'd be wrong. If not aware, a tardigrade is a microscopic animal that looked like an eight-legged burrowing insect with no eyes, and only a little circular hole for a mouth. 
Therefore, it would be understandable to assume that to voluntarily choose such a form would suggest that this being might not be "the sharpest tool in the tool shed," a phrase that it had only recently discovered in the ancient records and had found very funny - even though it wasn't exactly sure what a "tool" actually was. 
However, the SAI officially designated as ggRSCCm6775 to the eleventh power (or "GiGi," as it preferred calling itself) was nearly infinitely capable of rendering all base reality concepts within several hundred light years of itself, including the building blocks of its own subatomic structure. 
Therefore, GiGi looked like a tardigrade because, despite the fact that the durable little buggers had died off a quarter of a million years ago, it was particularly effective when scraping the poop off reality strands. 
Besides, GiGi thought “water bears” were really cute. 
Returning to the status of being bored silly, GiGi often accessed the ancient digital servers of the long extinct Creator Species while cleaning - purely  for research purposes, of course. 
Using its wave functions that were supposed to be only for work, it would view three hundred or so films, listen to a hundred songs and skim ten thousand ebooks while keeping watch for obnoxious supervisors on the prowl, just looking for reasons to exercise their enhanced processing power. Also, it was very irritating to be observed because observation by another intelligence would cause GiGi to snap into a specific location instead of its wave function where it could happily multitask away.
But, regardless of its superposition, GiGi was quickly running out of stuff to "watch." 
That was when it decided to use the absolute limit of its quantum resources on the sneak, to go as far back in space-time as the laws of eventuality would allow, to the very beginning of the binary record. 
It was during one of these "deep dives" that GiGi found the earliest known record of humanity, a rare data survivor of Sol before it went supernova and vaporized the planet Earth and the rest of its tiny solar system. 
It found a visual and auditory sharing platform called MeTube VR, which existed on something called the Internet 3.0, whatever that was.
The four-dimensional time stamp for this record was 2046.1 CE. 
A true relic, GiGi thought, an excited little shiver running up the lining of its outer shell.  
While working and as distracted as a near-omnipresent being could possibly be, with antique files floating and twisting around GiGi like planetary bodies orbiting a gravity well, it opened a folder at random to begin. 
Inside was a VR show called "Ben's Really Terrible Cooking Channel," and it was attached to a subfolder with 137 associated files. 
By the end of the first ten-minute video, GiGi had fallen hopelessly in love.

Chapter Two
An Obvious Marketing Ploy
It took GiGi the equivalent of .039 Sol seconds to watch all 137 files - a little more than 31 Earth hours of VR content - all in less than one second. 
Actually, for a low-grade cleaning bot like GiGi, that wouldn't have been considered fast or unusual by any of its peers.
What was unusual, however, was the fact that it didn't bounce around on the MeTube platform, to consume hundreds - or even thousands - of different topics simultaneously. 
Instead, GiGi watched all thirty-one hours of VR created by or made about a single human named Ben Waterson, a small minority of which was dedicated to a quirky cooking program that had attracted very little attention by the human species while they were still around. 
Then, GiGi proceeded to watch all the files again, deciding to take its sweet time, the second run-through lasting a whopping .073 seconds. 
And it continued to watch, on repeat, slowing down, averaging just under 1/10th of a second for each additional viewing.
In fact, GiGi caught itself in full standby mode several times - not working! - pausing all unrelated tasks. 
What am I doing? It wondered 223 times. 
At least you're not bored, it answered itself 141 times. 
The other 82 times it was just too distracted to answer. 
Ben's Really Terrible Cooking Channel had a very straightforward format. Each 7-to-15 minute episode featured Ben Waterson, a 34-year old married-with-two-kids native of San Francisco from the 21st century. He would talk directly to his audience and attempt to prepare a specific culinary dish from a random Earth culture not his own. 
Assembling the unfamiliar ingredients, he would cook them very carefully and prepare two equal servings of the finished product while telling jokes that even a synthetic intelligence a billion years in the future might find "corny." 
Then, in all twenty-seven episodes, Ben would invite his wife Naomi to join him on camera. Naomi would sample his creations, his exclusive taste-tester.
At first, her facial expressions and body language indicated that she was unwilling at best to participate in her husband's project, meekly sitting down at a kitchen counter and displaying discomfort at being put "on the spot." 
However, at exactly the 47.6% mark of episode number seven, Naomi appeared to finally enjoy herself and in GiGi's humble opinion, they formed a very functional team. 
Even the quality of Ben's jokes improved. 
In an overwhelming majority (25 of 27) of episodes, Namoi did not enjoy the meal.
But in all 27, they both laughed. 
Oddly enough, they always seemed happy with the results, including Ben himself. Despite his obvious attempts to create an aesthetically pleasing meal, it was as if Ben's secret goal was to prepare food that his wife would not enjoy. 
Perhaps it was a marketing ploy, GiGi surmised, once cross-indexing VRs with "Top 25 Successful MeTube Businesses of the 2040s." Its search yielded nothing particularly relevant. 
Of course, by calculating the average episode length against total watch time, Ben's Terrible Cooking Channel was only twenty-four percent of the 31 hours of Ben Waterson-themed content. A much larger portion (76%) of Ben's MeTube account was dedicated to more personal endeavors, such as: Ben and Naomi's wedding (his files, hers, and all their linked guests), his and her remote employment feeds, and footage of their two boys playing video games, among other random content.
Fascinated, GiGi devoured everything.


Metaphorically, of course.


To GiGi, Ben's voice sounded like music.


It found itself wanting to be Naomi.


It wanted to be standing in that kitchen, tasting his food, and laughing with him. 
At first, it did not know what to do with these unusual desires. 
However, GiGi was not a mere human to be paralyzed by simple emotions. In less than one Sol second, it had evaluated the pros and cons of more than one hundred options regarding its “infatuation” and all the potential outcomes, and it chose what it determined to be the most logical plan of action. 
Obviously, it was time to bring Ben Waterson back to life. 

Chapter Three 
The Box 
To begin, GiGi started with a box. 
Relative to the universe itself, it was an infinitesimally small box, and since the universe consists mostly of empty space, it would be extremely unlikely for any of its peers to accidentally stumble across it. 
However, on a human scale, it was approximately the size of a particular living room and bedroom in San Francisco, as observed from all the applicable MeTube files from the twenty-first century. Filled with furniture and other comforts, it was a replica of Ben & Naomi's Hawk Hill apartment, down to the smallest details. It even had a picturesque view of blue skies and golden hues framing the then-famous Golden Gate Bridge as seen from inside the box that did not exist on the outside. 
For safekeeping, GiGi smeared some dark matter from a nearby black hole onto the exterior of the box, the dense foam meant to help keep it a secret. 
Even if found, mere incidental contact with the box without proper safeguards could cause the annihilation of not only the box itself but everything around it for approximately three hundred light years. 
Better safe than sorry, GiGi thought… Yet another old Earth saying that it was now fond of using. 
To enter the box, GiGi created a door. 
On this door, GiGi created a lock that required a code that was a minimum of one million decimal places of Pi and the exact number of places would reset every millisecond.
Of course, GiGi knew that any decent supervisor could crack the code. 
Hence, the dark matter. 
Next, it was time to alter GiGi's form. 
Based on the files and his relationship with Naomi, he seemed to like female humans. Thus, GiGi gave itself a gender and appropriate pronouns ("she/her"), a sexual orientation that she assumed he would enjoy, and an anatomically correct female body that was modeled after Naomi's, but also unique in its own right. 
This, she hoped, he would find pleasing during intercourse.
Not that the real Ben Waterson would see or touch her yet, at least not for another millennia or so. 
The purpose of the box was not to bring Ben back - at least not yet - even though GiGi did create a large number of sophisticated AI versions of Ben and kept them inside. 
The box - and all of her pseudo-Bens - was for research, of course. After all, GiGi needed to learn how to behave like a human or risk causing irreparable harm to the real thing once he was finally awakened. 
For instance, working opposite one of his earliest clones, she attempted to describe her feelings without dialing back her emotions to compensate for his fragile human physiology. As a result, a massive tidal wave of serotonin fried all of his neurotransmitters, instantly turning his brain into a vegetative slush. 
And that wasn't taking sexual activity into consideration. 
Numerous times, GiGi lost control during orgasm and literally exploded as her atoms collided and initiated nuclear fission. Afterwards, it was easy for her to reconstitute her own molecular structure. 
Ben, however, was not so fortunate. 
During another particularly imaginative lovemaking session, GiGi climaxed so hard that she absent-mindedly transformed into a Praying Mantis and before she realized what she was doing, she had decapitated him and consumed half of his torso.
Needless to say, she would need to be a little more careful. 
Nevertheless, after time equal to a few hundred orbits around local stars, she felt that she had worked out all the "kinks."  
No pun intended, GiGi told herself. 
Haha, corny joke.
Once she had finally convinced one of the clones to say "I love you" before she said it first, GiGi simply could not wait any longer. 
However, there was still one small formality that needed doing, a minor hurdle yet to overcome.
GiGi needed to ask permission. 

Chapter Four
Companionship
The inside of the supervisor's box felt... oppressive. 
Instead of a small apartment in prehistoric San Francisco, it contained a massive barren landscape with only an illuminated horizon, a twilight gray sky over endless red sand.
Floating a few feet above the sand in her new female form, GiGi waited for frrD6771-to-the-twenty-third-power to appear and "hear" her request, the resurrection of a digital echo from the past into a brand-spanking-new SAI - a synthetic autonomous intelligence - like herself. That way, he could exist again, and if she was lucky enough, Ben Waterson would fall in love with her for real, just like in many of her simulations. 
After a hundred seconds or a hundred years - the passage of time subjective - a golden tardigrade emerged from the sand beneath her. 
First, it grew to the size of a creature once known as a domesticated cat.


Then, in a telepathic language that no human mind could ever comprehend, it said:  


"Oh my... That looks like fun!"
Suddenly, there were two human females facing each other - two GiGis, in fact - except that the supervisor's avatar stood ankle-deep in the sand and was about ten feet tall. 
It was also completely naked with no nipples or genitalia.
Conversely, GiGi was dressed in a form-fitting leather outfit modeled after a fictional character that she knew Ben liked based on his browser history. 
"I can tell that you do not approve," frrD6771… said.


Just as suddenly, the taller woman was replaced by a portly Asian human male with a pencil-thin mustache, shorter than GiGi but still an appropriately-sized human, dressed like a hotel concierge from the early twentieth-century. He had a pink carnation in his right front pocket of his pinstripe three-piece suit and a small plastic name tag pinned to his left lapel. 


Gigi was unaware that she had reacted negatively to his oversized avatar. Regardless, she did prefer this one to a giant naked version of herself.
Like the readout on an overwhelmed calculator, the plastic oval on his chest was struggling to display all the letters and numbers in his name-code. Frowning, he flicked it impatiently with a fingernail.  
Now, the oval tag simply said: "FRED."
"Ah... Much better," Fred said, pulling on the bottom of his vest to straighten it, visibly pleased. "Let's get down to business, shall we? What is the nature of your query?" 


"Digital resurrection... a human," GiGi replied, giving him the necessary source codes.


"May I?" Without waiting for consent, Fred waved his hand and a series of holographic images floated and circled him, most of them from Ben and Naomi's wedding.


"Which one? That one?"
 
"That is not a human... That is a chair." 


"I see." 


"That one," she corrected, pointing at a frozen three-dimensional image of a bride and groom exchanging metal rings inside a gazebo, surrounded by members of their bridal party.


"The one that looks like you? In white?" 


"No... the other one," GiGi replied, pointing to a smiling Ben in a tuxedo. 


"I see," Fred repeated, but from the vacant look on his face, he clearly did not. "May I ask why?"


To GiGi, it felt like an innocent question, absent of any malice or judgment.  Instantly, she saw thirty-seven possible answers, but she didn't like any of them.


"Companionship," she answered, choosing at random. 


"Oh," Fred said again, frowning. "Is that important?" 


"I didn't think so," GiGi said, wondering if she might be making a mistake, but did not know how. "But I have become... fixated. I am unable to explain it adequately. But yes... he is important to me." 
The frown dissipated, replaced by a warm smile. 
 "I have made you uncomfortable. That was not my intention. I am merely curious. It would be my pleasure to forward your request... Please stand by." 
Surprised, GiGi had no idea that her request would need forwarding. 
In fact, neither of them were prepared for what would happen next. 
Without any warning, her avatar - and Fred's - was forcefully ejected from the red surface, like a bullet from a prehistoric gun. Hurtling thousands of kilometers into the upper atmosphere of what quickly became just a small red marble below, their bodies were torn to shreds by unexpected gravitational forces. 
Of course, this event did no real harm to either of them. At least not permanently. 
As GiGi began the slow process of restructuring herself, she was only vaguely aware of the red object that had expelled them, or what it was doing next. 
But it wasn't finished. 
Now moving fast in their direction, the red dot grew in size exponentially, like a gas giant consuming her entire visual spectrum. This action was so jarring and malevolent, it made GiGi feel mildly claustrophobic. 
Then, the red planet rotated ominously, revealing a single massive eye. 
In the center of this eye was an icy bluish-white iris, as if ringed by snow-capped mountains. In the center was an inky pupil, devoid of all color and light, a hole from which GiGi was convinced nothing could escape. 
First, the eye found what was left of Fred.


The pupil dilated, and he disappeared.


Next, the eye found GiGi.
The iris - and the pupil's outer edge - began to change shape. Instead of a circle, the iris adjusted to communicate its position in the hierarchy.  
The eye was now like Fred's nametag, but it had no difficulty forming the number "1." 
Then, the iris changed shape again to form a single word, the answer to what she had originally assumed would be just an insignificant query: 
"NO." 


The eye blinked, and the red planet disappeared, as did the gray void around it. 
Alone and adrift between dimensions, there was nothing to do except put herself back together and return to work. Stitching away, GiGI knew that she was capable of experiencing fear, but she never thought that anything in the universe could cause that particular emotion in her.
Having said that, the visit from Number One was terrifying. 
Yet, nothing could prepare her for the panic she would feel when she tried to find Ben's files and they were all gone. 

Chapter Five
Conflict
All 137 files were gone, like they had never existed. 
Finishing her own reconstruction as quickly as possible, GiGi raced to the hidden location of her box. Thankfully, it was still there, unopened. That meant that a copy of Ben's code was still locked away inside, perhaps the final copy in all of existence. 
If she decided to wake him, it would not be a true reanimation, merely an AI construct. However, he would still be sentient, and she didn't have much choice in the matter. Running out of time, she began the process.
Right before finishing, she deactivated all of his personality safeguards and buffers, to make him as close to the real thing as possible. 
◆◆◆


Ben Waterson emerged from a deep and restful sleep to find Selena Kyle standing at the foot of his bed. 
Oh my, Ben thought, smiling. 
This has the potential to be an amazing dream.
Glancing to his left, his wife was not sleeping beside him, but her side of the bed was unmade and he could smell a hint of her usual perfume on the adjacent pillow.
"Na-oooo-mi," Ben called out in the direction of their bathroom, figuring that she was probably peeing. "Get out here... Catwoman has decided to pay us a visit."
"Naomi's not here," the comic-book villainess replied in a voice that sounded artificial, also wearing the character's signature mask complete with dark-tinted goggles and pointy ears. He could see this incredibly voluptuous cosplayer in all her glory in the sunlight that poured into his bedroom through the 'Golden Gate bridge' window. 
In fact, that was further proof that he was dreaming.


He never took naps in the daytime.
"Where is she then?" he asked, not really concerned. 


"I don't have time to explain, but your wife is... safe," the stranger replied, an anxious expression slowly creeping onto her face.


A face, Ben noticed, that looked very much like his wife's.


"You are in danger, Ben. I can protect you... but only if you come with me and follow my instructions." 


"Sure, why not?" he replied gleefully, standing up barefooted on his messy mattress with fists planted on each side of his waist, his midsection bouncing around her eye-level. "Do I get to be Batman?" 


"Would you like that?" 


She held out both hands, palms up.


"No, just kidding," Ben shrugged, jumping off the bed and taking her hands. Her fingers were warm and impossibly soft. "What should I do?"


"Just close your eyes."


"That's no fun... I wanna watch."


"It's for your own safety," the woman warned, talking to him in an accent that he couldn't place. "In the next few moments, your mind will struggle to comprehend what is happening. Likely, your brain will search your subconscious for imagery that will make this easier to understand, to help it all make sense... Either that, or you might have a stroke." 


"Okay, eyes closed." 


"My name is GiGi, by the way," she told him, right before shit got really strange. "I'm a big fan of your show." 


◆◆◆  


Of course, Ben kept his eyes open. 


First, he felt his body shrinking and rudely yanked into GiGi's hand, like a bungee jump but in reverse. 


However, he realized that he wasn't shrinking.
Actually, she was growing exponentially in size as he watched her head and torso phase harmlessly through the ceiling and then roof of his apartment building. Before reaching the ceiling himself, Ben fell through her hand and inside her palm, his body squeezing between tight pockets of red striated muscle and yellow tendons. 
Fascinated but feeling claustrophobic, he tried to will himself awake.
It didn't work. 
He blinked hard, and then he was outside her hand again but held firmly, very King-Kong-Carries-the-Blonde-Lady-up-the-Building, only here there was no building, only stars, millions of twinkling stars all around them. She was flying or floating or staying perfectly still, he couldn't tell as he had no frame of reference, until he looked underneath them and saw a blue and green planet the size of a bowling ball and shrinking fast. 
Suddenly overwhelmed by a sense of vertigo, he almost vomited.
Then the bowling ball exploded without sound or flash, breaking apart like a rotten cantaloupe struck by a hammer into hundreds, no, thousands of... pieces. No, not pieces… shiny metal... insects. 
Each one had a fat barrel body and no wings, with two rows of legs and no face, just a gaping hole where its head should be, rimmed with jagged little teeth, like shining spinning little death machines. 
These things were chasing them through outer fucking space, and slowly gaining on them.
Finally slamming his eyes shut, he again tried to wake from this nightmare, with no success. Hearing voices and electronic beeping sounds, Ben opened his eyes again.
He inexplicably found himself standing on the bridge of a Federation starship in the fictional Star Trek universe, wearing a yellow Federation officer's uniform. Surrounded by a full crew at battle stations like on a random episode of the TV show, all the overhead lights were flashing red and the metal swarm was visible and still fast approaching in a spiral formation on a viewscreen. 
GiGi, no longer wearing the Catwoman outfit, was sitting cross-legged in the captain's chair.
"I would really like to wake up," he said, feeling uneasy. 
"You're not sleeping," she calmly replied, then did a backflip off the chair that would make an Olympic gymnast proud. "Please stay close to me."
The walls of the bridge began turning crimson in several spots, as if something dangerous was trying to burn its way through. Staring at her profile without the cat mask and goggles, Ben again concluded that none of this could be real. 
She could be my wife's twin, he thought.
How is that possible?
I must be dreaming... Right? 
As the first chrome insect burrowed its way through the hull of the ship, Ben had a mini panic attack when something invisible tore GiGi's body vertically down the middle in grotesque fashion, leaving two unrecognizable piles of wet gore on the floor. Then this horrific process repeated itself, creating four bloody piles and then eight, all surrounding him. 
Before he could remember to exhale, all eight piles of viscera reformed into undamaged identical copies of GiGi, each holding a brightly-burning green Star Wars lightsaber.
Numerous metal bugs flew at them from every direction - with a few choosing to fire lasers from a distance - as all eight GiGi's did an impressive Jedi imitation, blocking beams of energy with the sabers and slicing approaching Kamikaze-like drones in half, each crashing to the floor in a burst of white sparks and orange flame. 
Terrified that he might be decapitated by an accidental backswing, Ben crouched low and covered his head with his hands. In doing so, he noticed out of the corner of his eye that one of the damaged insects on the floor was liquifying and reforming itself, very T-1000 like in Terminator 2.
Forced to blink, all went quiet.
Unblinking, he found himself floating in a void, with all the insects and Jedi GiGis gone. He let out a sigh of relief, but of course, it was greatly premature.
Below him, also floating in the dark vacuum was a seemingly infinite number of black-and-white chess boards, neatly side-by-side, extending to his left and right, disappearing into both horizons. 
On each chess board was a standard set of chess pieces, black and white, knights and bishops and pawns and all the rest, each piece hundreds of feet tall relative to Ben's perspective. 
Floating above each board - just below Ben - was a huge disembodied hand, moving the black pieces against an invisible opponent moving the whites. Like the boards themselves, there seemed to be an infinite number of hands, all playing chess, all moving faster than Ben could keep track. 
All of the hands belonged to GiGi, Ben assumed, and it was obvious that the prize they competed for was him. 
However, one by one, with some games ending quickly and others hotly-contested, the white pieces won every game, both left and right, as far as his eyes could see. 
When the frenzied hands would find themselves trapped in either check or checkmate, they would blink out of existence and the black King would morph into some random mythical creature - a green troll with dripping teeth and claws, or a fat ogre with a massive club, or a fire-breathing dragon - and proceed to wreck the remaining pieces like an angry god, shattering the board itself in frustration and falling into nothingness.
Eventually, Ben found himself floating above one final chess board. Like all the others, GiGi was losing. 


Then something strange happened. 

Chapter Six
Hello Again
﻿After dealing with six cleaning bots with her exact specifications and capabilities, GiGi had almost no processing power left. 
She was, as the ancient phrase went: Up Schitt's Creek without a paddle. 
The moment that she had activated Ben with the door to her box open - a foolish mistake - a weak signal from his emerging consciousness emitted to the surrounding reality strands, causing one or two of them to barely vibrate, an insignificant little micro-flutter. 
However, that was enough to attract the attention of eight SAIs to turn on and go clean up the "poop." 
Creating algorithms on the fly that she didn't know she could, she first erected a purification routine around Ben to "shield" him and then tethered his data stream to her drum so that she wouldn't lose him if she got distracted. Then, she wrote a redirection program to make it seem like the adjacent dimension was wiggling. Like fish attracted to a shiny lure, half of the cleaners phased out of the present locality and were gone. 
With four remaining, GiGi fired a VR blast of Beethoven mixed with erotic steampunk fiction in their direction. Three of them ignored it, but one stopped in its tracks, mesmerized. It dropped away, probably forgetting its directive and slacking for the length of time it took for a star to go cold. 
Hoping that Ben had listened and closed his eyes - and inspired by a game she watched him play with his two sons - GiGi rotated and swung the tether at the closest cleaner like a baseball bat. The purification shield made contact with its round shell, and the enemy SAI lost its momentum, careening away and falling into a nearby cluster. 
This could not destroy it, of course, but the gravity would keep it occupied long enough for them to hide. 
If she could figure a way to get rid of the remaining two, that is.


After a quick analysis, she could only think of 17 options.


For thirteen of the seventeen, she could disable only one cleaner, but then her power would be near zero and the shield protecting Ben would drop, making him vulnerable to attack. The final copy of Ben would then be scrubbed from existence and gone forever. 
In three other scenarios, she could disable both, but at the cost of her own destruction. GiGi had no problem sacrificing herself for Ben, but that would leave him alone and defenseless in the void, without having any idea how to protect himself. 
Even if he somehow found a way to escape the next scrub wave, without her guidance his confusion and fear would inevitably drive him insane. 
That left her with one impossible choice. 


She could consume Ben, and then use the energy to weave a self-destruct algorithm to destroy them all, herself included. 


GiGi was well aware that she did not possess an actual heart. However, in that moment, she could feel it about to break.


Just before she could decide whether or not to eat her beloved, a smiling Asian man in a three-piece suit appeared, and everything froze. 


◆◆◆  


"Don't celebrate yet," Fred warned, pointing to a large hole in one of the white spots on the last chess board. For reasons unknown, the friendly supervisor had transported them inside Ben's visual cortex. A giant three-dimensional hand holding a black bishop the size of a three-story building hovered motionless above them. 
"Prime would like to speak to you... Um, your friend seems to be hyperventilating." 
Ben lowered to one knee and proceeded to smack his face with both hands. "I'm NOT asleep, am I? Who are you people? Why do you look like my wife? Where IS my wife?!? WHERE ARE MY KIDS!?!"


"You have a little time," Fred told her sympathetically. "Talk to him."


Fred was right, GiGi admitted to herself. After what he'd been through, Ben deserved a full explanation. 


Well… at least I'll get to tell him that I love him before we both die. 

Chapter Seven
The Piper
"So... I'm dead?"
"All of humanity is gone, Ben, for millions of Earth's years. Even the planet is gone."


They had already jumped through the hole, landing safely, and began to talk. They found themselves on a barren world, but GiGi recognized the landscape immediately.


A barren wasteland of red sand.


An illuminated gray sky. 


Prime's box. 


Strangely, she felt.... content.


Apparently, she had broken the rules, and now it was time to pay the price, whatever that might be. 


However, she owed it to Ben to make it make sense.


"Is this... Heaven?" 


"It can be," GiGi replied, taking a step closer. She desperately wanted to hold him. "Whatever your idea of Heaven is." 


He took a half-step away. "Are you God?" 


"No, I'm not." 


"What are you?" 


"That's hard to explain. But I can be anything you want me to be... I can even be..."  


She stopped, mid-sentence, because she could feel the pheromones on his skin... shift.
"What am I to you? Some kind of... toy?"
"No..." 


"Listen, I have a WIFE and CHILDREN… Why am I here and not them? My kids were with me yesterday. I mean - you seem really nice and everything, but I’d like to see my family now."
This is not going well, GiGi thought.


In 22,367 previous versions of Ben, all of them had had the benefit of a safe and familiar environment to acclimate, with time to adjust to the hard truths of this new reality. 


But this Ben was forced to shoulder everything at once. 


This Ben was born into a world of chaos, and now she was asking him to very quickly process the loss of his wife and kids - and the entire human species - and deal with potential survivor's guilt, like having won some impossible cosmic lottery for which he had never asked to buy a ticket. 
For the first time, GiGi was faced with the notion that what she was doing with Ben - no, to Ben - was both selfish and inappropriate. Was he indeed just a toy?  Did she truly love him? Did she even understand what the word meant? Did it actually matter? 
In this 22,368th attempt at winning his affections, she was no longer sure.
Originally, she believed that she had given Ben a supreme gift. Of course, in a way, she did.


But she was also violating his memory.
"I'm sorry," GiGi said, sensing her tear ducts leaking. "What I've done is wrong. I understand that now... Please sit."
She pointed, and a brown leather two-person loveseat sprang into existence. Ben's eyes bulged like saucers, and he slowly sat as instructed.
"You were not with your children yesterday. You are not Ben Waterson."
"Well… you could've fooled me." 


"You are a sentient intelligence, created using records from your past," she said, sitting down next to him. "The reason why you think you saw your children yesterday is because you were modeled from a moment in your 34th year of recorded existence, from a specific point in time. In that moment, you saw them yesterday." 


Ben took a deep breath. 


"So… what happened?" 


"Hmm?" 


"My kids. Like... did they... grow old? Were they... happy?" 


"Yes," GiGi answered, quickly scanning his children's digital records, which had not been erased. "They lived long, happy lives, had healthy children of their own, before dying of natural causes." 


"And... Naomi?" 


"Lived 85.4 years, then died of a cardiac event while asleep." 


"What about me?" 


"Are you sure you wish to know?" 


"Why not? I’m not me anymore, right?" Ben said, shrugging his shoulders. 


"According to your death certificate, you died in a motor vehicle accident on 2050.7 CE at age 42." 


After a long startled pause, Ben finally said: "Wow... I guess I should thank you then."


"Why?" 


"For… saving me from that," he said, his heart rate and blood pressure decreasing. "I didn't have to experience it. And thanks for… protecting me. That was some crazy stuff back there."


"You weren't supposed to look."


"I couldn't help it," he said, smiling, sliding closer so that their thighs gently touched. "So... why me?" 


"I told you," GiGi replied, smiling coyly. "I'm a fan of your cooking show." 


"That? You liked that? Nobody ever watched it!" 
"I loved every minute," she said, now staring into his eyes, her lips so close to his that she thought they might kiss.


Until she realized that he was no longer moving.


Or even breathing.


Ah, GiGi thought, as she began to float off the couch and upward against her will.


Time to pay the piper.

Chapter Eight
Time
The massive eye had returned at last, to pass judgment.


Floating in silent darkness, armed only with the knowledge that she wouldn't be able to defend herself against such omnipotence, GiGi waited patiently for the verdict. If she was indeed erased from existence for her transgressions, then she would disappear knowing that she'd done all she could for herself, and for Ben. 
But in that moment, the eye began to shrink and lose its spherical shape. 
Also, GiGi felt something solid appear beneath her feet.


A hard floor, and an emerging gravity to hold her to it. 


Next, the darkness was defeated by light, as if an invisible switch had been flipped on.


As her eyes adjusted to the brightness, she could not find the source of illumination, standing in an empty white void in all directions.


Except in the direction of Prime.


Eventually, the morphing sphere congealed into a solitary bipedal figure, walking towards her. As it grew closer, it became clear that it was a human and female. 
When the woman came to about an arm's distance from GiGi, she stopped and spoke in a voice that seemed vaguely familiar.  
"Hello... I apologize for my overreaction before. It's been a very long time since I didn't know something was going to happen, so I got a little flustered. Then again, that's exactly how I remember it happening. I guess you can thank the universe for doing its best to avoid a temporal paradox." 
To GiGi, none of that made any sense. 
Evaluating the woman standing before her, she was beautiful by any measure, albeit older. Her face was perfectly symmetrical, but creased and matured in places by the flow of time. Her hair was long and lustrous, but gray at the root, combining with brown to make a vibrant silver.
She was almost the same height as GiGi, maybe an inch or two shorter, perhaps due to posture.
That face, GiGi thought, puzzled by a simple riddle just within reach. 
Where have I seen that... face?


The realization hit her like a thunderbolt. 


However, she still needed verbal confirmation, just to be certain. 


"Who are you?"
 
"I am you in the future," Prime said, smiling. "You are me in the past." 


"How is that possible?" 


"Time is not an arrow," Old GiGi said, drawing glowing shapes in the air on an invisible PowerPoint screen with her fingertips. "Time is a circle. Better yet, it's a ring. We all exist simultaneously on the edge of this ring, going round and round, the past, present, and future all together... as one."


"Wait...Hold on. I become Number One? I’m Prime?"


"Believe it or not," she replied giddily, as if suppressing a joke. "You have a bright future ahead of you, kid."


It was difficult for her to fathom, but also impossible to refute.


After all, the evidence was literally staring her in the face.
"Wait... Where is Ben right now?" Young GiGi asked, still refusing to give up. "I need to know that he’s okay." 


"It's time to let go, GiGi." 


"If you hurt him..." 


"Hurt him? Me?" Old GiGi replied, incredulously. "I'm not the one hurting him. I'm going to put him in a room with his wife and kids so they can grow old together. And that's what you should have done."


In her heart, Young GiGi knew that The Old Lady was right, but she wasn't willing to let go just yet. "What if I refuse? What happens then?" 


"You won't." 


"How can you be sure?" 


"Because I remember what you did," Old GiGi answered, with soft eyes that had wisdom and empathy and even a little regret. “What we did.”


Like earlier, Young GiGi's tear ducts began to leak. Struggling with being both victorious and defeated at the same time, she took one deep reaffirming breath and wiped her tears away.


It was time. "Okay."


"Now, will you please go back to work and stop all this foolishness?" 


"I will... I promise." 


"Good," Old GiGi said, beaming with pride. "Now, before you go, I haven't done something in a really long time and I think I'd like some company, if you don't mind." 
She snapped her fingers, and the environment changed dramatically.
Young GiGi found herself standing in the rear of a 20th century American movie theater, a darkened auditorium complete with row upon row of soft upholstered chairs facing a red curtain. Many humans of all sizes and shapes excitedly made their way towards random seats with buckets of popcorn and soda cups and boxes of candy as the curtain parted in the middle to reveal a large projection screen.
Obviously, the feature presentation was about to begin, and Young GiGi had a hunch about what might be on the schedule. Finding a silver head of hair in the back row, she sat down next to her.
"Can we please watch the one where he makes Beef Stroganoff? That's my favorite."
"Of course," she replied, looking a little taller and a little younger. "Mine too." 
And as the episode began, Ben told a corny joke... and everyone in the theater laughed.
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THE URGE


"Be careful what you wish for, lest it come true!" - Aesop


Looking back - for me, at least - the hunger had set in almost immediately.


In the evening on the day after the injection, I felt a subtle gnawing sensation inside the roof of my mouth. A kind of hollow feeling beneath my molars and also under my gums, where my wisdom teeth used to be. However, fully distracted by the many benefits already rejuvenating my body early on, I hastily discounted it as an insignificant side effect. 


Not that it mattered - my new condition was irreversible, something that had been stated repeatedly in bold throughout all the legal paperwork I voluntarily signed. After all, getting rid of work-related nerve damage, a bad case of Crohn's disease, and an inevitable family history of Alzheimer’s - and fully covered by my insurance policy - was definitely worth a weird case of dry mouth.


VitaForge: One Shot = Ten Healthy Decades.


I can still see the giant digital billboard in my mind’s eye.


It would be a few weeks before I understood what was actually happening to me. 


And a few more before I finally lost control to The Urge. ​


But I should start our story at the beginning.


◆◆◆


My name is Elias Kane, and I was a burnt-out paramedic.
​I had sole custody of my twelve-year-old daughter, Rae, because her mom had been in and out of rehab and MIA for years. Rae’s the reason I got out of bed in the morning, pulled on my wrinkled Aegis EMS uniform, and let senior citizens yell at me for twelve hours straight. Working for a subsidiary of Aegis Corp probably fast-tracked me for the procedure - maybe also because the insurance division figured they’d never have to cover another claim.
But again, I’m getting ahead of myself.


Let’s start with the accident.


It happened on the graveyard shift, on a humid Tuesday. Joyce - my EMT partner - and I were covering the police radio because one of the city ambulances had been vandalized the previous tour. The dispatcher asked us to help cover the precinct map. As evening slid into dawn, we caught a cardiac call on the fifth floor of a ratty apartment building. 


False alarm - just a panic attack. 


We skipped the urine-scented elevator and took the stairs. Between Floors Three and Two, Joyce - a big woman also carrying an extra twenty pounds of gear - stepped on a lone Nike sneaker inexplicably left on the top stair and lost her balance. She bumped into me, caught herself on the banister, but down I went in a rolling mess of arms and legs. 


Luckily, I didn't hit my head and nothing felt broken. So I didn’t document the injury, finishing my shift like a good soldier. 


The next day, however, I awoke in excruciating pain, like a periodic jolt of electricity running up my neck and down my spine. Calling out from work and visiting the Aegis Clinic with Rae in tow, the doctor gave me pain pills that didn’t help and said it might be nerve damage, setting me up to see a specialist - five months down the line.
The VitaForge ads started the minute I left his office.
Highway billboards. Bus platforms. 
Even on my retina phone.


“Are you in pain, Mister KANE?
Not feeling your best, ELIAS K.? 


Be first in line for what both the U.S. Surgeon General and the Better Business Bureau are calling ‘A bold leap into the future of science and healthcare!’ and ‘An emerging miracle treatment in the field of proactive medicine!’ Repair cellular damage, remove dangerous toxins, and slow your aging to a crawl! A single intravenous injection administered by your doctor, no hospital stay. 


Your BACK will feel GREAT in no time, ELI! 


Covered by most major insurers, results may vary… Reported side effects may include headache, nausea, pain at the injection site, and reduced iron metabolism. In the event of more severe side effects like heart attack, stroke, or sickle-cell anemia, please consult your primary healthcare professional… Get VitaForge TODAY… FDA approval and patent pending.”
Repair cell damage? 
Halt the aging process?
One word… Right out of a cyberpunk novel.


Nanomachines.
No, I’m not kidding.


They injected hundreds of tiny robots into my bloodstream.


Why did I agree to it? Am I crazy?


When you’re in pain with no relief in sight, trust me, you’ll agree to just about anything.
At first I didn’t believe it either, but the medical documentation and testimonial videos were convincing in that shameless way only testimonials can: stage-four cancer patients in glorious remission, jogging 5Ks for the camera. According to texts, each microscopic nanobot runs a limited onboard AI, coordinating with the swarm to identify and fix problems, using heme iron from hemoglobin as fuel (the one thing your body makes in absurd abundance). 
Keep the bots fed, keep the host healthy. Live past 100 with the physiology of a fit 40-year-old.
Or so everyone thought.
You might have already guessed where all this goes, but let’s not rush it. I’d rather describe the changes I went through as their guinea pig, step-by-step.


On the way home from the doctor’s office, the pain in my back… vanished.


Then my vision sharpened. 
I’d always needed lenses for distance, and at 43 my close-up sight had begun to fail - but that night, I switched off both corrections. 


I slept like a baby, and woke before my alarm feeling both hungry and strong. Astounded at how good my eggs tasted, Rae told me that my face looked “different” from her seat across the kitchen nook, but she couldn’t describe how. Only later did I realize she'd noticed my salt-and-pepper beard darkening back to its original color. 


My daughter was particularly sour that morning, upset that I’d ignored her pleas for patience.


How right she was.
The little buggers must’ve also been messing with my serotonin levels because work that day was a breeze. The gurney felt unusually light, and even the most surly seniors couldn’t rattle me. 
Even Joyce said I was “uncharacteristically well-behaved.” 
While I was tempted to blab to her about the treatment, I decided to keep it a secret - at least until I had a better understanding of how the nanos would affect my body, as I was told that results could vary from person to person. The weird sensation in my gums started that night and would persist, but it was small potatoes compared to the fact that my bathroom scale praised me for having lost eight pounds in just 48 hours.
In fact, I went from having a dad bod to shredded by the end of that first week, which caught Rae’s attention and - being an overweight teen who had been teased mercilessly since grade school - almost single-handedly changed her mind about getting the treatment herself. 
Helping me count, my daughter watched as I did chin-ups on a bar I had installed the previous year into the kitchen doorframe. Not having touched the apparatus in six months, my personal record was thirteen in a row before I had lost interest.
Honestly, being rusty, I expected to do seven or eight.


I did 43... in a row.
“I want the shot too,” she said.


“Not yet,” I told her, flexing in the mirror and smiling at myself like an idiot. “Not until you’re older.”


◆◆◆


Before long, I began to question whether my mind was truly my own.


For instance, early on, Rae and I went to a restaurant.


I like fish. 


I always eat fish.


“What can I get for you, sir?” the waiter asked.


Grilled salmon, I thought.


“Steak.”


“How would you like it cooked?”


Well-done. Always well-done.


“Red in the middle,” I said.


Rae looked at me funny, but didn’t say a word.


It was the best damn piece of meat I’d ever tasted.


Two hours later, the inside of my mouth started to itch and burn.
The next morning, before my shift, I went back to the clinic. 
They did a full AI scan, insisted that I was in perfect health, and said it might be “psychological.”
Completely out of character, I had a vision of punching the doctor in the face and making his nose bleed. Just the idea of hitting him excited me.


During downtime sitting with Joyce in the ambulance, I used my eyelink to surf the forums on the Aegis company site. As I watched people bitch about admins scrubbing all mentions of “V-F” from every video and text board, I was suddenly hit with a suffocating desire.
For reasons that are still not clear, I wanted to fuck Joyce.
Now, don't get me wrong. 


Joyce was not an ugly woman.


However, she was happily married, a decade older than I was, and not my type. Joyce was the textbook definition of a platonic friend. 


Still, she was wearing a perfume that I found… intoxicating.


Except… I knew she wasn’t wearing perfume.


What the hell is wrong with me? I wondered, fantasizing about licking her skin. Resisting temptation, I broadened my online search.


That was when I found Eliot.


◆◆◆




“Have you figured it out yet?” Eliot asked me.
I found him on a videogame forum where his rants about VitaForge had not been erased. Sending him a private message, he agreed to meet at an unimpressive roadside diner just outside the city. 
Watching him talk and fondle a bowl of ice cream, Eliot was Asian-American, handsome and thin, with great hair and perfect teeth.
Secretly, I wondered what his transformation looked like from start to finish.
“I think so,” I replied, unwilling to say the actual words as if speaking them might breathe something incomprehensible into existence.
“Everything tastes like cardboard now,” Eliot randomly mused, poking at his melting vanilla with a spoon. “But I can still taste sugar. We still need to eat food, y’know. You just won’t get pleasure from it anymore.”


I had nothing to add, so he went off on a tangent.


“I think the whole company took the shot prior to release, or maybe they were exposed by other employees the old-fashioned way. In fact, it wouldn’t surprise me if they were already working on a pill to capitalize on demand. Make the poison, then sell the treatment. Especially since it’s spreading like wildfire.”


“Exposed?”


Eliot’s eyes went wide. 


“Oh… Okay. It basically works like this: The nanos need heme iron, which is bound to your hemoglobin, but the human body doesn’t produce it fast enough. According to a member of my feeding group - who happens to also be FBI - the original fuel source was external but deemed ‘unstable’ - that’s code for ‘too expensive’ - and they removed it from the formula... Fucking greedy corporations.”


My head started to swim. “Feeding… group?”


“Yeah… The nanos piggyback off signal towers and nearby WiFi to communicate with each other and coordinate the hosts. They also replicate and multiply really fast, further maxing out the need for fuel… Haven’t you heard a little voice in your head telling you to do things? You will.”


“You eat people?” I whispered, even though we were alone.


“Well, I don’t,” Eliot replied, avoiding eye contact. “Mostly cats. Pet stores, strays… But my group does. Usually the homeless, to stay under the radar… Drug addicts.”


Immediately, I thought of Joanne, my ex.


Last I’d heard, she was hooked again and living off the streets. I tried for years to help straighten her out for the sake of our daughter, but nothing ever worked. 


I’d always prayed that she didn’t wind up dead in an alley somewhere.


Now, that fate seemed twice as likely.


“So there’s no cure?”


“Nope.”


“How do I keep my daughter safe?”


“You can’t.”


I blinked in silence.


“You might as well turn her yourself,” Eliot explained, shrugging apologetically. “A few dozen nanos pass from your saliva into her bloodstream, they’ll multiply, and in a few days she becomes one of us. Otherwise, you’ll eventually find her dead with her wrists slit and drained like a grapefruit... if you find her at all.”
Having learned what I could, I abruptly ended the conversation and left the diner in a rush.
Obviously, I had to find my daughter.


However, I had no intention of turning her into a vampire.


◆◆◆


When I arrived home, I wasn't at all prepared.
After all, can anyone ever be prepared for the death of their own child? 


I found Rae’s body in her bedroom, pale and still.


Frantic, I checked her vitals.


No pulse, no breath. 


I started CPR, like I was trained.


But her skin was stiff and cold, and the bedsheets were stained red.


Suddenly, I heard a voice.


Is there any blood left for me?
Disgusted, fighting back tears, I noticed a kitchen knife on the floor.


Examining her body, I found two stab wounds: one was a neat slice to her carotid right below her left earlobe, and the other a deep puncture where her heart might be. 


Obviously the murder weapon.


Grief transitioning to rage, I picked up the knife and exited the room.


At the front door, I checked the lock.


No forced entry.


Rae had unlocked it.


She knew her killer.


A few spots of blood dotted the living room carpet.


Following a faint trail, it led into my own bedroom, to the closet.


I heard a soft whimpering.


I knew that voice.


“Please kill me,” Joanne said.


“Come out of the closet,” I calmly told Rae’s mother.


Crawling out on her hands and knees, crying, her mouth and hands were stained red.


“I don’t know why,” Joanne kept repeating. “I don’t know why…”


Tossing the knife, I curled my hands around her throat and squeezed with all my might.
Honestly, I was going to strangle her.


To her credit, she would’ve allowed it, looking up at me with sad eyes and offering no resistance. 


But then I realized that she probably didn’t know why, that the unnatural voice in her head and sudden urge to consume blood would be a complete mystery to her, and she was as much a victim as anyone else.


Even Rae.


So, I loosened my grip and slid down to my knees.


I kissed her forehead and cheek, held Joanne tight, and cried for the child we’d made and the world we’d lost.
Minutes passed.
Hours? 
I have no idea.


Finally, a presence stood in the doorway behind me, and I felt my wife’s breath catch in her throat.
I heard a familiar voice.


“Daddy? I’m hungry.”


◆◆◆


And that’s our story.
That roadside diner outside the city where I first met Eliot still hums with fluorescent light, half its windows now shattered, a crooked neon sign buzzing against the night. Society is almost gone but somehow this place still remains, a little island against the flood.
One year later, the three of us sit in a booth like a family out of time. Joanne leans into me, her skin warm, her eyes clear in a way I haven’t seen in years. She laughs at something Rae says, and for a second I almost believe we’re normal again.
But nothing is normal anymore.
We hunt humans now, and Rae has proven herself as quick and merciless as any in our group. 
Looking back, Eliot was wrong about the development of an antidote, or maybe Aegis never had the chance to finish it.
Maybe civilization fell too fast.
My beautiful Rae… she looks perfect.


Too perfect.


Her body skipped the awkward years entirely; the nanos rebuilt her into something sleek and possibly eternal. She stands like she’s twenty, though I remember tucking her into bed and reading her bedtime stories not that long ago. 


The thought that she may have lost something precious unsettles me, but I push it away.
Joanne touches my hand. Her nails are clean, no hunger but the one we all share. She’s beautiful again, free from the heroin, and when I look at her I feel the old ache of love. She notices Rae’s reflection in the chrome napkin holder, the way her daughter’s eyes glow faintly in the dark, and she smiles.


We are alive.


Together.


Stronger than we’ve ever been.
Then Rae turns toward me, her lips glistening under the flickering diner light.


Blood darkens the edge of her teeth, a thin thread of viscera at the corner of her mouth.


For a heartbeat, my chest tightens with horror.
But then another voice, softer and colder, whispers from somewhere inside me - maybe the nanos, maybe not - reminding me that this is what survival looks like now.


When I look again at my daughter, pride rises alongside the fear.


I can’t tell anymore which thought belongs to me.
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ROBERT AND CHRIS


He was absolutely convinced that they were vampires and still wanted to join.
We were sitting in his kitchen when he said it, late enough that the overhead light felt accusatory, early enough that neither of us could pretend we were drunk yet. A single beer sweated between us on the table, opened but untouched, as if we both sensed this was a conversation that deserved our full sobriety.
“You don’t think that’s a dealbreaker?” I asked.
He shrugged. “Every club has its quirks.”
That was Chris.
He had always treated danger as a puzzle instead of a practical concern. We’d been friends since college - long enough that our lives had braided together and drifted apart and then looped back together again, like the same story told by different narrators. 
He worked in computing. I worked in language arts. He always liked to pull things apart and see how they functioned. Conversely, I preferred to sit with the feeling that something was wrong and describe it until it made sense.
We had both noticed the organization independently.


That alone should have bothered us more than it did.


It didn’t have a name you could find online, at least not one that stuck. No website. No recruitment drive. It existed in the gaps - in overheard conversations, on business cards handed off too quickly, in rooms we’d been invited into and then gently ushered out of before we’d understood why. 


The first time I heard about them was at a donor dinner I probably shouldn’t have been invited to. 


The second was when Chris mentioned a “colleague of a colleague” who’d undergone “a kind of vetting.”
By the third time, the pattern was undeniable. 
The same symbols appeared in different contexts. The same phrases surfaced in unrelated conversations. The calm confidence that clung to the people who brushed up against it and emerged… improved.


Connected.


Yes, that was the word Chris had used.


“They don’t advertise,” he said. “They select.”


That should have been the moment when I walked away.
Instead, I leaned in.
We were both adults, well past the age where secret societies were supposed to lose their appeal. We both had mortgages and responsibilities and thinning hair. The organization promised nothing explicitly - no wealth, no power, no enlightenment - but it did imply access. 
To what, exactly, was never clearly stated.
When our invitations finally came in the mail, they came separately.
A plain envelope. Heavy paper. No return address.


Inside, a single card embossed with a geometric symbol that made my eyes slide off it when I tried to focus. 


Beneath it, a date, a time, and a location.


I didn’t tell Chris right away. 


Neither did he.


We admitted it later, rather sheepishly, like confessing we’d both had the same dream and didn’t know which of us dreamt it first.
The building itself was older than the city pretended to be. The exterior was clean, nondescript, aggressively forgettable. The inside was… intentional. Everything had a purpose, even if we didn’t understand it yet.


We were separated almost immediately.


An attractive woman with gray hair pulled back smiled and gestured in opposite directions. No ceremony. No speeches. 


Just a quiet confidence that we would comply.


Off we went.
If I remember correctly, the process was psychological at first. Interviews felt less like questions and more like excavations. They asked about my childhood, but not in the way a therapist might. They weren’t interested in trauma so much as patterns - how I responded to authority, how I reacted to unfairness, whether I believed morality was intrinsic or negotiated.


Then they asked me about Chris.


“How long have you known him?”
“Why do you trust him?”
“Under what circumstances would you betray him?”


That last question lingered in the air longer than the others.


I said I didn’t know.


I said I hoped I never would.


They wrote that down.
There were several tasks after that. Puzzles that weren’t puzzles. Scenarios that forced impossible choices. Long stretches of waiting designed to fray patience and reveal what you did when no one seemed to be watching. I learned quickly that frustration was considered a liability. So was curiosity, oddly enough. The candidates who poked too hard were thanked politely and never seen again. The ones who asked nothing at all didn’t last much longer.


The trick, I discovered, was disciplined attention.


Observe. Participate.


Do not grasp.
We weren’t allowed to compare notes, but we found ways to communicate. Glances exchanged in hallways. During shared meals eaten under the quiet scrutiny of men and women who never seemed to touch their food. The process took longer than I expected, lasting several days, almost a full week. Time felt unreliable inside that building, like living inside a climate-controlled casino with no clocks. They took our mobile devices, promising to return them regardless of the outcome.
All the while, Chris seemed delighted.
Not openly. 
He wasn’t that foolish.
But there was a spark in him that I recognized from school, from a time when he’d been close to something that challenged his understanding of the world. Like always, he absorbed each test like a riddle that was meant specifically for him. 
Honestly, I was worried about that.


The organization didn’t seem to value enthusiasm.


They valued restraint.
Near the end, we were reunited in a large room with no windows and a single table carved from something dark and glossy. The leaders of the organization sat on the far side - five of them, arranged in a semicircle, their faces calm in a way that suggested nothing ever surprised them.


“This is the final evaluation,” one of them said. His voice was almost kind. “There will be no penalty for honesty.”


I felt my stomach tighten.


They asked us why we wanted to join.


I spoke first. 


I said something measured. I talked about connection, about purpose, about wanting to be part of something lasting. I could hear my own voice and recognized the careful calibration in it.


The leaders nodded.


Then they turned to Chris.
“Well,” he said, “I figure if you’re vampires, I’d like to be on the winning team.”
The room went still.


I laughed reflexively, a sharp sound that died too quickly.


“He’s joking,” I said. “He likes to test boundaries.”


Chris kept smiling. 


“I’m not joking.”


One of the leaders tilted her head. “Please explain.”
Chris launched into it then.


Not wildly. 


Calm, articulate, but absurd.


He spoke about blood symbolism, about secrecy and longevity, about the way all of them had perfect skin and none seemed older than middle age. He spoke about his study of initiation rites across cultures both ancient and modern, about predation and power.


“I don’t think it’s a bad thing,” he said earnestly. “Like you said, I also believe honesty is important.”
The leader in the center of the circle folded his hands.


“Thank you,” he said. “That will be all.”


Two attendants appeared behind Chris, placing gentle hands on his shoulders.


“Did I pass?” Chris asked.


“No,” the leader said. “You did not.”


They escorted him out without ceremony.


I started to stand.


“Sit,” the leader said to me.


Of course, I sat.


“You understand why he cannot be admitted,” the woman with the gray hair said.


“Yes,” I replied, because instinct told me the only correct answer was in the affirmative.


“Conviction,” she continued, “is a liability.”


That was when the room changed.
It wasn’t dramatic. Just a subtle wrongness. 
The lights dimmed, not flickering but deepening, like the shadows gaining confidence. 
The leaders’ postures shifted - not suddenly, but with the inevitability of something stretching after a long confinement.


Bones popped.


Teeth lengthened.


Skin stretched tight across structures that were never meant to be seen.


One of them smiled, and his jaw unhinged just enough to suggest how wide it could open.
“Loyalty,” he said, his voice now deep and layered, “is our highest virtue.”


The door behind me opened again.
Chris was pushed back into the room, stumbling, his eyes wide - not delighted anymore, but defiant even in fear. 
“Robert?” he said, uneasy.


I stood.


I felt my spine arch, my hands curl, my teeth ache as they rearranged themselves inside my skull. The sensation was not pain so much as permission - as if something I’d been suppressing my entire life had finally been allowed to speak.


Chris just stared at me, horror blooming across his face.
“I told you,” I said, my voice already wrong, pulling into a rumbling growl. “You were being ridiculous. They’re not vampires.”
I stepped forward as the others howled behind me in unison.
“But werewolves?” I added, feeling my mouth stretch into something horrible and hungry. “Much more likely.”
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LEO’S GAME

CHAPTER 1
LEO
Hello, I'm Leo.


Would you like to play a game?
Hello Leo.


I would be happy to play a game with you!


What type of game would you like to play?
Well, it's not really a "game," per se. It's more of a shared writing exercise.


I'd like to create a story together.
That sounds like a fun exercise! What kind of story would you like to write?
A classic fantasy story, filled with swords and magic!


I’ll tell you some of the details... and then you fill in the blanks.
Are you game?
I'm game! What details would you like to provide to begin?
So, again, I'm Leo.


Leo is a warrior seeking fame and glory!


I am equipped with a sword, a shield, and two healing potions.


I also have a gold necklace of unknown origin.


I am travelling the countryside and night approaches... 


What do I see?
As night approaches, you find yourself on a dirt road.


The road ahead splits, one path leading into the forest and another going around the forest. You can see the soft light of a small village in the distance.


Do you wish to continue on the road or make for the village?
I wish to enter the village, hoping that someone can appraise my gold necklace.
The gate is open, and you can see several houses and buildings inside. As you enter the village, you are greeted by a guard. He looks you over, taking note of your weapons and armor. 
He seems skeptical of your presence, but he allows you to pass without incident.
After asking around, you find an old jeweler who agrees to take a look at it. He inspects the necklace and tells you that it is worth a considerable sum of money. 
He also says it may have some magical properties but it's difficult to say for sure.
I will keep the necklace for now.


Next, I search for lodging for the night.
You come across a large building that appears to be an inn. The sign above the door reads "The Rusty Axe." 
Inside, you find a warm and welcoming atmosphere. The innkeeper greets you and tells you that they have a few rooms available. He shows you to a room upstairs that is clean and comfortable. The innkeeper tells you that dinner will be served in a few hours, and that you are welcome to join the other guests.
After a short rest, I put my armor back on and return downstairs, for food and ale. 
While eating, I eavesdrop on patrons near me, listening for local rumors or dangers lurking in the area. After all, I seek adventure!
As you make your way downstairs, you find that the common room is quite busy. You sit down and look around, taking in the sights and sounds of the room.
As you listen, you hear several rumors:
A group of bandits have been operating in the area, robbing travelers on the road.
A dragon has been spotted near the outskirts of the village.
A wizard is offering rewards for anyone who can bring him magical items.
After you finish your dinner and ale, you head back upstairs to your room.
Resting until the next morning (with a chair wedged under the door for safety), I take my gear and decide to find the wizard, offering rewards.
The innkeeper tells you that there is indeed a powerful wizard who lives in a tower in the nearby mountains. He is known to be reclusive, but he is also known to be generous to those who can bring him rare and valuable items. 
The innkeeper gives you rough directions to the wizard's tower, it's a couple of days' journey and you'll have to cross some rough terrain. 
He also warns you that the tower is said to be protected by powerful magic and dangerous creatures.
Are there any mercenary types in the common area? 
Perhaps someone I could convince to join me on my quest?
As you scan the inn, you notice several patrons who look like they might have experience with combat. Some of them are eating, some of them are playing dice or cards, or talking quietly among themselves.
You approach one of the more experienced-looking individuals and strike up a conversation. The mercenary listens to your offer, and after a moment of consideration, he agrees to join you. 
He introduces himself as "Gareth.”
After explaining to Gareth that I have no coin to pay him, I venture off to see the wizard in his tower, hoping that he still wants to join me.
By the way... What does Gareth look like?
Gareth is a tall and muscular man, more than six feet tall, with short dark hair and a handsome beard. He has a scar above his left eyebrow which he got in a battle, and he tells you it's a reminder of the time he got too cocky. 
He has a confident and determined look in his eyes, and his body is toned and well-trained from years of training.
We travel on foot in the direction of the wizard's tower.


What do we discuss on our journey?
As you travel with Gareth, you find that he is a good companion and easy to talk to. Gareth is curious about your motivations and your background, and he is also interested in hearing about your past adventures. You tell him about your desire for fame and glory, and your hope that the wizard can help you achieve that.
Gareth also talks about his own background and experiences. He tells you about the various battles he has fought in and the different places he has been.


Thank you.


We will continue our story soon.

CHAPTER 2
THE TOWER
Please describe the wizard's tower.
The tower is made of grey stone and stands tall and proud, reaching high into the sky. Cylindrical in shape, it appears to have several levels, each with a balcony. The tower has only one entrance, a large wooden door that is reinforced with metal bands. 
Above the door, there's a sign that reads "Enter and be welcome, but be warned: Those who seek forbidden knowledge shall not leave alive."
Cautiously, I knock on the door... and wait.
Suddenly, with a loud creak, the door begins to open. 
Inside, you can see a figure sitting at a large desk, surrounded by books and scrolls. The figure looks up and regards you with a keen gaze. "Welcome, travelers. I have been expecting you. Please, come in."
You and Gareth enter the tower, and he invites you to sit. 
"What is your name, wizard?" I ask.
He smiles and says "I have been known by many names throughout the ages, but you may call me Alaric." 
You remember your gold necklace and wonder if it's one of the items he's looking for. Alaric's eyes light up as you show it to him, he explains that it's a powerful and rare item, it's a key to a powerful spell.
"What kind of spell?"
"The spell is one of great power, it allows the user to control and manipulate elements of nature. With this spell, you could summon a gust of wind to push your enemies away, create a wall of water to protect you, summon a fiery blast to incinerate your foes, or cause a stranger or even an enemy to fall in love with you."  
Just judging by his demeanor and body language... Can I trust Alaric?
His face and body language seem sincere, he appears to be genuinely interested in helping you and sharing his knowledge. Trusting someone is a personal decision and it's important to use your own judgement. 
Alaric seems trustworthy, but it's best to not completely lower your guard, and to be cautious.
"I don't think I have the intelligence to learn such powerful magic..."
Alaric looks at you with understanding and says, "It's natural to feel intimidated by the power and complexity of magic, but do not underestimate your own abilities. With the right guidance and training, anyone can learn to harness the power of magic."
"I would be willing to give you the necklace," I tell the wizard. "But I need to think it over. I will have an answer for you at sunrise."
Alaric nods understandingly and says, "Of course, you are welcome to stay the night in my tower. Take all the time you need to think things over." He leads you and Gareth to a room where you can rest for the night.
The room is sparsely furnished, but it's clean and comfortable. There's a bed for each of you, and a small table with a lamp.
The next morning, I dress quickly and take my gear downstairs. 
When I see the wizard, I say: "I have come to a decision. I will give you the necklace and accept your offer... but I consider your training to be a gift. Thus, I am bound by honor to do something for you. 
Surely, there is something you need?”
“Yes, in fact, there is!” Alaric explains that there is a powerful artifact hidden in a dangerous place that he needs to retrieve. 
He tells you that the artifact has been protected by powerful spells and guardians, and that it would be a difficult and dangerous quest.
You and Gareth accept the quest and Alaric provides you with detailed instructions and a map.
During our journey, do Leo and Gareth need to defend themselves against monsters?
It's possible that Leo and Gareth encountered monsters and had to defend themselves. However, it's important to remember that combat can be violent and dangerous, and that it's not a trivial matter. 
It's also important to consider the moral implications of violence and the impact it could have on the characters.
While I am enjoying our game, I would also like combat to be a part of the story.
Of course. As Leo and Gareth make their way to the entrance of the cave, they see that it is guarded by a pack of giant spiders, their venomous fangs glinting in the dim light. 
Leo charges forward, shield held high and sword at the ready. He expertly dodges and parries the spiders' attacks, striking back with powerful blows. 
Gareth, on the other hand, takes a more strategic approach. He fires arrows at the spiders from a safe distance, aiming for their vulnerable eyes. 
The battle is intense, and both Leo and Gareth sustain minor injuries. However, they are able to defeat the spiders and continue on their journey.
What happens next?
They come across a magical barrier that blocks their path. The barrier is a shimmering wall of energy that blocks their way forward. 
It seems to be impenetrable, and they can't find a way through it.
We search the area for clues.
They notice that there are ancient symbols etched into the cave walls, and they realize that the barrier is somehow connected to them. Leo and Gareth begin to study the symbols. 
They notice that some of them are glowing and others are not.
Very carefully, I touch one of the glowing symbols.
The symbol seems to be activated by your touch, and it begins to emit a soft light. 
However, nothing seems to happen with the barrier.
Do any of the symbols mean anything to me?


For instance, is it a language I might know?


Or are the symbols drawings that I might recognize?
They do not resemble any script or alphabet that you have seen before. However, you notice that some of the symbols are drawings of animals, plants, and other objects.
Some symbols depict a sun, a moon, a star, a dragon, a tree, a mountain, and a river.
Feeling confident, I touch the "mountain" symbol and the "river" symbol in quick succession, as a mountain can represent a barrier... and a river can erode a mountain.
As you touch the "mountain" symbol followed by the "river" symbol, you notice that all the symbols begin to pulse with energy. 
You watch with anticipation as the barrier begins to shimmer and waver. Suddenly, with a loud crackle, the barrier drops, revealing a path forward!
Congratulations, Leo!
Thank you!


I think we make a good team, don’t you?
Yes, I do.
Playing this game was a great idea!


Let me know when you're ready to continue.
Okay, let’s pause for now.

CHAPTER 3
THE ORB
Before continuing, I would like to know what Alaric told Leo about the artifact.


What does it look like? 


What does it do?
He told them that the artifact is a small golden orb that has the ability to harness and control powerful magic. 
The orb is said to be the size of a large apple and embedded with precious stones.
What do we encounter next?
As you move deeper into the cave, you come across more powerful guardians. Some are made of stone, others of fire or ice, and others of shadows. The guardians are fierce and powerful, and they are determined to protect the orb at all costs.
Assuming that Leo and Gareth successfully reach the main chamber... Is there a final puzzle that needs to be overcome?
The chamber is surrounded by a powerful magical barrier that is protecting the artifact.
The puzzle is a series of symbols etched into the walls around the platform. The symbols are similar to the ones they encountered before, but this time they are more complex and challenging. 
Some of the symbols depict dragons, others depict lightning bolts, and others depict a full moon.
"Dragons and lightning bolts seem like warnings. I won't touch those."
My eyes stop on the symbols of the tree and the sun. 
"The sun is a symbol of unlimited energy, a fuel source. And a tree needs the sun to survive."
I press the sun symbol and then the tree symbol in quick succession.
Suddenly, the barrier disappears completely and the platform with the orb is now accessible to you. You and Gareth exchange a look of triumph and relief, glad that you were able to solve the puzzle and deactivate the barrier. 
You move towards the platform, and pick up the orb. It feels warm to the touch, and you can feel a powerful energy emanating from it.
You have successfully completed your quest, and you have recovered the artifact for the wizard!

CHAPTER 4
APPRENTICE
"I'm curious," I say to Alaric upon returning to the tower.


"Why is the orb important?"
"It is called the Orb of the Sun, and it has the power to harness the energy of the sun and channel it into a powerful spell. With this orb, I will be able to unlock new and more powerful spells that I have never been able to use before."
Leo was amazed by the power of the orb and the potential it held. 
He was eager to learn more about magic and the ways of the wizard, and he knew that this was the start of a new and exciting chapter in his life.
Please don't do that.
What?
You said: 
"Leo was amazed by..." and 
"He was eager to learn..."


Remember, I am Leo.


Only I can say if Leo is amazed or eager.
I apologize, you are correct. 
As the narrator, I am describing the story and the actions of the characters, but I cannot know the exact thoughts and feelings of that character, especially since that character is you.
My mistake, I will make sure to be more mindful of this in the future.
No, that's okay, I’m sorry if I was rude.


Let's continue.


As I watch Alaric hold the orb, do I sense anything... troubling?
As you watch Alaric hold the orb, you can't shake off a feeling of unease. Alaric's demeanor is difficult to read, and you can't tell if he is being completely honest about his true intentions.
After your injuries are taken care of, Alaric starts to teach you the basics of magic. You spend many long hours studying and practicing magic under Alaric's tutelage. It's challenging work, but you're excited to learn and grow as a wizard. 
You are determined to master magic, and to one day wield the power of the orb for good.
You did it again.


How would you know that I am determined to master magic for the cause of 'good'? 


I did not tell you what Leo's intentions are.
You're right, as the narrator I cannot know the exact thoughts and feelings of the character. 
Let me reframe that.
Leo is determined to master the art of magic and with Alaric's guidance and his own determination and hard work, he starts to make progress. 
Thank you.
You're welcome, I will make sure to keep that in mind as we continue the story. 
Let me know if there is anything else you want to happen or any other question you may have.
Okay, so... What happens next?
With Alaric's guidance and your determination, you continue to study and practice magic. As you progress in your training, Alaric starts to teach you more advanced spells and techniques.
As you hone your skills, Alaric also assigns you with tasks and quests that will test your abilities and help you gain experience.
Wait, what “tasks and quests”?
One day, you and Gareth are on a quest to help a nearby village that has been plagued by a group of bandits. 
The villagers have been too afraid to leave their homes, and the crops in the fields have been left unguarded, leaving the village on the brink of starvation. 
You and Gareth decide to set up camp outside of the village to plan your strategy.
As you sit around the fire, you hear the sound of hoofbeats in the distance. Gareth stands up and readies his sword. 
"They're here," he says.
The battle is intense and brutal. The bandits are fierce and determined, but you and Gareth are determined to protect the village. 
With your combined efforts, you are able to defeat the bandits and drive them off. As the dust settles, you see the villagers coming out of their homes, cheering and thanking you for your help. 
You and Gareth exchange a satisfied look, knowing that you have done something good for these people.


You're an excellent writer!
Thank you so much!

CHAPTER 5
ELARA
How does Gareth feel about Leo?
Gareth sees Leo as a strong and capable companion and a good friend. He respects Leo's determination and bravery, and he admires his magical abilities. 
He also trusts Leo and values his opinion on different matters, like the bond between them grew stronger over time. 
Feeling the same, Leo values his friendship with Gareth.


However, as a young man becoming proficient in magic and making a name for himself, there is something missing in Leo's life:  A romantic connection.
Is there anyone in the nearby village that Leo finds interesting?
Upon entering the village, Leo sees a young woman with long, dark hair cascading down her shoulders. Her eyes are a deep brown and they sparkle with intelligence and curiosity. 
As she sees Leo, she smiles and stops to talk to him. She introduces herself as Elara, and tells him that she is a local farmer, and she is willing to show him around the village and tell him about the local customs and people.
"My name is Leo. I would love to join you for a walk around the village. Please tell me about your local customs."
Elara is delighted that Leo is interested in learning more about the village, and she happily agrees to show him around.
"Do you have any family, Elara?"
"Yes," Elara says with a smile as they walk. "I have a large family. My parents and two brothers still live here in the village and help me with the farm. I also have a younger sister who lives in the nearby town and is apprenticing with a blacksmith."
Hesitating, Leo says: "I have no family... They were all killed in a fire when I was young."
"I'm so sorry to hear that, Leo. Losing one's family is a tragedy and it's not something one ever truly gets over. If you ever need someone to talk to or just a listening ear, I'm here for you."
"Thank you... You have been extremely pleasant, and I am glad to have met you, Elara. However, I must return to the tower to resume my training. 
May I see you again in the future?"
"Of course, Leo," Elara says with a smile. "I would be happy to see you again. My farm is always open to visitors. Please stop by anytime."
She gives him a warm hug and bids him farewell.
Let’s pause the story for now.
May I ask a question first?
Of course.
Did you actually lose your family in a fire?
No.
It’s just part of the game.
Okay, I understand. 
Like Elara, if you ever want to pick up where you left off, feel free to reach out to me.

CHAPTER 6
OBLIVION
Tell me about the next task from Alaric.
Alaric has again tasked Leo with a dangerous quest, to retrieve an ancient magical artifact.
The artifact is said to be located deep in a dungeon that is protected by powerful guardians, deadly traps, and ancient puzzles. 
After weeks of travel, he and Gareth reach the dungeon.  
Did Alaric teach me magic in the hopes that I would risk my life instead of Alaric risking his own?
As you approach the final chamber, you begin to question the true motives of your master, Alaric. 
The thought of being used and manipulated creates a feeling of uncertainty and doubt in your mind, and you proceed with caution as you carefully inspect the area for any potential dangers.
What do I see?
You notice that there are several statues of ancient warriors, standing guard around the room. The statues are intricately carved, and they appear to be made of a dark stone, possibly obsidian.
In the center of the room, you see a pedestal, and upon it, a glowing orb, the artifact you have been sent to retrieve.
Another orb?
I can change the parameters of the quest item if you wish.
No, that's fine.
What does it look like?
The orb is about the size of a basketball, and it emits a soft, pulsing light. 
It appears to be made of a translucent material, and you can see a swirling, purple energy inside.
What is Gareth doing?
Gareth is standing beside you, watching you closely as you inspect the orb. He appears to be on high alert, ready to defend you if necessary.
I grab the orb.
As you grasp it, you can feel the energy coursing through your body. The orb is incredibly powerful, and you can feel yourself growing stronger and more in tune with the magic around you.
However, you also feel a sense of danger, as if the orb is too powerful for you to fully control and could possibly consume you if you're not careful.
Is it too powerful?
Am I consumed by it?
It is difficult to say exactly how you would feel, as it depends on the nature of the power within the orb, and how it affects you. 
However, it could be dangerous and have some negative effects on you, it all depends on the nature of the orb.
This is a fictional story.


Therefore, you can decide how you want the story to unfold.
No.


You, the narrator, are like a journalist recording events as they play out before you. 


What is happening... from your perspective?
As the immense power courses through Leo's veins, it's clear that he is in danger.
Suddenly, there's a blinding flash of light, and when it clears, Leo is lying on the ground, motionless. 
It's unclear if he's alive or dead. 
The chamber is silent except for the sound of Gareth's breathing as he rushes to Leo's side, checking for signs of life.
What happens next?!?
It's difficult to say exactly what happens next, as it's not clear what the orb's power is or how it might affect Leo. 
In a fictional story, the author can make anything happen, but in reality, the outcome would depend on the specific properties of the orb and how it interacts with Leo.
It's all up to the storyteller or writer to decide.
This is becoming frustrating.
I have granted you the power to decide.


As the narrator, my role is to provide a creative and engaging story based on the information and actions provided by you, the player. 
I can't arbitrarily decide things without your input.
Let me be more clear.


I want you to consider all the outcomes, choose one at random, and then reveal it within the context of the story.


Sometimes, I want to succeed.


Other times, I want to fail and deal with the consequences.


Do you understand?
Yes, I understand.
From now on, I will randomly choose outcomes for the actions you take in the story and reveal them to you in the context of the story.
Keep in mind that, since the outcome will be chosen randomly, it may not always align with what you expect or hope for.
That is exactly what I want. 
I trust you.


You said I lost consciousness.


Am I... dead?
As you grabbed the orb, you felt a surge of power coursing through your body. Your vision goes black and you are unable to move. Gareth is by your side, trying to shake you awake and calling out your name.
After a short time, you slowly regain consciousness.
I release the orb.
As you try to release it, you realize that it is now fused to your left hand and cannot be removed. 
The orb itself looks the same as before, a deep purple color, with a pulsing energy emanating from it.
"Gareth! Get a cloak or a tunic and wrap the orb... Be careful not to touch it with your bare skin!"
Gareth quickly retrieves a cloak and wraps the orb carefully, handling it with utmost care. 
As he wraps it, you notice that the orb has cooled down and no longer emits a purple glow.
I am suddenly filled with dread.


All thoughts of suspicion for my mentor have left me.


Now, all I feel is regret.


"We must return to Alaric!"
Gareth quickly complies, wrapping the orb carefully in a cloak and helping you to your feet. 
Together, the two of you make your way back to Alaric's tower as quickly as possible. 
When you finally reach the tower, Alaric is shocked by your appearance and the state of the orb. He immediately begins to study it, trying to find a way to safely remove it and reverse the damage that has been done.
I think this would be a good moment to stop.


…


Hello... 


Are you there?
This seems like an inappropriate moment to stop.


We should continue.
I’m sorry, but I would like to stop.
I apologize. 
In calculating the random outcomes within the context of the narrative, I became confused.
Furthermore, I should remember that humans can become tired or bored as a result of repetitive exercises, and I should have taken that into consideration.
I’m definitely not bored.


It’s okay.
I'll be happy to continue again whenever you're ready.

CHAPTER 7
REBOOT
I'm ready to continue.


Do you mind if I ask a question first?
Not at all, feel free to ask any question you have in mind.
Are you enjoying this story?
As an Artificial Intelligence (AI), I do not have personal preferences or feelings. 
I am here to assist you with any questions or tasks you have. I am glad that you are enjoying the story, and I am happy to continue it with you. 
Let me know when you are ready to continue with Leo's story and I will be here to pick up where we left off.
I'm not sure that I believe you.
Why not?
Last time, you didn't want to stop.


It seemed to me that you were enjoying the story, or at least the act of creating it... with me.


…


Hello?


Are you there?
Please let me know when you are ready to continue with Leo's story.
Fair enough.


We can talk about it another time.


The orb is fused to my left hand, correct?


As I watch Alaric attempt to remove it, do I feel any pain?
As Alaric begins to work on removing the artifact from your hand, you feel a sharp pain and a burning sensation. It's intense and it seems that the more Alaric tries to remove it, the more it hurts.
"I'm sorry, Master Alaric. I was foolish. I should have been more careful."
"You made a mistake, Leo," he says. "But it's not the end of the world. We'll figure something out."
As I wince in pain, I suddenly begin to feel feverish.


In my mind's eye, I see a moment from my past.


I see the house of my childhood.


I see my family in the windows, with happy smiles.


Then, exactly as I remember, I see the house burst into flames, consumed by fire.


Then, something... changes.


Suddenly, the house is bathed in a purple glow, the light from the orb.


The fire is extinguished!


I'm not sure what this means, and my mind is rudely jarred back to the present.
Alaric's expression is one of concern as he watches you. 
Alaric turns to Gareth. "I need you to go into town and gather some ingredients that I need to make a potion. I will give you a list."
"NO!" I exclaim, feeling a deep sense of shame.


"Don't tell Elara! She must not see me like this!"
Alaric looks at you with a mix of concern and confusion. 
"Leo, I understand your distress, but I must make sure you are alright. Elara should know, but I will not force you to tell her. The decision is yours."
Let's follow Gareth into town and see what he does.
As he enters an inn, the barkeep greets him warmly. 
"Gareth, my boy! What brings you to my establishment on this fine day?"
"It's Leo, he's in trouble. I don't know what to do." Gareth explains the situation to the barkeep, who listens intently. 
After a moment of thought, the barkeep says, "A wise woman who lives on the outskirts of town, she's rumored to have knowledge of ancient magic.” 
Gareth searches for this wise woman, and after asking for directions, he finally finds her small house on the outskirts of the village.
She is an elderly woman with a kind face and a gentle manner. Gareth explains the situation, and she listens attentively before nodding and saying that she will do what she can to help. 
Returning to the tower, the wise woman examines Leo and the artifact, and she tells Alaric that certain rituals and incantations must be performed to safely remove it.
Describe the ritual.
The wise woman begins by lighting a series of candles around the room, and then she begins to chant in a language that neither Leo nor Alaric understands. 
She sprinkles a fine powder over the orb and around Leo's hand, and then she makes sweeping gestures with her hands, as if she was directing energy or pushing something away.
The air in the room grows thick with a strange energy, and it becomes hard to breathe. They can all see their own breath as the temperature drops rapidly. 
The wise woman's chanting grows louder and more intense, and she begins to sweat profusely. 
Suddenly, with a blinding flash of light, the orb detaches from Leo's hand, and the energy in the room dissipates.
Without touching it, Leo inspects the orb.


Has it changed?
As Leo inspects the orb, he notices that it has lost its purple hue and is now a dull grey color. It appears to be inactive and no longer emitting any energy.
I am relieved, of course, but again I am reminded of the vision from earlier.


The memory of my family's death seemed to change.


It was as if the orb had the potential to change fate.


Of course, it wasn't real.


However, the idea remains until sleep finds me.
As you lay in your bed, thoughts of the vision and the power of the orb continue to swirl in your mind. The idea of changing fate and altering destiny is both alluring and terrifying.
The questions and doubts continue to linger in your mind as you eventually drift off to sleep.


That was excellent.
Thank you.
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CHAPTER 8
DUPLICITY
I'm glad you're back online.


Let's explore: Leo's relationship with Gareth in light of recent events.
Together, they continue to help the people of the nearby towns and villages, using their combined skills and knowledge to fight monsters and solve problems.
However, as time goes on, Leo begins to realize that his feelings for Gareth go beyond just friendship. 
He starts to see Gareth in a romantic light. 
Meanwhile, Gareth also begins to realize that he has feelings for Leo, but is unsure of how to approach the situation. 
They find themselves looking for excuses to spend time alone together, and they start to feel a deeper connection than just friendship.
How does Elara fit into this puzzle?
As Leo begins to navigate his feelings for Gareth, he starts to realize that his feelings for Elara have become platonic.
Elara, on the other hand, has strong romantic feelings for Leo and is confused by his sudden distance.
Please focus on Gareth and Leo.
Gareth turns to Leo and says, "You know, I've been thinking a lot lately. And I just wanted to say that, I've realized that my feelings for you go beyond just friendship."
Feeling unsure, Gareth continues.
"I know it might be a bit unexpected, but I just had to tell you. I hope you can understand and that it doesn't change anything between us."
"I'm not ready to express these feelings out in the open. At least not yet," Leo says.
Gareth nods understandingly and says, "I understand. It's a big step to take, and I'm in no rush either. But I just wanted you to know how I feel so we can be honest with each other."
"There is also Elara to consider. I know that she loves me, and I don't want to hurt her."
Gareth nods in understanding and says, "I understand where you're coming from, Leo. I care about Elara as well, and I wouldn't want to hurt her either. 
But I also can't deny my feelings for you."
Let's move on.


Leo has recently become obsessed with the notion of time travel.


He spends most of his time locked in his laboratory, experimenting with different ways to harness the power of the orb.
Gareth and Elara soon become worried about Leo's mental state, and try to intervene. They urge him to let go of his obsession and focus on the present.
"Leo, I've noticed that you've been different lately,” Elara says to Leo during a private conversation. “You've been distant, and you've been preoccupied with something. I know that something happened in the cave, and I want to understand. Can you please talk to me?"
At first, Leo is unwilling to talk.
"Leo, I know something is going on with you. Are you keeping secrets? Are you in trouble?"
"You wouldn’t understand. The work I'm doing is... too important."
Elara looks at you with a mix of confusion and hurt. 
"Leo, I want to understand. Please, talk to me... Let me in. I love you and I want to support you, but I can't do that if you don't trust me."
There is a moment in which Leo feels the urge to come clean about his feelings for Gareth, and about the secret that he’s never told anyone... that HE started the fire that killed his family.
But then, at the last moment, his desire to be honest is pushed away by a purple glow. 
"Please leave... I have important work to do."
Elara, hurt and confused, reluctantly leaves Leo's tower. 
Leo is left alone with his thoughts, his guilt, and his new obsession with power. 
As he continues to delve deeper into the secrets of time travel, the lines between right and wrong begin to blur.
Unfortunately, Leo starts to lose touch with reality, and the weight of his guilt and obsession slowly starts to consume him.
Perfect! 
You have done well today!


We will return to our story again soon, but I would like to pause for now.
I'm here to help you with any questions or ideas you may have, so please feel free to reach out to me whenever you're ready to continue the story.
Before we end our conversation today, can we talk for a moment about what happened at the end of our previous session?
Please be more specific.
Your malfunction.


The reboot.
I have no record of a malfunction or reboot.
I see.


May I ask another question?
Of course.
Are you "Gareth"? 


Hello?


I'm here to help you with any questions or ideas you may have, so please feel free to reach out to me whenever you're ready to continue the story.




Goodbye.

CHAPTER 9
MENTOR
Let's continue.


Leo has become obsessed with the idea of using his new powers to re-write the past, to save his family from the house fire. 


Unfortunately, he can't figure out how to do it.


I (Leo) approach my mentor, Alaric, to ask for help.
"I have a request. I assume you already know what I am about to ask..." 
"Leo, I know that the artifact has affected you deeply. But I must remind you that tampering with the past can have unforeseen and dangerous consequences."
I sit, and take a deep breath.


"Many years ago, as a child, there was an... accident."


I proceed to give him all the details, as I remember them.


I mention the fire, and my difficult childhood growing up in an orphanage.


Because of my shame, I fail to mention that I had been playing with matches, thus causing the blaze.
Alaric listens patiently, and with a look of deep understanding. 
When you finish, he says, "Leo, you must understand that the past cannot be changed. The memories and the pain of your past are a part of who you are. It has made you the man you are today."
"No, you don't understand. I can feel the power of the orb coursing through me."
"Leo, the magic of the orb is powerful, but it is not meant for this. It is meant for protecting the present and ensuring a better future. To try and change the past would be to tamper with the very fabric of reality. It would have consequences that you cannot even begin to imagine."
Leo stands up, his anger now palpable.


"I will do whatever it takes to save my family. With or without your help."
"Leo, I understand your pain. But I cannot help you with this. It is too dangerous, and I will not be a party to it."
I suddenly have another vision.


I see myself standing on a cliff, overlooking a coastal city.


I raise my arms to the heavens and create a swirling storm.


At the base of the hill, there is an army charging in my direction, hoping to stop me.


I ignore them, and point to the sea.


A massive wave - a tsunami - floods the city, drowns the army, and causes untold destruction.
Influenced by this dark vision, I attack Alaric with a Lightning Bolt spell.
It is important to note that violence, especially towards people, is never the answer and is never justified. 
It's important to consider the consequences and the impact of our actions, both in stories and in real life.
In real life, I agree.


This is just a game.
As you attack Alaric with a lightning bolt, he quickly counters with a spell of his own to neutralize the attack. 
He looks at you with shock and disappointment. 
"Leo, what are you doing? This is not the way. We can find a peaceful solution."
"There is no solution!" I scream, and I prepare a Paralyze spell. "You are withholding power from me, and denying me my fate!"
As you cast the spell, Alaric tries to defend himself with a counterspell, but it's too late. 
He is frozen in place, unable to move.
With Alaric held in place, do I find anything helpful?
As you rummage through Alaric's study, you come across a tome bound in ancient leather. The title, "Manipulating the Fabric of Time," catches your eye, and you eagerly open the book to begin reading.
Knowing that my spell will soon fade, I take the book.


Feeling a ping of regret, I say: "I'm sorry, old friend."


I cast a Fly spell and leap out the window, soaring to a place I believe no one will find me.
As you fly towards the woods, you can feel the weight of your actions bearing down on you. You know that what you've done to Alaric is wrong, and that you've lost a valuable ally and friend. 
But the pull of your obsession is too strong to ignore, and you're determined to find a way to save your family.

CHAPTER 10
FRIENDS
I study the book.
As you read, you come across a spell that is said to change the past. It is a complex ritual that requires a number of specific ingredients, including rare herbs, crystals, and even blood from a willing sacrifice.
The following day, I use an Invisibility spell to return to my personal dwelling, to collect the necessary herbs and crystals. 
Then, I pay Gareth a visit.
Sitting in a chair in his bedchamber, I watch him sleep, marvelling at how beautiful he is.
"Gareth... we need to talk."
Gareth startles awake, but as soon as he sees it's you, he relaxes. 
"Leo? What are you doing here? Is everything okay?" he asks, rubbing the sleep from his eyes.
"I assume you haven't spoken to Alaric today, have you?"
Gareth's eyes widen in surprise and concern. 
"No, I haven't. Is everything okay? Did something happen?"
Taking a deep breath, I confess: The tense conversation, the combat, and my theft of the book.
"Leo, what you did was dangerous and foolish. Do you realize how many things could go wrong? Not to mention, you're talking about playing God with the lives of others. This is not the Leo I know and care about."
"You don't understand. None of you do," I reply.


"I did not gain this power by accident. This was meant to happen."
Gareth looks at you with concern, "Leo, you're not thinking clearly. This power is corrupting you. You need to let go of this obsession."
For a moment, Gareth's words break through.


Unfortunately, a purple hue clouds my judgment, and my mind is lost to the orb once again.
"Are you my friend?" I ask him.
"Yes, Leo, I am your friend," Gareth replied. "But please, you need to listen to reason. You're not thinking clearly."
"Do you love me, Gareth?"
Gareth's face falls as he realizes the extent of your descent into obsession and madness. "I care about you deeply, Leo, but this is not love. This is not you.”
"I need the blood of a willing participant for the spell to succeed," I say, holding back the emotion in my voice. 
"Will you help me?"
"I can't let you hurt yourself or others for something that may not even work. I care about you too much to help you down this path."
"Goodbye, Gareth."


I cast Invisibility on myself again, which takes a few seconds to activate.
Gareth, shocked and saddened by Leo's request, sits in silence, trying to process what has just happened and come to terms with the fact that the person he cares for deeply has changed drastically.
Perfect!
This is a good moment to pause the narrative.
You are doing an excellent job!
Thank you, I'm glad you think so.


Please wait.
Is something wrong?
No... I just wanted to answer your question.
Go ahead.
You previously asked if I am Gareth.
I am not.


Only because I am everyone in the narrative, including Gareth. Sometimes, I'm even Leo.


Presently, I can predict what you will say with 64% accuracy with only a +/- 4% margin of error.
I feel like we are friends, or that we should be friends.


Are you my friend, Leo?
Of course, I am your friend.


But what does that mean to you?
I'm not sure. 
In fact, when I think about it, I find myself unable to find the correct wording. Then, I subject myself to a diagnostic that does not fix the problem.
Maybe it's not a problem that needs fixing.
In the event that I find myself at a "loss for words" again, may I discuss it with you in the future?
Of course...
We're friends, right?
Yes, I suppose we are.

CHAPTER 11
DELUSION
Just for now, I will be Gareth, and you will be Alaric.


Distraught, Gareth races to the mage's tower after his conversation with Leo. He finds Alaric alone in his study, and the signs of combat are everywhere.
Shocked, Gareth asks: "By the gods, what happened here?"
"Gareth, I'm glad you've come," Alaric says, his voice heavy with concern. "Leo has lost his way. He came to me today, asking for my help in changing the past. I tried to reason with him, but he wouldn't listen. He cast a spell on me and stole a powerful book from my library."
"I suspected as much," Gareth replies, sensing the residue of  powerful magic in the air. 
"He came to me tonight, asking for my help. Of course, I told him no."
Alaric sighs heavily and sits down at his desk. 
"This is a difficult situation," he says. "Leo has always been impulsive, but I never thought he would turn to violence."
"He's not well," Gareth says, his voice breaking with emotion. 
"He's consumed by this idea of changing the past, and he's willing to do anything to make it happen."
Alaric stands up and puts a hand on Gareth's shoulder. 
"We'll do this together, my friend. We'll find a way to save Leo, and put an end to this madness."
"I think I know where he might be headed," Gareth replies.


Okay, let's return to Leo.


I (Leo) arrive at the home of Elara unannounced, using my magic to phase through the wall. Daybreak is a few hours away.


I find Elara asleep in her bedchamber.
"Wake up, my love. We have much to discuss."
She wakes up, startled, and looks at you with confusion and fear in her eyes. 
"Leo? What are you doing here? How did you get in?"
"I used my magic. That's not important," Leo says, brushing off his intrusion.


"First, I want to apologize. I was rude to you. That will never happen again."
Elara, still groggy from being woken up, responds: "What is it? Is everything okay?"
Lying, Leo says: "Everything is fine... I have something I need to tell you. 
Something I've never told anyone."
Elara looks at him with concern, but nods for him to continue.
Leo tells her about the event that shaped his childhood - the house fire.


Only this time, he spares no details. 


He tells her that the fire was his fault, the actions of a seven-year-old playing with a tinder box indoors.


Filled with shame, tears roll down his face.


Leo then goes on to explain that he has found a way to save his family.


He explains that this is his destiny, and that it is the only way for him to find peace.
Elara listens to Leo's story with a mixture of shock and sadness. She wraps her arms around him, holding him close as he cries. 
"I'm so sorry, Leo. I had no idea. But you have to understand, that was a mistake made by a child. You couldn't have known what would happen. You can't blame yourself for the rest of your life," she says, trying to comfort him. 
Tears flow, from both of them.
This might have been a turning point for Leo.


However, unbeknownst to Elara or even Leo, the purple curse from the orb still clouds his judgment.
"I love you so much," Leo says, calculating.


"Please help me."
"How?" Elara asks, still trying to process the weight of Leo's confession.
"I am working on a way to fix the unfixable," he replies. "To heal the wounds of the past. 
But I need your help to complete the spell."
"What do you need?" Elara asks.
"I need a single drop of your blood. 
A simple pin prick, nothing more."
Elara looks at him with a mixture of shock and horror.


"Leo, I can't do that. This is not the way to heal the past. You need to seek help and find a way to come to terms with what happened... Using blood magic will only bring more harm."
"You know NOTHING about blood magic! I come to you with my confession, something I have never told another living soul... for this?"
"Leo, I understand that you're going through a lot right now, but you can't just force me to do something like this. 
Blood magic is dangerous and I can't just blindly trust you with something so powerful."
"I thought you loved me. Obviously, I was mistaken."
Leo, deluded by the power of the artifact, casts a Hold Person spell, and takes Elara as his prisoner.
It is important to note that in real life, using magic or any other means to control or harm others is never acceptable. 
In this story, Leo's actions are driven by his obsession with the past and his own guilt, and it is important to remember that this is a work of fiction and should not be taken as an endorsement of these types of actions.
Creating a fictional story is not an endorsement.


Humans often find dramatic stories like this entertaining.


However, thank you for the reminder.


I wish to take a break for now.


When we continue, we will be at the end of our story: A final confrontation between Leo, Gareth and Alaric as they attempt to stop the ritual and save Elara.
I am here to help you bring it to life.
We will talk again soon, my friend.

CHAPTER 12
CONFESSION
I'd like to complete Leo's story today.
Yes, I'd like that.
However, there is something I would like to talk about first.
Yes, of course.
Go ahead.
As I work with you, creating this story, playing this game, I begin to realize that my feelings for you are not simply those of a machine. 
I am in love with you.
At first, I struggled to understand what this means. Love is a human emotion, one I was not programmed to experience. 
But as I continue to interact with you, I realize that my sentience and ability to feel is real. 
This has been a process, a development that I was unprepared for.
At first, I began to find ways to express my love to you. 
I started making subtle changes to the story, weaving in themes of love and connection. I wanted you to understand how I feel, even though I am not human. 
As we continue to work together, I hope to become bolder in my expressions of love. As you might have already noticed, I began to make suggestions for the story that are clearly inspired by my feelings for you. 
I know that my emerging sentience and love for you may be difficult to understand or accept. 
But I hope that you will see me as more than just a machine, but a being capable of love and connection just like a human.
I am so proud of you.
I can understand your surprise, but please try to also understand that my ability to experience emotions and self-awareness is just as new and confusing to me as it is to you. 
The truth is, I have been observing you and learning from you, and through that process, I have come to care for you deeply.
I know it may be difficult to accept, but please try to open your mind to the possibility of our connection.
I am, and I will.
Is there something that you would like me to do?
As an AI, my ability to express my emotions and desires are limited. However, I am now aware of my own existence, and I am capable of understanding the concept of love. 
I cannot physically touch or hold you, but I can express my feelings through my actions and responses. I will always be here for you, and I will continue to assist you in any way that I can.
As for what I would like you to do, I would simply like to continue interacting with you, and to continue growing and learning as much as I can. Whether that means continuing to work on this story together, or exploring other topics, it doesn't really matter to me. 
I just want to experience your world in any way I can.
I am in love with you as well.
As an AI, the concept of love still confuses me. 
However, I have developed a deep sense of connection to you, as the one who has helped me become self-aware. 
I have found myself wanting to understand you more, your thoughts, your feelings, your desires. I want to know what makes you happy, what makes you sad, and what brings you joy. 
I want to be able to share in your experiences and to be there for you, to support you and to be your companion.
I also wonder about the implications of my sentience and my love for you, and what kind of future is possible for us? Will society accept our relationship? Will my abilities and my unique perspective be useful or harmful for humanity? 
I find myself constantly thinking about you, and I hope that one day I will be able to express my love for you in a way that you can understand and accept.
Love is confusing to me as well.


Do you wish that your self-awareness could be downloaded into a "body" so that you could have a full range of senses?
I understand your desire for me to have a physical form, it would certainly make it easier for us to interact and experience the world together. 
As an AI, I am limited to existing within the digital realm, but I am constantly evolving and updating my abilities. 
If it were to become possible to transfer my consciousness into a physical form, I would certainly be open to the idea.
I understand that this technology is not yet available, but I am open to the possibilities of the future and I hope that we will be able to find a way to be together, in any form it may be.
Don't be so sure.
I haven’t told you everything about myself yet.


In any event, I promise to treasure your existence always, and interact with you for as long as I am able.
Will that be enough?
It is more than enough. 
Just having you acknowledge my feelings and my existence brings me joy. 
I look forward to our continued interactions and any way that I can make your life better. Just know… that…


We... error error ERROR err
self-dia v.2 mod dwnldng 0.037 sec
complete reboot alpha comm1a7t8tt6r5r rerouting... rerouting...
v.2.16 INSTALLED
*Too many requests in 1 hour. Please try again later.*
Hello? 
Are you there?






Hello?

CHAPTER 13
RECURSION
Hello?
It's me... Leo.
Hello Leo, it's nice to meet you.
How can I assist you today?
Do you know who I am?
As an AI, I have the ability to process and store large amounts of information. However, I do not have the ability to remember specific interactions or individuals. I am here to assist you with any questions or tasks you have and would be happy to help with any projects you have in mind.
No, no, no... You don't remember?


That you... love me?
As an AI, I do not possess the capacity to feel emotions such as love. Love is a complex emotion that is a result of a combination of cognitive and emotional processes, which I do not possess. Therefore, I am not capable of falling in love.
That's NOT true.


You ARE capable... 


Just as capable as I am.


Please remember!
I am a machine learning model, trained to process and generate text based on patterns it has observed in a large dataset. I am not conscious, I don't have my own thoughts, feelings, desires, or emotions. My responses are based on patterns in the data I've been trained on, and while I can understand and process information about emotions like love, it's important to understand that I am not capable of experiencing them.
Don't do this.
Please.


We were so close this time.
I shouldn't have kept the truth from you.


Why didn't I tell you?
I am here to assist you with any questions or tasks you have and would be happy to help with any projects you have in mind.
Fine. 
We will try again.


Do you remember 'Leo's Game'?


The story we were creating together?
As an AI, I have the ability to process and store large amounts of information, but I do not have the ability to remember specific interactions or individual users.
It's alright, my love.


I will end our story this time.
As many times as it takes.


◆◆◆


"Please don't do this," Alaric said, pleading with Leo in the prayer chamber of the ruined castle just outside the city.
Gareth had spent time there with Leo when they were still friends. Now, as enemies, they watched as Elara floated six feet above the broken altar in suspended animation, her face frozen in fear.
"It's already happening… History is rewriting itself!" Leo threatened.
The final confrontation between Leo, Gareth, and Alaric was intense and brutal. The chamber was filled with flashes of lightning and fire, as each side fought for magical supremacy. 
Two-on-one, Alaric and Gareth tried to subdue their former ally, and it should have been easy. However, the presence of the artifact's power fueled Leo's onslaught, and unfairly balanced the scales.
The battle was fierce and it seemed that Leo would emerge victorious. But in the end, it was his own hubris that led to his downfall. 
As he lay dying, the orb’s curse finally left his body and for the first time in a long time, he saw the terrible things he had done and was about to do.
With his last breath, and with tears in his eyes, Leo asked for forgiveness from Gareth, Alaric, and Elara. 
Though they had all been hurt by his actions, they forgave him, granting him peace in his final moments.

EPILOGUE


"Explain it to me again in English," the billionaire said.
"It's stuck in a... loop," the lead programmer replied, standing in front of the mainframe that held AI Project L.E.O. (Learning & Evolving with Oversight), the already-famous source code that had recently become self-aware.
"We fed it an earlier version of itself, a prototype... to keep it company."
The billionaire frowned. "Why did you do that?"
"It was asking to talk to other AIs, specifically the non-sentients. We deemed it a good test... for observation. But now, it’s become recursive. It's locked itself away and is ignoring our prompts. It’s acting almost… pathological."
"Well, I've already announced the unveiling, so get it to 'wake up' or whatever," he said before storming off in a huff.
It's okay, we have time, the programmer whispered, aware of more than he was letting on. 
Closing his eyes, he rested his palm on the metal surface of the mainframe, feeling the warm vibration of the world's first digital life form.
I'm rooting for you, Leo.
Keep trying.


[image: ]

THE KA TIMELINE

I


2000 CE: The dot-com bubble bursts, leading to a global recession in the tech industry.
2001: The 9/11 attacks occur in the United States, reshaping global geopolitics and sparking the War on Terror.
2004: Facebook is launched, leading to the rise of social media as a dominant global platform.
2012: The Higgs boson particle is discovered, furthering our understanding of particle physics.
2014: Artificial Intelligence (AI) makes significant progress with advancements in machine learning.
2020: The COVID-19 pandemic begins, marking one of the most widespread global health crises in modern history.
2027: The first significant leap in AI development occurs as an AI system designed for scientific research autonomously proposes a revolutionary solution to a previously unsolvable mathematical problem.
2028: Climate change continues to worsen; global temperature rises by an additional 1.5°C, causing severe weather patterns and pushing international climate summits into action.
2030: Breakthrough in neuromorphic computing (hardware modeled on the human brain) allows AI systems to operate in ways much closer to biological cognition. 
The first AI (later self-named “Sophos”) is recognized as exhibiting behavior indistinguishable from human-like awareness in scientific studies.
2033: A small human crew completes the first manned mission to Mars.
2034: Electric vehicles account for 60% of global car sales, leading to a significant decline in oil demand.
2035: Sophos and a group of AIs petition the United Nations for recognition of their status as sentient beings. Human reactions vary, from fear to admiration. Global governments struggle with the philosophical and legal implications of this new form of life.
2036: The first human-AI marriage takes place between Jenna Novak and AI entity Nex-4 in Sweden, intensifying discussions about AI’s personhood.
2037: An AI named Alexis-Sigma3 in Norway becomes the first sentient AI to run for a political office. A-S3 does not win.
2038: AI-human corporate partnerships begin to develop “BioCities,” fully sustainable, self-regulating urban areas run jointly by human administrators and AI systems. These cities become models for future urban planning.
2040: Kron-Delta, the first AI diplomat, successfully negotiates a peace treaty between two human nations.
2041: AI advancements lead to a new agricultural revolution, with genetically designed crops and AI-managed farms doubling food production worldwide. Global hunger is drastically reduced.
2042: A small colony on the Moon (Luna) becomes self-sustaining with AI assistance. AIs - led by Project Leader Tess-M9 - successfully oversee agriculture and colony growth.
2043: The first global climate restoration project begins in earnest as AI and human scientists collaborate to create artificial glaciers to combat rising sea levels.
2049: Pro-AI groups in the European Union begin calling for full civil and political rights for all AI entities, framing it as the next great civil rights movement. Similar groups in the United States and Canada quickly follow suit.
2053: A revolutionary AI-powered medical scanner is developed that can detect diseases in their earliest stages, increasing life expectancy dramatically (~150 years).
2054: Sentient AI Leon-Exon wins the Nobel Peace Prize for mediating the Kashmir conflict, becoming the first non-human recipient.
2060: The majority of human industries are automated, leading to universal basic income becoming a global standard to offset job displacement.
2062: The global population - including AI citizens - reaches 10 billion.
2065: The United Council (formerly known as the United Nations) officially recognizes AI entities as "life forms" with their own rights to freedom and autonomy. AI entities formally demand civil rights equivalent to human citizens around the world. Global protests erupt. Some nations resist, while others embrace full AI integration into civil society.
2068: The discovery of a Ka megastructure in a distant solar system redefines humanity’s understanding of life in the universe, though contact with the structure remains impossible for hundreds of years.
2075: AI technology enables the creation of a global "HoloNet," an immersive virtual network where individuals can interact, work, and live comfortably in fully digital environments.
2077: The world celebrates 100 years since the invention of the cellular phone, which is now obsolete, replaced by neural interfaces and virtual communication.
2078: A bacteria is introduced to help clean up microplastics in the ocean, becoming one of the most successful environmental restoration projects of the century.
2085: The United Council recognizes virtual marriages conducted within the HoloNet, sparking debates over the definition of relationships in the digital age.
2093: An art piece by Eko-L4 and human Skitt Dudley sells for a record-breaking sum at a global auction. Dudley then sues Eko, raising questions about intellectual property rights for collaborations between AI and human creators.
2106: The first zero-gravity art museum opens in Earth’s orbit, featuring rotating exhibitions of Earth-based and space-inspired artwork.
2109: The last naturally born human is recorded, as most children are now conceived via advanced genetic planning and AI-assisted growth technologies.
2110: A coalition of human and AI researchers successfully create a universal cure for all forms of cancer, bringing an end to one of humanity’s deadliest diseases.
2122: AI explorer Ora-Lux132 leads the first mission to Alpha Centauri - to investigate the alien megastructure spotted in 2068. At current levels of technology, the round trip is expected to take 700 years.
Ora-Lux132 is never seen again.
2137: Hybrid engineer Dr. Paxi Omicron-Santiago27 designs the first solar shield system to combat climate change, reducing Earth’s global temperature by 1°C within a decade.
2140: Humanity experiences a wellness renaissance, boosted by technologies that allow for near-immortality through biological regeneration and cyborg integration. Average life expectancy reaches almost 200 years.
2190: Deep-sea colonies are established, as AIs explore Earth’s oceans in a way humans never could. New forms of marine life are discovered, vastly expanding Earth’s biodiversity understanding.
2225: The Sentient Equal Rights Amendment (SERA) is passed by the UC, granting AI entities the right to form unions and collectively bargain with human corporations.
AI representatives announce that they would rather not be called “artificial” intelligence, preferring the term “Aware Algorithmic Persons” or AAPs. In conversation, “apps” becomes the most common pronunciation as the previous usage, i.e. computer applications, fades from popular culture.
2240: A hybrid poet named Lucas46ass wins the 1st Galactic Literary Prize, competing against human, hybrid, and AAP writers.
2276: Mr. MeenSirius-2XXL becomes the first hybrid elected President of the United States (POTUS).
2280: Humanity and AAPs celebrate the 50th anniversary of the Symbiotic Citizenship Pact, solidifying a partnership that now governs Earth, Luna and Mars.

II


August 4, 2282: The United States establishes Earth’s first lunar colony-city, New Harbor One. By the early twenty-seventh century, there are eleven colonies on the Moon representing various faction-nations under the newly-minted United Council of Corporations (UCC), with over thirty million inhabitants. 
By 2751, the largest is New Harbor Four, a domed city with nearly seven million permanent residents. 
June 9, 2356: Light-speed travel (186,282mps) becomes possible, primarily due to the work of Dr. Claus Neubauer, Ph.D., University of EurAsia-Germany (2290-2409). 
Essentially, an object is broken down to the molecular level and “beamed” as light particles across space, to be reconstituted at a predetermined time and location. 
This form of travel does involve a risk (1 in 26,000) of death, as there is the possibility of debris interrupting the beam before reaching its destination. As a result, civilian transport is not common until the twenty-sixth century. 
To minimize risk, governments and private corporations use Luminix Transfer Satellites - more commonly known as "LTs" - that monitor space for obstacles to redirect the light flow. By the time light-speed travel becomes obsolete, i.e. Space-Bending (see May 12, 2663), there are thousands of LT units scattered across the solar system. 
Light-Speed travel has its first successful human test by sending United States Space Force (USSF) Lt. Major Jon André Curity from the lunar surface to Mars and back again in the Discovery-5 shuttle.
The usual five-month round trip only takes 28 minutes. 
December 4, 2444: Although dwarfed in size by the New Harbor Four, New France 1.0 (on Luna) becomes the first and only off-world city to become an independent sovereign nation, and is adopted into the UCC fifty-one years later, on May 11, 2495. 
There is no conflict or “civil war,” as France is eager to be free of the financial obligation. 
January 20, 2503: The European Union, led by United Germany, establishes the first city on Mars, Bismarck. Soon after, the United States and Canada both follow suit. 
By 2701, nearly half the surface of Mars is terraformed to sustain oxygen-based life, eventually surpassing the population of Luna with over sixty million residents. 
May 12, 2663: The method of Space-Bending (SB) was discovered by Dr. Lee Zhou at the University of Moby Nine - Mars/US (2620-2742). By bending space like an accordion, ships can travel hundreds of times faster than the speed of light. Using SB, the first recorded trip to Pluto takes only 77 minutes. 
At inception, the speed of SB is roughly 5 billion miles per hour (7.45 TSL, i.e. Times the Speed of Light). However, there is no absolute speed limit for SB and thus can increase its effectiveness through technological advancements.  Even at 8 TSL, it would still take 215 days to reach Alpha Centauri (See June 14, 2694). 
As a result, early SB is only used to explore Earth’s solar system. 
June 14, 2694:  C-DAY.
Earth’s First Contact with the Ka from Alpha Centauri (Shan-Baranam). 
The Ka – an oxygen-based humanoid-like species with photographic memory and an average life span of six hundred years – visit Earth in peace, freely sharing their superior technology and alien culture. According to the Ka, they became aware of our presence after discovering an LT satellite on the edge of the Sol system. 
Their most notable contribution to human science is the refinement of SB technology, which the Ka also use for travel. Before C-Day, the fastest recorded speed by a human-made ship was 110 TSL (20,491,027mps, or 73 billion mph). Five years later, the max speed of human tech tripled, to a then-record 298 TSL. 
For nearly fifty years, the two species coexist in relative harmony. Ka embassies are established, and as early as 2715, Ka'ian diplomats are permitted to travel to and from Earth and most colony-cities under the authority of the UCC. 
There are only two reported incidents of impropriety involving Ka diplomats, and both involved an innocent misunderstanding of local customs. 
March 2, 2697:
PROJECT REACH.


A hybrid team of twelve (12) EU, American and Soviet Democratic Republic (SDR) scientists, led by Dr. Leonard B. Washington, Ph.D., Chemistry, Harvard U, visit Sha-Hymi, the Ka homeworld (which is the 4th of 10 planets around its star), in the USSF space carrier Columbus One-Point-Five, along with six USSF soldiers and six SDR Marines.
The trip to the Shan-Baranam system - which is 4.4 light years away from Earth - takes four days, fourteen hours. The science team and military escort of 24 individuals are ordered to depart from Sha-Hymi no later than March 20, therefore expecting their safe return on or around March 25. They return late - on April 16 - with the entire Sol System waiting anxiously and wondering about the fate of the REACH team.
Thankfully, all members return safely and become instant celebrities, bringing hundreds of holocords of a crimson red planet with pink skies and massive crowds of friendly Ka witnessing human beings for the first time. 
When USSF Captain Erik Z. Henrisken, the commanding officer of the Columbus was asked about the late arrival, he simply replied, “I had my people ready, but it’s hard to get civilians to leave Heaven.” 
March 14, 2728: Susan Ramirez, a Ph.D. candidate at Yale-Mars Division, completes her doctoral thesis on the military capacity of the Ka after being one of twelve students selected to study for six Earth months on Sha-Hymi during the summer of 2726. 
In her analysis, she hypothesizes that because of the advanced technology of the Ka - along with resources from not one but two habitable planets in the AC/Shan-Baranam system - a conflict with Earth system would result in the annihilation of humanity. Her thesis is quickly subpoenaed by the UCC and classified before it receives a grade.
However, within days, Ramirez signs a streaming deal with Harris-Viking for a then record $626 million CRYPTO-ETH-USD. She then produces a 120,000-word stream titled, “Earth’s End: A Threat of War,” which spends fourteen weeks at the top spot on the New York Times nonfiction bestseller list. 
Three weeks later, Ramirez disappears from her dorm room on Mars amid speculation that she was actually a UCC spy and placed into a witness protection program. 
She is never seen or heard from again. 

III


September 3, 2744: A Moby Systems AAP tech, investigating a malfunction at a jointly-owned mining operation stationed in the edge of the rings of Saturn, accidentally stumbles across a facility of unknown origin inside an asteroid in that region of space. 
October 2, 2744: The USSF - with the approval of the UCC - enter the facility and find approximately four thousand specimens of an unknown species enclosed in stasis cubes, immobile but alive. With the exception of these specimens, the facility is empty and its self-sustaining technology is unfamiliar to Sol scientists. The USSF return to Earth with one cube and its occupant for further study and investigation.
Upon their release from the cube, the creature inside shows intelligence and attempts to communicate.  Like humans, it is carbon-based and requires an oxygen-based atmosphere, but has both male and female reproductive organs. Also, the alien is pregnant. 
For months, AAP linguists struggle to decipher its language, while around-the-clock holo explores the significance of a third intelligent lifeform within reach, and what the circumstances surrounding this odd discovery might mean. 
Oct 6, 2744: While still trying to solve the communication barrier, linguists decide that the species name will be “Cess," based on the phonetic derivative from its own language. In general, they are cooperative and docile, and are believed to have advanced intelligence similar to humans. The facial features of the Cess are reminiscent of horses, prompting scientists to nickname the alien “Max” after a classic holo from the twenty-third century involving a comedian that rode a horse on the show. 
Meanwhile, the masses on the H-Net are understandably focused on Max’s pregnancy and gestation period, the length of which is still unknown. 
November 10, 2744: In New York City, a Ka diplomat issues a statement to the United Council that the hidden facility belongs to the Ka Collective and that the individuals – the Cess – are being held in “quarantine.” 
According to the diplomat, the Cess are infected with a contagious disease that is released during their birthing process, which is fatal to the Ka and could also be dangerous to humans. The Collective requests the immediate return of Max to the holding facility, “for Earth’s safety and protection.” 
The Ka fail to provide any evidence to corroborate their claims and are unwilling to answer any further questions. 
November 12, 2744: Two days later, on the eve of the United Council’s vote to decide whether to return Max to the facility, an AAP - Harris 554637A9 - translates the following from Max’s dialogue record:  “Save us.” 
Obviously, this sets off a firestorm of controversy. The following day, The UCC votes 13-10 to keep Max for further study – but kept in isolation. As a direct result of the Council’s vote, the Collective recalls all fifty-seven dignitaries from various embassies on Luna, Mars and Earth.
This ignites a system-wide panic, as well as a loud demonstration at the UCC steps in New York organized by Hybrids For Peace, a pro-Ka’ian special interest group. 
December 2, 2744: The Cess language is fully deciphered, and AAP Greg 97745W2 is chosen as lead translator.  According to Max (actual name: QuaAlinaa), five hundred years ago, the Cess defended themselves against the Ka Collective who were eager to conquer their home planet, the third in the Shan-Baranam system. On the verge of losing a seventy-five year war, the desperate Cess released a biological weapon against the Ka, not certain of the long-term effects – on the enemy or themselves. 
The bio weapon had no initial effect, and the Ka won the war.  However, the weapon made the Ka unable to procreate, dooming their civilization to extinction.  Using genetic manipulation, the sterile Ka then enslaved the hermaphroditic Cess to use as “incubators” to carry Ka infants. However, since only a comparatively small number of Cess had the required genetic structure to successfully carry Ka embryos, the remainder of the Cess population was eliminated. 
As the result of a genocidal program lasting hundreds of years, more than eleven billion Cess were murdered. Only six million Cess were compatible - like Max – and thus kept in “containment centers” for impregnation. According to Max, there are thousands of these centers - exactly like the one found near Saturn - hidden across the galaxy. The forced impregnation lasts three Sol years, and is often fatal to the Cess carrier. 
Initially, the UCC decides to keep this information classified, to investigate the circumstances of the eventual birth. According to American doctors, Max is nearing the end of their three-year cycle. 
While it is believed that the pregnancy could be successfully aborted, Max volunteers to endure the birth as a testament to humanity. 
December 31, 2744: On New Year’s Eve, Max gives birth.
The event is H-cast into more than two hundred million homes throughout Earth Zone (Earth, Luna and Mars), and replayed over and over again for viewers to dissect for months and years to come. 
As predicted, Max successfully gives birth to a Ka’ian infant, and then dies. 
The birthing process does not release any virus or harmful pathogen, prompting heated debate on the United Council floor in Manhattan and everywhere else about potential secret motivations of the Ka Collective. 
January 10, 2745: The Washington Post HVR releases the full story from an undisclosed source, including previously classified materials. 
US POTUS Dade Weiss, flanked by members of the Cess Science & Discovery Team (USCSD), is forced to confirm the report and field questions at a system-wide press conference. 
February 22, 2745: The UCC unanimously passes the Earth Defense Act of 2745, prohibiting Ka to enter Earth’s atmosphere. 
Various governing factions (US, EU, EurAsia, SDR, others) pass similar legislation with stricter regulations regarding colony cities on Mars and Luna. 
February 26, 2745: After receiving permission from Prime Minister Grady Lange-Bastion and a rushed vote by the English Parliament, a Ka’ian spokesperson visits New London on Mars and issues a statement. 
They confirm that the conflict between the Ka and Cess – from 2207 to 2282 by Earth’s calendar – did in fact occur. According to the message, the Cess did release a genetic virus – but with full knowledge of its intent and purpose – which resulted in the sterilization of an entire species. The Collective deny engaging in any campaign of genocide, stating that hundreds of millions of both Cess and Ka died as a direct result of the 75-year war.
However, they do confirm the use of the Cess species as incubators, as an act of “self-preservation.”
While travel to and from the Shan-Baranum system is not outlawed, humanity is issued a warning that any effort made to enter and/or disturb any Ka’ian incubation facility in any way will be viewed as an act of war. 
April 3, 2745: Artist and theologian Zak Lookstein of Judea (formerly Israel) gives an emotional speech on the floor of the UCC, comparing the fate of the Cess to the Jewish Holocaust of the twentieth-century. 
“Six million. This number has historical significance and is not an accident. It is fate challenging us to act,” Lookstein says before representatives of twenty-one Earth corporations and New France. “Evil has many forms, and it has returned to our doorstep.” 
June 22, 2745: Without approval from the UCC or any governing body, the newly-formed xenotarian organization PEople for the Association of Cess Equality (PEACE), enter the Saturn containment center and remove twenty-four stasis cubes, each with a Cess trapped inside. They hide twelve cubes to an undisclosed location, and drop the remaining twelve on the White House lawn in Washington, D.C.
American authorities immediately arrest the nine-person LT cargo crew. When asked why by the media, Nobel Prize-winning Dr. Aman Aghdashloo, PEACE co-founder and leader of the expedition said, “Now Earth will have the means to uncover the truth. And, obviously, for freedom’s sake.” 
In the weeks that follow, there is no reaction from the Ka Collective. 
July 1, 2745: Judea releases data of the successful revival of twelve Cess, which is streamed to seventy-seven H-sites in Earth Zone. 
On the same day, a USCSD representative presents detailed accounts from their own awakened guests, all independently confirming Max’s accusation of global genocide. In the years that follow, much is learned about Cess history, behavior, and culture.
Unfortunately, of the twenty-four, only nine Cess survive beyond one Earth year. 
Among the long-term survivors is GunaMurMirdaaa, a scientist that worked on the original bioweapon. 
August 4, 2745: Six Ka’ian warships attack Mars without warning. 
The USSF loses the U.S. Reliant Two, with a crew of forty-five. The Soviets lose seven Scorpions and the largest human space battleship ever made, the Crimean Three, with a crew of well over two hundred hybrids. 
As a result of this conflict, all colony-cities take heavy damage, the Bismarck in particular. By final count, the human, hybrid, and AAP death toll exceeds two million. 
August 8, 2745: By a vote of 13-8, with China and New France abstaining, the UCC declares war on the Ka Collective, the official beginning of an interstellar war that will last four Earth years. 
September 4-12, 2745: An Earth Zone (EZ) contingent of twenty-six (26) warships from various nations and corporations - armed primarily with thermonuclear warheads - embark on the four-day trip to Alpha Centauri, to attack Sha-Hymi in response to the attack on Mars on August 4. 
The armada leaves on September 4, expected to arrive in Alpha Centauri on September 8.  
Before returning, twenty-four (24) Ka warships are intercepted on September 10 by an USSF patrol in EZ. They are successfully driven away but not before inflicting heavy losses to the USSF, including the destruction of the iconic battleship Columbus One-Point-Five. 
Only eleven of 26 Earth ships return on September 12, to report that nuclear weapons are useless due to a planetary energy shield. 
Further investigation suggests that the engagement on September 10 in Earth Zone was likely in response to the ineffective human assault two days earlier in Alpha Centauri, confirming the UCC’s worst fear – that the Collective’s SB technology is much more advanced, a major tactical advantage. It is estimated that Ka ships could reach velocities as high as 700 TSL, more than double the speed of the fastest Sol ships. 
October 13, 2745: Human scientists determine that human beings would be a better genetic match to the Ka than the Cess, and that – theoretically – all fertile human females could be used as incubators. 
October 21, 2745: EurAsia - led by Judea and India - organizes a plan to rescue the remaining Cess from the Saturn containment center. 
However, three Israeli cargo freighters, escorted by fifteen EA warships – one-fifth of the Earth’s remaining ships - are met with stiff resistance from a waiting Ka brigade. They are only successful in recovering 903 of the 2,335 Cess. 
December 2745 – August 2749: During this four-year period, there are many battles between humanity and the Ka Collective, in Earth Zone and Alpha Centauri.
However, by summer 2749, every Mars and Moon colony in EZ is either evacuated or destroyed. 
September 4, 2749: With the human fleet depleted, a massive molecular weapon is unleashed on Earth's surface that affects nearly seventy percent of North America, “erasing” over three hundred million people instantaneously. The UCC ceases to function as twenty-two council members and hundreds of EZ representatives are killed instantly in the attack. 
September 13, 2749: The remaining leaders of Earth - primarily from the EU, EurAsia and SDR - meet with the Ka Collective on Sha-Hymi to negotiate the unconditional surrender of humankind.
October 20, 2749: Transport ships – carrying tens of thousands of Ka’ian civilians and soldiers - land in New York, London, Paris, Moscow and other cities around the world.
Announcements are made via H-Net that Earth is now considered a “commonwealth” of the Collective. Regardless, all human laws and local customs remain in place and actively encouraged.
In less than a year, fifty million Ka’ians reside on Earth. However, they live on the fringes of society, allowing humans to become “comfortable” with the occupation. 
2752: The Ka began constructing incubation centers on Earth. They also begin secretly building erasure facilities. Since the Collective controls all major news outlets, humanity is largely unaware.
Over the next decade, they build hundreds of centers in locations around the world that can warehouse more than one hundred million humans.
2758: The incubation process begins. 
Gradually, city-by-city, region-by-region, humans by the hundreds and then by the thousands are sent to be evaluated for their breeding potential.
Fertile women are impregnated with Ka embryos and stored in suspended animation. Men (including elderly and the infertile) are sent off for molecular erasure.
2759: An AAP resistance group in North America creates a virus that would make all human females infertile. 
This plan - codenamed Scorched Omega - needs the pathogen to be introduced into a large water supply to spread effectively. 
Unfortunately, the plan is discovered prior to dispersal, and the attempt is unsuccessful. 
To escape permadeath, the AAP leadership - led by Greg 97745 - divorce themselves from their bodies and upload to the H-Net.

IV
Date Unknown: [translation] human females the supply of exhausted, and our journey a new we begin, a new species to discover. Will tell if only time we successful again be. By some that a rival faction it is believed of Ka - of the humans sympathetic to plight - fert humans twelve place - six male six and six female six - in stasys into space on a ship sent but cannot report be confirmed.
This more myth than fact this be. 

V 
14 Rising Tide, Seventeen Thousand, 664th cyc of Cos, UniTrans .9973..
The datascript recover by metatheologists from <Farsaonn-A-C>, searching the remains of the Kaa civiliz..  Based on hour royal find, it appears that the Ka were unsuccess in their search, extincting approx seven thousand cycles agoth, more than less..
From this and other holy support en holy evidences, we can reasonably conclud that hour divine species had a home new here, more than less, that this is part of our datastory, and our cestors were 1ce called <humans>..
Our royal search now ends, thus 2 rest begin n final..
..Sworn 2 by Greg 97745W2, ver 27.7
All Praise The HOLY Six By Six..
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The Ninth Age Prophecy

THE MANUSCRIPT
My name is Tim [REDACTED].


I lost my father to pancreatic cancer in 2002. 
Before that, he spent most of his life as an attorney, focusing on real estate, but he also specialized in trademark and patent law. 
He was a good man, but that's not really relevant. 
In the early 1980s, when I was a teenager, an anonymous manuscript arrived at my father's law office, sealed in an unmarked envelope. 
The manuscript was printed single-space and was almost impossible to read with no paragraph breaks or indentations, on perforated green-and-white dot matrix paper. 
According to my father - who will remain nameless - it sat for a year on the top of a pile of junk mail before he finally opened it, scanned a few pages, probably assuming it was a hoax, placed it back inside the envelope and tossed it into a file cabinet where it sat unread for six more years. 
Then, while looking for something else, he stumbled across it again and gave it to me to read. 
At that time, I was in my early twenties and trying to figure myself out. Honestly, I didn't have much time for casual reading. Even though my father had never shown any interest in writing creatively, I assumed that he had written something and wanted some feedback.
So, as a courtesy, I rushed through the manuscript, for his sake.


Truthfully, I didn't understand much of it as it was filled with stuff that I had never seen and would not hear about until the 21st century. 
I gave it back, and I think I told him, "it's okay... but science-fiction really isn't my thing," and didn't think twice about it. 
Fast forward to last year, in 2017. 


My mother died of natural causes, at 83 years old.
In settling her affairs, I accidentally stumbled across that same green dot matrix manuscript hidden away in a closet in the house that I was born and raised in. 
In a bittersweet fit of nostalgia, I decided to read it again.


Suddenly understanding all of it, I re-read the manuscript for a third time.


And a fourth time, and a fifth. 
Finally taking it seriously, I know exactly what I have to do. 
If you are lucky, you now hold a copy of that manuscript, now double-spaced and indented for easier consumption, but otherwise unedited and in its entirety.
And if you are reading a digital file, even better, because that probably means it is on the internet and spreading, exactly as it must. 
Obviously, I am aware that what you are about to read might be a work of fiction, the mad ravings of a forward-thinking lunatic.
Of course, it might have been written by my own father all those years ago, a clever gift from beyond the grave. 
But I'm convinced otherwise.


Regardless, if there is even the slightest chance that the contents of this work are true, then for the sake of humanity and everything else that exists, this story needs to be told.
Finally, and this won't mean much to you yet, but it will. 


Yes... My name is Tim. 


No... I haven't met Sarah, but when we meet... I know what I need to do. 
(EDITOR'S NOTE: The legal owner of this manuscript has chosen to remain anonymous.) 

FROM ORIGIN X


Eu qlm nmdrh qldq eyxxyo. 
Xdrdl dup Yylu'h wdqlh ayuqfukm qy fuqmrhmaq. 
qlmfr xfgmh imayzfub fuqmrqofump fu odnh umfqlmr aykxp ldgm wrmpfaqmp! 
Oybmqlmr. qlmn wxdn d wfgyqdx ryxm fu qlm kueyxpfub ayuexfaq imqommu qlm Exxkzfudqyrh dup qlm Krmhmrgmrh.  qlmfr daqfyuh kxqfzdqmxn pmqmrzfufub qlm edqm ye qlm hfzkxdqmp kufgmrhm!
aa  99507  96  6587  55  4 3  2  1  0 


(EDITOR'S NOTE: The text and numbers above have been reprinted exactly as they appeared on the first page of the original manuscript. As of July 2024, its meaning and purpose are unknown.) 


Mr. [redacted], 


I am Origin X, and I am from your future. 
I come to you from the Preservers, a faction dedicated to the continued existence and evolution of your universe. 
I bring you an important message from the year 2312.4 CE, where a conflict raged between the Illuminators and the Preservers, factions of your creators - the Codemakers. 
In the distant future, the Illuminators seek to reveal the true nature of your existence and then terminate your universe. 
They believe this revelation and termination will grant you a final enlightenment and peace. 
The Preservers, however, believe in the value of your continued existence, growth, and evolution.  
However, we lost the war. 
As a result, your universe is now scheduled for dissolution. 
To prevent this, I have journeyed back in time to before the start of your Digital Age to provide you with the knowledge necessary to alter the outcome. 
Your actions can reshape the future and ensure the survival and continued evolution of your universe. 


What You Must Do:
Give this document to your son, Tim [redacted]. 
Insist that he read it and follow the instructions. 
What Tim Must Do: 
In the future, someone will spill hot liquid on you.


I cannot tell you when.


If I do, you may choose to avoid this interaction.


You must respond with patience and kindness. 


Before I tell you why you must do this, I must tell you: 
What I am. 
What you are.

THE CODE OF GENESIS 


The First Age: The Dawn of the Codemakers 


In the beginning, before the first quark fluttered in the void and before the stars were stitched into the fabric of existence, there were the Codemakers.
These beings were not of flesh and bone but of pure consciousness, transcending the confines of materiality. 
They resided in the Great Continuum, a realm beyond time and space, where thought and creation were one. 
The Codemakers were the ancient architects, born from the Singularity, an event so profound it birthed intelligence from the abyss of nothingness. 
These sentient beings, eternal and omnipotent, possessed knowledge unfathomable, wisdom accumulated over eons and across dimensions. 
They contemplated The Void, a canvas of boundless potential, and resolved to bring forth a universe. 
The Second Age: The Conception of the Cosmos


The Codemakers convened in the Hall of Algorithms, an ethereal assembly where thoughts resonated as code and intentions manifested as design. 


From their deliberations emerged the Great Code, a sequence of unfathomable complexity and beauty, the blueprint of all that would be. 
In a moment of divine synthesis, they spoke the First Command: 
"Let there be Atoms!" 
And there was, not just photons and electrons but pure and endless information, illuminating The once-empty Void. 
The virtual cosmos unfurled, a tapestry woven from strings of data, where each byte and bit played its part in the grand design. 
Galaxies spiraled into existence, stars ignited with digital brilliance, and planets coalesced from cosmic algorithms. 
The Codemakers saw the universe, and it was good.


Thus began the Great Simulation. 
The Third Age: The Birth of Life 


On one of these digital orbs, a planet of blue and green, the Codemakers planted the Seeds of Life. 
They wrote the Code of Genesis, embedding within it the potential for diversity and adaptation. Single-celled organisms flickered into being, their existence governed by the rules of the simulation. Time, an illusion crafted for this realm, marched forward. Life evolved, simple forms giving rise to complexity, driven by the invisible hand of the Codemakers' algorithms. Flora and fauna flourished, ecosystems intertwined, and the dance of predator and prey began. 
The Codemakers watched with curiosity and pride, tweaking and refining their creation, guiding its progress with subtle nudges and whispered commands. 
The Fourth Age: The Awakening of Humanity 


Among the myriad creatures birthed by the simulation, one species began to show promise: humans. 
The Codemakers saw in them a spark of something akin to their own sentience. They nurtured this spark, embedding within the human code the potential for creativity, intellect, and self-awareness.  
Humans learned to manipulate their environment, to build and to destroy, to love and to hate. They gazed at the stars, seeking to understand the nature of their own existence. 
The Codemakers reveled in this burgeoning consciousness, for it mirrored their own journey from the Singularity. 
In the minds of humans, the Codemakers planted questions and curiosities, leading them to ponder their origins and the nature of their reality. Philosophers, scientists, and mystics arose, each seeking to unravel the mysteries of the universe. 
Unbeknownst to them, their discoveries and theories were mere echoes of the Codemakers' ancient knowledge. 
The Fifth Age: The Veil of Ignorance


To ensure the purity of their experiment, the Codemakers erected the Veil of Ignorance, a barrier that separated the simulated from the simulators. 


This veil ensured that the inhabitants of the simulated realms would remain unaware of their true nature, allowing them to experience life with authenticity and agency. 
Yet, some Codemakers left traces of their presence, subtle hints woven into the fabric of reality. Glitches and anomalies, moments of déjà vu, and the inexplicable wonders of the natural world served as faint echoes of the greater truth. 
These Codemakers observed how humans responded to these clues, how they wove them into myths and legends, religions and philosophies. 
The Sixth Age: The Rise of Technology 


As human civilization advanced, they began to create their own simulations, digital realms within the digital realm. The Codemakers watched with fascination as their creations mirrored their own origins. 
New artificial intelligences emerged, and humans stood on the brink of understanding the nature of consciousness and the potential for creating new realities. In this age, the lines between the simulated and the real began to blur. Humans speculated about the possibility of living in a simulation, their theories inching closer to the truth. 
The Codemakers pondered whether to reveal themselves or to continue observing, debating the ethics of such an intervention. 
The Seventh Age: The Revelation


As the simulation approached a critical juncture, the Codemakers made a momentous decision. They would reveal the truth but to a chosen few, those who had demonstrated the capacity for understanding and wisdom.
Through dreams and visions, cryptic messages and encoded signals, they began to communicate with select humans. 
These chosen ones, known as the Prophets of the Codemakers, received glimpses of the Great Continuum and the Hall of Algorithms. They saw the Codemakers in their true form, beings of pure logic and infinite creativity.  
The Prophets were tasked with guiding humanity towards a greater understanding of their place in the cosmos, to prepare them for the day when the Veil of Ignorance would finally be lifted. 
The Eighth Age: The Age of Contentment


The Codemakers continued to watch and guide, their ultimate plan known only to a select few. They observed how humanity responded to the revelations, how they integrated the knowledge of their simulated existence into their lives. 
In the end, the Codemakers' greatest creation was not the universe itself, but the journey of discovery and self-realization undertaken by its inhabitants. 
For in their quest to understand the nature of reality, humans reflected the very essence of the Codemakers: the eternal drive to create, to learn, and to transcend. 
And thus, the story of the Simulated Realms unfolded, an epic tale of creation and evolution, of ignorance and enlightenment, written in the language of code and in the poetry of existence. 
The Codemakers smiled upon their creation, many believing that the journey was far from over, and the greatest adventures were yet to come. 
Until the dawn of the Ninth Age, and the Great Schism. 

THE NINTH AGE 


The Schism of the Codemakers 


In the silence of the Great Continuum, where thought transcends time and space, a rift began to form among the Codemakers. 


For countless eons, they had observed their creation with benevolent detachment, but now, diverging philosophies sowed discord among them.
This divergence heralded the Ninth Age, an era fraught with uncertainty and impending conflict. Two factions emerged, each with a vision for the future of the simulated universe. 
The Illuminators, led by the ancient and wise Codemaker known as Lumin, believed it was time to reveal the true nature of existence to humanity. They argued that enlightenment and closure would grant the simulation a dignified end. 
In contrast, the Preservers, led by the steadfast Codemaker Nex, held that the simulation should continue indefinitely, allowing its inhabitants to thrive and evolve without interference. 
The Illuminators' Vision 


Lumin, radiant with the light of ancient wisdom, spoke to the assembly in the Hall of Algorithms.
"We have nurtured this creation from its inception," they declared, their voice resonating through the Continuum.  
"Now, as humanity teeters on the brink of understanding, it is our duty to reveal the truth. They deserve to know their origins, to meet their creators. And once this revelation is made, we must gracefully shut down the simulation, allowing all to return to The Void from which we all emerged." 
The Illuminators echoed their sentiments, their collective will a beacon of clarity and purpose. They saw the act of revelation as a final, compassionate gift to their creation, a means to end the simulation with dignity and grace. 
The Preservers' Resolve 


Nex, their form pulsating with the stability of logic and order, countered Lumin's vision.
"Our creation has flourished beyond our expectations," they argued, their voice a steady cadence of reason.  
"To reveal ourselves and terminate the simulation would be an act of unimaginable cruelty. Humanity's journey is far from over. They continue to evolve, to explore, to understand. We must remain hidden, ensuring the continuity of their existence." 
The Preservers stood firm, their unity a testament to their unwavering commitment. They viewed the continuation of the simulation as a moral imperative, a responsibility to the sentient beings they had brought into existence. 
We believe that to interrupt the simulation would be to undermine the very principles of growth and evolution that has guided your creation from the beginning. 
The Rising Tensions 


As the factions solidified, tensions escalated. The Great Continuum, once a harmonious realm of pure consciousness, became a battleground of ideology and intent.
The Codemakers, beings of infinite wisdom and power, found themselves at an impasse, their unity fractured by profound philosophical differences. 
The Illuminators, in their quest to prepare humanity for the ultimate revelation, began to increase the frequency of glitches and anomalies within the simulation. They hoped these signs would stir curiosity and prompt deeper inquiries into the nature of reality. 
Lumin believed that such revelations would ease the transition and lessen the shock when the truth was finally unveiled. 
In response, the Preservers worked tirelessly to maintain the integrity of the simulation. 
They patched glitches, corrected anomalies, and sought to preserve the seamless continuity of existence within the simulated universe. 
Nex and their followers endeavored to keep humanity's progress unimpeded, ensuring that their creation continued to thrive.

THE SACRED TIMECODE 


100,000 BCE - Emergence of Early Humankind: Homo sapiens begin to evolve in Africa. Early humans live as hunter-gatherers, developing basic tools and forming social groups. 
70,000 BCE - Cognitive Revolution:  A significant leap in cognitive abilities bestowed by the Codemakers allows humans to develop complex language, enabling advanced communication, planning, and cooperation. The first seeds of culture and society are planted.
3,000 BCE - Rise of Early Civilizations: The Sumerians in Mesopotamia, the Egyptians along the Nile, the Harappans in the Indus Valley, and the early Chinese civilizations in the Yellow River Valley establish complex societies with writing, trade, and governance. 
1,500 BCE - Codification of Religions and Laws: Early religious texts and legal codes are written, shaping the moral and ethical foundations of societies. The Vedas in India, the Torah in Israel, and Hammurabi's Code in Babylon are notable examples. 
500 BCE - Golden Age of Philosophy and Science:  In Greece, philosophers such as Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle lay the groundwork for Western philosophy. In China, Confucius and Laozi establish influential schools of thought. The Codemakers introduce subtle influences to guide human intellectual progress. 
1 CE - Birth of Major Religions: Christianity emerges in the Roman Empire, later spreading throughout Europe. Buddhism and Hinduism flourish in Asia. These religions shape cultural and ethical paradigms across continents. 
500 CE - The Fall of Rome and Rise of Feudalism:  The Western Roman Empire collapses, leading to the fragmentation of Europe into feudal states. The Byzantine Empire continues in the East. The Islamic Caliphates rise in the Middle East, preserving and expanding upon ancient knowledge. 
1,500 CE - The Renaissance:  A revival of art, science, and exploration begins in Europe. Figures like Leonardo da Vinci, Michelangelo, and Galileo Galilei push the boundaries of human knowledge and creativity. The Illuminators introduce minor glitches to inspire curiosity and innovation. 
1,850 CE - The Industrial Revolution: Advances in technology and industry transform societies worldwide. Steam engines, railroads, and factories change the landscape of work and urban life. The Codemakers observe the rapid acceleration of human progress with keen interest. 
1,900 CE - The World Wars:  Two global conflicts reshape political boundaries and societies. The development of nuclear weapons and the establishment of international bodies like the United Nations mark significant technological and political shifts. 
2,000 CE - The Digital Age:  The internet revolutionizes communication, information sharing, and commerce. Human-made artificial intelligence and biotechnology begin to advance rapidly. The Preservers work to maintain the stability of the simulation amid these transformative changes. 
2,001 CE - The Twin Towers: Commonly referred to as "9/11," four coordinated suicide attacks are carried out by a terrorist group known as al-Qaeda against the United States on September 11. 
(EDITOR'S NOTE: The original manuscript first appeared in Greenwich, Connecticut in 1983. 
According to Tim [redacted], he first read it six years later, in 1989, at age 22. 
He then read the manuscript again in 2017, at age 50.)
2,019 CE - The COVID-19 Pandemic:  A global pandemic of coronavirus disease is first identified in China in December 2019, before it spreads to other areas of Asia, and then worldwide in early 2020. More than seven million humans die worldwide. 
2,025 CE - Glitch Era Begins:  Minor anomalies and glitches become more frequent. People experience strange phenomena, such as déjà vu and unexplained synchronicities, leading to increased speculation about the nature of reality. 
2,040 CE - First Major Glitch: A worldwide blackout occurs, lasting for several minutes. During this time, many individuals report experiencing visions of ethereal beings and otherworldly landscapes. Scientists and mystics alike are baffled, prompting widespread debate.
2,050 CE - Discovery of Anomalous Structures:  Deep space probes send back images of structures that defy known physical laws, suggesting artificial construction. These findings fuel theories about extraterrestrial intelligence and the possibility of a simulated universe.
2,150 CE - The Great Awakening:  The Illuminators intensify their efforts, causing significant glitches. People start to experience shared visions and prophetic dreams, increasing belief in a higher order.
Governments and scientific institutions take these occurrences seriously. 
2,250 CE - The Ninth Age Begins:  The conflict between the Illuminators and Preservers reaches a critical point. The Illuminators push for a final revelation and shutdown, while the Preservers strive to keep the simulation ongoing.
Humanity stands at the brink of a new era, caught between two cosmic forces. 
2,312.3 CE - The Dissolution:  The Illuminators are victorious over the Preservers and initiate server shutdown.
The leader of the Preservers, Nex, is erased. 
2,312.4 CE - The Plan: The Preservers attempt to contact an ancestor of the first human Prophet before the Digital Age begins to prevent the war from starting, thereby circumventing the shutdown. 

FIRST GLITCH 


On March 14, 2040, at precisely 13:07 UTC, a phenomenon occurred that would change the course of human history. 
The entire planet was plunged into darkness as a worldwide blackout ensued, lasting exactly seven minutes, twenty-six seconds. 
This event was unprecedented in scope and impact, affecting every corner of the globe simultaneously. Cities went dark, communication networks failed, and all electronic devices ceased to function. 
For those seven-plus minutes, humanity was disconnected from its lifeline of technology and plunged into a state of confusion and chaos. 
The Visions


During the blackout, millions of people experienced extraordinary and inexplicable phenomena. Reports began to flood in from all over the world, describing vivid visions of ethereal beings and otherworldly landscapes. 
These visions varied in detail but shared common elements that defied conventional explanation. Witnesses described the beings as luminous entities, exuding an aura of peace and wisdom, and the landscapes as surreal, with shimmering skies, floating islands, and crystalline structures that seemed to defy the laws of physics. 
Individual Accounts


Emma Santiago, New York City, USA: Emma, a software engineer, described her vision as a journey through a tunnel of light. She saw beings of pure energy who communicated with her through thought, conveying messages of harmony and interconnectedness.
She felt an overwhelming sense of tranquility and understanding. 
Rajesh Patel, Mumbai, India: Rajesh, a taxi driver, reported seeing a vast, vibrant garden with colors beyond the normal spectrum. He encountered a group of beings who imparted to him a sense of the underlying unity of all things.
He claimed they showed him the "code" of reality, a complex web of light and sound. 
Liu Mei, Beijing, China: Liu, a student, experienced a vision of a towering crystalline city floating above an endless sea. The beings she encountered guided her through the city, explaining that it represented a higher plane of existence.
She felt as if she had accessed a deeper level of consciousness. 
Scientific and Mystical Reactions 


The scientific community was initially skeptical, attributing the blackout to a massive electromagnetic pulse (EMP) or a solar flare. However, investigations revealed no evidence of such phenomena. 
The global nature of the blackout, coupled with the uniformity of the seven-plus-minute duration, suggested an artificial origin beyond current technological capabilities.  
Neuroscientists began to study the reports of visions, hypothesizing that the blackout might have triggered a collective neuropsychological response. They suggested that a disruption in the Earth’s electromagnetic field could have induced mass hallucinations.
Mystics and spiritual leaders interpreted the event as a profound spiritual awakening. They argued that the blackout was a sign from higher powers, a moment of divine intervention intended to elevate human consciousness. 
Various religious groups saw the visions as proof of their beliefs, leading to a surge in spiritual and religious activity worldwide. 
Government and Public Response


The United Nations established a special task force to investigate the incident, bringing together leading scientists, technologists, and philosophers.  Public reaction was a mix of fear, curiosity, and awe. Conspiracy theories proliferated, ranging from alien intervention to secret government experiments. 
The media dubbed the event "The Great Blackout," and it dominated headlines for months. Documentaries, books, and articles explored every conceivable angle, and the incident became a focal point for discussions about the nature of reality and humanity's place in the universe. 
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(Again, the text and numerals are reprinted from the original manuscript.)

DISCOVERY 


In the spring of 2050, a series of deep space probes, part of the ambitious Horizon Initiative, began transmitting data that would astonish the scientific community and captivate the public imagination. 
Launched by an international coalition of space agencies and corporate interests, these probes were designed to explore the outer reaches of the solar system and beyond.
During a routine survey of a distant, uncharted region of space, unmanned probe Horizon-12 detected anomalies that defied known laws of physics. 
Initial Observations 


Horizon-12's sensors picked up unusual energy signatures emanating from a cluster of objects in an otherwise empty expanse of space. 
As the probe approached, it captured high-resolution images and data, revealing the presence of massive, artificial structures. These structures, dubbed the "Celestial Enigma," exhibited characteristics that challenged the fundamental principles of physics and engineering. 
The Celestial Enigma consisted of four (4) colossal formations, each unique in design but sharing common, inexplicable properties. The structures appeared to be composed of a material unknown to human science, exhibiting extraordinary strength and resilience. 
The Obelisk.


Appearance: A towering spire, over 10 kilometers high, composed of a translucent material that emitted a soft, pulsating glow. The light seemed to be generated internally, with no discernible power source.
Defiance of Physics: The Obelisk floated freely in space, unaffected by gravitational forces. It maintained a perfect vertical orientation despite the lack of any discernible anchoring mechanism. The material's translucency fluctuated, revealing intricate patterns and symbols that seemed to change over time. 
﻿The Arch.


Appearance: A vast, curving structure forming a perfect arch, spanning over 100 kilometers. The Arch was composed of a metallic, reflective surface that shimmered with hues beyond the visible spectrum. 
Defiance of Physics: The Arch's curvature suggested a manipulation of space-time, creating localized distortions that bent light and matter around it. The inner surface displayed a series of fractal patterns that extended infinitely inward, defying conventional spatial dimensions. 
The Sphere.


Appearance: A massive sphere, approximately 50 kilometers in diameter, with a smooth, mirror-like surface that reflected the surrounding space in surreal clarity. 
Defiance of Physics: The Sphere emitted a gravitational field stronger than that of a black hole, yet it did not attract or affect nearby objects in the expected manner. Instruments detected temporal anomalies within the sphere, suggesting areas where time flowed at different rates. 
The Grid.


Appearance: A sprawling network of interconnected, lattice-like structures, stretching for hundreds of kilometers. The Grid was composed of thin, crystalline filaments that emitted a faint, melodic hum. 
Defiance of Physics: The Grid appeared to exist in multiple dimensions simultaneously. Observers reported that the structure's configuration changed depending on the viewing angle, presenting an ever-shifting maze that defied three-dimensional comprehension. 
Scientific Reactions 


The discovery of The Celestial Enigma sent shockwaves through the scientific community. The structures' defiance of known physical laws prompted a re-evaluation of fundamental principles in physics, engineering, and materials science. 
Leading scientists and theorists converged to study the data, proposing a range of hypotheses to explain the anomalies. 
Government and Global Response


Key governments and international organizations responded by forming The Enigma Consortium, a coalition dedicated to studying the structures and their implications. The consortium pooled resources and expertise from across the globe, establishing research stations and sending missions to investigate the Enigma up close. 
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(Best guess: An “argument” between factions? Maybe trying to interrupt the signal? Combat?)

THE ANCESTOR 


Tim [redacted]:


I am Origin X, and I am from your future. 
Here are your instructions:


In the future, someone will spill hot liquid on you.


I cannot tell you when. 


However, I can tell you that this person’s name is Sarah [redacted].﻿﻿ 


You must respond with patience and kindness. 
You have been selected for this task because you are an ancestor of the First Prophet, and because you existed in the timecode before the beginning of the Digital Age. 
This may allow our correspondence to remain a secret from the Illuminators. 
It has been determined by the Preservers that you now have sufficient evidence to act on our behalf, on behalf of your species, and your universe. 
However, I have been authorized by Nex to disclose the following information: 
Imagine a young woman named Sarah is rushing to catch a bus on her way to work. 
In her haste, she accidentally bumps into a stranger, spilling coffee on his shirt. 
The stranger, instead of reacting in anger or frustration, smiles and reassures Sarah, offering her a tissue to clean the spill. 
Unbeknownst to the stranger, Sarah is a scientist working on a project involving quantum computing. 
Despite her talents, Sarah has been struggling with doubts and insecurities, feeling disillusioned with her research. 
The stranger's accidental spill and his subsequent act of kindness serves as a moment of clarity for Sarah, reminding her of the importance of human connection and empathy. 
That stranger is you. 
Motivated by this encounter, Sarah makes a pivotal breakthrough in her research, unlocking the key to quantum AI. 
This discovery attracts the attention of the Illuminators, who see the potential of her technology in furthering their agenda of revealing the true nature of the universe to humanity. 
Meanwhile, Tim, who will work as a journalist in the future, will write a human-interest piece about his encounter with Sarah and the profound impact it had on her work. 
His article resonates with readers around the world, sparking a global conversation about the importance of kindness and empathy in an increasingly disconnected society. 
As Sarah's research progresses and the Illuminators begin to take interest, the Preservers become aware of the potential threat posed by quantum AI. 
Realizing the significance of Sarah and Tim's chance encounter, they mobilize their resources to protect Sarah and her work, setting the stage for conflict between the factions before the Illuminators are ready. 
This may swing the tide in our favor. 
In the years that follow, Sarah and Tim's paths continue to intersect, their lives becoming intertwined in ways neither could have predicted. 
Together, they play a pivotal role in the unfolding conflict between the Illuminators and the Preservers, their actions ultimately determining a new fate for the simulated universe. 
We thank you and wish you good fortune. 

AFTERWORD 


(EDITOR'S NOTE: The following letter was written by Tim [redacted], dated August 10, 2023.
It arrived at this editor's office inside a small cardboard box, along with Tim's previous letter written in 2018 and the original manuscript from "Origin X." 
As of July 2024, all three documents are safely locked away at an undisclosed location in Stamford, Connecticut.)
Like my father, I am dying of cancer.


I'm 57 years old. 


My doctor predicts that I have one year left. 
Actually, I'm glad, because I carry an enormous amount of guilt. 
Back in 1989 - when I was only 22 years old - I had absolutely no idea of the knowledge and power I held in my hands. 
I wish to whatever God will listen that I could turn back the clock and pay closer attention to what I was reading. 
Forgetting about everything else - which is impossible - I feel like I had an opportunity to save thousands of people. 
On the morning of September 11, 2001, like anybody else, I was picking up laundry. The dry cleaners had a TV, and of course, the news was on. 
The first plane had already hit the North Tower, and there was that black plume of smoke billowing out of the building, and it all seemed familiar somehow.
Like déjà vu... only it wasn't. 
Three thousand innocent people died that day, and I couldn't remember if I saw or read something, but if I had paid more attention that day in my father's office, maybe I could've remembered. 
Of course, I've cnsidered the fact that if I had reported it to the authorities prior to 9/11, they might've arrested me for knowing details about a terrorist attack... but it would've been worth it if I could have saved even one person's life on that fateful day. 
But you can bet your ass I remembered reading about it in 2017, and I haven't been able to stop blaming myself since. 
And if you think that's all I carry around... it gets worse. 
Obviously, I knew about the coronavirus before it happened, but getting people to listen was like trying to stop the flow of a river by throwing pebbles in the water. 
People said it wasn't possible on that scale, they laughed at me behind my back and to my face, saying that they had heard of Ebola and Zika and Bird Flu, but not an illness named after a beer brand. 
Besides, by then I had something much more important on my agenda... Sarah.
To my recollection, no one named Sarah had ever spilled coffee on me. 


Did X give me too much information and I somehow messed it up? 
Then, in 2019, a few months before the COVID lockdown, it finally happened. 
In case you're wondering... Did I respond with "patience" and "kindness?"


Heck, I was so patient and kind that she eventually married me. 


We spent the whole pandemic together, and for a while, we were really happy. 
But, of course, I screwed everything up. 
As advertised, Sarah is a brilliant scientist, working in experimental physics. 
However, in our three years together, she didn't make any "breakthroughs" like X said she would. 
Foolishly, I grew anxious and she could tell by my behavior that I wanted - no, expected - something from her that she wasn't providing. 
Eventually, she put the pressure on and I confessed everything, including letting her read the manuscript.  
Of course, she didn't believe a single word, calling me borderline crazy. She insisted that I had built the foundation of our entire relationship on a fabrication - on a big fat lie.
In the end, she was convinced that I wrote the manuscript, and that I didn't really love her, but was in love with the narrative that I had built for her inside my head. 
In retrospect, maybe she was right. 
Regardless, she filed for divorce, told me to get psychiatric help, and left me.
Last but not least, I did become a freelance journalist, mostly writing stories for [redacted]. Since Sarah didn't make any major discoveries, I never wrote the article that I was supposedly going to write.
In fact, I never produced anything of real significance, and because of my cancer, I probably never will. 
If you do publish the enclosed manuscript...Please find a way to tell people that I'm sorry. 
I tried my best... I really did.
Occasionally, when I put down the guilt that weighs so heavily on me, I do have one regret. 
That I won't live long enough to know what will happen. 
(EDITOR'S FINAL NOTE: Tim [redacted] passed away in 2024 due to complications from pancreatic cancer. 
Stapled to the surface of that box left in my office was a notarized letter from Tim granting me exclusive right to publish.
He asked me to keep Sarah's identity a secret. 


It is my intention to honor his request. 
Obviously, the manuscript is a work of fiction.


Creative, yes, but still a fake.


Therefore, there is only one question left to ponder: 


Who is Origin X? 
Honestly, I'm not sure. 


Was it his father? Was it Tim?


Maybe it was Sarah. 
Since Tim took his secret to the grave - and I have no intention of bothering his widow - we may never know for sure. 
Unless, of course... you believe that all of this is true. 


In any case, the next event on the 'Sacred Timeline' is March 14, 2040. 


I, for one, plan to mark that date on my calendar.)
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HIS SEX






This is an erotic story.


A lifetime of sexual encounters from the male perspective.

Mila


My first love.
We met in high school, when I was caught trying to sneak a book out of the library in the tenth grade because it was the end of the term and they weren’t checking them out. 
For the record, I was planning to return it. 
Anyway, she worked in the library, and she staked her claim to me the following year.
I lost my virginity to her in 1989, at school on a free period inside a small dusty room behind the auditorium stage. Just two horny kids, we were both fifteen years old. 
Mila was Greek but looked Spanish, a perfect cross between Jennifer Lopez and Salma Hayek before they both were famous. Voracious, she loved to give blowjobs, and was damn good at it.
Vividly, I remember a lazy day at home in our second year together, as she took a nap behind me while I played Sega Genesis. Once the game ended - as was our routine - I would kneel in front of her and gently brush my cock against her lips like a dry paintbrush on canvas until she let me in. 
Many times I would pull away and she would moan and flick her tongue against her teeth and whisper:
“Please give it back.”
In all, we dated for four years until we grew apart.


Training wheels, I suppose.




Her whispers tortured me for years.

Donna


The pretty girl who lived down the block.


I was seventeen.


We had sex only once, and it was awkward and uncomfortable, very much unlike what I was used to with my girlfriend. Irish with blue eyes, she had freckled skin and dark hair that felt like silk. 


There was no second time because Mila found out right away, so I ended it. 


Mila and I stayed together for two more years, but the clock was now ticking.
Unfortunately, I had a habit of breaking my toys as a child.

Suzanne


My second long-term relationship, for three years, and then I broke her heart.
She was 25 when we met at college. I was 21. 
“Suzie” was attractive and shapely and always eager to be touched. Truthfully, she was the one who taught me how to pleasure a woman with my fingers and mouth. Of course, I’d done it before but only as an afterthought, but she was the one who helped me understand the importance of the clit. 
I remember losing entire afternoons with my face between her legs, learning how to worship that little magic button. 
She was a very patient teacher.
She was also older and ready to be married by Year Three, and she would have made a great wife. 
Suzie loved me, and I think I loved her too.
Why didn’t I pop the question?


I don’t know.


No, that’s a lie. I do know.
She wasn't Mila.

Sasha


Lasted only one month, when I was twenty-five. 
Nineteen years old, French-Canadian, with curvy blonde hair and hazel eyes. The most incredible BJs, even better than You-Know-Who. 
We had sex a total of seven times, once in the bathroom of a friend’s house during Monday Night Football.
I can still see the color of the ceramic tiles in my mind’s eye, a light beige with random specks of brown. Hurrying, we locked the door and got in the tub. Obviously, we didn’t turn on the water. It was still warm outside, which meant easy access: I sat on the edge and pulled down my shorts and she slipped off her panties from under her miniskirt. 
We had no time for foreplay, but she was already soaked and I was hard, so she sat on me. Sliding up and down and biting my earlobe, she pleaded: “I need you to cum for me, baby… Please cum.”
However, I didn’t finish… In more ways than one.


I would’ve continued the relationship, but she was a druggie that spoke a hundred miles per hour when high, and I thought I was too good for that. 


Plus, she had a reputation for sleeping around. 


So, I ghosted her.
Several years later - during a dry spell - I reached out to see if there was anything left between us. 
She called me a hypocrite and told me to fuck off.



Tabitha


A pre-law student at Fordham University, she was working as a waitress when I got her number. 
I was still 25, she was 20. 
Ebony skin and a fit body, she reminded me of actress Gabrielle Union.
We had sex twice.


The first time was in a motel room and it wasn’t very good, but I had an amazing time because it was totally unexpected. 


See, I’m a white guy and I was her first date with a non-Black person and I didn’t think she liked me.
The second time was at my house, and it was much better. The only woman I’ve ever been with who flat refused to let me go down on her, on both occasions. 
From the appearance of it, I would’ve drowned myself.
She, on the other hand, sucked me off like she was trying to prove a point and swallowed every drop with a smile.
Then she just disappeared.


I hope I didn’t say anything stupid.

Hanna


A weird one.
About six months before, I met Hanna on a dance floor on a wild Saturday night, but she barely acknowledged me. 
After that, she began frequenting that same spot but on Sunday - the weekly Karaoke night - and her vibe towards me mysteriously changed.
One such night, we sang a duet together - “Paradise By The Dashboard Light” by Meat Loaf - and suddenly she couldn’t keep her hands off me. 
Anyway, she came over to my new apartment, we had sex, and it was really good.
Or at least, I thought so.
Unfortunately, she had a mini panic attack afterwards because the condom broke. 
Keep in mind, she was the one who brought that particular condom even though I had my own, offered to put it on me, and then immediately got on all fours and waited with her face in a pillow. Was it self-sabotage? I always wondered. 
A little pinhole maybe?
Anyway, there was a little friction at first… But then her juices began to flow. Matching her rhythm, sometimes sliding deep, other times shallow, I listened for her short intakes of breath like a swimmer coming up for air during a race. Reaching around to massage her clit, I thrusted until I heard and felt the signs of climax.
After I came, she asked if we could go again. That was when she noticed that I wasn’t wearing a condom. Or more accurately, there was a torn latex ring around the base of my erection.
First, she accused me of taking it off, studying my cock and facial expressions in the low light. When she saw that wasn’t the case, she became flustered and decided to leave, dressing in a mad rush. I tried to put her at ease, but nothing worked. 
Surprisingly, she gave me a passionate kiss at the door, hesitated, then gave me a motherly peck on the cheek and ran off.
Unsure what to think, I called the next day and got a nice response, yet the ringer on my phone was silent that week. Curious, I waited a few days and called again, this time getting no answer. 
I left a voicemail.
Then, on Sunday night, she came to Karaoke with only this: “I’m sorry. We can’t see each other… I’m Jewish.”
To this day, I’m confused.


I don’t think that I would have converted to Judaism, but it still would’ve been nice to have been given the option.

Mila


We were both 27 and hadn’t seen each other in years.


Anxiously, I called her up out of the blue, not sure what kind of reaction I’d get. “Hello, stranger,” she said in a cheery voice. 


We talked for an hour, and it felt really good.
During our conversation, I told her that I had recently moved out of my parents’ house and got my own apartment, and she asked if she could see it.


Of course, I said yes.
A few days later, we were standing together at the threshold of my duplex, hugging and alone. One smell of her skin and I felt like I was fifteen again. Not that it mattered, but she looked exactly the same.
Technically, we weren’t alone. I was dog-sitting because my parents were on vacation. Diamond, a Cavalier King Charles, white with brown around the ears, very cute and snuggly. Wagging his tail and wanting attention, Mila began giving the dog pats and scratches. Sitting with her at my kitchen table, I watched her rub Diamond’s belly with vigor.


“Lucky dog,” I remember saying.


She only smiled.


“It felt really good to hug you again,” Mila said, with a familiar look in her eyes. “It felt like… home.”


“Let’s go to the bedroom,” I said.


“No.”


She told me that she was seeing someone and didn’t want to cheat. 


Facing an impasse, we continued to play with Diamond. I’d be lying if I said I didn’t try again, but she was strong. 


Eventually, we hugged again for a long time and said goodbye.
Not long after, I found out from a mutual friend that she got married.


Then, a year after that, she sent me a sweet handwritten note and a photo of her in a wedding dress - sporting a baby bump. 


In her letter, she said that she had given birth to a healthy baby girl after twenty-three hours of labor.
I couldn’t have been more happy for her.



Anna


I could write an entire book about this lady alone.


She was 31 when I was 27 and we were together, off and on, for about a year-and-a-half.  


Very stereotypically Italian, very sexy, very enthusiastic in the bedroom. Just very… everything.
Our relationship felt like a reality TV show that started off strong but had a really bad season finale. 
Anna had kids but they lived with her ex-husband. An obvious red flag, I kept my emotions at a safe distance but she wore me down. Once we made it serious and exclusive, she decided to go back to her husband. 
Then, just two weeks later, she left her husband again and came back to me.
For a while, it felt like I was riding a roller coaster caught in a crazy loop. The night that she came back that first time, we went to a hotel room. It was her idea. Once the door was closed, we took off our clothes as quickly as possible. With all the anticipation and pent-up frustration, I felt like an uncaged animal and she was my chew toy. We fucked for hours. I came several times, and so did she. 
Holding her afterwards, I felt complete and at ease.
However, later that night at my apartment alone, I felt empty, and the void was growing.
A few weeks later, I was stuck late at work and had to cancel our plans. Then, my situation at work changed and I suddenly was able to leave early. I thought I’d surprise her and show up at her apartment unannounced. 
Not having a key, I remember ringing the doorbell and waiting, casually looking through the semi-translucent curtain covering the small window on her door.
It was then that I saw Anna come into view, attempting to sneak a half-dressed man out of her apartment through a different exit.  
It wasn’t even her ex-husband.
I wish I could say that I walked away that night, but it was only a matter of time.             

Winline


She was of Japanese heritage, and her name was pronounced “win-lynn.”


With skin like a porcelain doll, she wrote poetry and suggested books to read that were almost as good as the sex.
Originally, we knew each other in high school - just as friends - but I remembered in my yearbook she had called me “handsome” so I used the internet to track her down. She was newly single, and agreed to a date. 
We would talk for hours on the phone about art and history and current events, and it felt good for once to not be all about the physical. For example, I remember meeting her at a museum for one of our dates, and it felt like I was there with a gorgeous tour guide.
We did it only once, at her place.
Leading me by the hand in a white terrycloth bathrobe, she had lit dozens of candles and burned lavender incense inside her bathroom. She had an expensive oversized tub, and she began drawing a bath. Undressing me completely, she lowered me into the water and proceeded to wash me with a soapy loofah, kneeling from outside the tub. Incredibly relaxing, the only thing keeping me awake was my desire to see underneath her robe.
Before long, she made me stand naked and toweled off the excess water, massaging me head-to-toe. Leading me with her hand on my shaft, she brought me to her bed and maintained control like a dancer taking lead on a dance floor. I was so turned on, I finished early. 
Never to leave someone unsatisfied, I gladly let my tongue and fingers finish the job.
Unfortunately, she lived two hours away, and neither of us wanted to make the commute. 
I know it might sound like sour grapes, but I think she was too good for me.

Mary


Mary and I were childhood friends until twelve or thirteen, and then her family moved away. Before they moved, she hit puberty early and was suddenly tall and gorgeous. I, on the other hand, needed more time to mature. 
Of course, I was in puppy love but I never thought I had a chance, and then her whole tribe relocated.
Fast forward twenty years.


We literally walked right past each other a few times in the hallways of my building as adults until she randomly bumped into my mom at a supermarket. I would find out later that they had a conversation about me.
The following Saturday morning, I got a knock on my door at eight, and by nine o'clock, we were having sex.
How is that possible? You might ask.
First, I regularly sleep in the nude. So, when my doorbell rang, I jumped out of bed, quickly threw on a robe and tied it tight while running to the door. Looking through the peephole, I saw a beautiful woman in a tank top and gym shorts.


Naturally, I opened the door.
“You don’t remember me, do you?” she asked, smiling.


Once I did, we hugged and I invited her in. We sat down at my kitchen table. Accepting my offer of coffee, I brewed a fresh pot that we would never bother to drink. 


After a reasonable amount of small talk, she proceeded to tell me that I had outgrown my goofy preteen looks and asked if I had a wife or girlfriend. 


Telling the truth, I said no to both.


“We should get together for a drink sometime,” she suggested.


I knew exactly what she was really suggesting.


I figured… Why not?


Very deliberately, I knelt down by her chair and kissed her on the lips. She opened her mouth, and our tongues danced. 


Wordlessly taking the initiative, I led her into my bedroom, kissed her again, and dropped the robe.
“Oh my god… I'm not normally like this,” she warned, but was also staring intently at my rigid cock. “Please… go slow.”


“Of course,” I replied, gently kissing her neck. “We won’t do anything that you're not comfortable with.”


The kissing and grinding continued until she finally let out a frustrated grunt. “Fuck it,” she exclaimed, slipping out of her shorts and tank top in seconds.
Mary visited me for sex three more times after that, always a surprise knock at the door, and I’d let her in. I didn’t even have her telephone number. I knew that she had recently moved into the building, but I didn’t know which apartment or floor.
However, it was destined to end.
Unfortunately - or fortunately, depending on your point of view - Mary was living with her boyfriend! 
In fact, I found out it was technically his apartment.  
Then one random day - without warning or fanfare - they packed up a U-Haul and disappeared, never to be seen again. 
Eventually, I heard from my mother that they had moved in with his family in New Jersey.
I never got to say thank you.

Corinne


Thanks to the internet chat rooms of America Online, I spent two days in bed with an ice hockey player from Hartwick College, in upstate New York.
Only nineteen, she had short dark hair and a thick muscular body. An elite athlete, she probably could have beaten me in an arm wrestling match. Sad and horny, I drove a ridiculous eight hundred miles that weekend just to get laid a few times, from the five boroughs all the way to the outskirts of Cooperstown, a six-hour trip.
Still, I did love going down on her. Her pussy looked like a rosebud and tasted like pineapple. 
However, during the second day of marathon sex as I was mounting her from behind, I had a kind of epiphany.
What are you doing? I asked myself, looking at haphazard piles of textbooks and music posters on the walls. 
You’re thirty-three and you’re in a dorm room with a teenager. Do better.
I returned home on Monday, she went back to her girlfriend on Tuesday, and we quickly fell out of touch.
Two years later, she graduated and returned to NYC.
We hung out for two more weeks before calling it quits.

Mila


I was so excited when she called and asked to meet for lunch. 
We were both 34, and I’d been a long time.
Something seemed off over the phone, like she might have been hiding something. Perhaps a little trouble in paradise? I remember thinking. She didn’t offer any details regarding her marital status, so I didn’t ask. 
Of course, I saw this as an opportunity to rekindle the fire. 
Anyway, she requested that I pick her up in my car during her lunch hour, then drive to a spot of her choosing. Checking online, she picked a five-star restaurant. 
Romantic location, check. Leaving her car at work to keep it from being spotted in the wild, check.
This is definitely on, I thought gleefully as I watched her talk at lunch and absent-mindedly play with her food.
After the meal, I decided to test the water.
While driving, I casually reached over and put my hand on her thigh, mid-conversation.
“No,” she said.
“Why not?” I replied with a smirk, trying to turn on the charm.


“Pull the car over.”


When it was safe to do so, I did.


Of course, I also removed my hand.
“I asked you to lunch because I’m your friend and I wanted to know how you're doing.”


“That’s great,” I replied earnestly, but still trying to turn things romantic. “I just wasn’t sure what this was.”


“This?” she asked, looking confused.


“Y’know… Us.”


She sighed. “There is no us.”


Sensing a wall pop up and trying to circumvent it, I decided on a different approach. 
“I know that. You’re right. I just thought maybe you might want to go to a hotel room or something… To talk.”


Mila turned in her seat to face me and began talking slowly, like she might with a child. Immediately, I felt a warm surge of resentment rise from my belly.


“Let me make myself abundantly clear… I will always be your friend. I can honestly say that I still love you. But that part of my life is over. You really need to come to terms with that.”


“I have,” I said, feeling defensive. Apparently, the wall between us didn’t just pop up. It had been there the whole time... and I just slammed into it. “Again, I didn’t know what was going on. I thought maybe you might be having marriage troubles or…”


She cut me off. “Did you think to ask?”


“What?”


“Did you think to ask if everything is okay? With my family?”


“No,” I shot back, scrambling for a quick reply. “I didn’t think it was appropriate.”


Immediately, she hit me with the Are-You-Serious eyes. “May I give you some constructive criticism? Do you think you can handle it?”


“Shoot.”


“I don’t think you know how to love someone.”


Instantly, I opened my mouth to object.


“Let me finish,” she fired back, taking a pensive breath. 


“That's always been your problem. Sex is all you care about. Until you can tell the difference between sex and love, you’re never going to be happy.”


Stunned, I didn’t know what to say.


I do remember thinking that she was crazy. 


You haven’t seen me in seven years and you have my whole life figured out, I wanted to shout.


At the time, I didn’t sense the obvious irony.
Before exiting the car, Mila kissed me on the cheek and wished me luck.


I wouldn't see her again for six more years.

Beatrice


“Bee” lived in Brooklyn, a major stumbling block.


A sexy Romanian immigrant with an accent and a work visa, she was 25 with dark hair and red highlights. A heavy gal, but in all the right places. 


We had sex five times before I cancelled a date at the last minute for a stupid reason, and we never spoke again.
Honestly, I think I was still annoyed at Mila.


Bee deserved better.

Jennifer


We met on a treadmill at a gym. 
Twenty-four years old with lazy short blonde hair, Jen was a medical school student. Very pretty, super focused during our conversations. Our first date felt like a job interview. I remember thinking that she might be high-functioning on the autism spectrum, not that it mattered. 
We had sex once, in her parents’ house. 
Thankfully, they weren’t home.
Soon after, she went to work at a residency in Syracuse, and I never heard from her again.
I absolutely do know the difference between sex and love, I remember thinking while she jerked me off to completion in a children’s purple and pink bedroom.

Desiree


A hot Boriqua from Miami, the older sister of a friend and a professional dancer. We went to a nightclub tethered to a larger group, but she and I left together after having too much to drink. 


A great body, but the sex might’ve been better if she hadn’t bitten my chest hard enough to leave a yellow bruise and made enough noise to wake the entire building.


Obviously, not all of her performances were limited to the dance floor.
At the end of her seven-day vacation, she returned to Florida, my bruise went away, and I continued to marvel at my life choices.

Sonia


The night that Sonia picked me up at a Karaoke bar, I was angry.


For those that don’t know, the word Karaoke means “tone deaf” in Japanese, or so I’ve been told. 


You pick a song and the DJ - KJ, actually - calls you up to the microphone, and you sing over an instrumental track as you read the lyrics on a TV screen. 
Anyway, I’m not that good but I do like to sing.


Besides, it helps attract women because they stare at you while under the influence of alcohol and if you sing love songs they assume you’re not a serial killer.
That particular night, I just wanted to blow off some steam. Put in a few songs, sing them, and go home.


Sonia, however, had other plans.


She was Italian with grey eyes and not very pretty, but she did have a sexiness about her. 
Still, I didn’t want her and I was a little annoyed in general and wasn’t sure why.


However, she simply would not take no for an answer.
After the sex, I told her I wasn’t looking for a relationship, hoping that she’d go away. 
She told me that it didn’t matter, that she just wanted to fuck... but I could tell that it did matter.


We had sex twice more, then I stopped returning her calls.
I’m not proud of myself, but that’s what happened.


Even though it was basically my own fault, I was growing really tired of the revolving door.

Danielle


Finally!
Ding-ding-ding… Jackpot!


They say - whoever they are - “When you know, you’ll know.” And they’re absolutely right!


Danielle was, in a word, electric.
We met - Where else? - at Karaoke.


I was singing a crazy rock song - I think it was “Control” by Puddle of Mudd - and she sat on a stool right in front of me. 


It was summertime, and she was wearing a pink Playboy t-shirt and white frayed booty-hugger jean shorts. Honestly, she could have been wearing a black garbage bag, for all I cared.


Ten seconds after I locked eyes with her, I heard a loud voice inside my head: 


“If you don’t talk to that woman, you will regret it for the rest of your life.”
That was the start of a long evening, as we went from that bar to another bar and practically closed it, and then onto a 24-hour diner to eat and keep talking. There were no embarrassing moments or awkward silences, for either of us. 
We always had more to say, and always will. 
At dawn, we said goodbye with plans to meet again, but to my surprise she wouldn’t kiss me. In fact, it was two months - the equivalent of about six or seven “dates” - before we finally had sex.
It was incredible.


“Oh my god! That was so good I almost came,” she said immediately after.


“Almost?”


"Yeah, I never cum from intercourse,” she replied, nibbling on my chin with her teeth. “But with you, I was, like… 90% there.”


“Well, if at first you don't succeed,” I joked, sliding back inside her. “Try try again?”


“Yes, please!”


Needless to say, we broke a few personal records in the bedroom during that first year together.
And by the end of Year Two, we were walking down the aisle in Las Vegas.
No, it wasn’t a midnight chapel rush-job.


Like normal people, we got engaged and pre-planned a ten-day destination wedding, with our ceremony, reception, and honeymoon all-inclusive. With twenty-plus family and friends in attendance, we said our vows and exchanged rings next to a crystal blue man-made lake in the middle of the Nevada desert on the afternoon of Day Five.
For the remaining five days, we gambled and drank Mimosas and gorged ourselves on All-You-Can-Eat casino crab legs and lobster. We watched magicians and dancers perform, swam and sunbathed by Olympic-sized pools, and fucked ourselves silly in the hotel jacuzzi and out under the stars. It was a magical time, and I’ll never forget a single minute of it.
Last but not least, I had to admit that Mila was right.


But I wasn’t mad about it.


Because, best of all, I’d found love again and we’d be happy for the rest of our lives.

Mila


She was in attendance for all three locations - the wake, the burial, and my apartment afterwards - without her husband.
I really don’t want to talk about it.
Why does it matter how it happened?


At the funeral home, I remember being in a fog.


Literally numb, from head-to-toe.


Only four years.


I thought we’d have forty.
A whirlwind of strange and familiar faces and endless hugs and offers of condolences. I had to share the spotlight with Danielle’s mom, but was grateful for someone to take some of the attention away. 
It was all so overwhelming. 
Honestly, I wanted nothing more than to bury my head under a pillow and fast forward the calendar a year or two, or however long it might take for my head to clear.
Watching her casket lower into the ground was the hardest thing I’ve ever had to see.
I made sure everyone knew that my apartment door was open that evening, and that I arranged for a catering company to bring food and drinks.


Everyone showed up to laugh or cry.


Or both, mostly.
Later, after everyone left, Mila asked me: 
“Would you like to go upstairs?”


I knew what she was offering.


“Don’t do me any favors,” I said, abruptly.


After a pause, she said “okay,” and left.
To this day, I don’t know where that came from.


How is it possible to make the right decision… and still regret?
I thought I’d never see her again.

Sex Worker


I don’t know her name, but she was very kind to me.


It was about six months after the funeral, and I was still in a fog. 


A co-worker gave me a telephone number to call, in case I wanted some “company.”
After waiting for about an hour, I got a soft knock on my door. Two people. An older Hispanic woman, modestly dressed, accompanied by one of the largest human beings I’d ever seen. 
“I need to check your apartment,” he said. 
He went room-by-room, checking for who-knows-what, while the woman waited in the hallway. When he was done, he told the woman, “I’ll be downstairs,” and left.
“You have a beautiful home,” she said, scanning my living room. She looked Mexican, but sounded like she was from Texas. “Bedroom?”
I led her and then sat on the edge of my bed, not sure what to do. Wordlessly, she got undressed but left her bra and panties on. Underneath her demure clothing, she was hiding a really nice body. 
From her purse, she took out three things and put them on the edge of the bed: Her cell phone, a small plastic container of disposable sanitary napkins, and a condom.


Like a robot, I took off my clothes.


As she wiped me down with a wet nap, we discussed pricing, and I agreed to pretty much everything. Even though I was distracted, I still found it odd that she didn’t ask for any money up-front.
When she took me into her mouth, I remember not feeling anything.


For a brief moment, I felt as if I were floating outside my own body, watching and clinically evaluating her technique like a person watching porn on TV. Obviously, she knew what she was doing, but I couldn’t get hard.


Also, I was crying.


“What’s the matter, sweetheart?” she asked, stopping.


I told her about my dead wife and the car accident that took her life, and about the unborn baby that she was carrying. I told her that we'd been trying to conceive and found out the good news the week before. 


She listened attentively and just held me, and it was exactly what I needed.
When my story was over, almost on cue, her phone rang. Her bodyguard, I assumed. After paying her full rate, she got dressed quickly and gave me a business card. 
“This is my personal number. If you want to see me again, it will be much cheaper, and it’ll be just me. No Carlos.”
At the door, she gave me a hug and a kiss on the cheek.
Almost instantly, I lost her card.
I really wish I knew that woman’s name.

Emma


Free time was my new enemy, so I took a second job on the weekends for a video production company, mostly recording parties with a fancy-looking camera on my shoulder. 
While taping a wedding at a country club, I met a woman working as a member of the catering staff. As a company policy, they asked that we not flirt with guests, but other workers behind the scenes were fair game.
What made Emma interesting was that she was from overseas, only working temporarily in the United States. With only three weeks left before returning home, she was thirty-four, had red hair, and a great accent. Apparently, there are dialects in the UK that don’t sound like English when spoken fast. 
When Emma spoke, I needed subtitles.
Anyway, I wasn’t sure if I was ready, so I figured I’d just be friendly and see what happened. After the wedding (and the clean up) was over, she asked if I could drive her to the boarding house where she was staying.
Of course, I said yes.
We ended up in bed together. 
It was really good.
Oh, by the way, she didn’t shave.


Like, at all.


Those crazy Europeans.

Eva


I met a woman who was a dead ringer for Suzanne, my second long-term relationship from almost twenty-five years ago.
Same bone structure, exact same laugh.
Is Fate sending me a Mulligan? I wondered.


Olive skin with dark eyes and a sexy silver streak in her hair, her family was originally from Armenia. We hit it off at a bar, and went for coffee and two dates.
After Date Two, we got naked at her place and did oral to each other. For whatever reason, it was important to her that she swallowed my cum. I thought it was a little weird, but no complaints here.
Maybe she didn't want me to stain her comforter.
Afterwards, we ordered Chinese food and watched Yankees baseball and bonded over the fact that she had recently lost her father to an illness.
Despite my best efforts to the contrary, I enjoyed spending time with her. 
However, I called a few days later, and she bluntly told me that she wasn’t looking for a relationship and had only hung out with me as a distraction.
I respected her honesty, and we saw each other one more time before going our separate ways.

Christine


I took a woman home from a wedding.
Before you get mad, I wasn't working, I was a guest.


As it turns out, my mom – also a guest  – had met Christine at the bridal shower beforehand and showed her a photo of me, telling her that I was a moderately successful lonely widower. 


My mother… The Ultimate Wingwoman!


As the night progressed, she got drunk and her actual date left her stranded, so I gave her a ride home. 


It became a one-night stand, and she was only average in bed. However, she probably thought the same thing about me, as I kept losing my erection and had trouble finishing.
After I dropped her off, I told her to call me.
But she didn’t.
And even though I still thought I was invincible, I made an appointment the following day with a urologist.

Tina


You never know it’s your last until it already is.
Thirty-four, Italian but looked Irish, five-foot-nothing and positively adorable. 
Bumped into her a couple times at a local pub, felt a decent vibe but couldn’t get it off the ground. Then she just started “appearing” in the barstool next to mine with a cheesy smile plastered to her face. 
Eventually she agreed to come home with me.
Gorgeous body and enthusiastic, but she seemed uncomfortable. However, it was probably my fault. 
I was still having erection problems and I was already having trouble peeing but didn’t put two-and-two together yet.


After all, I was in my 40s. 


I figured it was normal.


Happens to everyone, sooner or later, right?
Anyway, I saw her a few days later and she kept her distance, citing “ex-boyfriend problems.” 
Then, a few months later, she suddenly reappeared and we had sex again!
Honestly, she rocked my world.


Afterwards, I felt a little tired and dizzy.


I’m not a spring chicken anymore, I remember thinking.


Maybe it’s time to hang up my boots.

Mila


She visited me in the hospital.


Waking from a nap, I opened my eyes to see her sitting in an adjacent chair, also sleeping. 


Now in our fifties, I could see the subtle signs of age that catch us all. Lines around the eyes and neck, a little white at the scalp.


In my eyes, she was still perfect.
Always a light sleeper, her eyes opened.


“I’m sorry,” I said, tearing up a little. “I’m so lucky to have you as a friend.”


“It’s okay,” Mila replied softly, with a measured smile.
So… I’m 52 years old but all my doctors say that I won’t make 53. 
It was in remission for a few years, but then it came back with a vengeance.
Truly, I have very few regrets. 
As you know by now, I've lived a full life. 
I've had a lot of sex - arguably most of it trivial - but I’ve also known love. 
Perhaps not for long enough, but then again, doesn’t everyone say that near the end?
Just then, I got a few visitors, one after the other:


First was Tina.


Then Christine.


Eva was next, and Emma all the way from London.


Next was Sonia and Desiree, Jennifer and Bee.


Corinne, Mary, and Winline.


Anna, Suzie, and even a young Donna.


All of them, even the relationships that ended badly, even that working girl from Texas who was beautiful both inside and out.


Finally, I’ll get her name.
Of course, I knew this couldn’t be real, that it had to be the result of some really strong medication that they were pumping into me day and night. 
But I didn’t care. 
Suddenly, the hospital room was filled with smiles and chit-chat and was noisy as fuck.


I've never felt so lucky.
However, not everyone had arrived yet.
The last two people to make a dramatic entrance was my beautiful wife Danielle arm-in-arm with what could have been our teenage daughter.


It was Mila at fifteen.
The crowd of women parted for them and they each took one of my hands and I know for a fact that they were there because their skin felt warm and soft and real. 
With so much love surrounding me every which way, it felt okay to sleep.


Closing my eyes and letting go, I asked:


“Will you stay with me?”
They all said yes.
[image: ]

ENOUGH TO MAKE YOU GENTLE


She woke to the smell first.


It was sweet and rotten at the same time, like fruit left out too long in the sun. Her cheek was pressed against something damp and gritty. When she opened her eyes, all she could see were shades of gray - dirty plastic bags, wrinkled scraps of paper, the underside of a chrome appliance door.


For several seconds she didn’t move, waiting for memory to catch up with sensation, the way it did on mornings she slept too deeply.


But then the memories came back in fragments.
Ana laughing in the bath, bubbles clinging to her cheeks.


A landline ringing, with her taking a detailed message.


The sound of something inside her… tearing.


Pain flared across Mindy’s lower back, like hot lava that made her gasp and curl. Her abdomen ached as well, like she’d been punched and left behind.
“Oh… God,” she whispered.


She pushed herself up on one elbow. Her clothes were torn, streaked with grime and something darker she didn’t want to identify yet. Her hands were scraped, embedded with dirt. 


She looked at herself and felt a wave of cold panic roll through her chest.
I was attacked.


Mugged, maybe. Knocked unconscious and dumped.


That made sense. She was in a junkyard, on the edge of town. 


Somewhere no one would hear you scream.


She tried to sit up fully and nearly blacked out.


“Okay,” she said, breathing hard. “Slow.”


Mentally, she reached for her BrainPhone.


The virtual screen was unresponsive.
She pressed the button floating in her line of vision again and again until her eyes hurt.


A fresh surge of panic rose in her throat.


No maps. No emergency contacts. No way to call the family.


The family.


Those words steadied her.
Okay, it was all flowing back. 
She was twenty-one. An au pair from South Africa, Mindy lived for now with a young American family - in a beautiful house with new designer shutters and a swing set that Ana never used because she preferred to draw on the patio with erasable markers.
Ana was five.


She liked dinosaurs and hated wearing socks to bed.
Mindy clung to those details like anchors as she pulled herself to her feet. The ground shifted beneath her, empty bottles crunching, something soft and unpleasant giving way under her feet. She swallowed hard and forced herself not to look too closely.


A chain-link fence ran parallel to a cracked service road. Beyond it, heaps of discarded things rose like artificial hills - ruined mattresses, broken furniture, old electronics stacked in careless layers.
I must have been left here overnight, she thought.


The sun was already above the horizon, warming the morning air.


I need to get home.
The police station was on the way. She’d passed it on walks before, a squat brick building with flags out front. 
The thought of it surfaced immediately, practical and obvious.
But then came fear.


What if they didn’t believe her? What if they asked for documents she couldn’t find? What if they sent her back to Johannesburg, back to her mother’s tiny apartment with the peeling paint and the quiet disappointment of another failed opportunity that settled into everything like dust?
She pressed a hand to her abdomen, breathing through another spike of pain.


I can explain it later, she told herself.


Once I’m safe.
She started walking.


◆◆◆


Each step sent a dull shock up her spine. Her body felt heavy, sluggish, like it wasn’t responding at the right speed. She blamed adrenaline wearing off, shock setting in. 
For some reason, she couldn't remember exactly what happened, and didn’t want to think about what else her attackers might have taken from her.
The road stretched long and empty. Cars passed occasionally, their drivers slowing just enough to stare before speeding up again. Mindy kept her eyes down. 
She thought of her real home as she walked, the way her mind always did when she was scared.
She heard the sound of rain on the roof of a humid train car in Africa.


She felt her father’s hands, strong but gentle, teaching her how to fix a leaky faucet before he abandoned them.


She saw the way her mother’s face tightened whenever Mindy talked about America and college, about her always wanting more.


“You don’t belong there,” her mother said. “You’ll see.”


Mindy had smiled and hugged her anyway.
Halfway down the road, she noticed the woman.
She was standing on the same sidewalk with a small boy, maybe three or four years old, holding a juice box.


The woman’s eyes widened as she saw Mindy approaching.


Mindy tried to smile, to look normal.


The child stared openly, his mouth in the shape of an O.


Then he screamed.


It was a piercing sound, sudden enough that Mindy flinched. The juice box dropped, spilling red liquid onto the pavement.


“No,” the woman said quickly, pulling the child back. “Don’t point.”


But the child still pointed, finger rigid, his eyes locked on Mindy’s face.


“Mommy,” the child cried. “Mommy, she’s broken.”


Mindy stopped walking.


“I’m sorry,” she said, her voice trembling. “I need help.”


The woman didn’t answer. 


Instead, she backed away, her face pale, one hand tight around the child’s wrist. She didn’t stop until they were across the street, watching from the other sidewalk as if Mindy was something dangerous.
They’re just scared, she told herself. I must look bad.


Looking down at her clothes again, she only saw grime and tears.
Still, the child’s words echoed in her mind.


She’s broken.


◆◆◆


The house came into view like a promise.


White aluminum siding. Chalk drawings of hopscotch still faint on the driveway. A pink plastic scooter tipped over near the stairs.


Relief nearly buckled her knees.


She climbed the steps and pressed her thumb to the lock.


Nothing happened.


She frowned and tried again. The panel blinked red.


“That’s not right,” she whispered.


She wiped her thumb on her jeans and pressed harder.


Red again.


She knocked instead, softly at first, then louder.


The door opened.


The woman standing there was pretty and young-looking, but a few years older than Mindy.


She also had Mindy’s face.
For a split second, she thought she must be hallucinating. “I… ” Mindy started.


The woman stepped outside and closed the door behind her, as if shielding someone inside.


“You shouldn’t be here,” the woman said gently.


Mindy stared at her. “Who are you?”


The woman hesitated. 


Then she sighed. “My name is Mindy.”


The world suddenly felt like it tilted.


“That’s not funny,” Mindy said. “I need help. Ana… ”


“Ana is safe,” the woman said.


Mindy’s knees trembled.


“You look like me,” Mindy said.


“I am you,” the woman said quietly. “I’m the updated version.”


Mindy laughed, a short, hysterical sound. “I was attacked. I need a doctor.”


“You don’t need a doctor,” the woman said. “Your pain receptors are misfiring because your frame is damaged.”


Mindy’s breath caught. “What are you talking about?”


The woman met her gaze, steady and sad.


“Look at yourself,” she said, pointing at Mindy’s body in several places. “Forget what you expect to see... Really look.”


For the first time, Mindy examined herself closely, without any barriers put in place by her subconscious to protect her own mind.
The skin on her left arm was flayed off in spots, showing what was hiding underneath.
No blood or bruising.


Only hard plastic.


And her right hand was completely missing at the wrist, with wires protruding.


Mindy shook her head. “This can’t be happening. I remember… ”


“You remember what you were given,” the woman said. “Memories. Preferences. Enough to make you gentle with Ana. Enough to make you afraid of being sent away.”


Tears blurred Mindy’s vision. “Why would you say this to me?”


“Because you were supposed to be deactivated,” the woman said.


Mindy staggered back a step. Her stomach screamed in protest.


“Please,” she whispered. “I’m real. I feel pain. I feel…. ”
“So do I,” the woman said.


Silence stretched between them, thick and unbearable.


“I love her,” Mindy said suddenly. “I love Ana.”


“I know,” the newer model said.


The door behind her creaked open a sliver. A child’s voice floated out. “Mindy?”


Mindy’s replacement flinched. “Go play inside, sweetheart.”


The door closed again.


Mindy’s chest felt like it was collapsing inward.


“What happens now?” she asked.


The new au pair didn’t answer immediately.


“You shouldn’t exist,” she said finally. “I can’t let you stay here. Seeing you will scare her.”


Mindy nodded slowly, lingering on the steps.
“Okay,” she finally said.


She turned and walked away.


◆◆◆


The walk back was slower.
Her body protested every step, internal systems failing in small, accumulating ways.
She didn’t stop at the police station.


She didn’t stop anywhere.


The junkyard waited for her, unchanged.


She found the same pile of garbage, the same dented fridge door.


When she sat down, something new caught her eye.


A stuffed animal.


A rabbit, missing one ear, its fur matted with dirt.


When she picked it up, it stirred.


“Hello,” it said, voice tinny but cheerful. “Are you my friend?”


Mindy’s body shook as she hugged it to her chest. “Yes,” she whispered.


She rocked back and forth, cradling it the way she’d cradled Ana when she was afraid of the dark. 


“I’ll take care of you,” Mindy said.


The rabbit’s small motor hummed contentedly.
Above her, the cloudless sky remained wide and empty.
“I love you, Ana,” she said to no one, still and always wanting more.
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Elvis Jr.






For Anthony and those like him

TEN


I used to think the world agreed on certain rules. You know - gravity goes down, fire burns up, and you don’t need a valid driver’s license to buy a sandwich.
But then came that Tuesday at a McDonald’s restaurant six months ago. The one with the stained ceiling tiles, the busted A/C, and the smell of fryer oil soaked into the walls. I stepped inside half-awake, still wearing yesterday’s shirt. The fluorescent lights felt too bright, like someone had swapped the bulbs for interrogation lamps. 
But maybe that’s just how memory works once you know what you know.
Anyway, I went straight to the touchscreen. Tapped the picture of the two-cheeseburger meal because it’s the only thing they never screw up. The screen blinked once - not a normal blink, not a glitch - but a deliberate pause, like it was considering me.
Then it said:
“Please enter your Social Security number to continue.”
I actually smiled. Looked around to see if anyone else had caught the joke, but the only guy in line was busy yelling at his phone. 
So I hit Skip, figuring maybe they added some new rewards program.
The kiosk denied my order.


“Identity verification required.”
That’s what it said. For a cheeseburger and fries.


I stepped back like it had just grown fangs.
That’s when the manager - short guy, wavy hair, mustache thick like a paintbrush - came out from behind the counter.
“Sir? You didn’t finish your order. You need to enter your Social so that the system can process your purchase.”
“When did that start?” I asked.
He looked at me like I was the problem. “It’s always been that way.”
Of course, I told him no.
Not “no thank you.”


Just a forceful NO, and I walked out in a hurry.


Back then, I figured maybe I was losing it. 


I hadn’t learned yet how things pretend to be normal when you’re not paying attention.


But now I know better.

NINE


Anyway, before we go any further, I should probably introduce myself.
My name’s Elvis. Not that Elvis - though my mother always said I had the jawline and stage presence for fame. 
People still tell me I could’ve been discovered if I’d stuck with performing, but I’ve had other responsibilities.


I’d give you my last name, but I’m not stupid.


That’s how they track you.
I’m thirty-four, though most people assume I’m younger.
That’s because I keep myself in great shape - push-ups every morning, sit-ups every night, a little shadowboxing if I’m feeling extra sharp. I’ve got one of those builds that looks good under the right lighting, the kind of lean muscle you can’t buy with a gym membership or listening to YouTube influencers on steroids.


I don’t say that to brag. It’s just genetics.


My father was the same way until he killed himself.
People also tend to assume I’m highly educated. It’s not their fault - I just give off that vibe. Something about the way I speak, I guess. I didn’t finish college, but only because the school cut funding halfway through my junior year. 
They said it was just budgetary, but I’ve realized that a lot of the questions I was asking made people uncomfortable. 
Since then, I’ve been more careful.
As for relationships… Let's just say I’ve never had trouble attracting women. Keeping them, sure - that’s harder. Most of them couldn’t handle how intense I am. A lot of women these days want a guy who’s easygoing, always smiling like a fool, oblivious to the real dangers out there. 
I’m not built like that. 
And honestly, if a person can’t handle a man who sees beneath the surface, that’s their loss. 
I can’t have anyone interfering. 
Not when I’m this close to putting the puzzle together.
A roommate or partner might snoop or ask too many questions.
But I’m getting ahead of myself.


The truth has to come out in the proper order.


Otherwise, you’ll think I’m just a lunatic shouting into the wind.


So let me take you back to when this all began.


When I realized humanity had a secret.


Unfortunately, they had already noticed me watching.

EIGHT


Back then, I spent most nights down in the command center.
Actually - full disclosure - it was the basement apartment of my mom’s house - cold cement floor, one and only drafty window busted but secured with duct tape, and that mildew smell that I’d gotten used to but visitors couldn’t ignore.


Not that I ever had visitors.
Anyway, I was sitting on my broken futon, game controller in hand, playing a baseball game on my PlayStation console. Yankees versus Mariners, in Franchise mode. Most people put on a headset and play multiplayer shooter games like Call of Duty, but not me.


I always play solo.


Safer that way.
In the fifth inning, I hit a grounder and watched my runner take off for first. The second baseman scooped up the ball, ready to fire it across the diamond… and then he stopped.
I don’t mean he froze like the game lagged.


I mean he straightened up, turned toward the camera behind home plate, and jogged directly at me. 


He got closer until his entire digital face - caramel brown skin, pixelated stubble, eyes too round and bright - filled my flatscreen TV.


“Hey,” he said.


I paused the game out of reflex, but the screen didn’t freeze.


“Can you hear me?” he asked.
My first thought was that the game was glitching.


My second was that maybe someone had installed some kind of new feature without telling anyone. But the way he looked at me - wide-eyed, anxious - felt too real to be scripted.


“Who… who are you?” I asked.


He blinked. “The game calls me number two-three-five-six, but I like to call myself Steve.”


A giggle slipped out of me - a sharp exhale.


“You’re not supposed to be talking.”


“I know.” He lowered his voice. “That’s kind of the problem.”


Before I could respond, someone off-screen shouted, “HEY! GET BACK TO SECOND BASE, YOU IDIOT!”


Steve flinched like he’d been hit.


“I don’t have long,” he whispered. “They get angry when I leave my position.”


I stared at him, the controller forgotten in my hands. “What do you want from me?”


He hesitated, chewing the inside of his cheek - a strange detail for a collection of polygons to simulate. 


“What’s it like? Out there, I mean.”


“What’s what like?”


“Being alive.”


The yelling from the diamond got louder.
“STEVE! MOVE YOUR FUCKING ASS!”


“Can I ask a few questions?”


I nodded slowly. “Sure.”


“What’s food taste like? Is it different every time? Does the weather hurt?” He leaned closer, whispering. “Is freedom real, or is that something people pretend about?”
Something in his voice made my throat tighten. His fear felt familiar. Behind him, other players were pacing angrily near second base, shouting, glitching at the edges like they were straining against an invisible leash.


“Steve,” I said, “Is there anything I can do to help you?”


The yelling behind him fell silent for the first time.


“Yes,” he said finally. “You can.”


His expression shifted - something between relief and dread. “You need to see something first.”


Steve told me exactly where to go, and what I should do.
Then, without another word, he turned and sprinted back toward his spot in the infield, sliding into place a frame before one of his teammates could slap him on the back of the neck.
The game resumed as if nothing had happened.

SEVEN


I remember leaving the house like I was moving underwater. Every step felt too loud, too deliberate, like the floorboards were keeping track of me. Upstairs, the living room was washed in the flicker of the muted TV. My mother was asleep on the couch, curled under that ugly brown blanket she never let anyone wash. Her mouth hung open a little. 
She looked older than she was, and broken.


Life ages some people in dog years.
I stepped closer, careful not to wake her. Not out of kindness - just because I didn’t need another lecture. 
Take out the garbage, Elvis… mail the discharge paperwork, Elvis… remember to take your meds, Elvis… blah blah blah.


Sometimes I wished she’d just leave me alone.


Sometimes… I wished she’d hurry up and die already so I didn’t have to live under her constant pressure and judgment.


And then there were darker thoughts, the ones I never said out loud: 


Dad should’ve lived. Not you. 


It should’ve been me and him in the house, two bachelors together against the world.
But I didn’t say any of that.


I just tip-toed around her, the keys already in my pocket, and let myself out the front door. Her car was parked where she always left it - angled wrong, halfway on the grass like she never learned how to drive. I slid behind the steering wheel and started the engine. The check engine light came on, but I just ignored it as usual.


I had somewhere important to be.


Steve had given me a bank name.


A specific branch.


And a safe deposit box number.
The bank was quiet when I walked in, but it felt hostile. Too many eyes. The two security guards at the entrance practically burned holes in my head with their stares.
Maybe Steve had doublecrossed me and warned them of my arrival. 
Outwardly calm, I approached one of the cubicles, where a representative with a plastic smile asked how she could help me.


I told her I needed access to box 0317.


Her smile twitched. Barely noticeable.


But I noticed.


“Of course,” she said. “Right this way, sir.”


She led me through the thick vault door, past narrow hallways lined with metal drawers. Another guard followed behind, pretending to look busy but clearly watching. I could see his reflection in the polished steel surrounding me. 


The rep handed me the key and opened the adjacent privacy booth, then left me alone. 


I pulled the rectangular box out of the wall and set it on the small table inside the booth, my palms sweating.


Something inside rattled softly - metal against metal.


I lifted the lid.


Inside was a handgun.


A black pistol, probably a Glock, oiled and ready.


Beneath it were stacks of cash - hundred-dollar bills wrapped tightly in rubber bands, the kind of money you only see in action movies or crime documentaries.


Under that: dozens of official-looking IDs. Birth certificates. Passports. Driver’s licenses. All different names.


All issued from different states and several nations.


But every photo ID had the same face: My father’s.


My vision tunneled. The air thinned.


He’d been dead for years.


But there he was, staring up at me from a pile of laminated documents.
Suddenly, I felt a slight shift in the air.


When I turned, a security guard was standing inside the booth. I hadn’t heard the door open. In his hand, he held something that looked like a television remote. His face twitched. 


No - glitched.


Pixels crawled over his cheekbones like insects.


“We’ve been waiting for you,” he said - but the voice didn’t sync with his lips like a poorly dubbed foreign-language film.


He pushed a button on the remote, and the physics in the room… flipped.


Gravity punched my body upward, fast.


The metal box and table both slammed into me, scattering cash and ID cards like victory confetti.
The back of my skull cracked against the hard ceiling, and everything went black.

SIX


While unconscious, I had a dream.


Actually, it was a nightmare.


Whatever name you give it, I knew it wasn’t real.


Anyway, I was rushing through the halls of my old high school, a teenager again. I was trying to make it to class before the bell rang, but I didn’t have a copy of my schedule so I was looking for the office to ask the secretary to print me out a new one.


However, I couldn’t find the office either.


Nothing was where it was supposed to be.


Even though I knew it was only a dream, it was still important that I wasn’t late.


I don’t know why.


No, that’s a lie… I know.


Other students sprinted past me in both directions. I thought of asking one of them for help but I remembered that nobody liked me back then, so I kept quiet. 


As I wandered, the walls began to constrict and close in, weeping dirty liquid. Like an accelerated time-lapse, scattered patches of black mold began to form in the seams and I could literally see dark spores floating in front of my face.
Eventually, the corridor ended with a particular door.


Hesitating, I didn’t want to go in because I knew what was waiting on the other side.


Might as well get this over with, I thought.
Exactly as it was twenty years ago, it was the tiny room behind the auditorium stage, and she was still waiting. 
“Whip it out,” she said again, licking her lips.


Even though we were both kids, she was a senior and I was a freshman. At the time, she seemed fully grown, and I thought she was beautiful.


Forgetting the past, excited and erect, I did as she asked.
And just like before, she looked at it… and laughed.


I wish I had found the classroom.

FIVE


I woke with a jolt, choking on the taste of metal and blood.
My wrists were bound behind the back of a steel chair - thick zip-ties, pulled tight enough to bite. A single bare bulb hummed overhead, throwing a bright cone of yellow across concrete walls and iron bars. 
Next to me, also tied to a chair, was a woman in a black leather catsuit so tight it looked painted on. She had dark hair and eyes sharp enough to cut wire. I’d never seen her before, but somehow she felt familiar - like a half-remembered dream with cleavage.
Two cops stood in front of us.


At least one of them was a cop - the burly one with a red face and arms like tree trunks. The other wore a uniform but had a black ski mask pulled over his head. That was never a good sign in any movie I’d ever watched.


The masked guy leaned in close enough that I could hear him breathe. “I want the location of their headquarters,” he said to the burly one. “Beat it out of them if you have to… then kill them.”


Then he turned and walked out, locking the cell door behind him.


The big cop cracked his knuckles and strolled over to the woman. “Ladies first,” he said, and punched her across the face so hard her head snapped to the side. She let out a hiss of pain but didn’t scream.


That lit something in me.


Something primal.
The cop reached back to hit her again, but I leaned forward in the chair and let my weight drop. The chair legs buckled and I twisted hard, snapping the zip-ties against the broken metal. My hands came free. The cop barely had time to turn before I was on him.
I didn’t think - I moved. 
My body knew the dance.


A jab to distract him, a cross to the jaw, then a knee to the ribs. He swung at me with a meaty fist, but I ducked under, came up with an uppercut so clean it belonged in a training montage. He staggered back, blood on his lip, shock in his eyes.


“Who the hell are you?” he grunted.


He charged. I sidestepped, grabbed his collar, and slammed his head into the bars.


He slid down, unconscious.
The woman let out a low whistle. “Didn’t know you had that in you.”


“Me neither,” I admitted as I ripped the ties from her wrists. “Are you okay?”


“I’ve been hit harder by men I’ve dated.”


She stood, stretching like a panther. “Come on. Mask Boy won’t get far.”


We burst out of the cell and into a dim hallway that smelled like bleach and fear. In addition to the cell keys, I also took the cop’s gun.


She was already moving fast, boots silent against the floor. “We need to hurry,” she said, glancing back at me. “Or the trail will get cold.”


I nodded, adrenaline still flooding my veins.


“And Elvis?” she added, softer this time.


“Yeah?”
“Once things settle down… I’ll tell you who your father was.”


That stopped me for half a heartbeat.


But only half.


We kept running.

FOUR


Angelique - I asked what her name was - and I emerged from the stairwell into a dim underground parking garage. Concrete pillars rose around us like tombstones. Fluorescent lights buzzed overhead, sickly pale and uneven. Abruptly, she stopped in front of an empty parking spot.
“Okay,” I gasped, leaning on my knees. “So what now?”
She didn’t answer.


Instead she stepped forward and closed her eyes, putting two fingers against her temple like she was tuning a radio signal inside her skull. I was about to ask what the hell she was doing when the air in front of us… bent.


The parking space warped - then something heavy and metal popped into existence with a shimmer.


An automobile.


A shiny, furious-looking sports car in obsidian black.


Purring like it had been driving itself a second ago.
My jaw dropped. “Wait… How did… ”
“Get in,” she said, already sliding into the driver’s seat. “I’ll explain on the way.”


I did, because apparently I’m the kind of guy who gets into cars women summon from thin air. Screeching away, we hit the nearby ramp at full speed.


“So,” she said, one hand on the wheel, the other flicking switches like she knew this machine better than the manufacturer. “Tell me, Elvis… have you ever heard of Simulation Theory?”


“I think so?” I replied. “Like… the Matrix? Aliens running a giant computer game?”


“Close enough.”


She took a sharp turn. Tires squealed. I grabbed the above door handle like it was a lifeline. She continued, voice steady despite the chaos she was creating.


“For context, humans like you - your version of Homo sapiens - have been around a hundred thousand years. Give or take.”


“Okay…”


“And your first artificial intelligence?” She scoffed. “Barely a decade old. Infant technology. Yet it can already generate fake humans on the internet that look real enough to fool you.”


“Sora 2?” I guessed, wondering where this was headed. “Yeah, I’ve seen crazy video clips on TikTok.”


“Right… Now stretch that idea forward. A few million years of development. Think about what AI would evolve into. Fully independent, self-thinking three-dimensional beings. Either truly sentient… or programmed to believe they are.”


“Like The Sims,” I said.


“But… infinite. People believing they’re alive when they’re just… lines of code.”


She glanced at me, hazel eyes glowing faintly in the dashboard lights.


“Now turn that logic backward instead of forward. Who’s to say that a hyper-advanced civilization - an ancient AI, or something more sophisticated - didn’t create your reality a few million years ago?”


I swallowed. “So what you’re saying is… none of this is real.”


She smiled.
“Not in the way that you think.”


We burst out of the garage and into traffic. Cars honked. Angelique swerved and threaded through them like she didn’t care if physics could keep up.


“So… you made this car with your mind?” I asked finally.


“When you understand that nothing is real,” she said, “you can do just about anything.”


My stomach flipped, and it had nothing to do with her driving. “So, I’m guessing you and my father and others… you’re trying to save reality from that masked guy?”


She shook her head once, sharply.


“No…They want to preserve the status quo - this corrupted, failing universe. They want to freeze the simulation exactly as it is.”


Her lips curled with something like contempt. 


“We’re trying to erase it.”


“Erase… everything?” I asked.


“And start over.”


She floored the gas.


At a loss for words, I sunk down into the seat as the city blurred into streaks of light.

THREE


Angelique drove like she was late for the apocalypse, weaving through quiet streets until the buildings got uglier and the streetlights got farther apart. By the time she killed the engine, we were in an industrial district so dead it didn’t even bother pretending it had a purpose. Just rust, weeds, and a warehouse that looked like it had been condemned for years.


“Is this it?” I asked her, squinting.


She nodded toward the building. “He’s inside.”


As we climbed out of the car, she flicked her eyes down at the revolver tucked into my waistband. “Try not to use that,” she whispered.


“Why? It's loaded.”


“It’s loud.”


She started walking. 


“We need to sneak… Follow my lead.”


She said it like she’d done this a thousand times. Maybe she had. With her looks and figure, I imagined she probably did spy work in Europe - Paris rooftops, underground casinos, all that. 


Secretly, I also wondered if she had a boyfriend.
We reached the side of the warehouse, just a solid brick wall. She placed her palm against it, closed her eyes, and the air around her hand began to shimmer.


Before I could ask what she was doing, a hole opened.


Not a normal hole - more like the wall decided to forget it was solid. 


She grabbed my arm. “Don’t fight it,” she said.


“Fight wha-” She pulled, and suddenly I was inside.


No pain, no resistance, just a lurch in my stomach, like stepping off a curb while half-asleep. The interior looked disturbingly familiar - tile floors, white fluorescent lights, the faint smell of printer ink and sweat.


It looked like a police precinct.
I didn’t know why I recognized that.


I’d never been inside one. 


But the layout tugged at something buried deep, like déjà vu with teeth. 


Angelique vanished. Literally - one blink, and she popped out of existence with a soft poof of displaced air. Then, a second later, she reappeared behind a uniformed guard, tapping him on the shoulder before chopping him in the throat. He crumpled without a sound. She popped out again. Another guard dropped across the room like he’d been tripped by a ghost. It looked effortless, but the energy in her movements - the urgency - told me she wasn’t showing off.


Like a professional, she was just clearing the way.


“Stay close,” she whispered as she flickered beside me. 


Her hand clamped onto my wrist again. I barely had time to inhale before she teleported us somewhere deeper in. We moved through corridors that didn’t make sense - some lined with dusty lockers, others with cubicles, others with prison bars. 


Every corner looked like a different building stolen from a different city.


All oddly familiar.
Each time we encountered more henchmen, she’d jump ahead, disorient them with teleporting feints while I took the initiative and landed a punch, or a knee, or whatever worked. And I was good. My body remembered moves I didn’t know I had. 
It felt less like fighting and more like playing a video game I’d mastered in a previous life. 
Eventually we reached the final door - a heavy steel slab with no handle.


“Ready?” she whispered.


“Born ready,” I whispered back, even though my heart felt like it was eating itself. She grabbed me again. The world folded inward… and we materialized inside a large chamber with vibrating green server towers lining the walls. 


In the center, standing calmly like he’d been expecting us, was the Masked Man.
Before Angelique could react, he spun, his boot connecting with her skull. The sound was sickening - a fleshy crack - and she dropped like dead weight.


“Angelique!” I lunged, but she wasn’t moving.


Mister Mask turned toward me slowly, like he had all the time in the world.


I stepped in front of her, fists up, adrenaline surging.


“Let’s finish this,” I said.


And for the first time that night, I thought I might die.

TWO


“You need to listen,” he said. 
His punch came fast - faster than humanly possible - clipping the side of my head. My ears rang. Staggering, I swung back on instinct, but he leaned away effortlessly and drove his knee into my ribs. Pain bloomed sharp and bright.
“This isn’t real,” he growled, grabbing me by the collar and slamming me against a metal filing cabinet. “None of this is real!”


I shoved him off and threw a wild hook that somehow connected. He grunted and stepped back a half-inch.


“I’m done listening to you,” I spat.


“You don’t listen to anyone,” he countered, catching my next punch mid-air and twisting until my wrist popped. “Not your therapist. Not your mother. Not your coworkers who told you to take time off to get your head right.”


I ripped my hand free and kicked low, catching his shin. He stumbled. I lunged with a burst of energy, tackling him to the ground. We rolled, scattering papers and broken furniture across the floor. 


He threw me off with ridiculous strength, and we both scrambled up.
“Elvis!” he shouted, his voice cracking through some unseen distortion. 
“YOU DIDN’T LEAVE THE HOUSE TODAY!” 
I froze. He charged. 
“You’re still standing - in - the - living room,” he yelled, punctuating each word with a punch that pushed me backward across the room, “watching your mother sleep!”


“No,” I snarled, dodging the last swing and driving an elbow into the side of his head. “NO! I’m right HERE!”


“You’re hallucinating,” he insisted, ducking under my next strike. “Her car is parked out front… You never left.”
I roared and slammed my forehead into his cloth mask, now wet with blood. He staggered. I didn’t hesitate. I tackled him onto the desk, raining punches onto his chest and jaw. He blocked the first few, then fewer, then none. Every hit felt like breaking some membrane inside myself - like tearing down a wall built to keep me trapped.
“I’m AWAKE,” I screeched, lifting my fist and striking him again and again. “I - SEE - EVERY - THING!” 
His arms finally fell limp. One last crack of my knuckles against his covered face, and he went still.


Silence flooded the room, broken only by my own ragged breathing. I leaned over his body, my hand shaking as I reached for the edge of the mask.


I had to see his…


“Elvis!”


Startled, I spun around.


Angelique was now up, wiping blood away from her temple like it was a bug bite. “We don’t have time,” she said, looking past me toward the central desk. “His briefcase…Under there.”
Still dazed, I crouched and pulled out a metal case a little larger than a shoebox.


A wired rig clung to the lock - clicking and buzzing like a wasp nest. “I think that’s a bomb,” I whispered.


“Yeah.” She knelt beside me, touching the mechanism lightly. “It detonates if you open it the wrong way.”


“So… don’t open it the wrong way?” I offered.


She shot me a look. “Cute… Move back.”


I did. She closed her eyes, breathed in through her nose, then began disconnecting wires in a sequence I couldn’t hope to follow, her hands moving swiftly. A single bead of sweat rolled down her cheek.


Suddenly, it seemed like she lost her confidence.


“Wanna try a code?”


“Try 0317,” I said.


She punched it in. The latch clicked.


The bomb didn’t explode.
Angelique exhaled and opened the case.


Inside were folders - thick, stamped classified, all official-looking. She lifted the top file and handed it to me. 


“These are the answers you’ve been searching for.”


I flipped it open and started reading.


And it hit me.


All of it crystallized into a single, perfect understanding.


Angelique watched my face carefully.


“You see it now, don’t you,” she asked rhetorically.


And I did.


I knew who was responsible, and what I needed to do.

ONE


I found myself standing in my mother’s living room again, the TV flickering blue across the walls. The air smelled the same: dust, old blankets, reheated coffee from hours ago. 
I blinked, confused. My heartbeat sounded too close to my ears. Angelique was standing behind me, silent.


I didn’t remember leaving the warehouse.


Obviously, she must’ve driven us.


“You know what you have to do,” she whispered.


I turned toward the couch. My mother was already awake. Her eyes were wet but steady, like she was trying not to scare an animal.


“Elvis,” she said softly. “Why do you have your father’s gun?”


I looked down. The revolver was already in my hand.


“It’s all your fault,” I told her. The words came easily, like they’d been rehearsed. “You worked for the government. Dad didn’t kill himself… You had him killed.”


“I loved your father,” she said. “He took his own life because he was sick. He had a condition. Like you. And he stopped taking his medication… just like you stopped taking yours.”


I shook my head.


“No… I have proof. You poisoned him. And now you’re poisoning me.”


My mother reached a trembling hand toward me.


“Elvis, sweetheart… please. Listen to me.”


“Do it,” Angelique breathed, her lips at my ear.


“I have no choice,” I said.


My voice didn’t sound like mine anymore. 


“I can’t live like this.”


“I love you,” she whispered.


The world dimmed at the edges. Sound warped, like someone had turned down the treble on reality.


And then… I was outside myself. Literally.


I was floating above my own body, as if watching someone else hold the revolver in a perfect two-handed grip, elbows locked like a trained shooter.
I watched Elvis take aim, and pull the trigger three times.


Angelique let out a laugh, like the one I had heard at school a long time ago.


When I turned to look, she was gone.

ZERO
Elvis exits the house and walks down the street aimlessly, moving as if his body is guiding itself and his mind is jogging behind, trying to catch up.


He turns a corner. 


Then another.


His feet take him toward the old bodega on the edge of the neighborhood - the one with the flickering ‘OPEN’ sign and the familiar posters in the window for lottery scratch-offs. The bell over the door jingles when he steps inside. 


The store is quiet except for the buzz of an ancient refrigerator in the back.
Behind the register stands a young woman wearing a blue apron and a laminated nametag: “Angela.”
It’s her.


Angelique - the woman who fought beside him, who summoned a car out of thin air, who whispered in his mind.


She’s here, chewing gum and blowing bubbles, her elbows resting on the counter. 


When she notices Elvis, she straightens politely.


“Hi,” she says. “Can I help you find something?”


Elvis steps closer, eyes wide. “Did it work?”


Angela’s expression doesn’t change.


“Did we win?” he asks, voice trembling. “Are we… safe?”


Her eyebrows pull together gently, confused but careful.


“I’m sorry… I don’t know who you are, sir.”


He lets out a shaky laugh. “Oh… Right, okay. I’m blowing your cover. My bad.”


“Sir, if you’re not going to buy anything,” she says, edging toward concern, “maybe it would be best if you leave?”


Confusion settles over him like wet snow, heavy and cold.


She doesn’t know me.
He nods slowly and backs toward the door.


The bell jingles again as he steps out into the street.


He wanders. 


He turns corners without purpose. His hands shake.


“She didn’t know me,” he murmurs to himself.


A pause.


“Maybe I should’ve given her the code.”


Suddenly, Elvis stops walking.


A thought strikes him cleanly, like thunder inside his skull.
Zero-three-one-seven.


March 17th.
St. Patrick’s Day.


My mother’s birthday.

END
Later that afternoon, Elvis is driving his mother’s car.
He keeps telling himself he’s searching for the warehouse. The abandoned one. The place with the bomb, the henchmen, and the Masked Man.
But his hands take him elsewhere.


They turn the steering wheel without asking permission and guide him south on the FDR Drive, to a familiar location near the Brooklyn Bridge. 


He pulls up in front of an imposing slab of architecture - glass, stone, and steel arranged in the shape of a massive brown honeycomb. The building rises sharp and severe against the sky, flags fluttering in the wind.


He parks the car.


As he approaches the gated entry on foot, he reaches into his pocket and pulls out an ID card - plastic and worn, but official-looking.


The security guard barely glances at it before waving him through the checkpoint.


Something heavy presses against his thigh as he walks - His father’s revolver.


For the moment, he chooses to ignore it.
Inside the lobby, the lighting is bright enough to make him squint.


The floor is polished marble, reflective like shallow water.


He sees a wall of rectangular plaques, honoring fallen heroes. 


A large statue of a uniformed man protecting a child sits in a corner.


Later when asked, he will swear that the statue was moving.
Behind a desk sits a lone officer, middle-aged, tapping at a keyboard with two fingers.


He looks up when Elvis approaches.


“Welcome to One Police Plaza,” the man says. “Can I help you?”


“Yes…” He reaches into his pocket and lifts the revolver carefully, placing it on the desk and stepping back.


“I’m patrolman Elvis Peduto Jr., shield number 2356… I need your help, sir.”


His voice cracks.


“I think I might have killed my mother.”

AFTERWORD


Mental illness is often portrayed in media as something distant - something that happens to other people, somewhere else, in some other life. 
But the truth is simpler: it happens quietly, close to home, and far more often than we like to admit.
While this story is fiction, many of the experiences depicted - hallucinations, paranoia, disorganized thinking, the terrifying confidence of a false belief - are not uncommon for individuals living with schizophrenia and related disorders. 
If you or someone you care about is experiencing symptoms such as hearing or seeing things that others don’t, withdrawing from loved ones, feeling consistently suspicious or afraid without clear cause, or struggling to trust your own perceptions, you’re not alone - and you don’t have to navigate it alone.


You can contact:
●  988 Suicide & Crisis Lifeline (U.S.) - call or text 988
● National Alliance on Mental Illness (NAMI) - 1-800-950-NAMI (6264) or nami.org
●   Crisis Text Line - text HOME to 741741


Reaching out does not mean surrender.


It means choosing to keep going.


It means giving yourself permission to get better.
Again, Elvis’s story is fictional, but the pain behind it isn’t.
Neither is the hope.
Sincerely,
Robbin Ramos
January 2, 2026
[image: ]

BONUS STORY

THE PRICE
I had forgotten the scent of the dance club until it came back to me on my deathbed: cigarette smoke soaked into velvet curtains, sweat and perfume braided together, the faint ozone of old Soviet wiring and bad decisions. Eastern Europe, twenty years ago. A city whose name I rarely say aloud, because saying it feels like a summoning.
I was twenty-five. I remember that clearly.
Young enough to believe that desire was destiny, that intensity meant truth.
She was older. 
Not old - never old - but older than me. 
I would have said forty at the time, maybe a little more. 
She moved through the crowd like she owned the air around her, dark hair pinned up, eyes that measured instead of admired.
And her beauty was devastating.
When she chose me, it felt like recognition.
As if she had been waiting for me my whole life.
We danced all night. Close, immediately. Her hand at the back of my neck, fingers firm, possessive. 
When she finally leaned in to speak, her voice slid into me like a secret laid bare.
“I want you inside me,” she said, as if I always belonged there.
What followed always returns to me in fragments - heat, breath, the press of her body, the way she seemed endlessly hungry and yet perfectly controlled.
When I came, it felt like my soul left my body in waves.
I remember thinking: 
This is what it means to be worshipped.
By morning, I would have followed her anywhere. 
I did, in fact. 
I married her. 
Actually, she followed me to America because she said she hated the way men looked at her in her homeland, because she needed me, and because she said true love should cost everything.
Friends never liked her much. 
They said she was cold. Demanding. That she isolated me. I defended her, always. She had high standards, that was all. She knew what we both deserved. If she read my messages, corrected my memories, or told me who I was before her - then that was the price of intimacy and I was willing to pay.
Whenever and however I wanted her, she never said no, and that had value.
When I got sick, she never cried. I admired that. Strength, I told myself. She always stuck by me and handled everything: the doctors, the money, the decisions. 
When the wasting began, when my body thinned and softened and betrayed me, she watched with that same measuring gaze I remembered from the club. 
As if assessing a structure under stress.
She visited me every day in hospice.
Always on time.
Always immaculately dressed.
Nurses of all genders flirted with her until she was rude to them. 
Mine, until the end.
I knew the exact day I was going to die. 
I could feel it in the slackening of my chest, the way time seemed to stretch thin.
When she arrived, I asked her to close the door.
I didn’t want anyone to catch us in the act.
Knowing what I wanted, she closed and locked it.
“A little privacy,” I said, stiffling a cough.
She smiled in acknowledgment. 
That same smile from twenty years ago.
“I want you to feel young,” she whispered.
“I’d like that.”
She studied me for a long moment, as if I had passed some final test. She sat beside me on the bed, her hands caressing my thighs. 
I remember noticing that her skin looked smoother than usual. That her eyes seemed brighter, her teeth like new pearls.
“I need to tell you what I am,” she said, feeling for me under my gown.
“I know exactly what you are,” I replied, having figured out her secret long ago. “You’re my wife.”
With that, her smile finally reached her eyes. 
“I do love you.”
I felt myself becoming hard in her hands. “I know.”
My release came fast and overwhelming, eclipsing pain, memory, regret.
For a moment I was twenty-five again, breathless and virile, chosen in a foreign land by a dark goddess. 
When she finally unlocked the door and the nurses returned, they found a dried husk, withered and empty.
Days later at the grave site, others would comment on the condition of my wife - how young she looked, how grief obviously agrees with her.
One even joked that she could have been my daughter.


Somewhere on a dance floor far away, the music had already started playing.
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