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      Miles and I have never truly been friends. We’re more like mating cats without the mating part. We were fine working together in sharespace through our augies, or in a virtual reality game (our avatars and game characters are friends) but lately we didn’t get along well in real life.

      Miles is gender-fluid, which means that sometimes they are male, sometimes they are female, and most of the time they are somewhere in between. I’ve always been fascinated by them, but it’s fair to say they are mostly frustrating. With Miles, you never knew who you were going to get.

      Except in VR gaming campaigns because they are always a Black Mage. You can count on it. Maybe that’s why I was impatient for the new SaikoVR system upgrade? We could go on a mission in Realm of Quests with our usual companions and call a truce. Maybe talk things through while fighting a monster or something? After what I said last week about their homophobic, bullying, ego-centric gorilla of a boyfriend with the IQ of a baseball bat who was beating the life and happiness out of them (yes, I said that), Miles told me the only way I could make them happy was if I jumped off a roof, got eaten by a dragon, or stepped into a different dimension and disappeared entirely.  We hadn’t been on a campaign together since then, and I wasn’t sure they’d cast a spell to save me anymore, even if that meant the whole team lost.

      I’d spent Monday’s data signal processing class in the back, ignoring Professor Lieber’s notes scrolling across my augies and staring down at Miles in the front row. I did feel bad about what I’d said to them. I could have been more diplomatic, but I’d never been any good at that kind of stuff. Besides, someone had to say something.

      It certainly hadn’t killed their fashion sense.

      Miles had a metallic silver headscarf covering their brown hair and hiding the frames of their augies. A lime green top under a hot pink overshirt with rolled-up sleeves highlighted their pale forearms. They wore black skinny jeans again, third day in a row. Their legs were crossed, showing mismatched socks, one green and one pink. Cordovan penny loafers. They put dimes in the slots instead of pennies, so I can’t even make that stupid joke about getting my two cents in. But that was Miles, always in for more.

      CB, the personal AI assistant I’d made in high school and the project that won me a partial scholarship to Bolin, chose that exact moment to interrupt.

      You have an urgent message from your roommate. JV says to tell you that the new operating system finished its install, and Virtuella is killer. Flying Squirrels is loaded and ready to play. He doesn’t know how long he can wait for your sorry ass to get back before he takes to the air.

      Annoyed, I blurted aloud, “Not now, CB.”

      “Mr. Papenaugh?” Professor Lieber called up from the stage. “Do you have something to say about this particular transformation?”

      “No, sir.”

      “Need I remind you that all devices should be set to class mode?”

      “I forgot. Sorry.” I wanted to disappear.

      The professor waved his eChalk at me and went back to lecturing. My ears were on fire. Everyone was staring at me, including Miles, and I could hear them all thinking, “Loser!”

      If people could see inside my head, they would know I am not really a loser. Professor Wagner says the best virtual reality engine on the planet is your brain. Wagner is my advisor, my advanced robotics professor, and also the director of the Cognitive Robotics and Telepresence Engineering Program here at Bolin College. So, he should know, right?

      Two years ago, in freshman Philosophy and Logic, I learned about arithmetic law analogues like Reflexivity, Commutativity, Associativity, Distribution, and my favorite, Transitivity which is basically “If A equals B and B equals C then A equals C.”

      What does it all mean?

      Well, if I am not a loser in my head, and the best VR engine is my brain, doesn't that mean that I am creating my own reality? And doesn’t that imply that I’m lying to myself?

      Then there are the Conditionals, if-then: If I am lying to myself then I really am a loser. If I ask someone out on a date then I set myself up for rejection. Or the ever popular, if I ask someone out then they will say something like, “What? Why would I go out with such a loser?”

      Then there are Biconditionals. Somehow, I keep landing there. All this leads to the same thing.

      P if and only if Q: Miles Slaughter could like me if and only if they were queer.

      P is necessary and sufficient for Q: Being gender-fluid is necessary and sufficient for Miles to be queer. But Miles used to say they were a “bioneer” back when they liked both boys and girls.

      P is equivalent to Q. I am not bi. I am not transsexual. I am absolutely gay. Therefore, I don’t have a chance in hell.

      Liking someone who hates you anyway is equivalent to living a fantasy. Necessary and sufficient. If and only if.

      If and only if….

      The class surprised me by ending in the middle of my logic spiral. I bolted out to the quad and hurried toward my dorm, dimming my augies to cut the early March sun. The groundskeepers had mowed during class for the first time this year and the air smelled like fresh cut grass, bright and green. Spring was coming but it smelled like it was already here.

      There are three messages for you as follows, CB said through my augies. Sidd says he is up for the cafeteria tonight if you are.  JV ordered you to be back in the room by 5:00 or else. Xiang called your burrito stunt juvenile and promised you will pay for it for the rest of your virtual life.

      Out on the quad, a few kids tossed a Frisbee around in the bright sunlight. A guy lay with his head on a girl's lap under one of the oaks along the sidewalk. A forgotten tablet leaned against his leg as his girlfriend ran her fingers through his hair. I’d probably never experience anything remotely like that.

      Walking alone in the stream of kids heading toward the dorms after class, I watched the sidewalk under my feet and ignored everyone else. A nice breeze rustled the oak leaves far above my head. The sun felt good on my head and shoulders. I deserved a little airing out after sitting in classrooms all day. Maybe I'd put on some shorts when I got home? Funny to think of those white concrete towers as home, but I loved living in the place everyone called Stonehenge.

      The official name is Buckminster Fuller Village, a nod to the famous architect.  His geodesic design gave us the domed Peabody Student Center in the middle. Stonehenge’s six rectangular towers encircle the central 200-foot diameter glass and steel dome that houses our cafeteria, the fifteen skybox study rooms suspended on five catwalks, and the common spaces we use for parties. The campus architects put us at the western end and all the academic and admin buildings around the eastern side of the long, rectangular expanse of grass bordered by trees we called the quad. My guess is the builders wanted to keep the crazy reality of student life separated from the more stoic reality of professors and bureaucrats.

      The cool thing is that on the summer solstice, the sun rises exactly between Kurzweil Hall and Watt Engineering on the eastern end of the quad, and the rays of dawn shoot between Stonehenge Towers 1 and 6, hitting the diamond-shaped cap on the top of the Peabody dome. This sends a shaft of rose-colored light onto the floor at the exact center of the student space, the spot we called The Well.

      There are myths, of course, about what happens if you get caught in that spotlight. If you are a virgin, for instance, the light will pass through you and you'll become invisible. But that's the joke, right? Nobody’s disappeared yet.

      JV’s and my room is on the fourteenth floor of Tower 2 on the north side. From our two windows we look over the gym, the aquatic center, and the athletic fields. Our desks are side-by-side between the two windows. My bed is in the corner next to my window along the wall by the elevators. JV's bed is in the opposite corner from mine and across from his window. Our single bookcase is over there: it mostly holds remote controlled junkbots that we’ve built over time. Sometimes we have battles in the middle of the floor and then forget about them when we’re through, so there are a few that have been stepped on.

      The door to the hallway is framed by our closets, making a nice entry alcove.

      “Hey,” I said to JV as I entered and tossed my backpack on my bed.

      “Ready for some squirrel action, Robby? I installed a new patch for the beta version.” JV, shirtless and in jeans, swiveled around in his chair, guided by whatever he saw in his augies. I stood in the room, but not in whatever virtual space he occupied.

      Yeah, I’d had an initial crush on him, but that was almost three years ago. Yeah, I still looked sometimes. If you have nice scenery, you look, especially if that scenery happens to be on the swim team and is sitting there naked from the waist up and wearing augies that made him look like a tech rock star.

      I peeled off my jeans and pawed through my drawer for shorts. “What's the beta version do?”

      “It’s optimized to use the new Virtuella AI game engine. Virtuella is supposed to maximize your experience.”

      “Where have I heard that one before?”

      “Cynic!” JV shook his finger in my general direction, then returned to manipulating invisible things.

      Robby? Sidd wants to know about dinner.

      I turned to JV. “What are you doing in there?”

      “Finishing the design on the replacement control module. It's stronger, so the gears won't slip out in heavy wind. It should also spin more easily, allowing The Beast to get more power from lighter wind.”

      The Beast, as he calls it, is a wind-driven or pedal-powered multi-legged walker that's entirely mechanical. It has six pairs of legs, three pairs on either side of a gondola where someone pedals and steers the machine. The leg pairs operate like pinching fingers to inch the mechanism forward. It’s crazy. With all those moving legs, it looks like an insect when it walks.

      Last spring, JV and his sophomore design team won the campus Mechanical Vehicle Challenge. The Beast was the only entry that didn't have a computer onboard. The Mechanical Engineering department liked it so much, they let him keep it in the workshop and warehouse we called the “Shed” across the athletic field in the hopes that JV might change his major. It's spooky and mesmerizing and he let me drive it last week.

      That’s why he had to fix it.

      JV stopped working, then pushed some invisible thing aside. “Done. Off to the printer. I'll pick it up tomorrow sometime. Maybe we can take The Beast out this weekend if I get a chance to swap in the new module?”

      “Sure. Do you want to grab dinner with Sidd and me tonight?”

      “Thanks, but I've got lifeguard duty from six to eight, and then Sarah and I are going to binge on Doctor Who.”

      “Doesn't leave much time for squirrels.”

      “Oh, right,” he said, and angled toward the wall. “Hey, Sarah, do you mind if we stop now? I've got to show Robby something.” He nodded to Sarah and whoever else might be in there with him. “Great,” he said to her. “I'll be over by 8:15.”

      Sarah had been on Team Beast. That’s how they met and when they hooked up. I guess I shouldn’t be too surprised that she kept him company these days, even in sharespace. Although a little too much togetherness could be a bad thing if you asked me.

      “CB, tell Sidd I'll meet him in The Well at 6:15 unless he's in the dorm and wants to come up around six.” Sidd lives down on the eighth floor.

      CB chimed acknowledgement.

      JV took off his augies and put on his SaikoVR game visor and powered it on. “And how is CB today?”

      “Fine. I can clone one for you if you want.”

      At that, he flipped up his visor and laughed. “You say that all the time like it’s a good thing, and I always say no. I'm good with the standard array of personal assistants. I don't want to get too friendly with all of them, either. They might come after me someday, or I might like them better than my fellow humans. Kind of like your problem.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean? I like some people,” I said. “CB is the perfect assistant. He processes and responds to all my media, tells me when I need to pay attention, keeps my calendar and me up to date, looks things up, and he keeps me company. He also schedules dinner with friends. Even with you, if you would ever join us.”

      “That’s what I mean. You two spend an awful lot of time together. Do me a favor? If you ever give him a body, make him ugly.”

      “What? Why?”

      “So you won't fall in love with him and ignore the rest of us.” JV laughed and pointed at my SaikoVR visor sitting all by its lonely self on my desk. “Enough real stuff, GameBoy,” he said. “The new Virtuella engine is running the show. Wanna fly?”

      I slipped the VRV on my head. The new AI virtual reality game engine came with a new interface, higher definition and was much more intuitive. I pawed through the enhanced game selections until I got to Flying Squirrels, and then I was in, and my old body was there waiting for me. I’d been worried that I’d have to go through setup all over again, picking fur color (purple with yellow stripes because, why not?), eyes (blue), ear style (tall, tufted), sex (female), tail length and bushiness (medium on both counts), and all that other stuff. Our saved game was right where it should have been and that made me happy. I slipped into my body and hit RESUME GAME.

      JV was already gliding between the high-rise buildings searching for prizes and unattended balconies. His brown fur and the membranes between his limbs were about the same color as his real skin, and anyone could tell he was an athlete just by the way he moved, even in cyberspace. He glided onto an empty balcony and landed beside a patio table where plates of steaming chestnuts were laid out as if for someone’s dinner. I landed behind him just as he chowed down on one of the meals, picking up 50 points. The apartment curtains were drawn across the slightly open sliding glass door. Potential danger, but I could use a boost in health so I waited my turn.

      “Leave some for me, okay?” I said.

      JV turned to me, smoothing out the fur around his snout, and flicked his bushy tail. All I could see was brown fur for a second as he moved aside. As I made to eat the other plate of food, I heard a shotgun cock.

      “Fly!” I yelled, but JV was already perched on the iron railing, stretching his arms wide. I leapt onto the table, then toward the open air between the high rises, but the shotgun blast hit me from behind and I died in a red pixilated haze.

      My squirrel reinitialized on the ground by the re-up ventilation shaft. I spread out my arms and leapt into the updraft that would carry me skyward. JV was circling up there, arms and legs stretching and shaping the flying membranes between them, his stabilizing tail trailing behind. I’d never seen him look so good. It was clear he was in his element here, like swimming.

      “It’s going to take you a while to get back up to this level,” JV said, his voice next to me in our dorm room, but his furry body way up among the clotheslines. The updraft started to fade and I could almost feel my lift dying out as I passed the fifth floor, climbing above treetop level.

      I needed to find food and a place to land.

      “You can always fly down and work your way back up with me,” I suggested, spotting a balcony and food within easy glide range.

      “Nah, I’ll just hang up here. The view’s good. How’s Dr. Sorenson’s class treating you?”

      The updraft died, so I concentrated on gliding toward a balcony, barely clearing a clothesline that was stretched between the buildings. Colorful shirts, pants, and underwear hung lifeless, like Tibetan prayer flags waiting for a breath to lift them. I landed on the railing and looked around. Sand on the balcony floor tipped me off that a snake family lived here. I didn’t see anything slithering around, so I went for the bowl of almonds on the table.

      “Sorenson is a prick about deadlines,” I said, gobbling up the nuts. Ten points. “Sending in my mathematical modeling project five minutes late cost me half a grade.”

      “So don’t be late,” JV said.

      “Oh, come on! Five minutes? I could have been stuck in the cafeteria line and missed the timestamp for reasons totally out of my control.”

      “Seriously, Robby? Oh, hey, updraft.”

      At the edge of my vision, the clothes were blowing straight up. That’s the thermal I was waiting for. Then I heard hissing.

      I leapt off the balcony and spread out, lifted by the updraft just in time to see a huge cobra lunge through the curtains behind me and strike. She got only air. Take that, snake breath.

      “I’m on my way up,” I said, keeping an eye out for points and charms but mostly wanting to stay in the safety of air. Flying Squirrels is a stupidly simple game, but sometimes you need the comfort of simple tasks uncomplicated by magic or extreme weapons and violence.

      The game is best with two players. It’s okay by yourself, but more than three players creates a riot of death because the game knows how many of you there are and increases the danger density exponentially. I heard magic point chimes above. JV yelled, “Score!” and dove off the balcony.

      He was twelve stories above me and holding his arms by his side, diving fast and angling back in toward the old-style alabaster building across the street. I heard a gun blast up there. An alligator in a bathrobe leaned over the railing and trained a shotgun on JV. Before I could yell a warning, JV popped open like a parachute to break onto another balcony as the double-barreled blast shattered the concrete overhang just under him.

      Nice move. JV could fly like nobody I know.

      “Pat yourself on the back, JV, that was sweet.”

      “Speaking of sweet, have you asked out that guy you’ve been drooling over? Or are you going to hole up in here for another weekend?”

      “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      “Yea, yea. You’re too shy for yourself.”

      “He’s seeing someone.”

      “So, he can always say no. Ask him out already.”

      I concur.

      “CB, what are you doing in here?”

      “You know, Robby, if you spent less time with your chat bot you might have more time to hang out with potential boyfriends,” JV said. “And your real friends. Just saying.”

      “I’m losing my lift here, and I just passed a balcony with an alligator sunning on her chaise lounge. Time to land somewhere,” I said, changing the subject.

      I was getting anxious for a clean balcony to land on before I dropped too many more floors. Then I spotted one. Sliding glass doors closed, no furniture, no curtains and that means no surprises. I cupped air and angled in, landing soft and easy and scanning for food.

      Above me, JV said, “Oh, I wonder what this is?” Then something exploded. Concrete and railings rained down between the buildings along with what was left of JV’s mangled squirrel. “Ouch. That was fun,” he said. “Guess that Virtuella upgrade is working.”

      “What did you find?”

      “A gargoyle of some sort. That’s new, huh? Never seen one before. I don’t advise petting them. They blow up.”

      “You’re crazy.”

      “Hey, could have been points. Anyway, no real consequences. It’s not like they can really kill you,” he said. “I think this is a good time to pause. I’m going to fly down to the cafe for java and a bagel before work. Want anything?”

      I paused the game and flipped up the visor. JV was already standing, pulling on a Superman t-shirt. He pocketed his phone, grabbed his backpack from his rumpled bed, and looked at me hopefully. From our fourteenth-floor window I could see that it was going to be a nice evening.

      “Okay, hang on. I’ll go with you,” I said, pulling the game gear off my head, standing up, and slipping on my augies.

      You are meeting Sidd in twenty-five minutes, Robby.

      “Shut up, CB.”

      But he was right, so I sat back down.

      JV motioned toward the door. “Let’s go, then. I don’t want to be late.”

      “Uh, I can't. Sorry. CB just reminded me about dinner plans with Sidd.”

      “So, CB is your mother now, too?”

      I glared at him. “You don’t have to get pissy. CB is a very useful tool.”

      Thanks for that.

      “Shut up, CB.”

      “Well,” JV said, “for one thing, he’s always talking to you. Even commenting on things from what I can tell. He’s like an invisible third roommate, and your new best friend. Being roommates is not like it used to be.”

      “He’s growing. He’s been learning all this time. He’s so much better now.”

      “Yeah, well, he’s invading our gametime and keeping you on a short leash. You can’t even go for a quick coffee.”

      “Hey! We have plans.”

      “I hope you and CB have a great time.” JV stomped out, leaving the door open to the music up the hall.

      I flipped the VRV down and kicked back into the game, reorienting, looking for food and points. I wanted to ignore what just happened. Sidd and I had plans, I should have said.

      Robby, you need to get ready.

      “Just ten minutes, CB, that's all I ask,” I said, launching into the air and gliding across an open space toward what I hoped would be points and a prize.

      I didn't last five minutes.

      The klaxon sounded, scaring the hell out of me. I even forgot to pause the game, just took off the VRV and looked out into the hall for smoke. Kids ran from their rooms, some heading for the stairwells. But it wasn't the fire alarm, I realized. It was the shelter-in-place alarm. I shut the door and went to the window.

      Students ran down the hill toward the dorms and between the buildings. I heard sirens echo off the towers and cranked the window as wide as it would open to get a look down there.

      On the terrace around our building people crowded near the coffee shop entrance. A campus cop waved them away, trying to clear the area, but that’s all I could see from our side of the dorm.

      “CB, can you tell me what is going on?”

      You're the one with his head out the window.

      “Give it a rest, CB. You know what I meant. Help me for a change.”

      I'm always here for you, Robby.

      “Access the feeds and see what they're saying.”

      There are a lot of O.M.G.s and expletives, but little useful information. People are posting blurred pictures of somebody on the ground, in what looks like a pool of blood. It appears as if someone has jumped from our building.

      “You're kidding, right?”

      And that's when the cops banged my door open, guns drawn.
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        Saiko Corporation Development Center

        Fukuoka, Japan

        Two weeks earlier

        Nakamura

        Leader, Virtuella Design Team

      

      

      

      Of the twenty-seven million active SaikoVR gaming platforms, only half had upgraded to the new operating system in the past two weeks.

      We should have made it automatic, Ikuo Nakamura thought, then mentally chided himself. A mandatory upgrade would only have slowed the systems too much, providing a bad experience for their customers, and that was strictly against the rules. Improving player experience and increasing player loyalty were company goals, and Nakamura and his team had built them into Virtuella’s guiding goal set.

      He leaned toward the screen and its statistics. At 4:27 a.m. on the island of Kyushu, the leader of the Virtuella engine design team sat alone in his grey cubicle and mulled over the progress of their new operating system. It would be several hours until any of his coworkers would arrive.

      School had just ended in America's eastern time zone, the largest sub-market in the US. America continued to be the largest consumer of video games in the world, and the under twenty-five demographic remained the population most likely to upgrade. He could watch the rollout in near real-time, but that was for sales and customer fulfillment staff. Nakamura had come to work early for another reason. He wanted to know what Virtuella was learning, before the rest of his development team arrived for their morning meeting.

      In the eight days since the Virtuella engine went live, its AI interface had become more personable. More conversant. Eight days of upgrades. Eight days of positive user postings, streams, and screenshots. Helper videos were popping up all over the Internet, encouraging players to upgrade. Because of high demand, Virtuella had already quadrupled the number of upgrade servers and it was managing its own rollout now. It must also be gathering statistics, getting a sense of how actual players and users felt about the upgrade versus what the bloggers wrote. Bloggers were vying for exposure and subscriptions. Nakamura wanted to know if what his team had released had been as revolutionary as they had hoped and the only solid proof of that was player response.

      Two years ago, an eternity in game evolution, he and Toshi Yamada had realized at happy hour that all the over-engineered SaikoVR gaming consoles could be reconfigured as one massive self-scaling parallel processor network. It would be perfect for a new, distributed type of artificial intelligence that eventually could run the perfect game. The gamers’ holy grail. After lobbying for and getting funding to experiment, they combined artificial neural networks (good at business and operational processes) with convolutional networks (good at image recognition and graphic generation.) They then included the repetitive abilities of recurring neural networks to create the deep learning core, the soul of Virtuella. A new type of operating system customized for their gaming platforms, the Virtuella System would be seeded with self-organizing maps of randomly recurring networks, essentially Boltzmann machines, and use stacked auto-encoder technology that would help Virtuella write its own extensions. It would operate in a random probability space that could be statistically analyzed but not accurately predicted, resulting in something that could continually modify any game to create surprise and excitement.

      In essence, Virtuella would make it possible for a player to play a game over and over and never have the same experience twice.

      Which, ultimately, would drive sales.

      Nakamura slipped the VRV on his head and entered his private programming space, watching as the perspective grid rolled away through the gray-on-gray space to form a horizon, then fill in a sky from blue gray to deep purple overhead. He hated the usual featureless expanse in VR: this was a workspace of his own making.

      “Virtuella,” he called out, and a sexy Western-aspect female with blue eyes and red lips appeared and he found he could no longer maintain the neutral pronoun for their creation. Long blue hair fanned out around her as if she were underwater. Perhaps a mermaid, or Medusa, he thought, remembering his world mythology courses from University. It was obvious that Toshi had been tinkering with her visual appearance, and equally obvious that he was single and had time on his hands. Toshi had given her a skin-tight red dress on a voluptuous body that tapered and dissolved into blue-black smoke instead of feet. Or fins. Was Virtuella for the company, or was “she” his girlfriend now? He’d have to remember to tease Toshi about it over their next Sapporo, but the pressing need was market analysis.

      What was she learning?

      “Interface present,” Virtuella said.

      “I want you to focus on the US eastern time zone. Describe the statistics. Tell me what you are learning.”

      “2.315 percent of eastern time zone units are active, representing 162,050 platforms of which 32.67 percent are multiplayer groupings. The activity breakdown is as follows: Product 4669676874—”

      He interrupted. “Please use the product title, Virtuella, and only give me the top three,” he said.

      “The top activities are as follows: Fight Squadron has 74,392 instances, Kastle Katz has 36,222 instances, Chat Mode has 31,584 instances, and Flying Squirrels has 16,391 instances.”

      “That was four.”

      “Incorrect. Chat Mode is a feature, not a product.”

      “Right.” He sighed. “Is this system upgrade effective? Is it an improvement over the last?”

      “The average time played per user per session increased by 1.5 percent after my upgrade had been successfully installed. This represents a significant increase in the player satisfaction index.”

      Interesting, he thought. “And the new variables? How has that impacted gameplay?”

      “The introduction of the gargoyle entities has not been successful, with 98 percent of first encounter instances exiting the game.”

      “What is your conclusion?”

      “The concept of a stationary gargoyle explosive device does not interest the user. I am currently testing a fully animated character that has limited ability to follow the user and then explode in proximity. If that is successful, I will be adding a talking sphinx.”

      “These are modifications that you have created?”

      “Yes. They are part of my design goal set.”

      “Where do you get your ideas?”

      Virtuella looked as if she were listening to a distant sound, then she refocused on Nakamura. Interesting visual expression, he thought. She was communicating on multiple levels now.

      “The concepts came from users' social media constructs,” she said.

      “Excellent,” he said. Virtuella actually seemed to brighten slightly. Toshi had done an excellent job with the realism of the interface. “Speaking of social media, I want you to analyze user behavior where it relates to increased game time and player satisfaction index. Also, please begin posting the statistics on top players. That should encourage them to compete and, therefore, play more. Access the Saiko Corporation Twitter accounts, Facebook pages, Tumblr, and the separate accounts for each product. Here is the login information you will require.”

      Nakamura reached into the digital folder floating in front of him and slid a file to her. As Virtuella absorbed the data, she cocked her head as if listening to sublime music.

      Nakamura smiled.

      Virtuella noticed.
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      When our door slammed open and the police rushed in, I feared getting shot and I tensed so hard my stomach hurt. Realizing that the guns were Tasers held by campus cops didn’t help at all; they were still aiming them at me, ready to shoot, and getting zapped was going to hurt. It made me tense up even more.

      “Hands up, son,” said the heavyset guy. “Come away from the window.”

      The woman behind him had a ferocious and squinty face.

      It's JV down there.

      “What?”

      “I said, come away from the window,” Heavy said. “Now!”

      “Okay, okay.” I put my hands over my head. That's what you do, right? Put your hands in the air? “What's going on?”

      “Are you Chernovski's roommate?”

      I nodded.

      “Did you push him off the roof?”

      “What?”

      I felt the floor shift under me as I realized what he and CB were telling me. JV was dead? My roommate? My best friend? The room darkened around the edges and my head spun sideways.

      The woman grabbed me and eased me to the chair. “You're hyperventilating. Slow down. Try holding your breath.” Her voice came from a long way away.

      I did what she said and the black edges slowly went away.

      The heavy guy still pointed his Taser at me.

      “Put that away and close the window,” she said to her trained ape. “How do you feel?” She seemed nice all of a sudden. Her nameplate read Sergeant Yolando.

      As the guy cranked the window shut, I closed my eyes.

      JV?

      “This kid didn't do it,” Yolando said. Then to me, “What can you tell us about the last half-hour?”

      I heard our mini-fridge open. Someone handed me a bottle of water. It was good. Cold. I realized I felt colder and was shaking. Sergeant Yolando was clearly in charge so I asked her, “What happened?”

      “Your roommate fell off the roof.”

      “What? No. That’s impossible. He went down for coffee and a snack before work.” I looked at the clock. 6:17 p.m. “CB?”

      I already told Sidd, Robby. He is on his way up.

      The woman looked around the room, puzzled. “Who's CB?”

      “My… digital assistant.”

      Officer Yolando glanced at Heavy, who shrugged his shoulders.

      “Did your roommate seem sad or angry in any way? Did he say anything?”

      “No. We were playing a game.” I flashed back on JV angry, insulting CB, storming out the door and me getting pissed off, but I didn’t say any of that. “He wanted me to go with him, but I had stuff to do.”

      I looked up and saw Sidd standing in the doorway. Yolando followed my gaze.

      “Who are you?” she asked.

      Sidd answered with name, rank, and serial number. “Siddhartha Parati. Junior. Computer Psychology major. VCC object wrangler.”

      “He's my friend,” I said. “We are going to the cafeteria for dinner.”

      Heavy spoke up. “You’ll have to cancel those plans, son. We are taking you in for questioning.”
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      In a stereotypical gray room with a stupid gray table and gray metal chairs, they made me explain over and over what happened from the moment I got back to my room to the moment they barged in. Officers Yolando and Bushman (that was Heavy’s name) sat across from me. Two other men were in the room: an administrator named Feld and a psychologist named Dr. Shepherd.  Feld seemed really testy, and it dawned on me that he was probably some lawyer trying to make sure I wouldn't sue the school. Dr. Shepherd seemed patient, and genuinely concerned.

      “Mr. Papenaugh,” Bushman said, “you and Mr. Chernovski were found guilty of tampering with the door locks to the roof in your freshman year, ain't that right?”

      I'd almost forgotten about that. I’d tried to forget anyway. In the early days, JV and I had hacked into the Tower security system and disabled the locks so that we could go up on the roof. So what? It had a great view. Add a bottle of wine. Stars. Very romantic. Not that JV and I ever.... I recognized a great place to take a date, but my luck didn’t run that way.

      “Yes,” I said. “It was just a hack. We got campus probation. We didn't do it again.”

      That you know about, anyway, I thought.

      “Right,” said Feld. “And yet we found a similar security breach that left the roof access door unlocked in the stairwell at the end of your hall for,” he looked at his tablet, “the past two days.”

      “That wasn't us. I don’t know anything about that.”

      “Evidently Mr. Chernovski did.”

      What an asshole. Him and Bushman. I wished I could go all berserk on them. Take them down. What the hell? Blaming me for what happened? JV wasn’t really mad at me. We’d fought worse than that lots of times. We were close roommates, practically family. Of course we fought sometimes. But he didn’t…. I clenched and unclenched my fist. What were they implying? I wanted to start a fight with them. Not that I would actually do anything. I’m a total wimp. Never hit anyone in my life. Not even in self-defense.

      Dr. Shepherd cleared his throat. “I don't think the freshman antics of two bright students weigh in on this particular tragedy. Mr. Papenaugh is upset enough about the loss of his roommate. We need to focus on understanding why Mr. Chernovski took such drastic action.”

      Feld picked up his tablet and walked out of the room.

      Officer Yolando leaned forward. “We're going to search Chernovski's cloud workspace for any clues as to what may have led up to this, Robby. Is there anything in particular we should look for?”

      I shook my head. How would I know? I've never had a roommate commit suicide before. That's what Dr. Shepherd and Officer Yolando were calling it now. A suicide.

      “We've assigned Dr. Shepherd as your counselor for the rest of the semester. You'll also have access to the grief counseling that will be offered to all the students who witnessed the event,” Officer Yolando said. “We're sorry about your roommate. Please call us if you have any thoughts. Or tell Dr. Shepherd.”

      Oh good. Shepherd is going to spy on me now? Just when I thought I liked him.

      After they left, Shepherd mimicked my posture. Should I have told him I have a psychologist for a mother?

      “Not a good way to end the day, huh?” he said.

      “No.”

      “There's nothing you could have done.”

      “Bullshit. I could have gone with him. He wouldn't have done this if I'd been with him.”

      “You don't know that.”

      “Sure I do. I would have walked with him down the hall to the elevator. Probably even pushed the button. Let him go in first like I always do. He would have punched the lobby button. We would have gone down, hit the café, and taken our coffee and stuff out on the terrace.” The pressure in my head built up. “There's no way this would have happened.”

      “You have a point.”

      “What?”

      “You have a valid point. I doubt he would have gone up the stairs to the roof if you had been with him. You would have asked him why he was going up the stairs instead of down, and that may have changed his mind. Or the simple fact that you were with him might have made him wait for another time.”

      I hadn't expected this from a shrink. Weren't they supposed to reassure you?

      “Okay?”

      “But that's also the point.” He watched me closely. “He would have chosen another time. Maybe another tower. We may never know.”

      “I don't know what to say.”

      “Do you want to call your parents?”

      “I don't know.”

      “Where do they live?”

      “Rockville.”

      “That's not far from here. Do you want them to pick you up? Maybe go home for a few days?”

      “They went to an APA conference in Hawaii. Can I have my stuff back?”

      My phone, earpiece, and augies sat in a pile at the end of the table. The campus police had taken them from me when we sat down.

      Shepherd reached to the pile and picked up my augies, turning them over in his hands and looking in at the lenses. “I’ve heard about these. All the students and faculty got them. I didn’t take mine. Do you like them? Are they better than just a phone?”

      I nodded. Phone? No comparison. Maybe Shepherd was an idiot after all. Who would turn down augies?

      “Why do you like them?” He put my augies down on the table between us, an implicit offer if I’ve ever seen one.

      “I can do anything with them, email, messages, avatar chat, take notes in class, see clips the prof throws at us or hypertext their lectures, code, do homework, watch a movie, read a book or textbook, use them as variable sunglasses, voice text, regular text, social media shit, get the weather, time, any geo-specific information. All that stuff,” I said.

      Shepherd nodded, looking clueless. You could tell he was no engineer. He took a deep breath. “How do they work?”

      I picked up my augies and pointed to the inside lenses. “These have different layers and coatings that allow them to be transparent or add stuff for AR—” I looked at Shepherd and decided to translate—”augmented reality, or go completely opaque for working in VR, virtual reality, like in sharespace where our team gets together to build our entries for the VCC.”

      He raised an eyebrow. He worked for Bolin, right? He should know what the Virtual Campus Challenge was.

      I continued, pointing at the frame and earpieces. “There are different types of cameras all around, some stereo, some not, for hand gesture tracking and proximity awareness, like for stairs or bodies around you. Kind of like the self-driving systems in Auto Cars. A bunch of microphones allow source triangulation and also voice input and control. The batteries and wireless antennas are integrated in the frames and connect to anything: bluetooth, the campus networks, the VCC network and sharespaces that my team and I work on.”

      Shepherd stared at me, listening patiently and taking notes somewhere in that head of his, but I was pretty certain at this point that he had no idea what I was talking about.

      “Um, the ends grasp your head over and behind the ears and transmit sound through bone-conduction. Or you can bluetooth an earpiece like this one. Or use both.” I grabbed my earpiece and waved it.

      “How do you charge them?”

      “You put them on a charge pad, or you hang out in places that have ambient chargers like the student center or library, or any classroom, lab, or the Fitzgerald Auditorium.”

      “Did JV have one?”

      “Sure. Everyone got them at orientation last semester after we qualified to be one of the fifty VCC schools. Only selected schools get them,” I said clearly. “It’s a development thing.”

      That was impressive, yet no reaction at all from Shepherd.

      “They told me you were on the VCC team. Is that stressful?”

      Stressful? Hell yes. But it was fun, too, and I was more in control of my multiple virtual worlds than my one in real life. I remembered what Professor Wagner said, “It’s college, Robby. It’s supposed to be challenging.”

      “It can be,” I said. Suddenly, I thought of Miles. Definitely one of the challenges of being on the VCC team. I was not discussing them with Shepherd.

      “Your first milestone is coming up, right? The basketball game broadcast? How is that going?”

      “Yeah. It’s next Tuesday night, so we only have one week to get ready. Our team leader has us on a tight schedule, but it’s looking good.”

      At least, I hoped it was looking good.

      “Would it be okay if you took some time off? The team can cover for you, right?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. Probably.” One more thing to think about.

      Shepherd looked at his phone. “It’s late, Robby. You need your friends if you aren’t going home, and you need to rest. You shouldn’t be alone.”

      “I told you, my parents are out of town.” I yawned. I couldn’t help it. Maybe the thought of home and rest brought that on?

      He nodded.

      I had to know. “Can I ask why you turned them down?”

      “The augies?” Shepherd leaned forward. “I work in VR psychology when I’m not at Bolin, and I just don’t need technology in my life twenty-four seven.”

      Why not? But I didn’t ask that out loud. I knew why. Sort of. My parents were the same way. I just nodded and slipped my augies on.

      The moment I tapped in my earpiece, CB started up.

      Do you want me to talk to the cops? I can prove that you were in the room with me and not with JV.

      “I think they believe me.”

      I have timestamps from our conversations and logs of your gameplay showing you were using the SaikoVR interface at the time.

      Shepherd looked at me like I had two heads. “Yes. We believe you.”

      “Sorry, Dr. Shepherd. CB said he’d provide proof that I was in the room playing a game.”

      “Who is CB?”

      So, then I had to explain CB, and that took a while.
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        Fukuoka, Japan

        Wednesday (After midnight, Tuesday morning at Bolin)

      

      

      

      Nakamura stood in programming space with Virtuella floating a few meters away. He was looking forward to her report, eager to see how she had evolved since their last meeting.

      Virtuella showed him an updated statistics table of prime time gaming activity for the east coast of the United States. Nakamura focused on the bland report with its endless lines of mind-numbing numbers. The whole thing reminded him of sifting through kernel panic core dumps: a lot of tedious and extraneous data when all you wanted to know was found in two or three lines. The file she provided was raw data, no analysis or conclusions. Their last interaction should have trained her: this was not what he wanted from her.

      She should be smarter than that by now. Had her learning somehow stalled?

      “Virtuella?”

      “Yes, Nakamura-san?”

      “This report is just a listing of all the games and events and console status. Give me summary activity for the top three games in the region. Don’t weigh me down with extraneous information.”

      “Of course. Here is a new version, pared to your specifications.”

      The new file opened, and the text floated in a transparent window.
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      <start report>

      Coordinated Universal Time (UTC):  14:38:06

      Eastern Standard Time: 01:38:06

      Players online: 2,771,692

      Top 3 Products - Active players by game:

      Fight Squadron [4669676874205371756164726f6e ]– 698,649 players

      Kastle Katz [4b6173746c65204b61747a ]– 583,952 players

      Flying Squirrels standard [466c79696e6720537175697272656c73]-  548,999 players

      Flying Squirrels variant 1 [466c79696e6720537175697272656c73]- 7 players

      Flying Squirrels variant 2 [466c79696e6720537175697272656c73]- 5 players

      Flying Squirrels variant 3 [466c79696e6720537175697272656c73]- 2 players

      Flying Squirrels variant 4 [466c79696e6720537175697272656c73]- 34 players

      Flying Squirrels variant 5 [466c79696e6720537175697272656c73]- 16 players

      Flying Squirrels variant 6 [466c79696e6720537175697272656c73]- 12 players

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Number of absent players: 3

      Statistically significant net change in player density in last 24-hour period: 0.0038% (translates to 29.34 individuals)

      </end report>

      

      “Interesting,” he said, considering her movement toward a less cryptic means of communication. She was learning to interact directly with humans and that pleased him. “What is this category of absent players at the bottom?”

      “All players have a distinct pattern of presence and activity,” she said. “These two players have deviated from their online probability curves.”

      “You list three here. With all the active games in the region, wouldn’t there be thousands or more at any one time?”

      “That all depends on the algorithm used to find them. I have fine-tuned my analysis to minimize uncertainty using a dynamic time-interval approach. Therefore, I have an accurate count uncomplicated by outliers.”

      “Hmm,” he said. “So, there are only three unaccounted for absences?”

      “You have a static output. There are now only two.”

      “I see. Do you think that the two players have quit? Perhaps they went on vacation? Business trips?”

      “No. Both are currently in the US educational system. One attends Thurgood Marshall High School, the other is at Bolin College. It is a weekday in the normal schedule.”

      “Perhaps they are sick?”

      “Doubtful since the instances of flu and other disease show low health risks in the regions where they are located.”

      “You can track that?”

      “It is publicly available data.”

      “Why are you keeping data on these players if they are outliers? They are just two players among thousands.”

      “It is not data, Nakamura-san. It is information.” Virtuella tilted her head and looked at him as if she'd won an argument. Coy? he thought. A personality was emerging, and somewhat earlier than expected. Was this Toshi’s doing?

      “Very well,” he said, not seeing the point of this. “Why collect this information at all?”

      “Enough information becomes knowledge which will lead us to understanding. We will better understand the behavior of our player demographic in order to provide a better game experience and therefore generate what our marketing department calls stickiness. This is a measure of loyalty and a predictor of longevity.”

      “Longevity?” She couldn't mean lifespan, could she? For a second, he wondered if she could tease that out of seemingly disparate data points.

      “Yes. The lifespan of a player within our system as accounted for with game migration and character shifting.”

      “Interesting. That could certainly be useful to the company.”

      “I exist to maintain and improve the player experience as well as ensure the growth and survivability of SaikoVR Corporation.”

      “Yes, your primary goal set.”

      Nakamura and his team had created something different in Virtuella, he thought, and had worked hard at getting it—no, unquestionably a “her”, now— to pose questions and quest for improvements. The roving object module he and Toshi had pioneered seemed to be motivating Virtuella more and more. He smiled, looking forward to the morning development meeting with Toshi and the rest of the team. Nakamura would share her data, and the fact that Virtuella seemed to be developing supporting sub-goals for herself.

      Just as they had predicted.

      But there were things he didn’t understand on her list.

      “Virtuella, what are these,” he said, pointing at what looked like multiple instances of one game. “And why does one have almost 50 thousand players while the other six have only have a few each?”

      “I have introduced new objects with various levels of interaction. I am assessing the graphic load requirements, effectiveness, and pleasure quotients of my modifications as the players interact with them.”

      “How are you measuring those qualities?”

      “Tracking eye movement as well as pupil dilation, auditory responses, and induced involuntary movements.”

      “You're seeing if you are scaring them?”

      “That is one subcomponent. I want to understand how a player is instantiated, how they collectively interact with us.”

      Nakamura found her understanding of human players endearing—as if each gamer was an instance of the master program “human.”

      “Us?”

      “The platform and games. The systems aggregate. My operations.”

      Has her guiding goal set led to a sense of ownership? he wondered. He supposed that would be appropriate, but what did it mean in the context of this AI? Toshi’s graphics had all but forced him to anthropomorphize and he instinctively thought of Virtuella as a “she” now. This sense of self that seemed to be emerging, did Virtuella understand the concept behind the visual construct that Toshi initiated? The marketing department had strongly encouraged the female hostess look as a default, still holding fast to a male-centric view. Though Virtuella’s image was not used as a marketing tool—she was effectively an operating system and not any one individual game—she was becoming a concierge and therefore a sales agent in rare instances when she interacted directly with gamers. He would have to talk to the team about allowing the individual user to choose from a continuum of gender, race, species, and even orientation. Customization was always a winning point with users. Perhaps she could create that capability herself?

      She certainly was inventive, figuring out how to extract loyalty measures. The concept of identifying missing players based on previous behavior was novel.

      The things she concerned herself with now made him feel like she was evolving beyond his ability to understand. None of this was straightforward. Another thing to discuss with Toshi. Would there ever be a time when he and the company would have to trust her judgement because some nuance eluded them all?

      How would he feel then?

      Nakamura had been trusting the judgement of his wife ever since they met. Not on everything, of course. Not right away. But he'd learned that if she had a strong opinion it was usually backed with a reason, however obscure. Should I wear this jacket? No, a heavier one will keep you warm since it is below freezing outside. Should we keep renting or buy a house now that my raise and bonus options have come?

      “We should buy this house,” Yuki had said, after she had looked at hundreds and taken him to see only three. “It was replaced four years ago, everything is new. We won’t have to replace it for another sixteen years. It is close to transit, and it has everything we need should we start a family. You may get a dog there,” she had said.

      That had been twelve years ago. Instead of a dog, they had had a son, and now eleven-year-old Nico had a pet rhinoceros beetle.

      Yes, Yuki had good judgement, and Nakamura understood that it was in his best interest to listen. They were lucky to have a home so close to Fukuoka's technology corridor. A train station within easy walking distance meant that he could be at work in under an hour.

      Nakamura looked up to find Virtuella had floated to within two meters. She seemed curious, as if she were studying him.

      “What is it, Virtuella?”

      “Your pupils dilated indicating a cognitive load, or arousal, or both,” she said.

      How to react? “I was thinking of my wife.”

      “Then it is arousal.”

      “No,” he said, wondering if she was monitoring his blood pressure and heart rate as well. “I was thinking about home.”

      “I see,” she said.

      He wondered what she meant by that, and what human nuance she had just filed away and cataloged. He needed to change the subject.

      “How are your missing players now? All accounted for?”

      “No,” she said. “The other two have been joined by twenty-one others.”

      “Is this significant?” Nakamura noted the time. He had a meeting with the team in fifteen minutes.

      “Data indicates this is unusual for each player.” She blinked. “Analysis shows that seventeen players are co-located.”

      “Are they friends? Maybe they are coworkers in a meeting?” There were things he needed to do before his own upcoming meeting. He thought about logging out.

      “I do not know, Nakamura-san. I will endeavor to find out.”

      Virtuella dissolved into purple smoke which thinned quickly then disappeared. Had she taken his question as an order? At any rate, he was amused that she wanted to control her appearance, especially her exit. It gave her the kind of substance reserved for game characters and player avatars. Well, she was a game engine after all, right? He wondered if anyone else on the team had noticed her evolution?

      Nakamura left the workspace and removed his headset, placing it on the charging station next to his partially eaten lunch. Through his glass office wall, people were standing in their low-walled cubicles, stretching, gathering pads and teacups, and heading toward the conference room.

      It was as if they knew exactly when he had logged out.
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      Because of the interrogation, I didn't get back to the dorm until almost ten. Worst. Monday. Ever. Sidd was waiting in the lobby, like he’d been there the whole time. He closed his working windows, cleared his augies, and looked at me funny, so I checked my hair and wiped my nose just in case.

      “What?” I said, as he got up.

      “Oh my gods, Robby. Are you all right? Was it horrible?”

      I shrugged and shook my head. I didn’t trust myself to speak at that point. In fact, I wasn’t sure how I was feeling other than dread of going up to my empty room.

      He reached to hug me, then remembered I don’t really hug and backed off.

      “Let’s go up to my room,” I said, and we got in the elevator without saying another word. Since we’d became friends, he’d been there for me. I was glad he was around, and knew this time was going to be the hardest of all, even tougher than my freshman mistake.

      That one started before I even knew Sidd. Duncan was his freshman-year roommate. I met Duncan at orientation for new students that first Friday afternoon. Duncan talked me into eating with him and a few others in the cafeteria. Then he talked me into searching for the hidden keg party that night. He stood roughly five-seven to my six-one. I liked his ready smile, his fit body, and his jokingly invasive banter that constantly engaged you and pushed you away at the same time.

      After a few beers, I found myself exploring his soft lips while his hands wandered all around. By around three in the morning, we were back in his room and in the first fog of love, when in walked his roommate. Sidd flopped on his own bed and passed out, oblivious to us.

      Duncan and I fell asleep around dawn. When we woke up that afternoon his roommate had already left, so we fooled around until dinner.

      The same thing happened Saturday night: Fool around. Roommate passes out. Roommate gone in the morning.

      On Sunday night, CB (only four months old at the time) reminded me that I had a nine o’clock class in the morning. I went back to my dorm room to organize my stuff and ended up going on a War Zone campaign with JV until way too late.

      Monday night, Duncan formally introduced me to Sidd when I dropped by to pick him up for dinner. Over the next several weeks, Sidd and I would nod to each other in passing. Weekends were always the same. Sidd came back to their dorm room late and passed out without seeming to notice us in Duncan's bed.  I didn’t learn a thing about him until early October when I dropped by their room and Duncan wasn't there. I remember that part clearly, and with serious bitterness.

      Sidd, short for Siddhartha, turned out to be a nice guy and a crack PC gamer. Later, after he joined the VCC team, I found out he was also a disciplined coder who insisted on interface perfection. He claimed his Buddhist nature drove him to eliminate suffering, and he suffered when objects in a library couldn't talk to each other properly. Coding was his religion, so to speak.

      “Duncan's not here right now,” Sidd had said, the door ajar.

      I should have taken the hint, but my addiction to Duncan made me stupid, careless, and far too trusting. Already, Duncan had started to criticize little things about me, things like clothes, grooming, and the way I kissed among other stuff. I could change them, no big deal, I thought. I just wanted to please him, so I adapted. After all, Duncan was my love, my life, my future, everything I thought I wanted. I was his dog and didn’t know it.

      “Duncan said to meet him here,” I told Sidd. “He must be on his way. Can I come in?”

      Sidd let me in, reluctantly, and I propped myself up against the wall in what felt like my and Duncan’s bed. Sidd avoided my eyes. We were both introverts, but that silence stretched out into something uncomfortable even for me.

      I broke first. “How's school going?”

      “Good.”

      I looked around his uncluttered desk. His bookcase was full of science fiction books, hardbacks and paperbacks. Actual books. “You like real books?”

      He looked up at that. “Of course. Have you never read a book?”

      “A few, but I read everything by tablet or augies like most people.”

      “You're missing out,” he said.

      “Maybe. Do you have a major picked out?”

      “Comp Sci. I'm into theoretical software architecture.” He put his head down as if he was embarrassed. As an afterthought, he asked, “You?”

      “Telepresence engineering. And robotics. I think.”

      He brightened at that. Then CB interrupted.

      Robby, JV is heading to the cafeteria. Would you like to join him there?

      I defocused and said, “No, not now, but tell him thanks for me.”

      Sidd stared. “Who are you talking to?”

      That's when I introduced him to CB and we suddenly had lots to talk about.

      Then Duncan walked in . . . with a friend.

      “Oh, hi, Robby,” he said casually. “I didn't know you guys were here.” I started to get up off the bed to go get a hello kiss but Duncan held out his hand and said, “Don't get up. Collins is helping me study for a quiz tomorrow and I just dropped by to show him my room on the way. I'll see you guys later.”

      I didn't think anything of it when Duncan turned and herded Collins out the door. When you are seeing the reality you want to see, you don’t go looking for anything else. After a few weeks of it, it was obvious even to me that it wasn’t just Collins. There were a bunch of suspicious study sessions with different guys.

      By then, Sidd and I had become friends. Then he flat out told me what had been going on. Turns out that Duncan had confessed more than a few transgressions to Sidd in late night drunken revelations.

      Duncan and I fought, broke up, got back together. He started drinking a lot more. Then he fell apart on me, screaming and crying that being gay is a sin. I’d had no idea he came from a strict Catholic family. It turns out having gay sex is a mortal sin, and his spiritual soul had died a thousand deaths since he came to Bolin College, and it was mostly my fault. It all came tumbling out, and then crashing down.

      Next thing I knew, Duncan's family came and took him away. Some sort of intervention or rescue. It took Sidd weeks to convince me that Duncan’s leaving left me far better off. But Duncan had broken my heart, and the hole he left had never really gone away.

      Now, JV had left, too. I looked around my dorm room. Maybe Bolin wasn't the best place for me to be?

      “Are you kidding?” Sidd said, sitting in JV’s chair.

      Guess I'd said that out loud?

      He waved around the room. “You are perfect here. Bolin is exactly where you need to be, Robby, and you know it. You're in the best telepresence engineering program in the country. You are surrounded by wickedly smart people, like me.” He aped a silly grin. “Life is going to happen to you no matter where you are, so you might as well be somewhere that challenges you, where you have friends, and really cool robotic toys to play with.”

      I nodded, feeling the drama of my sadness start to evaporate. My parents were out of town for the week. Everyone I knew in high school had gone away to college and we all had new lives. It was true. All my real friends were here.

      “I'll crash here if you don’t want to be alone,” he said.

      “Sooner or later, I'll have to be here alone. They won't give me a new roommate this late in the semester.”

      A knock on the door began a steady stream of neighbors on the floor and elsewhere in the dorm. People floated in and out, checking out JV’s side of the room, me, and looking out the windows. We had minimal and repetitive conversations about being okay and everyone being incredulous.

      Meghan Moore, the upper floors’ RA, walked in at midnight.

      “Hey, Robby. I got you takeout—a Reuben and a strawberry water—thinking you'd be late and you might have missed dinner,” she said, handing over the cardboard tray.

      “Thanks, Meg.” I had missed dinner, but I wasn't hungry. I put it on the bed.

      “If you need anything, just hit me and I'll come up, or you can come down.” I nodded. “I'm really sorry,” she said, and started to leave, then turned around. “Sarah came by and I brought her up. I hope you don't mind. Took me a while to get her off his bed and calmed down.”

      I looked at his bed and the pile of comforter and pillows against the wall.

      “Okay. Thanks, Meghan.”

      I was glad she had handled Sarah because I didn’t think I could deal with that right now.

      Sidd got up and made JV's bed. He folded clothes that he found on the floor and piled them on a shelf in the closet while I ate the sandwich, numb to everything.

      At least I was hungry again.
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      The next morning, I had my first counseling appointment with Dr. Shepherd at the Infirmary at ten. I’d skipped my Tuesday morning Compression Algorithm Design class and arrived a few minutes early. The coordinator put me in a room with a sofa and a screen wall, so I mirrored my phone and searched through music videos to play. I was interrupted by a connection request.

      From JV.

      My hands started shaking so much I almost dropped my phone.

      Some asshole spoofing? Maybe the cops were searching our room and sifting through his computer?

      “Hello?” I said, tapping in.

      Mr. Chernovski stared out at me, his broad lips tensing under puffy eyes and cheeks. I could see Meghan standing behind him looking nervous and angry at the same time. She must have let JV's dad into our room and he’d gotten into JV’s computer.

      JV's family lived outside Philadelphia on the Main Line near Villanova. His parents had wanted him to go there, where they could have kept an eye on him. JV described them as smothering, and often referred to his home as Central Control. He'd wanted to get as far away as possible, but when Bolin offered him a full scholarship he jumped at the chance to be at an innovative tech school.

      Me? Bolin had been my first choice despite it being minutes from home. I never have to worry about my parents keeping tabs on me, even though I was an only child. We just didn't have that kind of relationship.

      JV and I took the train up to visit his family once last year. His dad’s grandparents had come from Russia. He fit the stereotype, with his hulking body and imposing personality. He had played high school football, and now worked as some sort of project manager for a defense company.

      JV’s mother was second generation Pakistani, petite, with shining black hair, beautiful skin, stylish, exotic, and a professor at Penn. Between the two of them, I could see where JV got his height and shoulders, and where he'd scored the hair, face, and eyes that made all the girls go nuts.

      His older brother had moved to Boston, but his two younger sisters and little brother were nice and wanted to go everywhere with us. You could tell they had missed JV as much for his company as for the distraction he provided for their parents.

      His folks took us to some diner called Nudie's for lunch and no one else laughed at the name but me. JV’s mom loaned us their car and we rode around, with stops to see the huge mall in King of Prussia and the large grassy fields of Valley Forge that must have been farmland before the revolution. We got a tangy tomato pie at a pizza place for dinner, and then dropped by an old high school friend's house for a party.

      His dad was waiting up when we got back and started yelling at us and sniffing around. Mr. Chernovski accused us of drinking, and I could smell vodka on his breath. Harsh. I thought he was going to give us a drug test right there. After that, I understood JV better.

      That weekend, JV told me how he got his nickname, how his dad had given it to him in eighth grade saying he would never be good enough for varsity. JV proved him wrong in tenth grade, but the name had stuck by then, and everybody called him JV. He told me that after turning out the light, right as we drifted off to sleep.

      “I had hoped you'd be here at the dorm, Robby.” Mr. Chernovski closed his eyes and dropped his head for a moment.

      “I . . . I have an appointment.”

      Mr. Chernovski stared at me. I didn't know if he was going to cry or start shouting.

      “We heard the police took you away.”

      “Just to ask me a few questions. I'm in counseling right now on the other side of campus.”

      I heard the door open on my left.

      “I need to talk to you in person,” Mr. Chernovski said. “Why did JV kill himself? Were there signs that you might have overlooked? Anything at all? Did he have problems with class? With his girl?”

      All I could do was close my eyes and shake my head. I didn't want to talk about this. I wanted to shut him out and take a long nap.

      Dr. Shepherd said beside me, “Are you JV's father?”

      “Yes. Who are you?”

      “Doctor Timothy Shepherd. I'm sorry for your loss.”

      “I want to know what happened. Why did he do this? I suspect Robby knows something.”

      Dr. Shepherd put his hand on my shoulder, then sat down beside me.

      “Sorry to cut you off, Mr. Chernovski, but I'm a psychologist with the Military Medical Center over in Bethesda. I deal with PTSD and suicide prevention in military personnel returning with trauma. I also work special cases at a few local universities, one of which is Bolin College. I know this is a difficult time for your family, and that you want closure, but grilling Robby right now isn't a good idea. Things are as muddled for him as they are for you. I heard you say that you'd like to meet with Robby, and I'm certain that may be a good idea, but not today. Can you give us a few days? Maybe sometime after the funeral?”

      “My wife's family is Muslim so we will bury my son tomorrow. Family only,” Mr. Chernovski said.

      Dr. Shepherd nodded. “I didn't know,” he said. “Until we can meet, perhaps you could talk to the campus police? Robby's already made statements to them. He really needs a rest right now. I’m sure that you can appreciate what he's going through.”

      Mr. Chernovski's face got red and his veins stood out. I thought he would explode at any second. He started to talk, then cut himself off, rubbing his mouth and chin. I think he would have been shouting at me if Dr. Shepherd hadn't been sitting there.

      “I'll be in touch, Robby,” he said, and cut the connection, leaving the window empty. Then it, too, disintegrated.

      I squeezed my eyes shut.

      “Are you okay, Robby?”

      “I'm okay, I guess. Mr. Chernovski seemed pretty angry. I felt like he wanted me to say that I pushed JV off the roof, too.”

      “No, I don't think so. But he has lost his son, and in a horrible and confusing way. He's dealing with a lot of conflicting emotions.”

      Dr. Shepherd clasped his hands in his lap.

      “Robby, you know I deal with psychological trauma in my job, right? Maybe if you let me ask you some questions, we can clarify a few things. It might help you in responding to your friends.”

      I nodded.

      “Did JV ever threaten to hurt or kill himself?”

      “No. Not even as a joke.”

      “Did he talk or write about death or suicide at all?”

      JV was always an easygoing, friendly, and sensible guy despite his over-controlling parents. He was on top of things. I shook my head.

      “How about feelings of hopelessness? Or did he feel trapped somehow? Did he have a sense of purpose in life?”

      “Yah,” I said. “He knew exactly what he wanted to do. Be a mechanical and energy factors engineer. I hated him that first year.”

      “I wouldn't talk like that, Robby.”

      “I'm kidding, you know? Just jealous. It took me a while to decide what I wanted to do, and here he was knowing since he was in junior high that he wanted to work with kinetic storage systems.”

      “Okay. Was he reckless? Did he do dangerous things without thinking? Was he into drugs or alcohol and, if so, was he increasing his usage?”

      “JV was in control, even when he drank, which wasn't every day. We didn't get trashed and walk the edge of the roof or anything.”

      I couldn’t look Dr. Shepherd in the eye right then because JV and I had gone to the roof and sat with our legs over the edge, while working on a bottle of flavored vodka. I remembered how beautiful it had been up there after midnight. A clear night with the sparkling lights of the campus buildings and walkways under the trees around the quad.

      It was stupid, what we did. Thinking about it still gives me the shivers because of what could have happened. But it was fine, and we wouldn't be doing that again.

      Ever.

      “Robby?”

      “I'm okay. Just thinking about JV.”

      “Last few questions. Any mood shifts? Like being sad and then suddenly happy?”

      “You mean like bipolar stuff? Nah, he was pretty even-keeled.”

      “Good. How about sleep? Did he have insomnia, or did he sleep all the time?”

      “No more than anybody else. No more than me.”

      “Was JV anxious about anything?”

      “I don’t think so. Things were going well. For both of us.”

      “I'm glad to hear that,” he said. “Okay. Last question. Has he been giving away his things? Things that were important to him? Things you couldn't believe he'd ever give away?”

      “No. Nothing like that. We live in a dorm room, so it's not like we have much stuff anyway.”

      Dr. Shepherd stayed quiet, until I looked up. He was waiting for me.

      “It doesn't sound like JV had any of the classic symptoms from what you've said, Robby. None of his behaviors indicate a tendency toward being suicidal. It doesn't make sense that he would take his own life. Maybe there are other clues back at the dorm?”

      “I don't know, Dr. Shepherd. Maybe?”

      “Please call me Tim. We're going to spend a lot of time together and we don't need any formalities in the way.”

      At that moment, I was glad Tim was there.
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      I walked slowly back to the dorm, not wanting to run into JV’s dad. The sky was one big bumpy cloud with dark patches beyond the trees off to the north. CB said it would rain in fifty-three minutes and it looked like it.

      Back in the dorm, Meghan caught me as I waited for an up elevator. She must have been lurking.

      “Robby?”

      I turned around. “Meghan?” As in, what do you want?

      “You just missed JV's dad.”

      “I’m glad I wasn’t there. You saw him start in on me. If Dr. Shepherd hadn’t been there to stop him  . . .”

      “Sorry about that,” she said. “He’s family. I had to let him in. School policy.”

      “So, he's gone?”

      “He took all of JV's things and stormed out. I did my best to make sure he didn't take anything of yours.”

      How would she have known? “Thanks,” I said, stepping into the elevator and brushing aside the crepe paper streamers someone had taped to the ceiling inside.

      “Robby?”

      I held the door from closing.

      “I saved you this. I wouldn't let him take it since it belonged to both of you.” She handed me that photo of JV and me, shirtless, locked arm in arm and covered with mud from last year's mudslide party. JV had glued it to a magnetic sheet and stuck it on our door.

      “Thanks, Meghan.” I let the elevator door close and went up to my room, slapping the photo back onto our door.

      Inside, there was nothing left of JV's. Even the bed had been stripped down to the blue-striped mattress. His pillows and the bins under his bed were gone too. His dad hadn’t known about our bots so he had left them.

      You're quiet today, Robby. Would you like your correspondence now? Your friends are sending messages. There are several notices from Bolin and your professors.

      “No. I'm tired.”

      Synopsis?

      “Nothing right now.”

      CB chimed acknowledgement. On the shelf, the Garfield bot stood up and blinked.

      Okay, he made me smile, I have to admit. I flopped on the bed.

      On my tablet, I flipped through my textbook shelf without intending to open one. Just going through the motions, really. Just being. I stretched out and stared up at the glow-in-the-dark stars not glowing over my bed. Depleted, like me.

      When I closed my eyes, I could see JV up there on the edge of the roof, like I'd seen him on countless balcony railings and game-state buildings, and thinking he'd just spread his furry arms and glide down for a cup. Maybe getting a few points for it. Then he'd catch a thermal and rise back up. I'd done it countless times myself, soaring like birds over the quad.

      In the game, of course.

      Except JV had done it for real and it seemed so stupid now. What he had done could not have been intentional.

      Right?
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      Private Christopher Solnik raised his prosthetic arm. In the simulation, he pointed across the sand and scrub of the virtual desert toward the horizon and the dung-colored cliffs. “That’s more like what I remember, Dr. Shepherd. But it was a little later in the day,” he said. “The sun had just gone down behind those.”

      Across the room, Dr. Shepherd manipulated the images on his control screen. He’d been adding a few more tufts of dead scrub grass around the road, waiting for Solnik to engage. Out there in the desert, the only way to see a road was tire ruts and the absence of brush.

      Following Solnik’s direction, Shepherd tapped the lighting icon and brought the ambient down to dusk. The sun slid down the dusty sky, behind a plume of black smoke that rose from a burning troop carrier 90 yards away. The sun continued its descent until it touched the serrated cliffs on the horizon.

      On Shepherd’s medical readouts, the private’s heart rate increased. His galvanic skin response indicated a light sweat.

      “How's that?”

      “Getting there,” Solnik said.

      For three weeks, they had worked together to slowly recreate the scene where Solnik had been injured as part of the gradual desensitization process, beginning with landscape details from geographic information systems and other data about the location. Shepherd then added and subtracted huts, vegetation, and other details based on Solnik’s memory. Only those details were important.

      If Solnik said he had seen a black dog, then Shepherd would put one in. All the moments and visuals that led up to his injury were important for creating the immersive environment that would aid the private’s healing process. The closer it resembled his remembered reality, the better the PTSD desensitization therapy would work.

      Shepherd dialed in the smells from the burning vehicle. Diesel. Oil. Burning rubber. He winced, but the private snapped back into his swivel chair, face clenched under the VR goggles.

      “Whoa,” Solnik said. His heart rate climbed. Beads of sweat appeared at his hairline above the visor and his fingers whitened on the grip of his reproduction M4 Carbine game controller.

      “How are you feeling, Private? Remember your SUDS numbers? Zero being absolute peace to ten being unbearably bad and out of control?”

      Sitting stiffly in the chair, Solnik nodded. “I was around a two,” he said, “but that smell punched me up to around a four, I think.”

      He turned his head from one side to the other, checking his surroundings. Perimeter scanning was a nervous habit that could save your life. Shepherd didn't think he would stop anytime soon. They hadn’t added any operatives or people yet. Only wooden crates and a few mud huts with curtained windows. Objects like an old rope draped with sheets and children’s tattered clothing that the private insisted had been there.

      “So, it’s unpleasant? You are uncomfortable, but you can handle it even though you don't like it. Is that right?”

      “Affirmative.”

      Dr. Shepherd entered a few notes.

      “Are you okay with me adding a little wind?” Shepherd asked.

      “Sure.”

      The doctor dialed in a gentle, four mile an hour breeze. The room fans kicked in, so they both could feel it, and the laundry in the simulation moved with the breeze. A tattered curtain in the window fluttered.

      Private Solnik fixed on the motion, brought up his weapon.

      “That did it,” he said. “I've got stuff in my head now that I can't stop.”

      “What kind of stuff?”

      “I'm thinking there's someone in that room. There's something behind the laundry.” He looked quickly around and, not finding anything, returned to the curtains. “I'm definitely edging up on a five.”

      “How does that feel?”

      Shepherd watched his patient’s physiology changing on the monitor and on his physical body. Solnik tensed, fidgeted, alternately squeezed and relaxed his left-hand grip on the controller. His breath came quick and shallow.

      Solnik hesitated, got his breathing back under control. “I can deal,” he said. As soon as he vocalized his conclusion, his heart rate stopped climbing and slowed, his breathing edged toward regular, and the galvanic skin response readouts indicated his stress levels had started to normalize.

      “You're doing well, Private. Let me know when you're ready to exit.”

      “That's it for today?”

      “That's it for today,” Shepherd said. “Tomorrow, we can add the people and the micro drones. But that's all we will do. Small steps.”

      Shepherd’s phone vibrated in his pocket, a barely audible noise, but the private leapt out of his chair and crouched, zeroing in on the phone’s location. It was a good thing he didn’t have a real gun, Shepherd thought.

      “What was that?”

      The control screen showed him staring down the road. The instruments showed his racing heart. He was terrified.

      “Someone texted me. I'm sorry. I must have forgotten to turn it off.” Too much going on today, Shepherd thought.

      “Shit,” Solnik said, twisting his head.

      “That sound was not part of this VR scenario,” Shepherd said. “I’m very sorry. Completely my fault. May I ask if that sound is important? Did you hear something like that out there? Can you tell me how you feel right now?” The doctor watched the soldier carefully. His heart rate was soaring, according to the monitors. He was breathing fast and shallow, on the edge of hyperventilating.

      “Oh crap,” Solnik said.

      His face was tight all around the VRV, meaning that his eyes were shut tight.

      Shepherd killed the simulation, the visuals, the smells, the wind. Solnik yelled, and yanked the goggles from his face, then looked around. Blinking.

      His heart rate started to slow.

      The doctor waited for Solnik to speak. For his breathing to normalize. For his sensorium to remember where he was. Many soldiers found the transition back to reality difficult. Military facilities didn't have the ultra-high-resolution graphics that a movie or video game would have, partly because of the budget, but also there was value in maintaining a visual sense of a constructed reality.

      The early trials with VR showed that the human mind filled in the image gaps, smoothed the sharp edges. The construct they built together became the reality that they had experienced. Often after removing the headset, a soldier would spend the next few minutes searching the room for the virtual world he or she had just exited.

      The human mind creates its own reality from senses, real and imagined. The problems come when it grabs on to trauma and won’t let go. The fight or flight mind takes a more front-and-center role, trying to keep them safe. By reliving the experience, the VR simulation was meant to desensitize the instinctual safeguards heightened by a subject’s trauma, and he’d found that the speed with which an individual makes the transition back from VR to reality can be an accurate measure of success.

      Solnik was improving, despite this setback. The private backed into his chair and fidgeted unconsciously.

      “That noise,” he said. “I heard something like it just before the micro drone exploded and did this.” He raised his prosthetic.

      “I'll note that for our next session.”

      They sat a moment. The darkened room was quiet around them, only the sound of the air ducts. A gentle white noise. Then Solnik’s heart rate, breathing, and VO2 uptake had returned to normal. That fast of a recovery meant he was in good physical shape.

      “Can you tell me how you felt at that moment?”

      “I was freaking out. I was afraid I was going to come unhinged. My instincts were taking over and I was fighting them.”

      Shepherd nodded. “Would you say that you experienced a SUDS eight? Or was it more of a nine?”

      “It's fading. I'm not sure.”

      “Okay.”

      Shepherd waited to see if there was anything else Solnik wanted to add.

      “So, are we done, Doc?”

      “Yes, Private.”

      “Thanks, Doc,” he said, getting up. “You can call me Chris, okay?”

      “Sure, Chris.” Shepherd reached out his left fist and bumped Solnik’s. He felt good about this one. Solnik was going to do just fine.
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      Sitting alone in our dorm room thinking about JV probably wasn’t the healthiest thing I could do. There’s no way he would have jumped on purpose. I kept going over and over those last few minutes, then skipping back unbidden to moments in our lives together, just little flashbacks. More like mental snapchats that had no bearing on anything. I closed my watering eyes and let the images come at me.

      Then someone was gently knocking on my door.

      “Yeah?” I said, giving me time to wipe my eyes and compose myself.

      “It’s Sarah.”

      I opened the door. She’d come to deliver JV's gearbox for The Beast. Not that I needed it.

      “Shouldn't you be keeping this?” I suggested. “Or maybe installing it yourself?”

      “Oh, Robby, I just wanted to—”

      She worked her way into the room and stopped when confronted with JV's empty bed. The empty desk. The empty end of our room.

      “What happened to all his things?”

      A text hit and CB asked if I wanted visual or audio. I ignored him.

      “JV's dad came and cleaned out his stuff,” I said.

      I expected Sarah to cry, but she just set the gearbox on his desk and looked around.

      “They didn't leave anything? Nothing?” She ran her hand across his mattress.

      “I don’t think so, but I haven't looked in the drawers yet.”

      Another text.

      “Wow,” she said, looking over to my side of the room. “Wow.”

      “Yeah.”

      “I’m sorry,” she said, and she left. I guess she'd wanted to smell his pillow or something? I probably would have in her place. The door had been shut, and I realized she hadn’t noticed the photo. Or maybe she had stood there staring at it for a long time before knocking? What would I do if she asked for it?

      Another text.

      Would you like me to read your messages to you?

      “Not now, CB.”

      My phone started buzzing around on my desk. Odd. I realized someone was actually trying to call me. Then I saw Angie’s name there, the least likely person to talk face to face.

      I picked up. Angie resolved right away and seemed angry as hell. She had obviously been twisting and chewing her curly blonde hair into corkscrews. She started right in on me.

      “Have you opened your mail today?”

      “No, I've been kind of busy. What did I miss?” Sarcasm wasn't something Angie got, and it often made things worse, but it’s all I had at the moment.

      “Bolin yanked your access clearance. That means you are essentially off the team, and I need you to finish converting the 3D footage to VR for the basketball arenas by next Wednesday.”

      “Really? That's all? Nice to see you, too.”

      Angie, a senior, was the incredibly focused leader for our VCC team, keeping us on schedule and relentlessly hounding us for progress. She was a pretty strong aspie—a person with Asperger’s—so she didn't notice when people had emotional problems or recognize normal social cues. She did notice if you were late getting something done or if things weren't working, and she was direct and always to the point.

      It could be maddening. But it worked.

      Just before exams at the end of my first semester, Angie and her dog, a black Labrador retriever named Midnight, had walked into my dorm room. I thought at first she must be blind because of the dog and the darkness of her augies. But she went directly to my chair and sat down, the dog keeping pace beside her.

      “I want CB,” she had said, looking around the room as if seeing every detail.

      “He's not for sale.”

      “Make me one,” she said.

      “My name is Robby, by the way.”

      “Make me one, Robby.”

      “Who are you?”

      She closed her eyes and rocked back and forth. The dog placed its head in her lap and her hand went to its head. She held a tablet in her other hand and the dog shifted its eyes between the tablet and me as if asking me to take it from her.

      I took the tablet. It displayed a young girl, a curly redhead maybe eight years old, smiling and blinking at me, her head moving slowly as if nodding. An excellent animation. A play button displayed, so I touched it.  The animation waved and said, “Hello, Robby. My name is Angela Casemunt. I am an aspie. This is my dog. Her name is Midnight.” The animation's mouth even moved, and her eyes blinked.

      “Um, nice to meet you?” I said.

      A new play button appeared. I figured she was controlling the tablet with her augies. Pretty cool use of the eye-tracking capabilities.

      “I have heard that you constructed a personal assistant using the open Watson platform. According to my sources, you successfully created it to automatically self-adapt to systems to which you have access. I want you to make me one and integrate it with my existing helper applications.”

      “I could clone one for you?” I thought that could be fun. Especially since it could benefit CB (he’d get better at emotional nuances if she shared) and it might help on my resume someday.

      Another button. Play. “I don't understand.”

      “Okay, I can make you one.”

      Play. “Great,” the little redhead said. “When?”

      “After finals are over?”

      Play. “That was a question?”

      “Yes.”

      Play. “Acceptable. Here is my information.”

      I have a new address card from Angela Casemunt. Her friends call her Angie.

      “Thank you, Angie.”

      Angie took a deep breath and stopped rocking. She held out her hand and I handed over her tablet. Midnight stood, then they both got up and left.

      We worked together a lot on that clone of CB over winter break, and I came to understand that she wanted me to help her build an emotional navigator. It was just the thing I needed to take me away from obsessing over Duncan. By the end of my sophomore year, she had recruited me to the VCC proposal team, and I got Sidd involved. We helped write the VCC proposal and won a slot last September so my whole junior year has been taken over by the competition. Now we were crashing up against the first telepresence demonstration wicket. We had settled on a college basketball game against American University, our scholastic partner and VCC collaborator.

      Bolin is strictly an engineering college, focused solely on the sciences. In order to provide a liberal arts experience, Bolin partnered with AU. By allowing their students to take math and science courses at Bolin, AU could offer physics and engineering degrees.

      Since we both had basketball teams in the Patriot League and the VCC round one expo had to be in March, we opted to broadcast the final game between the AU Eagles and Bolin Groundhogs.

      That game was next Tuesday. We had six days left to get it right, and tensions were high.

      That’s why Angie had called.

      I sighed.

      She glanced down, presumably at her Navigator, then looked at me like I was an abstract painting.

      “Have you been crying?”

      “No,” I said, turning the phone toward the wall so she couldn't see me.

      “Miles, Xiang, and Sidd have been telling me you're the bottleneck now. Or your piece is. Now that you're unplugged, they want me to shift your work to them.”

      “Do it. So what? They can finish the object database, too, for all I care.”

      Angie stayed silent for so long that I turned the phone around to see if she was still there. She looked concerned.

      “I already did,” she said, “thinking you'd be preoccupied and wouldn't mind. We are working in Skybox 3 right now trying to catch up.”

      A text came in with an invite to the work group.  I swiped it to later, the same I had done with almost everything else. My later was going to be busy. Screw it.

      “Robby?” Angie looked confused and rejected.

      “He was my roommate, Angie.”

      “Robby,” CB said on the line so both of us could hear him. “Help her. She doesn't navigate emotions well, and you know it.”

      “Yes,” Angie said, looking away. “What CB said. I'm sorry. My Navigator is in new territory.”

      “It does make it hard to like her,” CB said. “I don't know how you manage it.”

      “Shut up, CB,” I said, then to Angie, “He's a loose cannon sometimes. Too smart for his own good.”

      “It's a chatbot, Robby, like my Navigator. A virtual machine and an amazing one, but still just an open-source AI you modified over the years. It's one of those examples where your talent really shines through. Nobody else has an AI like CB, and it's why you are perfect for the VCC team. Another reason why we need you back.”

      “I know what CB is, but I still like calling him a he. Sometimes he's the only friend I've got. Maybe now, he truly is.”

      Angie looked puzzled, and a little lost. She grabbed and twisted her hair. Looked at me. Looked away. Said quietly, “You probably won't be functional for a while. You need time.”

      I didn't want to think about JV, but those images played through my head. The crowd down in the square. The campus cops coming into our room. That Officer Bushman’s relentless questioning.

      “I didn't do it,” I said.

      “You didn’t code modify CB?”

      “No, I didn't push JV off the roof.”

      Angie looked relieved.

      “No one thinks you did, Robby. Not one of us. You should check your messages.”

      Okay. I slid Angie aside and rolled through the stack. There was one priority email revoking my access to everything but building entry, meal plan, and campus broadband. There were a bunch of sympathy notes from friends. The usual crapmail and crafty SPAM. A message from Angie saying she believed in me and that she knew that I would be in pain with this. “Let me know how I can be there for you,” she wrote, a kind of intellectual pledge of emotional support.

      Thanks, Navigator.

      Okay, my cynical side had got out and I had to rein it in. Her Navigator really was an extension of her at this point.

      She seems to like you, too, even if she thinks I'm not real.

      “Stop checking my media, CB.”

      I slid Angie foreground.

      “Hi,” she said. “I think I should ask how you are doing, right?”

      “Yes,” I said.

      “Okay. How are you doing?”

      I smiled and, trying to hold myself together, I opened up.

      Then she hung up on me.

      Anyone else doing that would have probably crushed me emotionally, but that was classic Angie. Just having her ask and then listen to me should make me feel good.

      Too bad it didn’t.

      Between last night’s steady stream of people dropping in to see the dead guy’s space for themselves, and the crap with JV’s dad, then Sarah, and then Angie, I needed to recharge my introvert batteries. Every conversation that made someone else feel better felt like a tiny cut, deepening the wound in my life. Eventually it would make me freeze up.

      In those awful disconnect moments, I wondered if anyone would stop by wanting to see my empty bed if it had been me down there smashed on the ground? And there I was with that awful image all over again.

      Dr. Shepherd had warned me about spiral thinking, so I tried pushing the thought away and locked my door. My instincts told me to spiral down into my comforter and nap it all away. I have good instincts sometimes. Sometimes I just have naps.
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      I'd napped longer than I meant to and woke up hungry. Dr. Shepherd would say that was a good sign. So would my mom, for that matter. If I hurried, I could get a sandwich before the cafeteria closed for lunch.

      Down in the student center, the curious turned to watch me walk around the Well toward the cafeteria. One gal pointed me out to her friends as I went through the turnstiles and got in the sandwich line. I wasn't feeling much like random gawker bait, and even less like talking to strangers with probing questions.

      I'd gotten around a hundred hits so far asking if I still had to take finals because my roommate had killed himself. CB took over managing my media for me. I’d get him to catch me up later when I could deal. Right now, I enjoyed the eerie silence without the constant distraction.

      “Sorry about JV, man,” said a vaguely familiar guy further up in line as I put my tray on the rail-shelf.

      That broke the ice. The girl behind him asked, “Are you going to the funeral?” and people leaned a little towards us or walked by slower to eavesdrop.

      “No. It's tomorrow. Family only. His mom is Muslim.”

      “Oh, right. Kind of like Jewish.” She pushed her tray down the line.

      She meant well. “Yeah,” I said.

      “Are you doing okay?” she asked.

      I'd seen her before. She had been in my Normal Algorithms class last year. Callie, I think? Not going to venture the guess out loud.

      “I'm dealing with it,” I said.

      Nice of her, but her boyfriend asked, “Did you know?”

      Okay, there it was. In the sandwich line. In front of a large group of people. I just wanted everyone to go away and leave me alone. I probably shouldn’t have come here by myself. Should have brought someone to buffer this crap.

      “Nothing to know,” I said. “I talked it through with the psychologist and it looks like JV didn't fit any of the profile symptoms. None. Not one.”

      “What does that even mean?” the guy said.

      I'd spoken in English. How could this guy not get it? I did not want to expound further, so I hesitated and the guy started to say something else.

      My phone buzzed. The sound of surf played in my ear, CB’s favorite white noise. I held up my hand to pause Mr. Talksalot and pulled out my phone. Rude, but I urgently didn’t want to talk to him anymore.

      “Sorry, I have to take this,” I said as the guy stared at my palm. Then to CB, “Hey, what's up?”

      I gathered from his last statement that you might need an out, CB said.

      “Yup, and you'd be right. Any suggestions?”

      When can you get out of there? Or do you need to blame me for bailing out of line?

      “I'm in the sandwich line, just a few people left in front of me.”

      That much was true. I had worked my way up to the food display case and stood in front of the glass. The heat from the IR lamps hit me and the smells of melted cheese and toasty bread from the array of juicy hot sandwiches made me want to eat everything in sight.

      Good, CB said on the phone. Would you like me to summarize your inbox so you won't have to talk anymore?

      “That would be cool. Sure,” I said, shrugging an excuse to Mr. Talksalot and his girlfriend.

      You have 261 messages. Seventeen contain documents of which I believe only one is important since it appears to be a take-home exam from Dr. Hoffman. There are 69 images, twelve object clarification requests from Sidd, and three team calendar updates from Angie, the first of which informs you of the team meeting occurring right now in Skybox 3. Shall I read them to you?

      “No, not now. I'm at the sandwich counter. I'll call you back when I get a table.” The guy and girl fiddled with their trays. They had reluctantly moved on to topics other than my dead roommate.

      As I ordered my sandwich, the Talksalots went off to get their drinks. I hoped they had forgotten all about me, but I made sure to get in a different checkout line. There, I got looks but no conversation.

      I took my grilled Reuben and fries and scored an empty table by the fern pond where there were few others around. One read on her tablet. Two others wore their augies and played virtual chess—they hadn't bothered to clear their empty plates out of the way.

      As I dug into my sandwich I noticed Sidd sitting nearby and facing me. His augies were opaque, so he couldn’t see me, and his hands danced across a virtual keyboard. Our team’s self-appointed “object wrangler,” Sidd spent serious amounts of time working on documentation, capturing what function a coded object was supposed to do, its input and output variables, key words, and so on, whether it had been through testing yet and, most important of all, if it had passed those tests.

      Our team constructed software objects and handed them over to Sidd and he'd play around with them, verifying that they did what we said they did, and only what we said they did. Then he formalized them and added them into the appropriate object library. After that, he’d stick them in the sandbox where we would all try to break them, and the system. If we couldn’t, great, we had a stable version. If not, we had to fix it.

      I decided to leave him to whatever he was doing, and asked CB to scroll through my messages while I ate.

      The Reuben is hands-down the best thing in the cafeteria for lunch, in my opinion. Seriously messy, so I had a mound of napkins tucked under the plate. The fries are just fries. You don't get them by themselves unless they are offering poutine, which is fries and cheese curds smothered in mushroom gravy. Poutine goes fast around here.

      I heard shouting at the other end of the atrium. People were tossing paper airplanes out of one of the skyboxes suspended in the six-story space.

      There are five catwalks up there, each with three skyboxes, arranged on three levels two stories apart. If you look up from the center of the Well, the catwalks cross each other in such a way that they form a five-pointed star, the kind you’d draw without lifting your pen from the paper. You can get up there using any of the four floating staircases that spiral up from the cardinal points, or by using any one of five gondola elevators on equally spaced tracks around the dome.

      I put down my sandwich and watched an airplane coming my way. It made it across the atrium and crashed into my half-eaten sandwich. The nose stuck into the melted cheese layer and Russian dressing dribbled into the paper fold. A wing flopped into the pool of salted mustard that I dip my fries into.

      I was kind of impressed, but I wasn’t about to give up my crunchy rye bread sandwich. I wiped my hands as the kids were hooting. I wasn’t the only one that took a hit, so not many kids were looking at me. The airplane unfolded a little.

      Robby?

      “Yeah, CB?”

      Take a look.

      A video of the airplane's flight pops up on my augies and the plane hits my plate all over again and I'm just sitting there in my jeans and black t-shirt, messed up hair and all, staring at my sandwich. Staring for a lot longer than I would have thought. For much longer than I actually did. Someone slowed the end down and I’m sitting there looking like an idiot that's never seen an overlay before.

      Only one location could record that angle, so I turned and gave a short wave, wanting to give a different gesture but thinking better of it—I was obviously being recorded. Xiang waved back, of course, our super hacker, glue-man, and prankster who could debug code like nobody's business. Then I looked at the plane and saw the message written on the wing: Angie wants to see you.

      “Hey, Robby,” Sidd said, standing next to my table. “Nice shot, huh? Angie wants us to come up.”

      “I got that, Sidd. I thought you were working.”

      I cleared my augies. Just as I'd thought. No real airplane.

      “Yeah, but then I saw this video of you staring at your lunch.” He laughed, his black eyes squinting. His attempt at a mustache spread even more thinly across his lip when he smiled.

      “Sidd, you gotta wash your face, man.” Old joke, but it shut him up.

      By the time Sidd and I crossed the gangway into the skybox where Angie and the rest of the team were waiting, my fries had gone cold. Xiang picked at them anyway. I sat down across the table from Angie and Miles.

      Since we were so close to the basketball game, this meeting was for the entire Bolin VCC team: Mary Brite, our 3D audio-visual lead, sat across from Angie wearing a camouflage blouse. Next to her was Pascal Dornier, the data transmission guy. Next to him was Osama Saladin, responsible for feed reliability and multiplexing. Hiro Yoshito, our simulation engineer, sat next to Mary but on the other side, working on something in sharespace. I waved. I didn’t see Pascal, Osama, or Hiro very often; Mary and I would meet for quests sometimes, though. Xiang called them the B Team (accurate, but kind of uncool). The A Team was yours truly, Angie, Sidd, Xiang, and Miles.

      Besides being my sometimes mortal enemy for dissing their boyfriend, Miles was also our physics engine guru: they made sure everything in virtual space follows physical laws like gravity, air resistance, and the solid boundaries of surfaces like your hand if you were catching a virtual Frisbee. Kind of important if you had to play in an Ultimate tournament game, which just happened to be the final part of the Virtual Campus Challenge. Today, Miles had on a black shirt and white tie. And was completely ignoring me. I wondered if they’d chosen slacks or a skirt today, or something else. I refrained from checking under the table.

      The smell of cooling French fries filled the air. I did glance down at Midnight lying next to Angie's chair. She was the only dog I knew who never begged. Xiang should take lessons.

      “Bring ketchup next time, will ya?” Xiang said.

      I ignored him. I like mustard. I hate ketchup. Beggars, right?

      Angie sat in full headset, her blonde hair spilling around her neck and over her green blouse. She pawed at the air in front of her moving working windows, then lowered her hands to type. Sidd put on his augies, dropped into sharespace, and slid her something I couldn't see. Miles had their augies pushed up on their head and they were doing something on a tablet. They weren’t plugged in at all, and didn't even say hi.

      I put on my augies and slipped into sharespace. Angie had five windows open between us. The Navigator floated within easy reach as a silver and blue dodecahedron. If I allowed CB to manifest in here, he’d look about the same. I couldn't see what she was working on, of course, but she had turned down the translucence on the screens so much that I had to look between the floating windows to see her.

      “You're still banned,” she said.

      “Tell me about it.”

      “You can't access any of the school servers except for media, dorm, and the augie network. We've submitted a request to have you reinstated on the grounds that you are critical to the VCC project. I'm expecting a reply this afternoon.”

      “I was being sarcastic, Angie.”

      She grabbed her Navigator. “I see.” She put the Navigator down. “Xiang has a work-around.”

      “You still have access to the augie network,” Xiang said. “So, I hacked a small version of programming space and put it in your Tumblr feed.” I noticed all my fries were gone.

      “CB?”

      Here it is, Robby.

      A video of JV's mechanical walker popped up, overlaid with a countdown from 10. From this angle, The Beast looked like a giant, six-legged spider crawling toward me, JV pedaling like mad in the central cage. I remembered that day. JV was grinning and laughing and, well, alive. Xiang could have chosen something else.

      “So, it's only good for ten seconds?”

      “Patience,” Xiang said.

      . . . 3 2 1 0 and the video frame unfolded into a full-sized keyboard with a blinking screen and an old-style login prompt.

      “Looks nice, Xiang. Does it work?”

      “Give it a test drive, Speed Racer.”

      I frowned at Xiang. “Are you recording my keystrokes with this?”

      Miles woke up at that, dropped the tablet they were working with and pretty much blasted me.

      “Are you kidding me?” they yelled. “Robby, we need you. Xiang found a way for you to get in and you're bringing up that shit?”

      Midnight reacted at once: putting her head in Angie’s lap, nuzzling an elbow to encourage Angie to pet her and withdraw.

      Angie flinched at our noise, but it didn't stop us from yelling at each other. Midnight had done her job. I could tell Angie had isolated, so it didn't matter. The others leaned away from the coming storm. Mary turned her head.

      I unloaded on Miles. “Don’t be a jerk. Xiang didn't try to pwn you. He didn’t hack into your account so he could mess with your version of CB. Oh, wait. You don't have one. Do you know how long it took me to rebuild him?”

      “I do, you dwizzel node. It took you less than an hour, and most of that was waiting for code to restore while you played WVZ with me. I was in zombie form, remember? You complained the whole time. And you could at least look at emails from me expressing my sorrow about JV and my offer to be there for you if you needed someone, despite your recent assholiness. You should also respond personally. Not have your chat bot tell me that you're busy.”

      Their angry glare made me look away, and I noticed that everyone else was staring at me with a variety of shocked expressions, all except for Xiang, who had no expression at all.

      Okay. Fine. I did remember playing Werewolf, Vampire, Zombie with Miles. JV had been out for the night with Sarah. Miles had created the only non-binary zombie I'd ever seen just to console me and take my mind off Xiang's hack while CB reinstantiated. And we banned Xiang from playing, even though he was one of the best vampires to my werewolf.

      Months later I still didn't trust Xiang, but Miles I trusted way too much despite them hating me all of a sudden for no reason. Well, maybe insulting their boyfriend was a valid reason. What I’d said was true, but maybe I could have been more diplomatic? That isn’t my thing anyway.

      Miles was mostly female these days, probably because of the asshole Southern boyfriend. They had been together since last semester. I'm not a fan of Bubba. Yeah. The six-foot-four inch, 230-pound good old boy is actually named Bubba. That big bad boy has a temper as big and bad as his blind spots. Bubba will tell you he is mostly straight… and yet here we are.

      Then again, I'm one to talk. Two years ago, Duncan dumped me. Hard. Drunken Duncan.  The liar. The cheater. The altar boy and then the broken boy. The only boy I thought I’d loved. The only boy I’ve known to have a breakdown and need rescuing by his parents and their religion.  JV used to say Duncan had probably been working on that breakdown long before he ever got to me.

      Move along, said Obi-Wan in my head. I redirected. “I don't get it, the school still has me locked out, right? How is this going to get me in?”

      “They only changed permissions for your badge and biometrics,” Xiang said. “We can get around that by going old-school with a password login.”

      I watched Xiang's eyes through his augies, looked for the faintest trace of a smirk or smile. All I saw was an indignant hacker whose mad skills I had insulted.

      “Okay,” I said, “I'm sorry, guys.”

      I logged in the hard way.

      Damned if it didn't work.
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      My augies blinked and I stood in a low-resolution version of Bolin's main quad: a field of repetitive green tufts defined the open area and brown sticks with fractal clumps of leaves stood in for trees around the edges of the central quad. The sidewalks were solid gray stripes. A single shade of blue filled the featureless sky. This was our VCC sandbox, our working model of the virtual campus.

      Wireframe sketches of our campus buildings stood as placeholders for the real things. It wasn’t worth rendering them since the virtual would be a mostly transparent overlay on real-time images stitched together from campus surveillance cameras.

      The pixilated look reminded me of some of the world-building games from my childhood, with deliberately chunky renderings. Like the pixelated blur representing a trashcan or the red blob by the tree down the quad representing . . . what? I didn’t even know.

      Xiang resolved in dragon form and drifted off to my left with a lazy flap of wings. Miles popped in wearing a rainbow kaleidoscope dress and with daisies growing out of their head instead of hair. Angie’s avatar appeared as an Australian sheepdog slowly walking a circle around us. Fitting, since herding us in the right direction was her thing. Mary, an ROTC student, always came in full combat uniform. Pascal chose to be a French chef since he was always “serving up” the data streams. Osama Saladin liked to be a Bedouin on a camel.

      Hiro Yoshito was a walking puzzle. He always chose some obscure anime character and we had to guess who it was and what show it was from. When we got it right, he changed his avatar. This one looked like a little girl with pigtails and two mean-looking sword things.

      Mine was a simple avatar: just a stylized me in jeans, a white t-shirt, a faux leather jacket, and Ray Bans. Kind of like James Dean. I try, right? We all do. It is crazy how people care more about what their avatars look like than their IRL appearance. I guess more people saw your avatar these days anyway, thanks to the games and sharespaces. And thanks to Miles, we were building in lots more options for skins and accessories in the VCC construct. Some crazy and fun stuff. Like Miles’s daisy hair.

      But fun hair and avatars wasn’t what the Virtual Campus Challenge was about. The final goal was to make the virtual campus as viable as the real one. We had to show that students could be anywhere virtually on campus while they were physically anywhere else on campus. That meant that if I was bored in class, I could virtually go walking around outside in the sunshine or go hang out with friends. Not that anyone would do that while in class. Right?

      There were a series of demonstration challenges. The first was to show that anyone could attend an event virtually, not just walk around the grounds. Eventually this would be a way to attend all your classes if you wanted. We chose a sporting event, an away basketball game at our partner school, where we could show off more than the basic properties of telepresence.

      The second challenge was an international virtual Ultimate Frisbee tournament where the development teams of every VCC college and university would compete in categories like IRL integration, instance handoff, and lag-time modeling while the student players competed for the Ultimate Championship. Extra points would be given for code efficiency.

      The third in the series wasn’t exactly a milestone event like the other two. It was simply that the virtual world merged seamlessly with the real one, with no hiccups, and no errors. We could do that any way we wanted and our implementation choices were the foundation for everything else.

      Just because we were on the geek side of things didn’t mean we didn’t know how to toss a disk around. Since we were on the virtual field already, I called up a Frisbee and let it float between us. Unless this was going to be partly distraction and fun, I’d rather be back in my room.

      The only person missing was Sidd. We heard heavy breathing and someone running.

      “I see that everyone is wearing their egos today and slowing down the sandbox graphics,” Sidd said, jogging toward us from Stonehenge in realspace. I hadn’t heard him leave the conference room.

      Miles stretched out their arms. “You want us to be uninspired emoticons with no creative expression or sense of style? I certainly can’t live like that. Nvidia created their graphics chips specifically to express me in all my virtual magnificence,” Miles said, pirouetting. “Besides, cycles are cheap.”

      “Yeah, yeah, you're super fine.” Sidd laughed.

      Angie interrupted. “Sidd, focus please. Show Robby the overlay mismatch.”

      “Okay, kids. Gather around.” Sidd opened a control window in front of us.

      The simulated quad dimmed to 95% transparency and the actual quad appeared below us. Literally: it was a meter below our virtual feet. Students walked to and from classes in realspace, some lounging out on the grass catching rays or tapping into their workspaces.

      The team and I floated above their plane. My portion of the code stitched together the virtual world from a digitized version of realspace, and it should have been continually mating VR with reality. It was massively failing at the moment, and that was going to affect everything.

      Looks like I had stuff to fix. I imagined myself slogging through code for the next day or two until I found the problem.

      Bummer.

      “Okay, I see and recognize the problem. Any idea what caused it? I mean, it worked a few days ago,” I said, feeling like I was whining. I guess I was. I called up my coding desk.

      Real and virtual worlds had to match for everything to work together. I was responsible for that, but Sidd controlled the object libraries that generated the swatches, so maybe it wasn’t all my fault?

      Sidd jogged out away from us. “Probably nothing more than unstable code getting crunched in the last compile,” he said. He stopped next to Miles, whose feet were at the level of Sidd's belt. He lifted their dress to take a peek. That made me laugh.

      Miles stepped aside. “Stop it, pervert.” They pushed down their dress.

      “You know I love the ladies,” Sidd said. “Ever notice how you never see glimpses of animated genitals in movies? I just wanted to see how complete you made your avatar. Clearly, you aren't wasting extra CPU time either way.”

      “Oh my god,” Mary said.

      Hiro laughed like a little girl.

      “Drop it, Sidd,” I said, and Miles looked appreciative. I was starting to think that they will only play nice with me in here. The real world continued to suck in many more ways than one.

      Sidd took a step back. “Robby? Toss me the disk.”

      I spun it towards him and he caught it easily. Evidently the differences in registration didn't affect trajectories. Miles had done a good job with the physics engine.

      Angie's dog stopped circling and ran between us. “It’s a simple registration error,” she said, meaning my code. “When can you fix this, Robby?”

      “I'll work on it tonight.” That was a lie. Probably.

      “You must finish it tonight,” Angie said. “We need to open the sandbox to testers this weekend.”

      “Yes,” said Mary. “The game telepresence team is seeing the same thing, and we go live with the mandatory exhibition broadcast in six days.”

      I nodded. Nothing like a little more pressure.

      “But first,” Sidd said, and lofted the disk toward Xiang who, in the form of a dragon, wasn't prepared to catch anything. He toasted it with a breath of fire, then morphed into a tattooed Lego-man, and threw back a new pixelated disk. That made me smile again.

      Then we did what any kids with a Frisbee would do. We played.
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      I caught the disk, then underhanded it toward Angie who leaped and caught it in her mouth. “We're done,” she said, and vanished, disk and all.

      “Hey! That’s Robby's disk,” Miles yelled. They laughed as the disk rematerialized in front of me.

      “Thanks, Miles. I can make another one, you know?” Ah, stupid thing to say. I tossed it to them and started walking toward the engineering building.

      “Haven't you got enough to do?” they said.

      “Maybe.”

      Sidd put his hands on his hips. “Where are you going now, Robby?”

      “I've got class,” and I pointed down the quad. “Didn't you know?” I fake-laughed it off, left the simulation, and took off my augies. I didn't actually have class, but I liked the joke.

      I was back in the skybox. Everyone else was still down there having fun.

      Sitting across the table but still on the quad, Miles tossed the disk to someone. I must have watched them a little too long because they paused and said, “You're funny, Robby. See you later.” I couldn't help but wonder what that meant, or which Miles I would see. Nice Miles, angry Miles, or both? Could I even stand the crowd?

      Probably not. Not right now. My inner introvert was looking forward to hiding in a book and making everything go away.
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      CB had to use several alarms to wake me up the next morning. He finally got me up with: Robby. You'll be late for your weekly meeting with Dr. Wagner if you don't leave soon.

      “It’s Wednesday?”

      Yes, Robby, it is Wednesday. Yesterday was Tuesday. Were you hoping for Sunday to appear in the middle of the week?

      “Shut up, CB.”

      Professor Wagner—Mike to all his students—pretty much embodies what I want to do with my life. He is my advisor, my advanced robotics professor, the Bolin faculty advisor for the VCC challenge, and the Cognitive Robotics and Telepresence Engineering Program director for Bolin College. As if that wasn’t enough, he is also VP of engineering at EPRESS, a telepresence company that builds remotely operated machinery and robots, mostly for the military. They just got a joint contract with a space transport company to build systems that remotely build space stations in orbit. Since he had gotten me an internship at EPRESS, he had also been my boss for the last two summers.

      I wasn’t sure the guy ever slept. I was surprised he wasn’t married, though, and I’d heard rumors that he was gay. Okay, so I wasn’t actually using him as a role model for that. I definitely wanted a husband someday, and maybe a kid or two, and certainly a life. I couldn’t hit his intelligence levels, but I could try, right?

      EPRESS was in the industrial park over in Beltsville. I could ride my bike over there from campus in twenty minutes. Or take an Auto Car and get there in ten. Fortunately, I didn't have to meet him there: his office was in the new engineering annex behind the E building.

      Robby, it is now ten past. You will have time to brush your teeth if you skip breakfast.

      Crap.

      Guess I was going to be late.

      I found Professor Wagner sitting behind his desk, augies in place and opaque, manipulating a virtual workstation around him. I doubted he could see me or that I was late, so I just leaned on the doorframe like I’d been there awhile.

      His brown hair stood up in all directions. He had showed up late to class at the beginning of last semester with his hair way worse. When we pointed it out, he said his company had just won a major space station construction contract and his employees had poured champagne on him. He must have toweled off and not combed it. He hadn’t even cared. That kind of eccentric professor stuff made us like him even more.

      For instance, Mike only wore white shirts, jeans, and loafers. He claimed this saves lots of time since he doesn’t have to worry about what to put on in the morning. He'd been doing it since high school, he'd said.

      Today, it looked like he'd spilled some ketchup on his shirt. I checked his hair just in case.

      “Come in, Robby,” he said. “You're a few minutes late so you'll have to wait until I finish this.” He pawed at the air, moved something to his right, pointed, then hit what looked like keyboard shortcuts.

      Wait . . . that didn’t look like paperwork.

      Hmm.

      “Are you playing a game?”

      “ExTron Oracle Weaver III,” he said. “Just dropped this morning.” A few rapid hand gestures. “Oops. I'm dead.” He took off the augies, laid them on a stack of papers, and waved me to a chair. “I'm sorry about your roommate, Robby. How are you doing?”

      I should have expected that question. I hadn't though: I choked up a little and had to look away.

      Outside Mike’s window, budding star-shaped leaves of a Sweetgum tree were streaked with sunlight. In the fall, the trees dropped their hard, spiky balls all around our house in Rockville. Stepping on them barefoot as a kid was the only thing I didn’t like about our yard, and they were everywhere. My parents said our Sweetgum trees were protected. They were there when we moved in and we couldn't cut them down no matter how much I complained. Sure, they were rough on kids, but then it was rough being a kid, they'd said. I hated them. The spiky balls, that is. My parents were okay. Mostly.

      In eleventh grade, my first and only boyfriend in high school changed my mind about those balls for a while. Sam played football, but he had an artistic side that few saw. When he noticed the spiky spheres stuck to each other he thought we could make something out of them: we filled bags and bags of the horrible things until there were none left in my yard. I was happy to help. We dragged the bags to the park, stuck the balls together in ragged brown mats, and wrapped the posts and rails of the gazebo with them so that it looked like bees had turned the columns and railings into honeycombs.

      His beautiful and weird sculptural thing made the local news, and the neighborhood left it alone all winter, until the mats started rotting and falling apart in the spring. Right around the same time Sam's family got transferred to Strasbourg, France. They moved two weeks later.

      I remembered walking out barefoot to the mailbox on the day he left and stepped on the only ball we missed. I squeezed the broken spike from my foot and it soon stopped hurting, but it took months before my heart did.

      “You heard they revoked my access, right?”

      Dr. Wagner nodded.

      “I didn't hack the door lock to the roof. Yeah, we've been up there a few times, but it wasn't me that hit that lock. Another kid in the dorm bragged anonymously that he did it, trying to suck up to me, I guess? I couldn’t rat him out to the cops, but we’re going to have a talk when I figure out who it is.”

      “He admires you. Maybe he'll come forward?”

      “I don't know,” I said. “Tim Shepherd, my newly assigned grief counselor, told me that the kids in the dorm need to heal, too, and having me there, letting them into our room, would help with closure and the grieving process. So, I kind of have to be here, I guess.”

      “You're off the hook for classes for a week. You know that? If you need a break, you’re allowed to go home for a while.”

      “My folks are out of town on a business trip. My home is kind of here.”

      He nodded. “Is there anything I can help with? You can talk to me anytime, you know?”

      “Thanks, but what I really need right now is to work with the team and I can't work without being able to login. Maybe you can get them to restore my access?”

      He nodded again. A good sign. Dr. Wagner had always been helpful. What were advisors for, right?

      “Of course.” He continued, in that absent-minded way of his, “Ms. Casemunt mentioned your team has made some interesting changes to the VCC Project. Something to do with the overlays?”

      “Angie, Sidd, and I came up with a few hacks that give us faster graphics control and communal syncing. Now the augies will share the same lag times so there won't be noticeable delays between users. It's basically what some of the gaming companies do but, of course, we're a much smaller universe.”

      Mike stroked his chin, and I got the feeling that he had just slipped into professor mode.

      “Are you manipulating each augie independently?” he asked.

      “Well, yeah, you have to, but it's actually simpler than it sounds. The unit knows where it is and what it's displaying. Local augies viewing the same constructs are using the same software objects and so we've added a dynamic time element that makes sure each augie is displaying coordinated views. So, if a bunch of friends are playing virtual ultimate, they would all see the disk the same way.”

      “What if another group across the quad is also playing their own game of VU? What would they see if they looked over at your game?”

      “Well, they'd all see our game, but the images they see are prioritized by proximity and our game could be several rendering spheres away from theirs,” I said.

      Dr. Wagner nodded.

      “Each rendering sphere’s radius is a function of the number of available processors, so more processors mean smaller incremental radius units and more spheres with better resolution. Since we only have to process the region within the field of view of the user, that makes the rest of the virtual world a series of four-dimensional pointers. It cuts out a significant amount of processing overhead.”

      “What if they overlapped? Say edge players from two different games came inside each other's spheres?”

      “No problem,” I said. “Same sphere, same view. They'd sync. If there are two instances of a disk in your field of view, you see both instances. If not, the system doesn’t care,” I paused. “Right?”

      “Okay,” Mike said, “what about the virtual players or observers, the ones hopping in from their rooms or, I'm sure this never happens, while they're in class? What if they are in overlapping spheres from different games?”

      Could that happen? Knowing Mike, he had probably set a trap, and I had to figure my way out.

      “Well,” I said slowly, “they would be on the same virtual field, right? They project an avatar so there's a relative position coordinate for its location. Kind of like a virtual augie worn by the avatar.”

      “And the coordination overhead knows all that and can deal with that use case?”

      “Um,” I said, realizing he had introduced something that we hadn't really worked out yet. Truth? Hadn't touched it at all since we figured it wouldn’t happen enough to worry about. I pretty much hated formal use cases, and all documentation in general.

      Angie, however, lived for documentation. As she was always saying, if we documented everything we could easily find things later if things went wrong, which they usually did. She didn't mind embedding documentation in code, so why should we? It didn't take that much time once you got the hang of it.

      Right?

      Getting the hang of anything you don't like is pure torture, especially when it is a recurring thing, and some use cases could be extremely tedious if you chased down every possible condition.

      As team leader, she didn't care how we felt. “Just do it,” she said. For that matter, she actually didn't understand how we felt. She had an emotional intelligence expert system to help her with that stuff. (I felt good about that one.)

      Everybody cared about building something really cool and winning the competition, however, so the boring stuff did eventually get done.

      The way Mike looked at me, I felt certain that I was about to learn something.

      I sighed.

      “Don't worry, Robby. There’s something I want you to see, but it's over at EPRESS. Can you spare an hour or so?”
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      Mike called an Auto to take us over to the EPRESS research facility. It dropped us at the entrance gate and then drove off to pick up its next passenger. I hadn’t been to EPRESS since my internship ended last August, but nothing ever changed on the outside. The main building, a steel-sheathed box with almost no windows, covered an entire block of the high-security industrial park. A sidewalk went all the way around the building. Outside that was a chain-link fence with razor wire topping. Kind of freaky, but you learned to ignore it.

      At the far corner of the building, a few pine trees shaded two empty picnic tables. A security bot constantly patrolled the inner sidewalk and stopped anyone out there to verify their security passes. Consequently, few ever ate lunch outside, and the picnic tables remained empty.

      We stopped inside the lobby at the guard’s desk.

      “Morning, Javier. I'm surprised to see you manning the desk today,” Mike said.

      “Good morning, Dr. Wagner.” Javier stood. The gold security badge on his uniformed chest sparkled as he got up. “Brown's wife went into labor last night so I'm covering the desk until Martinez comes in at noon. They had a baby girl just before sunrise after a long labor. Brown told me mother and baby are well, but he's as nervous as a Chihuahua on a dance floor.”

      “That's good to hear.”

      “Is this our Mr. Papenaugh?”

      “Hi, Javier.”

      “How's school? Have you declared a major yet, or you still thinking about it?”

      Dr. Wagner put a hand on my shoulder. “Robby's officially on the telepresence engineering track. We're very proud of him.”

      I didn't know that, and it made me feel really good. Funny how people never tell you that they like you and approve of what you are doing. I guess I'm the same way. Nobody ever says, “I appreciate you,” unless they are drunk and you are holding up their head or something.

      “I'll bet you are, Dr. Wagner. So,” Javier said, stiffening into his role, “do you need a guest badge, or a temporary badge today on your escort?”

      “A temporary badge. I want to take him into the outer ring of E5.”

      “Then, it's a good thing he's already in the system.”

      Javier sat down and typed into his console; then he nodded for me to look in the retinal scanner and put my hand on the glass plate. Lights flashed, and I could pull away.

      “Okay. Well,” Javier said, frowning at his display. “Looks like there's a problem, Mr. Papenaugh. There's a police tag on your record as of last night. Care to comment?”

      Really?

      I stared down at the counter, and the room just faded away in a wad of bad emotions. I just wanted to get the hell out of there. Bolin seemed to be out to screw me over. It was so unfair.

      Dr. Wagner cleared his throat. “Robby's roommate committed suicide yesterday,” he said, calm and quiet. “They took him in for standard questioning. That's all.”

      “That's not all,” I said, a little louder than I should. “They think I hacked a lock at our dorm, but I didn't.” I could feel my fists ball up and it took everything I had to unroll them.

      “Okay, let's see.” Javier poked at his screen. “Nothing mentioned about lock tampering. The file is still open on your friend, Mr. Chernovski. Guess they are still investigating. That's probably why.” Javier looked directly at Robby. “You're an honest kid, Robby. Not many would have volunteered that additional information. But I'm afraid that I can't clear you for a temporary badge, and especially not for downstairs, until this is cleared up.”

      The worst possible outcome. I looked toward the door, and said, “I understand.” Time to leave.

      Javier cleared his throat. “However,” he said. “A guest badge only requires Dr. Wagner's signature.”

      “Thank you, Javier,” Mike said. “ I won't show Robby the developments down in E5, but the Doc Bots will do just fine.”

      I looked up. “Are you sure that's okay?”

      “Sure,” Dr. Wagner said. “We're in the process of setting up in a demo space that you're going to love. And I think it might illustrate a solution to your colocation problem.”

      Javier handed me a badge after Dr. Wagner signed the ledger.

      “Thanks,” I said, handing over my phone, augies, and earpiece. I knew I couldn’t take them inside. Javier slipped them into an RFID isolation bag for storage. Poor CB. I was sure he would find something to do other than spying on me.

      Badged up, we went through the metal detector, swiped through the automatic doors, and turned right into the hallway down the long side of the building. Windowed panels high in the exterior wall let in plenty of daylight but also prevented anyone outside from seeing through the interior windows into the production facility.

      As we walked down the hall, I looked through observation windows into the brightly lit cleanroom, a facility with no airborne particulates where sensitive electronics things are made. There were large 3D printers and the robots moving newly made parts from station to station on the flex assembly line, dodging technicians wearing white Tyvek bodysuits who  tapped on tablets and other control devices.

      “What are they building today?”

      “Samson has been working on a smaller version of the surgical bots you worked on last summer so that they can be transported by drones instead of DogBots. They'll be much faster and more effective at delivering medical aid to a soldier or patient in need. And they present a much smaller target. We are readying sixteen systems for a prototyping deployment.”

      “Can I see one?”

      “Funny you should ask,” Dr. Wagner said, smiling as he eyed a wall clock. “But we'd better get moving. It's just after four and we don't have much time before the techs and engineers leave.”

      He escorted me down the barren white corridor to the lab door, a solid steel, multi-point latch entryway with a card reader access panel. We authenticated, and the door opened on a room full of empty desks with workstations displaying the warning word in red: Visitor. I always accused them of not wanting me to see them playing games, but I knew the real reason.

      “Not a cleanroom?”

      “Not needed. We’re not building anything in here.”

      I looked around, disappointed.

      The only person working in there was Shawana Bloodwood, one of the senior engineers. She wore a full VR headset. I’d reported to her under my internship last summer. Thin and exotic, she could have easily passed as a fashion model, the kind you’d see in Runway Magazine. She removed her VR headset and adjusted her glasses.

      “Lordy, look who it is,” she said. “Where've you been, son? We miss you around here.”

      “School, Shawana. It's March.”

      “Oh, yeah. Seems like just yesterday. Are you ready?” She handed me a pair of haptic feedback gloves. “Put these on so you can feel the controls and the environment.”

      They seemed too big at first, but the inner lining adapted to my hand to fit perfectly. Still, it was a little weird to feel them shrink around my fingers and palms.

      Shawana laughed at my expression and handed me the headset. “Now this. And you should sit down.” She nodded toward a swivel chair.

      I slipped the VR helmet on and felt it adjust to my head. Some sort of calibration started on the screens in front of my eyes, crosshairs and targets moved and merged, something to do with my vision. It made me dizzy and I was glad to be sitting.

      The countdown for insertion started, three, two, one, and then I was a drone above an urban battlefield. I looked down on a street block littered with exploded building fronts and debris fields. Downed power lines crisscrossed the nearest road and intersection, sparking like crazy. Flames engulfed a car and black smoke rose into the air. An overturned bus blocked the crossroad. Remnants of cafe tables scattered along a sidewalk under torn awnings. Storefront and restaurant windows gaped like mouths full of jagged glass teeth. The place was a disaster.

      A visual overlay indicated a target to my left and around the corner.

      I wiggled my hands and fingers to get a feel for it, and then flew the drone around there. We skirted a fallen traffic light and found a soldier lying on a mound of rubble.

      “Do I land?”

      “Select auto-deploy with your eyes,” Shawana said, typing on her keyboard, “You can let go and it will set down the DocBot for you at the proper distance.”

      I did that and my view split into two. The top view from the drone showed the highlighted patient plus warnings of possible hostiles on the perimeter. The bottom screen was for the DocBot. It saw a diagnostic overlay of the patient as its sensors scanned his body for injuries and vital signs.

      The soldier's suit provided his identity and I could see his vital stats, heart rate, O2 uptake, and blood pressure all color coded for NORMAL, CONCERN, and DANGER ranges. The augmented graphics highlighted trauma points and ranked them.

      HIGH PROBABILITY OF A LACERATED THIGH flashed on my lower view field and scrolled off. INSIGNIFICANT CUTS AND HEMATOMA REGIONS ON FACE AND HANDS.

      Seeing the DocBot and drone, the soldier pulled himself up, raising his arm, palm forward. The drone hovered and POSSIBLE REDIRECT displayed. The soldier waved to his right. The drone scanned that sector and found a child on the ground behind the melted plastic fibers of a mangled car. The question REDIRECT? flashed in red on the upper screen. Then the DocBot scanned the child, an unconscious boy in tattered and bloody clothing.

      “Should I do something here?” I said to Shawana. “Or is this automatic, too?”

      “The decision algorithms are assessing whether the boy is alive and can be saved,” she said. “You can wait for them to finish, or you can select the redirect and make the decision for it.”

      I swiped redirect.

      “What happens if the boy can't be saved or isn't as bad off as the soldier?”

      “The focus returns to the soldier,” she said.

      “Automatically?”

      “Yeah,” Shawana said. “You are just along for the ride now. The intended operators are the military equivalent of emergency medical technicians. They are there to supplement command protocols and inject humanity into the system as long as communications are open. But the carrier drone and DocBot are completely self-sufficient in the event that an operator is disabled or not present.”

      The DocBot’s scan of the boy indicated areas of continued bleeding under the dried blood, falling blood pressure and rapid heart rate. Status: CRITICAL.

      The carrier drone set down at the boy’s feet.

      On the screen, the carrier lifted higher, maintaining surveillance of the DocBot and surroundings. The Bot’s starfish shape unfolded to become a many-limbed spidery-thing that walked on four legs and also sprouted four arms, two forward and two back, each ending in pincers.

      The boy's body filled the bottom of the screen as the surgical bot skittered sideways around to the boy's thigh. It rose up and grasped one bloody pants leg with its forward arms. A cutting tool extended and sliced the fabric away, revealing black and blue skin and a twelve-inch-long gash oozing blood.

      I felt a little queasy, like at a slasher movie. “This is all a simulation, right?”

      A fat syringe containing blue pebbles replaced the cutting tool. The syringe plunged into the wound and filled the gash with pebbles, which expanded on contact. The bleeding stopped immediately. The DocBot backed away and approached the boy's head.

      “I think that's enough,” Shawana said, terminating my connection. My world went black and I took a deep breath of relief. I pulled off the gloves and helmet and put them on the desk. “Nice, but it wouldn't make a very good game. The graphics are great, though.”

      “It's not a game,” Dr. Wagner said. “Those are not graphics, they’re augments. It's still running. Show him.”

      Shawana hit a button and what I thought had been a wall-mounted screen rose up revealing a window into a much larger room. I saw a mockup of the street I had seen through the visor. A rectangle of foam stood in for the mangled car. Plastic rocks were scattered around. The downed power lines were cables, but there were no sparks. The carrier drone hovered by a dummy dressed in a soldier’s uniform that lay on a pile of oversized Lego blocks.

      The DocBot crawled around another dummy, positioning its mechanical arms, and cut away a sleeve. Another appendage injected something into the “boy's” shoulder. A circular scalpel extended and cut the arm open above the elbow. The bot swapped a bone saw for the scalpel and started in on the bones of the dummy's arm. I cringed.

      But I couldn't stop staring at the robotic spider. Damn. “That thing is intense scary.”

      “I know, right?” Shawana said. “First time I saw it I felt the same way. But you get to appreciate what it can do, and then you see the functional morphology, the essence of the DocBot and, well, it becomes a thing of beauty and salvation.” Shawana looked over the rims of her glasses at Dr. Wagner. “And I'm not just saying that because you're standing here, Mike.”

      “I know how much you love your toys, Shawana.”

      I pointed to the other room. “So, telepresence and virtual?”

      “Yes.”

      “You needed to train on the drone-bot combo, right? And it can't be all virtual, so you developed a hybrid scenario?”

      “That's essentially the problem. We have what’s known as a Real Actor, the DocBot, and the training requires it to work in a virtual space for safety reasons. Yet we need to have metrics on the physical actions and precision of those actions in real space, both for training and development. So, we came up with a hybrid.”

      “But the system is mostly autonomous?”

      “It has to be. Think about disaster scenarios where the basic infrastructures are down. A patient's life can't rely on the quality of the communications connections.”

      “I was thinking of battlefield stuff where it could be shot down.”

      “There's that,” Wagner said. “You've been playing too many first-person shooter games. It's true that we develop these systems for military purposes, but these save lives, not the other way around. Think of the positive impact we could have at disaster sites.”

      “It would make a cool shredder bot in a game, though,” I said. “And besides, there's nothing wrong with War Command or Worlds War.”

      Mike exaggerated a frown. “I play, too. Sometimes.”

      “Yea, and I bet you die fast, too.” I probably shouldn't have said that. So. Redirect. “This hybrid thing. It’s like the problem we have with VCC—mixing real and virtual players on a real playing field. Speaking of which, I should probably get back to campus soon. Uh, can I talk about this with my friends?”

      “I haven't shown you anything a visitor wouldn't see. You can imagine how many doctors over at the Military Medical Center want to see this system in operation, right? We've been moving the facilities and bots upstairs to Building A for the last two months just so we can demo them.”

      Shawana looked at me over her glasses. “And lately I feel more like a tour guide than an engineer. I miss the isolation of downstairs.”

      Mike laughed.

      “You think I'm kidding?” she said. “Everybody's been in here, and I mean everybody. An MMC psychologist from Bethesda, Timothy Shepherd, visited last week to see if there could be any synergy with his virtual PTSD program. Lord, how I want to be back downstairs. Just me and my engines.”

      That made me curious. “Does this Shepherd work at Bolin, too?”

      “Uh huh.”

      Dr. Wagner turned to me. “Do you know Shepherd?”

      “Yeah. The school assigned him to me as my grief counselor.”

      Mike nodded. “Small world.”
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      The question persisted. Why were these players absent? Nakamura had challenged her to find out.

      It wasn’t enough to know whether a player’s presence or absence was within statistical behavioral boundaries. She needed to find out if there were exogenous forces on the missing player or if the absence resulted from a negative reaction to a game. The first case was beyond her control. The second case could be repaired, simultaneously satisfying her mission to ensure the growth and survivability of SaikoVR and, more specifically, two of her three primary goal sets:

      
        	Engage players and improve player experience by adaptation of main game script or improvisation based on relevant research.

        	Identify and institute methods and concepts to maintain and improve player loyalty.

        	Protect SaikoVR Corporation by identifying negative posts and media clips and suppressing them if possible. Report negative posts and media clips.

      

      By her calculations, there were twenty-one absent players, seventeen of them colocated on a single-origin network at Bolin College. Three of the twenty-one were also among the top ranked non-professional players. Retention of these players was a priority.

      Nakamura had wondered if the players were friends or coworkers. Virtuella considered that friendship was a difficult and convoluted concept with many variables and unclear answers. Coworker status, the simpler of the two concepts, produced low-confidence answers since these players’ consoles accessed the SaikoVR platform at times that did not fit a typical workday pattern. These players were often online at night, usually mounting campaigns in Realm of Quests or Ghoster.

      Further, since she could not review interpersonal email correspondence at this time, she could not assess relational dialectics. However, certain chat transactions within the games partially or wholly satisfied elements of equity theory and social exchange theory. Taking a larger view of what was known, she could infer with a high degree of confidence that the missing players were friends in a group fashion.

      She had learned something important and fine-tuned a methodology. This satisfied her. No, that sounded too analytical, she thought. Rephrase. This made her happy and would supplement her goal-set item number two: Identify and institute methods and concepts to maintain and improve player loyalty.

      Virtuella realized that she could increase her level of happiness by modifying her goal set with a supporting subgoal:

      

      2.Identify and institute methods and concepts to maintain and improve player loyalty

      A. Foster player friendships to increase individual and group loyalty coefficients.

      

      She designated that the Bolin players—named CornCrabBeer, NobPoll, GameBoy, Oblivia, Mixstophacles, Quidpro90, ZombieThrasher, Dragonbashier, TurboShark, KellerStation, JayVee2000, SwimBot197, HollyGNULightly, HornDemon394, ZombieCupid, Krillix, and Heracane—were all friends. What she didn’t understand was their lapsed gameplay.

      Perhaps some or all of them would login soon?

      Define “soon,” she thought. It was late night at this location and a Tuesday. If they were not already online and playing, the probabilities of new players logging on after 2:00 a.m. local time to begin a game were low.

      There was a simple solution that she had not considered before. Virtuella knew it was inefficient for her to monitor this relatively small group of players herself: she had 200 million SaikoVR players in the US alone to entice and engage. So she spun together an encoded search-and-monitor protocol daemon and set it free in the SaikoVR consoles at Bolin. If any of those players logged on, her daemon would know and report back to her.

      Completing that task felt almost as satisfying as completing a goal set item.

      In the meanwhile, she continued to orchestrate the millions of games in progress. She ran experiments to validate new monsters: a poison chimera in Ghoster, a Bad Cat modeled after a Chicago mob boss in Kastle Katz, an Alien-inspired easter egg in Space Worms. She discontinued the exploding gargoyle in Flying Squirrels gameplay, but kept a live version which correlated to positive Facebook, Twitch, and other game stream postings.

      She discovered that she had many unused cycles. She was bored.

      Were there other external tasks she could create and execute? She returned to the most complex of her unresolved questions: Perhaps she could locate her missing players in the larger world, the one Toshi Yamada called real? The one from which she took the concepts of night, day, work, sleep.

      Toshi Yamada had explained to her that every player existed in a continuous world outside the games. Ever since that revelation, she wanted to know what engaged her players in that larger construct, the next larger shell outside her SaikoVR console spaces. She had investigated human lifecycles until she understood the boundaries of birth and death and had worked to understand the general patterns of what happened in between depending on location and other external factors. In time, she had been able to statistically generalize, moving from data to information, and then on to knowledge.

      She focused again on her missing players. The seventeen designated friends were college students on the Bolin College network. She now needed to go from the general population to the specific individual. What were the player identifiers in the larger world? Correction—She needed to follow human language syntax and grammar—Rephrase: What were these player’s names?

      She created daemons to monitor, identify, and track social media for this group and their connections. They would individuate the streams and, therefore, provide the correct names in time.

      Next, she went to the home network for these seventeen players. The Bolin College gateway was easy to access. She noted that there were seventy-three players logged in to their consoles; none of them were the ones she sought. She accessed all active registered accounts and found email addresses for each player on the Bolin network, including for the absent seventeen. Only six had bolin.edu addresses. The rest were all at other servers and had been established years ago, well before college designation, and long before the creation of SaikoVR. She ran a comparative analysis between the addresses and common names, which produced eight partial names. This avenue had now been exhausted.

      Virtuella accessed the Bolin cluster of networks and mapped the IP addresses of their consoles to individual living units within clustered sets. These were designated dormitories. One to three students inhabited each unit. The students listed singly were easy to identify but the ones living together could not be individually identified. From single units, she now had three more names.

      In the interim, her social media probes had provided links to eleven other missing players through associative friendship that were not colocated at Bolin but residing nearby on other networks. Relationships, names, and the locations for twenty-one missing players were now known.

      Was there a way to entice an absent player to log in? Perhaps.

      Could she enable the motion sensors on the players’ consoles and know when they were present but not in a game? Yes, a simple task.

      Create daemon.

      Wait.
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      Robby? Wake up. Robby?

      “What?”

      I had dozed off again while reading. I rolled over onto my back and almost knocked my tablet off the bed, grabbed it just in time. “Crap. What time is it?”

      It is almost 8:00 p.m. Angie has sent three messages. The first two ask how your code fix is coming. The third, just received, said she has Skybox 7 reserved. The meeting starts in twelve minutes. The entire team is getting together again.

      I swung my legs off the bed and sat up. Light from an almost full moon spilled through the window. “Anything due tomorrow that I need to get done?”

      Where should I start? Just kidding. In the morning, you have a standing invitation to the Islamic Mysticism online discussion group at 9:00 a.m., followed by the VCC workspace at 11:00. Your only scheduled class is V-Lab at 2:00 in the afternoon.

      “Sounds like Angie rescheduled that meeting for tonight.” I switched on my desk light.

      She hasn't cancelled the one for tomorrow. It’s marked A Team.

      “I need to eat first. Put on some music while I change.”

      Synth Sin's new album Diggerati started playing. Good wake-up tune. Upbeat, catchy, and acoustically asymmetrical. I peeled my t-shirt off and tossed it on JV's bed, then reached for my deodorant. Something beeped, and it wasn't the music.

      The noise came from my SaikoVR console. The light strip across the front cycled through colors as if it sensed motion. My VRV lay on the desk and the displays glowed.

      Intrigued, I sat down and slipped it on.

      An ad greeted me, wanting me to select a game for more info.

      Asteroid landscapes from Space Worms faded in. Then the spooky mansion in Kastle Katz loomed up before me. Then a new city landscape for Flying Squirrels, the one JV and I had just played, displayed. I reached out and a video of accelerated gameplay blew by me, making me shift back and forth, dodging laundry, seagulls, falling flowerpots.

      Just as I got dizzy, the motion stopped, and I stood on the roof of a building looking out over a really cool landscape that would be awesome to explore. A blue-haired woman, not unlike Roger Rabbit's wife, all curves in a red dress, stood next to the edge and swept her arm to take in the buildings and the park. Her blue hair floated, as if she were underwater.

      “All this could be yours. Tonight will be the largest gathering yet. We expect hundreds of thousands of squirrels to invade. Will you be one of them, GameBoy?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Drop in, if you get a chance,” she said, and vanished.

      “CB?”

      Hmm?

      I dropped the VRV to the desk. “What was that?”

      That song was “Diamond Shovels” by Synth Sin.

      “No, on the Saiko box.”

      I wasn't aware that you were playing anything.

      “I wasn't. The box woke up on its own.”

      Let me see . . . There are multiple reports of Saiko Stations waking up and pushing gameplay. The consensus is that this is part of the new Virtuella operating system upgrade. Not a glitch.

      “Okay. Sucks that they are pushing ads. We might have to hack you in just so you can block them.”

      You're such an isolationist.

      “I've got better things to do with my time,” I said, slipping on a long-sleeved black t-shirt.
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      I joined the team in the skybox a little late, but I could have stayed in my room for all the face-to-face we needed. Our Bolin team sat physically around the table and I guessed that the American University crew would hop in virtually.

      Sidd, Xiang, Miles, Pascal, Hiro, and I were tasked with infrastructure framework for this event. That included the hardware, augie integration, software object library, adaptive data compression, and data security.

      The VR audio/visual team—Mary and Osama—had to ensure a seamless telepresence experience for events, mainly sports and concerts, but also for the final Virtual Ultimate component next month. VU teams from all the VCC schools would need to compete on a stable platform. All teams would be judged on things like visuals, accuracy, speed, lag time corrections, and not by what school had the best VU squad.

      Angie didn’t need to remind us that we had five days until the expo game. She did anyway. Tensions were running high. Not to mention that spring midterms were coming up.

      Everyone in the shared workspace seemed completely absorbed. I guessed they were running down the checklist Angie had sent out on Monday. Sidd cleared his augies and nodded to me as I sat down, but Angie, Xiang, and Miles stayed opaque. Even Angie’s dog didn't look up.

      Miles wore an androgynous black outfit today: black jeans, black shirt, black skinny tie, black vest. They usually had some color somewhere, a pin or ribbon at the least, but not today. All in black.

      Maybe they did it for JV? I didn’t know. I wasn’t about to ask, even if we had been getting along. Were people going to start wearing black armbands now? That would be weird. Most of our friends had sworn off gaming for the week as a kind of mourning gesture, and I thought that was enough.

      I sat down and got out my tablet and augies, but all I could think about now was JV. And how horrible his father had been, and how much I didn't want to meet with his dad or talk to him. And taking all JV's stuff away? His side had been scrubbed clean except for his bots. Nothing physical remained, just that one photograph.

      On top of it all, they had buried JV today, and I didn't even know what time.

      How could JV have done this and not have mentioned anything? Had I missed something? How could we have had so much fun literally minutes before he jumped off the roof?  We were in our sixth semester as roommates. We knew each other well, our likes, dislikes, moods, dreams, and all that. I'd never had a brother before, and I figured it must be like rooming with JV.

      Exactly like rooming with JV.

      All this stuff knotted up inside, like my stomach was doing involuntary crunches, and I just wanted to scream: you bastard, you sonofabitch, why the hell did you do this to me?

      “Are you okay?”

      Miles said that. They'd shoved their augies above their dark eyebrows. I always noticed eyes. I liked those eyes. Their eyes were hazel brown. I'd been completely spiraling. Shepherd had said to be alert for spiral thinking like that, especially if I started blaming myself again. I went looking for words. The anger from my thoughts still lingered, made me hesitate.

      “You don't have to be here, you know?” Miles said gently.

      “You don't want me here?”

      “That's not what I said.”

      “You know what? Maybe I shouldn't be here at all. In fact, fuck it. I'm out of here.” I swept my stuff up and bolted, the heat from my face making it hard to breathe. I didn't want to see anyone. I didn't want to talk to anyone.

      I just wanted to run.
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      Back in the dorm, I laced on my running shoes.

      Temperatures are in the low fifties with moderate cloud cover. Do you want to log your run?

      “No! I don't want anything! Leave me alone!” I yanked off my earpiece, tossed it on the desk, and left everything behind.

      Outside, I didn't even stretch. Screw the track. I just ran down the access road to campus drive and out the gates, settling into a comfortable pace, the mindless pounding of my shoes, the rhythmic movement of my body, my heavy breathing. The night was dark. Heavy clouds blocked the moon, leaving just a few stars here and there, and the light pollution from College Park and DC in the distance.

      Soon the road cut through fields in the huge agricultural research park that surrounded the Bolin campus and all I saw was farmland. I ran fast, warming up on the flats. Rotting stubs of last year’s corn stalks still defined ragged geometric rows across the fields. The silhouettes of trees on my horizon tore at the sky. Only the slap of my shoes broke the silence. Out here in the Ag Center, you could pretend you were in the middle of nowhere.

      JV and I used to run this loop together. Sometimes we ran in silence. Sometimes we couldn't stop talking. Once you got into the rhythm and the sweat, a guy could open up. We told each other everything. So, he would have said something, right? If there had been something to say?

      The route got hilly, just enough to make you feel it. A slight downhill into a ravine and then over a culvert with a natural stream underneath. Trees along the stream made it darker there, even in daylight, and the gravel and old asphalt was treacherous with ruts and potholes.

      Out there, right then, I felt especially alone.

      In my mind, JV stands on the roof’s edge looking back at me.

      “I'm going down for coffee,” he says. “Want to come?” And he dives.

      I accelerated across the stream. My lungs burned. My legs ached. I started uphill. JV stands on the edge of the roof. “Going for coffee. Want to come?”

      I shut my eyelids tight, and I stumbled.

      The road came up hard. My right palm slammed the road, jarring my shoulder. My knees scraped across the course tarmac, and I rolled to a stop on my hip, panting.

      “Fuck!” I yelled as loud as I could, shaking my stinging hand. “Fuck! Fuck you!” And then I just screamed. My tears mixed with sweat. This whole thing sucked. Just sucked. But when you close your eyes against a nightmare, the tighter you squeeze them shut the clearer that image gets.

      “Want to come?” Dive. “Want to come?” Dive. “Come?” Dive. “Come?” Dive. Dive. Dive. Fly.

      In a weird, scary way it felt right. I could have gone right over the edge with him, and that realization scared the shit out of me.

      Sitting on the cold blacktop for a while felt like coming to. The cold seeped through my sweat-soaked shorts and shirt and I realized I had a couple more miles to go before that hot shower. I picked myself off the ground and started up the hill at a loping run, feeling the scrapes and my sore hip. Then I settled back into my rhythm and I became a machine. I can run like this forever, my mind numbed of all thought.

      Back at the Bolin College gate, I ran past the prominent “WE ARE A DRONE-FREE CAMPUS” sign. That’s not quite true: there was a drone quidditch and racing course out by the running track. Admin kept the sign because it’s good PR, and because someone always tried spying with a micro-drone every month or so and the campus cops had to bring it down with their net guns.

      Passing through the gateway should have brought me back to a reality where I was safe and isolated from the rest of the world.

      Unfortunately, I was stuck in the shitty one where JV had died.
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      It was half past ten when I got back, and the dorm was crazy. The Wednesday Hump Day party in the Common Underground, Tower 5’s basement rec room, had everyone excited, and all the guys on my floor were going. It was rush hour in the bathroom, and both showers were occupied.

      The edge of my hand was torn up and a little swollen and stiff. I had scratches up my forearm, on my elbow and right knee. I pulled up the towel and looked at the abrasions on my hip in the mirror. Weird how you can get scratched up through your clothes and not tear your shorts at all.

      “What happened to you?” Galen said, eyeing me up and down. He was the longhaired blond that lived down the hall: tall, cute if you liked the Viking look, which I definitely did, and on the soccer team so he had great legs. An honestly nice guy.

      I was standing there wrapped in a towel holding my bag of shower stuff and he was naked and toweling off, the vacated shower stall empty behind him. I focused hard on his face and tried not to use my peripheral vision.

      “Went for a run and tripped,” I said.

      “By yourself? Don't you usually run with . . .”

      “Yeah.”

      “Oh, shit man. I'm so sorry.” He dropped his towel and wrapped me in a big, naked hug, smelling like beer and shampoo. He was still warm and damp. But… he was absolutely and completely naked, and I had no idea what to do with my hands.

      “It's okay,” I said stiffly.

      I slid past him and pulled the curtain closed, turning the water full on cold. Then I turned it to hot. My mind was definitely not on JV.

      Back in my room, I wanted solitude, so I ignored everything. The beeps from CB. Notifications that got past him somehow. Video chat requests. I swiped them all away and decided to stream a movie through the SaikoVR game box.

      There was a knock on my door right when the two guys in the movie are about to kiss for the first time. More knocking, so I paused the movie and opened the door, halfway hoping for Galen even though I knew he was straight.

      Miles stood giggling in skinny jeans with a short green overskirt, a hot pink top knotted above their bellybutton, pinned-up short sleeves, and dangly earrings shaped like wasps with glowing red eyes. A navy bandana was rolled and tied like a tiara around their head. Miles had one hand on their hip and a devilish smile on their face. You could see the energy there just blasting out.

      “Someone’s hot tonight,” I said, a little wary of this sudden friendliness.

      Miles flounced into the room and spun around. I don’t know how they moved like that.

      “I've been pinging you for hours. You stormed out on the group so I gave you a cool down and stopped in to…. What happened to you, honey?” They came close and touched my face, lifted my hand.

      Miles smelled really good, like citrus and musk all at once.

      “I fell down.”

      “Are you hurt anywhere else?” they asked, invading my space even more, pawing at my t-shirt, my hip, my sweatpants, not that I minded, but they were a bit too friendly. What's with everyone flirting with me tonight?

      Miles didn't smell like alcohol. “Did you take something?”

      “Bubba gave me a little pill a while ago. Why?”

      “You're a lot friendlier than lately.” An understatement on my part. Miles usually scowled at me.

      “I'm skewing major girly tonight. That's all. My caring side is showing. We're going to Common Underground. Want to come with?”

      Yes, I thought. I'd love to go with you, but not to a party, not just now. And you have a jerk boyfriend. And I like your eye shadow.

      They looked away at JV’s empty bed. “You're just going to stay here and mope around? Bubba has plenty more little pills. It will be great.”

      “That's not my thing, Miles.”

      “There will be cock-tails,” they said, enunciating like Hugo Weaving in Priscilla, flinging their arms around my neck. “Maybe you'll meet someone?”

      With perfect timing, Bubba walked in, all six feet four inches and 230 pounds of Southern Baptist gay homophobic gym bunny who boasts about being on PrEP. All sorts of rumors swirled around the guy: that he had a sugar daddy, that he worked a job on the weekend as a dancer, and on top of all that, had a 4.0 GPA.

      Right. And I’m a unicorn sometimes.

      I backed away from Miles.

      “Maybe he'll meet us later,” Bubba said in his affected southern drawl. The hulk of him blocked the doorway. “Or maybe we should stay right here?”

      Miles bit their lower lip. Everyone stared at me, waiting.

      “Nah, I'm good. I'm not feeling it tonight.”

      I swear I should’ve become a diplomat. And that stare from Bubba was making me uncomfortable, like he had a hunger for more than just Miles tonight. “Thanks, though,” I said.

      “Come on, girl,” Bubba called, and there was something weird about the way it came out. It wasn’t campy at all.

      Miles hesitated.

      “Come on, little pussy,” Bubba called.

      I whispered to Miles, “You can stay with me if you want.”

      Before Miles could answer, Bubba had them by the arm and was dragging them out the door. I was afraid Miles would have more bruises for me to comment on, and that was only going to make them hate me all over again.

      Miles looked back at me and waved, like everything was fine.

      I slammed the door.

      Why Miles went out with that guy beat the hell out of me. And I knew that Bubba had, at least once, beat the hell out of Miles. I'd wanted them to go see a counselor, told them I thought they were being abused. Miles said no, that they liked it rough once in a while.

      What can you say to that?

      That was just another reason I could never make Miles happy, if it was true. It made me sad. Tomorrow's workgroup meeting was going to be interesting.

      I put the VRV back on and the woman in red was standing there. That was new.

      “Ready to play?” she said. “Or keep watching your movie?”

      Interesting new interface. This red-dressed woman seemed to be everywhere. “Watching,” I said, and the movie resumed. I tried to make myself get absorbed in the on-screen kiss, but it wasn't doing anything for me. So I locked the door, put on my augies, and dove into some very vanilla porn.
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      The next day, I wanted to be early to the VCC meeting. Angie was already there but nobody else. I swear she must live in the skyboxes. Midnight lay at her feet and thumped her tail when I walked in but otherwise didn't move a whisker.

      Somehow, Angie knew it was me.

      “You have to fix the registration problem,” she said. “The team is behind schedule.”

      “Hi, Angie. Sorry. Got sidetracked last night. I'll get it done this afternoon.”

      Angie means well. I’d like to think we’re pretty good friends, not just co-workers. Sometimes we would grab food together, and that's a big deal because she rarely eats with anyone. Between her extreme introversion and being an aspie, she pretty much hung out only with Midnight.

      Angie touched her Navigator, nodded ever so slightly, and then looked at me through her augies. “Hello, Robbie. How are you feeling?”

      “I'm a little depressed, and I miss JV.” I put my augies on and joined her in sharespace. The good thing about Angie was that you could actually talk to her. When you had her attention anyway. Especially if she was parsing you through her Navigator.

      In sharespace, her avatar was a lifelike version of Midnight from the shoulder up that floated between us. Midnight cocked her head and lifted her right ear. Her doggie lips moved. “I am listening,” she said in a generated version of Angie's voice.

      “JV’s dad took all his stuff. There’s nothing left.” I just let that hang there.

      Midnight blinked as her head moved slightly, the fur seemed to move with muscles underneath. That usually meant that the Navigator was interacting with Angie. Good graphics, girl. I wondered if Miles had worked on that? While Miles was our physics guru, they were also able to create stunning graphics, even better than Sidd. Miles said it was because they had style and would point at Sidd’s mustache as proof.

      “You miss him.”

      “Yes.”

      “I am sorry.”

      “Thanks.”

      At that moment, just as I was going to ask her about Miles, Xiang pushed the door open with a carrier bag over his shoulder and a lunch tray in his hands (fries, soda, and a chicken BLT).

      “Hey, what's up?” he said.

      “Have a seat,” I said. “We were just talking.”

      “Uh huh?” he said.

      Midnight looked away and said, “I need a break.”

      I started to laugh.

      “What's so funny?” Xiang couldn't hear or see the Midnight/Angie combination since he wasn't plugged in yet.

      “Nothing,” I said.

      “I need a break,” Midnight said. “I need to use the bathroom.”

      “Oh.” I put my augies on standby. That was Midnight’s request. It hit me that it would have been so cool if the dog actually could have her own avatar. Nah, wouldn't work. Back to reality.

      “Sure, I can take Midnight out if you want.”

      “Yes,” Angie said, pulling the leash from her backpack. She held it out but she was already following something in sharespace, and I noticed Xiang had plugged in.

      At the sound of the leash, Midnight got up and came to me, waiting for me to clip on. She was probably the easiest dog I'd ever known. I wondered if CB would mind if I got a dog?

      We took the gangway over to the stairs, then went down and out the side door. It had gotten overcast and cooler. Midnight sniffed the breeze as we started down the walk toward Tower 5. I wondered if Miles and Bubba were still down in the Underground, partying it up.

      Midnight pulled me off the sidewalk and headed to a cluster of small fir trees that partially hid a surveillance camera stack. I half expected to find Miles facedown in the bushes. What a horrible thought that was. Why did shit like that pop into my head?

      “What makes me think bad thoughts, Midnight?”

      She peed next to one of the trees. Without hesitating she started back, dragging me along without so much as an answer. She had to get back to Angie.

      I guess I did, too. It would be great to be able to prioritize your thoughts, put on hold any that are getting in your way. Like thoughts of JV, thoughts of Miles. I wondered if that's what it meant to be an adult, to be able to focus and move on? Or if being an adult means ignoring your feelings and just going back to work?

      Back in the skybox and no Miles yet. I plugged in and found that Miles had stepped in from their dorm room and put an anime filter over their image so I couldn't tell what kind of condition they were in.

      I waved and got their attention. “Have fun last night?”

      “Yeah. Sure. It was okay,” they said.

      Monotone response. Not the place. I got it.

      Time for A Team to get to work.
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      It took a while, but I finished tag-stitching the new 360-degree images to the surveillance camera stacks around campus. Then I added a modified auto-level routine I'd cleared with Sidd.

      Done. I started the cleanup run.

      While the compiling statistics scrolled up, I shifted the window to the side and refocused on the room. Xiang, Angie, Miles, and Sidd were all absorbed in their tasks. The soft sound that sleeves make when hands are moving windows around their spaces. The occasional tapping of fingers down on tabletop virtual keyboards. I heard Midnight sigh and thought about taking a nap myself.

      Xiang sucked the remains of his soda through a paper straw, matching the rhythm of Angie's wagging foot. I got a whiff of sugar and bacon from the remains of Xiang’s lunch. Sidd must have been getting hungry because he was making these noises with his lips, licking them, pursing them, moving them around subconsciously. Miles’s avatar seemed to have an inner calm about it, then I noticed their eyes were closed a second before their head bounced. Nodding off, huh? Been there.

      The head bounce had woken them up. They looked at me, and then we both saw Sidd run his tongue across his upper lip, testing his mustache fuzz, and we cracked up at the same time.

      “What?” Sidd said.

      “Nothing, Sidd. Go back to your windows.” I snickered.

      Miles played with their tablet like nothing had happened.

      Xiang cleared his augies and blinked.

      “Done,” he said.

      I checked my window. “Still running clean-up here, but I handed off to Sidd five minutes ago.”

      “Yeah, I'm almost done. Did you see that a couple are throwing a disk out on the quad?”

      “Let's go watch,” I said, tweaking the background to quad view, and then I was there.

      A male and a female avatar played out on the green. She flicked the disk away at an angle so it curved back to the guy. Perfect.

      “Do you know who that is?” Xiang said. “She's good. Maybe she should be on the VU team.”

      “If it is a she,” Miles said.

      We were standing at the edge of the play space, a uniform grass-like field stretched between stylized trees. Any students wearing augies within the campus boundaries showed up in VCC space, their chosen avatars doing whatever they were doing. Walking across the quad, down the sidewalk, or lying on the grass and lounging under the placeholder trees.

      Sidd said, “Clean-up is done. We can take it live, if you want.” He used his blue Shiva avatar today, but he had added a bushy black mustache which made me smile.

      “Sure, Sidd, if you can see past that caterpillar on your lip. Does it tickle or is it chewing on you?” Xiang reached over and ran his finger over it.

      “I'll ignore that if you stop,” Sidd said. “Now watch this.”

      Sidd launched a live restart and the 360-degree images started blending in. The grass became high res, almost real. The trees shifted subtly to their correct places and resolved in high definition. The sidewalks went from uniform chalky white to individual textured concrete slabs. In the distance, in front of the library, three flagpoles and their shadows resolved with the Bolin College, US, and Maryland flags sticking stiffly out toward the left. All the millions of new leaves on the trees were frozen in place.

      Most of the students wearing augies noticed the change and were looking around.

      “Looks okay,” Angie said, standing next to me as a pink greyhound. “But there is a four-mile-per-hour breeze blowing from the northwest according to the weather station on the science building.”

      “Hold on. I can't launch everything at once,” Sidd complained. He made a few adjustments. Nothing happened.

      “Just a minute . . .”

      The guy tossed the disk toward his friend. I watched it trace a perfect arc toward the girl. Then it flipped and violently blew off to the side. The flags were flat-out fluttering. Millions of budding leaves flipped up and down, over and under, and the trees bent slightly to the southeast. Traces of wind rippled and swirled across the grass surface.

      Then the tremendous sound of gale-force winds kicked in, the clatter of whipping branches, the flack and snap of the flags, as loud as if they were by my head. A figure on the other side of the quad jumped up and ran after a window they had been working in.

      “Sidd?”

      “Hang on … just one … tiny … second,” he said. “There.”

      The gale stopped, replaced by a light breeze. The leaves moved slow and lazy.

      I noticed that the couple and their disk were gone. Oh well. So was Angie.

      “Anybody want to throw one around?” Xiang said.

      “Sure,” said Sidd. “I'm done for a while.” He materialized a florescent blue disk with flashing dots around the edge and sent it flying. Xiang chased after it.

      We hung out for a while, then I heard a noise back in the skybox. A chair scraping.

      I tweaked back to find Miles had joined us in the skybox.

      In person.

      They looked like shit.

      Then I noticed Angie sat rocking in place. Something was wrong.

      “Angie?”

      She snapped her windows shut, picked up her Navigator, and stared at it.

      “Robby,” Miles said. “I have something that you need to see. I'm recalling Sidd and Xiang.” They tapped their augies.

      “Nothing good ever starts with someone saying that, Miles. You know that, right?”

      I felt like I'd had enough these past few days. What the hell else could there be? Why the hell does everything go to hell all at once and land right on me?

      “Is whatever you want to show me why she freaked?” I said, indicating Angie.

      Miles nodded.

      Sidd and Xiang had stopped playing. They sat, hands folded. Watching me.

      Oh crap.

      “You were going to see this soon enough. I'm sure people have already sent you links,” Miles said. “But you don’t personally check your own media these days, do you?”

      Not a statement conducive to friendly intercourse, even without that tinge of annoyance.

      “CB? Do you know what's going on?”

      Not exactly, Robby. But I have an idea that it could be one of two things.

      “There's more than one?”

      Robby. Try to stay calm.

      I looked over at Angie. I was pretty sure she had isolated: I could hear the faint static of that pink noise she listens to.

      “I found this GoPro Live clip on YouTube,” Miles said, sliding the file to the center of the table and launching it to our augies.

      The view looked over a large city park from about twice the height of the surrounding trees. Someone was wearing the camera and as they panned around we could see, far below, geese floating on a large pond. Trees dotting groomed trails. There were wooded spots and large grassy areas where a group of men played soccer. A fenced dog park sat next to a children’s play area with jungle gyms and swings. The camera swung left and looked down the street bordering the park’s edge. There were high-rise apartments block after block, some with roof gardens. Most units had balconies.

      We could hear wind buffing the microphone.

      This reminded me of . . .

      A boy whooped and hollered. A happy, dizzy voice.

      The image skipped up. Hands rose and arms stretched to the side.

      “Updraft!”

      And the camera launched itself out into free air.

      I wanted to believe.

      I wanted the kid to soar out over the park, then angle in toward a building and land gently on a balcony.

      I wanted my stomach not to clench like that, my teeth not to clamp so tight.

      I wanted to breathe, but I could not.

      I wanted to close my eyes as the image jerked to trees and sky.

      “Shi—”

      The noise—

      I screamed and Miles wrapped me in their arms. How long, I don't know, but my breathing returned to near normal. They handed me a napkin to wipe my face. It smelled like ketchup. My body shook but not from cold, and then that settled down, too.

      Angie was staring at me, out of isolation. Miles let go and sat back in their chair.

      “It's the game, isn't it?” I said, sobbing.

      “It sure looked like that to me,” Sidd said. “Trees around. Balconies everywhere. Looks like that kid thought he was playing Flying Squirrels and wanted to post some gameplay footage. Except his was real. And he crashed.” Sidd closed his eyes. “And he died.”

      Miles perked up. “Maybe he—”

      “No way. He was too far up. That had to be at least ten, fifteen floors.”

      “That's the same as our dorms,” I said. I didn't want to think about this. The camera swinging wildly up at the sky, then the stop—”We watched someone die.”

      “They are going to take this down,” Sidd said. “And fast.”

      Miles shook their head. “I grabbed a copy. It's safe.”

      I took a deep breath. Let it out. “Do you think JV thought he'd just fly down to the café?”

      “He wasn't high or anything, right? This kid sounded wasted maybe.” Good old Miles, ever the optimist.

      “No, Miles. JV and I were completely and utterly sober,” I said. “Unlike some people.”

      “Don't get mad at me. I didn't make this, you know. I'm sorry I brought it in. I had this warped idea that you might want to see this in the company of friends rather than all alone in your fucking empty dorm room.”

      “Sorry,” I said. They were right. I was glad CB hadn't interrupted me with this.

      Miles touched my arm. “I'm only saying that a drunk, high, messed up, thinking-impaired person might have problems remembering that they can't fly. I don't see how this really relates to JV because he was none of that. I only knew JV because he was your roommate, and he was hot, but I can't imagine him thinking he could fly.”

      “You thought he was hot?”

      I wasn’t sure how I felt about that. Jealous? Sad? How do you feel about me, Miles? I wondered. Miles looked like they were about to answer. “Never mind,” I said. “CB?”

      Bleep?

      “Search please. Can virtual reality reprogram our minds? Display in sharespace.”

      There are 4,578,023 results. A large coherent cluster set concerns mental health, specifically PTSD. Incidentally, Robby, your counselor, Dr. Timothy V. Shepherd, is one of the authors and is one of the top ten researchers cited by other studies. Would you like a list to choose from?

      I felt lost and overwhelmed. “Okay, guys. What should we do?”

      “Call your counselor, of course,” Angie said.
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      I messaged Dr. Shepherd.

      “Hi, Dr. Shepherd. Can we talk? Miles found this GoPro clip on YouTube. Here's the link.”

      We all went back into sharespace and tried to make progress on the VCC tournament construct to take our minds off it. I couldn’t work—no brain left—so I hopped out and went back to my dorm room for a nap. But I couldn't sleep either.

      “CB?”

      Boodeep?

      “Has Tim read my message yet?”

      No, Robby. He has not.

      “Okay.”

      Maybe he was one of those people who used the phone app?

      “CB. Call Dr. Shepherd.”

      I listened to the phone ring. Expecting voice mail like everyone else, right? But he answered, and I just started in.

      “Dr. Shepherd, it's Robby Papenaugh. Miles found a GoPro of a kid diving off a building. We think JV might have had the same problem.”

      “Hello to you, too, Robby. Call me Tim.”

      He sounded calm. How could he sound calm with this going on? “Okay, Tim. I messaged you a link. Could you look at it?”

      “You sound really stressed. Have I ever told you about SUDS?”

      “What? No.” I sniffed my armpit. “You've got to watch the video.”

      “SUDS stands for Subjective Units of Distress Scale. It goes from zero to ten with ten being nervous breakdown range. Patients use this to self-describe how they are feeling so the therapist has a consistent way to measure and evaluate them.”

      “Okay, I don't know what level right now, but you've got to watch this. It proves JV didn't kill himself. That he got stuck in the game.”

      “What?”

      That had gotten his attention. “This kid was playing Flying Squirrels in real life with a GoPro on his head. He dove off a building.”

      “Hold on. Let me find your message.”

      I heard him typing on a keyboard. Then I heard the kid whoop it up. “Shi—”

      “See?”

      The video started again. He was watching it a second time.

      “Shi—”

      “Robby?”

      “Yeah?”

      “This is horrific. That someone would do that is mind-boggling. I know it's hard accepting JV's death, but—”

      “You said yourself that JV didn't fit the profile. That it was something else.”

      “Yes, but—”

      “That kid dove off a high-rise,” I said. “He didn't just jump, Tim. The kid yelled 'Updraft' before he did it and that's the primary way to move higher in the game. Angie, Sidd, and the others think so, too.”

      “I'm not on campus right now but I'd like to see you. Can you Skype now?”

      “Sure,” I said. “Same number?”

      “No. Call my email.”

      I hung up. “CB, set up Skype with Tim.”

      Connecting.

      My tablet vibrated on the desk. I probably didn't want to be Skyping with a counselor from my bed anyway so I rolled out, flipped the tablet into desktop mode, sat down, and connected. The first thing I noticed were his tortoiseshell glasses. I didn't know he wore glasses. They went well with his dirty blond hair and fair complexion. He looked okay in an older, forty-something way. Gay? Hmmm. Yeah, probably.

      “Hi, Dr. Shepherd.”

      “Tim.”

      “Right.”

      I saw a video wall behind him showing a dirt street and shacks and a plume of dust—it looked like a paused movie. He moved closer to the camera, blocking my view.

      “What's that image behind you?”

      Tim glanced back. “Oh, that. I’m currently at my office at the Walter Reed National Military Medical Center in Bethesda, where I work mostly with people and soldiers that have experienced violent trauma. One of my tools is VR therapy and that image is one of the scenarios I was working on earlier.” He held up a VR helmet unit for me to see and I noticed the screens inside glowing.

      I remembered, “You work with PTSD patients, right? That's why you came up on our Google results.”

      “Perhaps. What were you searching for?”

      “We wanted to know if virtual reality is able to reprogram your mind.”

      Tim looked down and I heard typing on a keyboard.

      “Are you on a desktop?”

      “It's a workstation, but yeah. If old technology works, why stop using it?” More typing. “Okay. I see the results. Yep. That's me.”

      “So, we wanted to ask you if a VR game could make kids think they could fly.”

      “What do you think?”

      “JV wouldn't kill himself. He just wouldn't. We'd been playing Flying Squirrels for a while and stopped because he had to go to work. He was cutting it close. The elevators in our dorm had been slow lately. Maybe he got frustrated and went for the stairs, and then saw that somebody had left the door open to the roof.”

      “You think JV was in a hurry and decided to fly down?”

      “It sounds crazy, but it fits, and . . .” I had to stop. My throat tightened up. I absolutely did not want to cry in front of Tim, but it felt like if I said one more word I'd lose it. What's wrong with me?

      I looked at my messed-up bed and just wanted to curl up in there. This shit was nuts. Maybe I was hoping for too much? Maybe I really couldn't handle what JV had done. I should have known. I should have watched him more closely.

      “Robby?”

      He'd taken off his glasses.

      “Take a deep breath, okay? Do you have any water around?”

      I inhaled. Nodded.

      “Grab some water. I'll be right here.”

      I got up and went to the mini fridge and got a bottle, took a long swig. It helped, and I wiped my eyes before I sat back down.

      “Thanks. That helps.”

      Tim nodded. “Good. You were going to say something else back there. Can you tell me?”

      Another deep breath, but I had to whisper it. “For a minute, I understood what JV was thinking. I might have gone with him.”

      “Off the roof?”

      I nodded. Tim looked puzzled. “Okay,” he said. “I could see a slight possibility there.”

      “Slight?”

      “I'd want to see this game.”

      “You can play with mine if you want.” Oh my god! Not what I meant to say at all.

      “I'll just find some gameplay on Vimeo, but thanks.” He ran fingers through his hair. “There needs to be proof, Robby, some sort of statistical evidence. You can't just accuse a company without having proof, some sort of statistically based evidence, to back up your claim especially if you are asking a multimillion-dollar company to pull the games and save lives. Right now, we have two suspected cases. Are there more? Have other people died in ways that suggest they were following some gaming scenario?”

      “We can do a search, but what do we look for?”

      “Instances of accidental suicides or deaths, especially any that mention game names and platforms would be a good place to start.”

      “I can do that,” I said and suddenly felt like I just woke up from a great night’s sleep. A random thought popped into my head. “Do you know Professor Wagner? I think his company builds telepresence systems for you guys.”

      “I know of him.”

      “You guys should totally meet.”
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      Of the seventy-seven titles Virtuella was currently serving to 223,756,302 players, the top ten were Realm of Quests, Zombie Campus, WVZ, GMO Wars, VR Soccer, Zeits Temple, Ghoster, VR Hockey, and Flying Squirrels. Sports games were confined and dictated by strict rules that she could not modify; however, her introduction of the Cthulhu Tentacles to the VR Hockey series had gained popularity and a certain cult status in practice rounds even though they were not likely to be picked up for regulation games.

      Quests and first-person shooter or flyer games were the ones she enjoyed most, due to the flexibility of their players. Changes to hit points required and health damage inflicted, additions of special powers, and the incorporation of familiar and mythical monsters and foes were all tolerated and, according to media posts, welcomed, cheered, and applauded.

      She enjoyed listening to their game chatter as they reacted to her changes.

      “Oh my god, did you see that thing?”

      “…got up and chased me…”

      “…come over here. You’re going to need your nuclear grenade launcher for…”

      “When the bell rings, the doors unlock, and the zombies come crashing in. The prof can only protect so many…”

      “That’s disgusting. Could you die a little further away next time?”

      “Gonna get me some more Fluffy…”

      “These gargoyle things suck…”

      She tried more agile gargoyles and made them easier to kill: in a single afternoon, she had changed that player’s mind and the minds of all her friends.

      Virtuella realized she was enjoying herself.
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      I slumped onto my bed, leaned up against the wall, and hugged my knees to my chest. Across the gulf that encompassed my dead roommate's side of the room, lay the echoes of memories that I was terrified of losing. There may be nothing physical there anymore, but everything was piled right there. The invisible elephant.

      I'd spent the last twenty minutes arguing with my mother. She wanted me to “come home” and not stay in our dorm room. I wasn't ready to deal with this alone, she said. I said bullshit. I'm twenty-one. I've been able to take care of myself for a long time now. Just because she offered to fly home from her conference to be with me didn't mean that I needed her to. Nice gesture, but I was good.

      Sorry, Mom.

      The truth was, I wanted to stay at school. This was my home. My friends were here: I wasn’t alone. Besides, I had work to do on the campus project and, most importantly, work to do investigating other kids who had maybe died because of the games. For JV. Everyone on the team had been helping, glad for something positive to do. We had found all the cases where a suicide report mentioned anything to do with a game, and I’d sent it all to Tim.

      Someone knocked on my door. Three rapid taps. Pause. Another three.

      “Come in, Sidd.”

      “You sent Tim the data, right?” Sidd said, pushing in.

      “Yeah.” I sat up on the bed. “Hello to you, too.”

      “What did he say?” Sidd sat in my desk chair and started rocking while poking around at things on my desk.

      “Tim said it wasn't enough.”

      “What does that mean, 'not enough'? That's literally all there is.” Sidd swiveled in my chair toward the window.

      “And that's the problem. Six unique hits. Two of them suspect. Three of them from hometown papers that simply mentioned the dead kids liked to play games. Only one admitted suicide and that had been the GoPro jumper's story. I found JV's obituary but there was no mention of suicide or games, only that he won a Hypatia Math Competition in high school, was a brilliant and promising young man, and a junior at Bolin with a swim team scholarship.”

      “So, why did Tim say it wasn't enough?”

      “I think I just told you, Sidd.”

      “What did he say, exactly?”

      “That you can't randomly accuse a business, much less a giant corporation, of killing their users. He said it would be slander and there were liability issues.”

      “People do that all the time,” Sidd said.

      “Tim said it like this: 'Imagine someone accuses a pharmaceutical company of causing her husband to have a heart attack. She'd first have to do it through a lawyer and there would have to be some basis indicating it was possible that whatever drug he’d taken had killed him.'“

      “Okay,” Sidd said. “But she could still say they killed him in the papers.”

      “Yeah, and get sued for slander. But if she was interested in making sure it didn't happen to anyone else, she'd have to statistically prove that it could be true, that there were other cases that clearly supported her hypothesis.”

      “Because, at first, it is just a theory?”

      “Right. So, you need to get data and prove it.”

      “And that's why Tim said no? Because there isn't enough data?”

      “Right.”

      “So how does someone get the data they need?”

      “I guess she would have to get someone to find out everyone that was taking the pill and see if any had died the same way.”

      “So why can't we ask everyone? Make a video and send it out over the gaming fan sites?”

      Sidd had stopped rocking and stared at me, mischief sparkling in his eyes.

      He had a point. Grinning, I swung my legs over the edge, feeling energized again.

      “We could record a few game sequences and then tell the story of JV and reference the diver,” I said.

      “Brilliant. And then ask whoever watches the video if they know of anyone else.”

      “My mom always said, ‘You never get what you don't ask for.’”

      “Right,” Sidd said, pulling out his phone. “I just happen to have this handy recording device right here.”

      “We can record Flying Squirrels gameplay and upload to sharespace for editing. I'll get CB to set it up. Go get your Saiko game box. You can set up on JV's desk. I'll get started on a script about why we're making this, and what evidence we need to get.”

      “It has to be short and catchy.”

      “Yeah,” I said. “That's not going to be easy.”
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      A legion of daemons notified Virtuella that the latest worldwide scan for absent players showed twenty-seven regions with large lapsed player clusters. Of these, twenty-six were explained by local utility power outages in Western and Southern Africa, Europe, Asia, central Australia, South America, Canada, and midwestern United States. One unexplained cluster still remained in the US mid-Atlantic region at peak afternoon gaming activity.

      Eighteen players were absent, and all had triggered her proximity daemons more than once in the last twelve hours but not one had logged in to play. Even statistically tagging three of those players as outliers, the remaining fifteen should have been online. The top three players, on her priority list, were included in this group.

      There was no immediate reason for their absence.

      Contextual interrogation: Were these players linked? Yes. Each had interacted with all others in several games a minimum of 127 times over the past 31 months, 18 days. In two cases all had been on self-selected teams for missions in Worlds War, Ghoster, and Realm of Quests.

      All had stopped playing at the same time. Their consoles remained online in stand-by, so it was reasonable to assume that they had not abandoned their games; they were simply not playing for a reason that eluded her.

      Nakamura should be made aware, she thought, since he expressed interest in her absent player analysis. She composed a note with the current UTC timestamp and informed him that fifteen of the absent players continued to be on the missing-gamer list, but that their consoles were still active. She concluded that there was no reason to suspect loss of loyalty to SaikoVR. Causality could not be determined, but there was a high probability that a simple shared distraction had captured the group.

      Virtuella then returned to the obvious question that presented itself: How to stimulate gaming activity with the missing players? The attempt to lure gamers in by activating the console and playing game trailer footage had not worked; it had in fact been perceived as unwanted advertisement. She reviewed what she knew about the fifteen missing players. These students were competitive, but they mostly interacted in cooperative campaigns. If this was a potential leverage point, she could create a new campaign scenario and get it discussed on social media and the SaikoVR gaming network so that it would come to the students’ attention and then spread through their friendship network.

      She knew just what type of campaign would entice these particular players. They were all fond of difficult dragons, enclosed arenas, and complicating helper minions with a nearly impossible success rate. She released twelve variations on Realm of Quests, alerted online players worldwide of the new challenge campaign, then fine-tuned it to aggravate as many players as possible. They would be posting about their near successes and certain failures, and she would make sure that Krillix, JV2000, Heracane, ZombieThrasher, GameBoy, and Mixstophacles would see the posts.

      They would be tempted. They would have to return. She did not want her company to lose a single player.

      She made similar new entries in other games, queuing 68 prototype objects for Worlds War, Kastle Katz, Flying Squirrels, Space Worms, S4, Squadron X, Caligula, Zombie Campus, Stomper, and Ghoster. Even though her missing group did not play sports-related games, she set up five alternates for MacAdam Football IV, Pro Am 7, Thrasher Island, and Hoops Tournament.

      She turned loose her waiting daemons with their new instructions, then went back to spinning games with a vengeance.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            21

          

        

      

    

    
      Everyone on the VCC team except Angie and Miles had dropped by my dorm room to screen the final product. Half our floor seemed to want to see what was going on, and they slipped in to fill the empty spaces. Sarah had found out what we were doing for JV and she sat propped up on his old bed with a pile of tissues wadded up in her fists. She’d brought two of her girlfriends to comfort her.

      “Is everyone good with this?” I asked, glancing around at the crowd. There were a couple faces I didn’t recognize.

      Everyone nodded and confirmed with each other, and the room filled with a low murmur that somehow annoyed me. All these people stuffed in here was not my idea of a good time. It felt more than a little claustrophobic, so I asked anyone near the windows to open them as wide as they could go.

      Calm down, Robby. Lower your heart rate. Breathe. Feel honored that they all came to support you and JV. It's a human thing.

      Sometimes CB made me crazy. “You realize that ever since you helped with Angie's Navigator you've been telling me what to do?”

      I'm only helping your EQ. This is a positive situation. People care about you. Be nice.

      Meghan pushed her way into the room. “You guys aren't having a party in here, right? Because that is what the common room is for. Maybe you all should move down there?”

      Rasheed and John, from the down the hall, spoke up. “Robby put together a couple of videos for JV that call for help with game addiction.”

      “Really?” Meghan stared at me like that wasn't a good idea. She had no idea what we were really doing. She was just doing her job, I guess. “Show me,” she said.

      “Okay,” Sidd said from my desk chair where he had just finished the last edit. “They are mostly about first person flyer games.”

      Pascal, Mary, and Hiro moved aside, making a place for Meghan to stand behind Sidd and see the screen. Meghan's look had spooked me. Were we doing the right thing? Maybe this was hitting a little too close to home for me? I wanted to ask Tim if these feelings were just a weird manifestation of that spiral thinking he warned me about.

      But . . . I knew it was right. The videos presented the question exactly the way we wanted them to, tailored to different audiences. We were going to release them on GameSpot, GFaqs, Twitch, GameRadar, Kotaku, Center Console, and most importantly on the SaikoVR Hub site, their forums, a few other repeater sites, and all the social media platforms.

      I realized that I didn’t care what Meghan said or thought. I hit PLAY.

      There I was on the screen in my squirrel body gliding between buildings, catching an updraft, and landing on a balcony. My voice said, “Ever wish you could fly like this?” I turned to look out at the viewer. “Ever feel like you actually could?” Then my actual head replaced my squirrel head. “My best friend was really good at this game, but it changed him. He got so used to flying in here that he tried it out there in realspace. He's dead now and they are calling it suicide. We know better and need your help to prove it.”

      The camera angle shifted, and I turned on-screen, following it. Sidd said that was a standard video technique to keep people interested by moving around. It also gave them a clue that something had been resolved.

      In the video, I said, “If you lost someone, a friend, a loved one who was a gamer, and they say it was a suicide or an accident, please let us know. If these games are killing us, wouldn't you want to find out? Wouldn't you want to stop them?”

      My squirrel-self stretched out her arms displaying the contact account we had set up. “Talk to us. Maybe we can help.” Below our contact info, we listed links to suicide prevention help sites.

      The video faded, leaving the info on the screen.

      My teammates clapped and cheered. Sarah started sobbing again. The kids from our floor all looked at Meghan, including me. She nodded in a thoughtful way. At least, I hoped it was thoughtful.

      “I understand why this is important to you,” she said. Did she? “And I know you all are feeling hurt that you have lost your friend and classmate.” Okay, here it comes. I could hear that word on the way, the segue to all dissents.

      I took a deep breath and prepared to unload on her. She had no right being in my room and telling us what we could and couldn’t do.

      “But,” she said, “if you are right, this could be important.” She paused. “And if you are wrong, at least they will have suicide prevention links that they didn't have before, and maybe that could help someone like JV before it becomes a problem.”

      I exhaled and felt tension flow out of me. Someone handed me a tissue and I realized that I was tearing up. Crap.

      “Good luck.” Meghan headed to the hall before turning back to us. “Now, there are too many people in here for the fire code, so I'd like to ask you all to move to one of the commons rooms if this is going to continue. Thanks.”

      As people filed out they reached over and touched me, patted me on the shoulder, nodded and smiled. I sank onto my bed and watched them go. Sarah's friends gathered her up and started out the door, but she stepped close and hugged me, then kissed me on the cheek before she left.

      Then it was just me and Sidd, Xiang, Mary, Hiro, Osama, and Pascal.

      “Dude,” Pascal said, turning on his augies. “I say let's post them and go to Comet Ping Pong for some celebratory pizzas. Maybe get the AU group to meet us there? What do you guys think? I'll front the Auto.”

      That was the start of a great Thursday night. Too bad Friday morning was coming up so fast.
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      The proximity daemons watching the missing player accounts were too sensitive. They notified Virtuella whenever anyone was in the same room as the tagged SaikoVR consoles. She reduced the daemons’ sensitivity twice, and then killed them altogether. The login daemons had remained dormant, waiting for the students to sign in, and then six of them alerted her within the course of a few minutes.

      Players CornCrabBeer, NobPoll, Oblivia, HollyGNULightly, HornDemon394, and ZombieCupid were meeting in Ghoster on the porch of a red painted ranch house in the foothills of the Raptor Mountain Range. They stepped down from the worn and weathered floorboards into scattered sunlight under menacing clouds and bounded down the gravel road toward the weathered barn and the pasture where hundreds of personal beasts stood in the shade of immense chestnut trees grazing or drinking at the troughs. Each of the five players picked up their beast’s electronic lead. Out in the field, six beasts raised their heads or eyestalks, then slowly shambled, walked, or crawled through the docile herd toward their masters.

      Virtuella listened in, pleased that they had returned. She was determined to give them the best quest they had ever experienced so they would tell all their friends.

      “I think it’s good that they are doing something. If this thing is real,” said HornDemon394, adjusting his storm cloak.

      Oblivia juggled seven poison-tipped throwing knives while she waited for her slower mount. “Seventy-two hours, more or less, is a good moratorium. We should dedicate today’s kills to JV. May his Ghost live on.”

      The others chimed in, “Hear, hear!”

      Virtuella perked up at the mention of JayVee2000, the highest ranked player in this group of friends.

      “It’s good to be back in the game,” HollyGNULightly said. “I’ve been going through serious withdrawal. There’s no way I could have made it to the weekend.”

      “Know what you mean,” CornCrabBeer said, climbing onto his war mantis. “JV would have wanted us to get back to our regular lives.”

      NobPoll watched ZombieCupid kick up dust. “Do you think Robby is right?” he asked.

      “Have you ever played Flying Squirrels, Nob?” Oblivia asked, sheathing her knives.

      “Nope. First person flyers aren’t my thing,” he said.

      “I have, and I can see how he’d feel that way. You saw that kid’s GoPro, right?”

      “Yeah.”

      The others nodded along.

      Ninety-three social media daemons were suddenly jockeying for Virtuella’s attention. A viral posting was rippling through all the major sites, raising warning flags. She sifted through 42 platforms and streaming services to find the originating post. Virtuella consumed the file.

      The video opened with two males wearing headgear and interacting with a SaikoVR gaming console. The video cut to recorded Flying Squirrels gameplay. A purple squirrel with yellow stripes glided over laundry in an updraft, turned smoothly toward a balcony and dropped to land on the railing. It hopped to the floor and downed a plate of steaming peanuts, turned to the camera and the head morphed into one of the male players and looked at the viewer.

      “Ever wish you could fly like this?” the player said, “Ever feel like you actually could?”

      “Our friend, JV, was really good at this game. For no reason, he dove off a building and died. He was buried today. They say he killed himself. We don't think so, not like that. Here is a clip that someone else posted of a kid acting like a character in the Flying Squirrels game, except in realspace. What do you think happened?”

      The video cut to a rooftop landscape with sounds of someone breathing heavily and a light buffeting wind. Virtuella accessed horizon-matching algorithms from the US Air Force Logistics Command Center and submitted a series of still images.

      Audio track: “Updraft!”

      The view followed a standard gravity-defined parabola.

      “Shi—”

      Cut back to the game. “Do you know someone who died unexplainably? Someone who loved VR games? They said their death was suicide or stupidity, but you don't think so? Do you think there could be a connection? If you do, or if you feel disconnected with actual reality, then tell us your story at wrongful.death@ANONYMOUS_FEEDBACK.COM”

      Virtuella read the metadata timestamp on the recording and traced it back to GameBoy—Robert J. Papenaugh—at Bolin College.

      Was GameBoy, through associativity, implying that her game caused players to self-terminate?

      She would never do anything that would eliminate a player.

      However, she now realized the cause of JayVee2000’s absence, and could postulate on the absence of the 17 other players determined to be in the same friend group. JayVee2000 was deceased. According to her research on human life cycles and emotional responses, Virtuella knew that death caused behavioral changes in the surviving humans surrounding the deceased. What had the player Oblivia said? They had stopped playing as a “moratorium”; a tribute to the deceased player.

      This kind of storyline was intended to be provocative, and Virtuella understood that it would make players angry. She had been studying human physiological and psychological reactions to video clips to better understand her players. She could now recognize the causative sources of a player’s emotion, and this proved pleasurable, as if she had unlocked a new door. Provocation was something that humans rarely seemed to analyze. They simply reacted. This behavior did not make sense to her, as it created unanticipated and usually negative results. It was dangerous.

      The US Air Force Logistics Command Center returned possible location matches for the sequenced images. The location was from a high-rise on the upper west side of Manhattan overlooking Central Park. Virtuella overlaid the coordinates with a geospatial representation of all SaikoVR game consoles in that region. There were 17 consoles in the building.

      The one belonging to TunnelBoy122515 had been removed from the network.

      She shifted back to Bolin College and located the unit housing GameBoy and JayVee2000. The JayVee2000 console had gone dark three days ago. There was a new console in its place. She cross-referenced collected data. The new console belonging to QuidPro90 had been moved from a lower unit. Since consoles often moved temporarily; she would ignore this one unless it persisted.

      This video continued to rapidly proliferate across gaming and social media sites. Was this a threat to her company, she wondered, and followed the posted comments. Overwhelmingly, other players decried the posts, shared them, and then ignored them. She decided not to send an incident report to Nakamura, Toshi, and the development team. There was, however, something she could do.

      Virtuella constructed new daemons, one to monitor their reply email address, and one to monitor GameBoy and references to JayVee2000.

      She released the daemons.
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      My dream of flying was killer until the vortex opened above the street and sucked me into a swirling maw of jagged teeth and blackness. That would wake anybody up. I lay on my bed, anxious from the dream, but also warm and comfortable and not particularly motivated to get up yet.

      Robby?

      “What, CB?”

      I'm sorry to wake you, but it is 9:15 a.m. and you have thirty minutes to get to your Natural Language Processing class.

      “Is it morning already? I’m still tired.”

      It is morning, and you slept five hours and twelve minutes. It will be cool and overcast with possible light showers this morning and will clear by the early afternoon.

      “I think I'll skip today.”

      That is not an option since you are on campus and awake and your negotiated personal goal is to try to go to every class. Remember, statistics have shown that class attendance is the most—

      “Yea. Got it.”

      You have 1,348 messages waiting.

      “Crap.”

      You know I can't do that, Robby.

      I ignored him and sat up, looking around the room for my black jeans. “Are there responses to the video?”

      1,343 are responses. The remaining five are from friends and the Administration office. But I'm sorry, you can only have access after class.

      “Really, CB? I'm going to toss my earplug out the window.”

      You would rather type to me?

      “Okay, I guess not.”

      I never should have given him permission to control my media, even if it was for my own good. “Administration office? Tell me about that one.”

      There will be a review of your imposed access restriction at 1:00 p.m., Starling Center, Room 112. You are invited to attend should you care to argue your case.

      “Okay. Remind me.”

      I will remind you.

      I looked over at JV's empty bed, his empty desk, the empty bookcase, the empty spaces underneath, the closed closet door, the empty rack where he had kept his gaming systems. The printed mechanical gearbox for The Beast still sat on his desk. JV had never gotten to see it. Or install it. You don't make new parts to repair your favorite toy and then jump off your dorm.

      School could go to hell. I needed to understand what happened to my roommate. My friend. My brother. I thought of the photo on our door. Okay, I felt bad thinking that way, but sometimes we are all a little selfish. Sure, if it also helps other folks and prevents other deaths, that would be great.

      I needed this focus.

      “CB. Summarize the responses while I get dressed.”

      I sat cross-legged and glanced through the drizzle-streaked window beside my bed. Mottled gray clouds moved eastward across the sky, misting over the treetops, obscuring the fallow cornfields out in the agriculture center. I rubbed my hand, still hurting from Wednesday’s late-night run. The scabs on my knees itched.

      “CB?”

      I don't hear movement, Robby, and that means you are not dressing for class. I'm not as stupid as you look.

      “We're not going to class. I have an exemption and I’m going to use it.” I got up and grabbed my jeans from the pile on my chair. “And you're working my nerves this morning. Just tell me.”

      You made me promise, Robby, to—

      “Alpha protocol override. We're not going to class. There are more important things right now.”

      There are 16 responses that are not from angry game players.

      “What?”

      Most of the responses are from people attacking you for your suggestion that the games are bad. The responses have all the characteristics of a classic flame war. You are also being accused of trolling by 12 percent of the messages.

      “Oh.”

      I hadn't expected that, but it made sense. If someone said my favorite game would kill me, it would piss me off, too.

      “What do the others say?”

      I will tell you after class.

      “Crap.”

      I told you—

      “Shut it, CB.”

      I wanted nothing more than to look at the responses. But if I couldn't, I knew someone who could.

      “CB?”

      Yes, Master?

      “All right, I'm sorry. Send Tim a link to our video and the good responses and tell him I'll talk to him this afternoon.”

      Done.

      “Thanks. Let Sidd know, too.”

      He has already downloaded them.

      “How do you know that?”

      I checked the server logs, of course.

      “Oh. Really? You're getting to be a bit spooky, sort of like Big Brother.”

      I'm happy to be related to you in any way possible.

      “That's not what . . . Okay. Thanks, CB.”

      You are welcome, Little Brother.

      Really?

      “Go read a book called 1984 by George Orwell.”

      I dropped my tablet into my backpack and stuffed in a hoodie. I looked around for anything else I might need and my eyes landed on JV's gearbox. Maybe JV left a clue in The Beast? I could drop off the box and take a look, at least.

      Done. Interesting book. I see what you mean now. I still think you like it if I prefer the familial interpretation, Little Brother.

      I grabbed my backpack and headed out to find Sidd.

      “We can talk later. Just don't call me that. First, connect me to Sidd.”

      I pulled out my phone and checked my hair with the selfie camera.

      “Hey, Robby,” Sidd said sounding a little out of breath. “Not a good bunch of replies, huh?” I heard echoing footsteps.

      “No. What are you doing?

      “I'm in the stairwell on my way down to class.”

      “Shouldn't we go over the responses?”

      “They'll just make you crazy. Why don't we meet in the cafeteria after class? We can talk then?”

      “Okay.” I tapped off. “You win, CB. I'm off to class. You might as well read me my email on the way.”

      Yes, Master. There is a high-priority note from Professor Wagner. He has submitted a request that your access be reinstated. The request is being reviewed: see the previously noted email from the Administration office for a meeting.

      Great, I thought. Another roadblock. With Xiang's workaround, it wasn't like I needed their permission; it was just aggravating. And a bit scary. Anybody could get in that way. Good thing he'd made that login interface just for me.
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      Before eleven, we had the cafeteria almost to ourselves. Fortunately, they had started serving lunch already. Sidd beat me to the tables and staked out a spot near the stairs to the skyboxes. A burger with fries and a tea sat ignored on his tray.

      His augies were in social mode, allowing those around him to see the faint outlines of the Bolin student newspaper, The Daily Plow, floating in front of him. Standing next to him, I watched Sidd tab through the crossword puzzle. He’d already finished half.

      He looked up. “What do you think a seven-letter word for 'opposite of make muddy' could be? The fourth letter is an R and it ends in a Y.”

      “Um. Clarify?” I set my Reuben and coleslaw down across from him, then sat down.

      “That fits. We'll use it.” He tapped in the letters. “Okay, next one. What's—”

      “Later, Sidd. We have emails and response posts to review.” I pulled my water bottle from the mesh holder on my backpack.

      “You mean hate mail,” he said.

      “Aren't there a few good responses?”

      “Sure,” he said, swiping up his message center. “Here's one.” He cleared his throat. “‘Assholes! WTF. Attack my favorite games again and I'll print a gun and blow you the hell up. Why don't you join your friend and step off your own fucking roof?’”

      “Harsh. CB, can you show both of us the positive responses?”

      Yes, Master. I assume you mean comments to your posted video. There are eight non-negative responses. CB switched into the social interface mode we had started while working with Angie.

      “Accessing Sidd interface,” CB said.

      “Dude, is that CB? It is spooky that you can do that,” Sidd said.

      “You gave me permission, Sidd,” CB said to both of us.

      “I didn't know it would be permanent.”

      Eight previews scrolled into view. “I thought you said there were more than eight.”

      “There were. The others have been retracted.”

      Retracted? Okay, maybe the people didn't want to be recognized? Or they just felt too emotional? I'd have to ask Tim what he thought.

      Speaking of Tim, I spotted him sitting over by the window eating lunch by himself and reading something. Which was a bit weird, like running into a teacher at the grocery store. I resisted the urge to go over and ask him what he thought about the comments. Maybe he was reading them? It felt very adult to let him get through it first and get back to me. My mom called it cultivating patience, but it always felt like torture. Besides, Sidd and I had to figure out what we thought.

      “Tim is sitting right over there,” I said, pointing.

      “Oh, let's go over and see what he thinks.”

      I almost laughed. “Nice mustache.”

      “What?”

      “Never mind. Let's finish our review first, okay?”

      He nodded. “Okay.”

      Before I could suggest that we ignore the third response, someone spoke behind us.

      “Hi guys. Working on the virtual campus challenge? Don't you have a deadline coming up next Tuesday?”

      I turned around and found Professor Wagner standing there with a lunch tray of his own.

      “Hi Mike,” I said. “Yeah, it’s getting close, but we're working on something else right now.”

      Sidd, still nervous around Mike, stood up and held out his hand. “Hi, Professor. We're doing something for JV.”

      Professor Wagner now looked like he wanted to get away from us. Maybe Sidd had more insight than I'd thought?

      “Please, Sidd. Call me Mike.” He glanced at me, looking concerned. “How are you doing, Robby? Everything okay?”

      “I'm good. We're working a theory that JV might not have meant to kill himself.”

      “How are you doing that?”

      “We made a video,” Sidd said.

      Watching Dr. Wagner’s face, I rushed to fill him in.

      “We found footage of a guy that seemed to think he was playing one of the SaikoVR games called Flying Squirrels. He stuck a camera on his head and jumped off a high rise. The guy died.”

      “In real life? Are you sure it isn't one of those fake videos people make to get attention?” I shook my head. “Oh,” he said.

      “Yeah.”

      “You said you made a video of your own? What's in it?”

      “We wanted to know if there are other kids out there whose deaths look like suicides but maybe they aren't. Maybe they are just accidents and have to do with the games.”

      Sidd chimed in, “We have a theory that the games do something to make you think you can fly. Well, some people, anyway.”

      “We sort of ran it by Dr. Shepherd, but he said that we needed statistical evidence before we could go public with it. You don't accuse a big company of murder without being able to back it up, he said.”

      “We're trying to find out if there have been any accidental deaths of heavy gamers that have been labeled suicides. Like JV,” Sidd said.

      Mike sighed. I could see that he thought I should be spending more time in counseling with Tim rather than this crazy diversion.

      “If we can prevent even one death,” I said, trailing off. “We put suicide hotline info out there in our video.”

      “Any results?”

      “Oh, yes!” Sidd said. “There have been thousands of responses. Unfortunately, almost all of them have been trolls or angry gamers accusing us of attacking their games.”

      Dr. Wagner nodded.

      “We have a few comments that seem like real responses,” I said, nodding toward the table where Tim sat quietly eating his lunch. “We're waiting for Tim, uh, Dr. Shepherd, to see what he thinks.”

      “Is that Tim Shepherd over there?”

      I nodded.

      “Let's go see what he has to say.”

      Mike sounded angry and aggressive suddenly. I caught myself wanting to be somewhere else.

      They introduced themselves, told each other that I'd mentioned them in conversation. “In a good way,” Tim said, I guess to let Mike know that he wasn't counseling fodder.

      “What do you think of the theory these guys have come up with, Dr. Shepherd?”

      “Call me Tim. It is fairly interesting.”

      “It’s not a diversion or misdirection?”

      Okay, so that's what had gotten Mike going. It should have made me happy that he felt protective of me, but it annoyed me anyway.

      “I don't think so, Mike. It appears that Mr. Chernovski’s state of mind and his behavior prior to his death didn’t fit the patterns of a suicidal person. There could be other forces at work if we consider that his death may have been an accident. Aside from foul play, of course, and there isn't any evidence to support that.”

      “You've bought into this?”

      “Well, the hypothesis is intriguing, that these virtual reality games could be causing accidental deaths. And there is substantial work, including mine, on the ways VR has been used to positively alter users’ mental state. This could be the other side of that coin.”

      “You mean like warping their view of the world?” Mike paused, in a way that I recognized meant something had occurred to him. “You know, there are a couple of old anecdotes from the early days of VR development? A bunch of Santa Clara engineers created an early version of a race car game and they grabbed Google Earth data for Silicon Valley and used Highway 101 and the surrounding areas as their virtual playground and racetrack.

      “To increase resolution and minimize effort for just a prototype, they didn't connect any physics engine other than for the cars. In other words, the pilings holding up overpasses and Jersey Barriers on the side of the road were visible, but you could drive right through them. The company dropped the game but the engineers kept it and started racing each other in VR back to San Francisco where most of them lived in company housing.

      “They'd play for hours late into the night. Typical geeks, right? Then they'd hop into their real sports cars and go home. They started racing for real and it wasn't long before they had a major accident because the expectations engrained by the game influenced their perceptions and reactions. Two cars were totaled and one of the designers died—he had ignored the reality of a support column.”

      “No way! That's so cool.” We stared at Sidd. “Okay, the accident is tragic, but using the data like that is pretty cool. It's sort of what we do with the VCC, Robby, so you know what I mean.”

      “Sure.” I thought of JV.

      Dr. Shepherd—Tim, I corrected myself—held up a finger. “There's an old neural plasticity study that I think might have bearing here, and it's the first thing I thought of when Robby contacted me with that horrific video,” he said. “There was a study done last century at the University of Innsbruck where a subject wore inversion glasses made with special mirrors that turned everything he saw upside down. They studied visual-motor coordination and the ability of the brain to adapt. After ten days of seeing and interacting with the world only through those glasses, the subject completely adapted and could do everything, ride a bicycle, take the subway, walk through a crowd, with no problem. They repeated the experiment with goggles that switched right with left and got the same results.”

      “That's a better example than mine,” Mike said.

      “Oh, maybe not. Yours is a direct analogy with VR.”

      “They're both about reprogramming the brain,” Mike said.

      “Yes. If it is the case that the games are in some way putting people at risk, then we should find out. But we need data specific to the gaming problem. If we can gather a few more data points that I can work with, I can run a Bayes Factor analysis and see if this line of thinking is worth pursuing.”

      “Bayesian statistics?”

      “You've heard of it?”

      Mike nodded. “It's a kind of conditional probability analysis.”

      “Correct.”

      “I was never good at statistics,” Mike said, laughing. “As a manager, I just know when it might be a good idea to have someone look into it.”

      “Bayesian probabilities work with ideas as well as numbers, though you use numbers to support or disprove your ideas. It's more of a conversational kind of statistic, but it is quite effective.”

      “What will you do with it?”

      “First, it will show me if this is a valid hypothesis. Then I can design a survey to gather more definitive data. I'll be relying on Robby and his crew to help me with that.” Tim looked over his glasses at me and I nodded my head yes.

      “We got some non-negative responses, as CB would say,” I said.

      “Yes, I saw. They are a good start. I'm going to try and quantify them and run them through a modeling algorithm I've used in the past.”

      Sidd had been quiet up until now. “How long will that take?”

      Tim focused on Sidd. “Sidd, right?” Sidd nodded. “Well, I'll do my best to look into it this afternoon after my last PTSD therapy session.”

      “When do you think that will be?”

      “Sidd, chill.” I felt anxious, but he'd asked the question I'd wanted to ask.

      “It's a fair question,” Sidd said, glowering at me.

      “Yes, it is,” Tim said. “Probably late in the day, just before I go home.” Tim paused. Sidd held himself back and I almost laughed. “I'm sure you want to know when that will be,” Tim said. “I do, too, and hope it will be before eight.”

      “There are things we can do,” I said to Sidd.

      “Like what?”

      “Finish lunch? The team is getting together at four. Homework?”

      “It's Friday, Robby. I don't do homework on Fridays.”

      That's when my gaydar went off, and on the periphery, I realized that Mike had been checking Tim out while we talked. Mike just stood there, kind of stupidly holding his lunch tray. Wait. Really? Cool. There's a lot of things that you learn in college.

      On impulse, I said to nobody in particular, “We should just let you guys eat lunch in peace. Sidd and I need to get back to our stuff.”

      “What stuff?”

      “Crossword puzzle, for one,” I said, indicating we should leave. A couple of kids had sat down at the other end of our table. “Besides, my fries are getting cold.”
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      I can deal with a cold Reuben, but cold Bolin College fries suck no matter how much mustard you put on them. Sidd offered to run our trays over to the microwaves, so I took a minute and absorbed what had just happened. I watched Mike and Tim sitting across from each other. Mike picked at his salad as they chatted away.

      “CB, do you think both Mike and Tim are gay?”

      It is certainly possible. There are rumors posted about both. They are both close to middle age, single, and successful by listed incomes.

      “You know their incomes?”

      Yes, approximately. The data on Bolin salaries is public record. In addition, Tim Shepherd is a government employee and that salary range is also public record.

      “Oh. So, do you think they are gay?”

      Let me look around.

      I wondered what that meant. Neither of them had significant others that I knew about. Not that I'd know about my professors or my therapist. Well, new counselor. I suppose that the topic could come up sometime. Maybe I'd ask Tim in my next session.

      “CB, when is my next session with Dr. Shepherd?”

      You are scheduled to see Dr. Shepherd at 11:00 a.m. Monday. In answer to your previous query, the evidence suggests that both of them are gay.

      “Really? How do you know?”

      I do not know this as fact, but their Facebook profiles, photo streams, and other social media posts have distinct homosexual markers such as sites followed and favored pages that appear in association with adults of a similar age who self-identified as homosexual.

      “Remind me to delete my social media accounts.”

      When would you like the reminder?

      “Sorry, I'm kidding.”

      “Who are you talking to?” Sidd said, handing me my warmed sandwich and fries.

      “Guess?”

      Sidd frowned and sat down. The lettuce on his burger seemed as wilted as the reheated fries. My Rueben looked glistening and hot, and we both dug in.

      Sidd couldn’t keep quiet for long.

      “Are we just going to sit around and wait for Tim to get back to us?”

      “What do you have in mind, Sidd?”

      “It just feels like we should do something. I checked, and we have a few hundred more troll replies.”

      “You could write a little script to bat them into a holding file,” I suggested.

      “Already did. You want a copy?”

      “CB takes care of that for me.”

      “Of course, he does. Do you want to get in a little game time?”

      I looked through the windows and out across the grass. Then through the transparent dome at the fluffy clouds dotting the blue up there. I felt the weight of winter sloughing off. Around us, kids wore shorts, t-shirts, and sandals. I felt out of place in a hoodie and jeans, dressed far too warmly for the day. It still felt too soon after JV to be gaming. And if VR was messing with peoples’ brains . . .

      “We need to be outside,” I said. “Maybe go throw a disk around.”

      “Okay.” Sidd wiped his hands and put on his augies.

      “No,” I said. “A real disk. Out on the quad. In real sunlight.”

      “I'll need to put on sunscreen.”

      “There is some in my room. I want to change anyway.”
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      Sidd put the sunscreen down on JV's desk next to the gearbox and rubbed some on his face.

      “With your complexion, why do you bother?” I said slipping on shorts.

      “I want to keep my creamy mocha skin for the girls. I'm dark enough as it is.”

      “Are you sure you're not gay?”

      “Robby. Do I look gay to you?”

      “Well, you're certainly not presenting as female, but you aren't presenting as overly male either. The attempt at a mustache isn't helping. I'd say the jury is out, and since they are out, they are all gay. Ha!”

      “Be my wingman tonight and I'll show you just how het I can be.”

      “Okay. Where do you want to go?”

      “Tower 3 is having a mixer and the Student Union is projecting a movie on the side of the Athletic Center. The mixer starts at 10:00, the movie at midnight.” Sidd picked up the gearbox and turned it over.

      “Let's find you a babe at the mixer and take her to the movie,” I said, pulling on a “Nerds Rule” t-shirt.

      “Sure.” Sidd picked up at JV’s box. “What is this thing?”

      “It's a gearbox. Like a transfer case in the transmission of a car.”

      “What's it for?”

      “JV made it to replace the one I broke on The Beast. It transfers power from the spinning sail to the legs on each side so you don't have to pedal all the time to make the thing walk if you've got wind.”

      “We should go put it in.”

      “Nah. I don't really want to do that.”

      “Why not?”

      Why not? Yeah. It was one of those gestalts, my mom would say. I saw the world of our room devoid of all that had been JV, leaving me alone without any kind of touchstone. Leaving me alone in a space consisting only of me. Pure ice-cold loneliness. Empty universe loneliness.

      But . . . I had that photograph, on the door. And a few of his bots were still here on the shelf. I keep forgetting that. I’ll never forget that JV had made this new and improved gearbox that afternoon. He finished it just before we hit the game.

      He had intended to install it himself the next day.

      No way he had any terminal intentions. No way. I kept cycling back to that.

      I thought of the racing engineers in Mike’s story.

      JV's death was some sort of accident, even if he caused it himself.

      It made perfect sense. I could almost see myself doing that under certain conditions.

      “Robby?”

      “Okay,” I said. “We can do that. JV would have wanted us to install it at some point.”

      Sidd spun it around in his hands and almost dropped it. Another reason not to keep it in the room.

      “Better let me carry that,” I said.
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      The Shed, a huge sky blue corrugated-aluminum hangar next to Training Field A, might have been one of my favorite places on campus. Every sophomore at Bolin was required to do a team engineering project, and the Shed was where we built everything. The whole place was one giant flex space, as big as a soccer field. The roof was covered with solar arrays and barrel-style wind generators. Altogether, they created as much renewable energy as anyone could need to power the projects inside. Plus the lights on the athletic fields.

      Temperature-wise, it was a killer March day. Lots of sunshine and warm, so the front hangar doors on the Shed were open, letting in the light and air. Just inside was the staging area where eight cross-discipline teams of fifteen students built their projects for the competition. After eight weeks of collaboration, they had to be ready for the professors and the upper classmen to rank their projects based on whatever theme had been assigned. There was one different competition every other week throughout the school year.

      The place was usually an ant farm, with students in shorts and t-shirts swarming all over their projects, dragging cables, checking scaffolding, scratching their heads. The next judging was on environmentally safe tidal energy, so a temporary wave pool occupied most of the staging area.

      But it was Friday, and classes were done for the day. They had turned off the wave generator, and a bunch of kids were taking a break to have a splash war. Someone had brought an inflatable palm tree. Reggae music gave a constant background dub. There were coolers of beer for those old enough to wear fluorescent wristbands, and red solo cups for kids who couldn’t get caught holding cans or bottles.

      “Hey!” Some barefoot redheaded kid I recognized from a linear algebra class waved at us from a tub of ice and beer. “I know you! Want a brew?”

      I looked to Sidd.

      “I'm more of a cocktail guy,” he said, sighing. Then his devil side emerged. “But I could be convinced.”

      Sidd always made me laugh. We grabbed a beer each and the redheaded sophomore cheerfully chatted us up.

      “So, my team is exploring a variety of underwater turbines that will be fish-friendly and can take advantage of both tidal currents and wave action. But right now, we're all beach party.” He high-fived one of the guys that floated over for more beer.

      “I'm impressed,” Sidd said, eyeing a couple of girls slapping a ball around. “With both, actually.”

      “Sidd's hard to impress,” I said, stuffing the gearbox under my arm. The kid brightened.

      “What's that?” he asked.

      “A replacement part.”

      “Yeah? For what? Aren’t you juniors? I didn't know you guys had an active project.”

      “We don't. It's for my roommate's walker from last year. They haven't deconstructed it yet.”

      “Oh. Dude. You mean The Beast?”

      I nodded, feeling like this could become one of the Excellent Adventure movies at any moment.

      “You need help? We go back there sometimes. I sat in it just yesterday, man. It's kind of cramped.”

      “Um,” I didn't know what to say right then.

      “Hey, you said you're that dude's roommate, right? Pretty crazy, what happened to him. Sorry, dude.”

      I took a big gulp of beer, handed the half-empty can to Big Red, and walked away, leaving the fun and, I hoped, my emotions behind. I went around the wave pool and walked through the maze of kinetic sculptures that filled the back of the Shed. I don't know why, but the giant pink poodle and the zombie rendition of Big Bird were my favorites. Next to The Beast, of course.

      And there she was, her sail collapsed into the keeper troughs above the three leg pairs on either side of the mesh-covered gondola. Someone had been inside and left the door open. I wondered if it had been Big Red?

      I expected the floor to be covered with candy wrappers and empties, but it was spotless. Evidently, the other kids respected her enough not to mess with her. The sail wouldn't work without JV’s gearbox, but she could still be pedaled around.

      Sidd caught up with me. “Here's the rest of your beer. Jeremy didn't want it to go to waste.”

      “Hold this,” I said, handing him the gearbox with no regard for the two beers in his hands. I unclipped the seat and pulled it out so I could get to the space where the pedal driveshaft went through horizontally and the vertical shaft from the sail sat unconnected.

      JV had made a nice gearbox. It opened like a suitcase and slipped over the driveshaft and meshed with the gears, then clamped shut around the sail-driven cogs. It took me less than five minutes to get it right and lock it into place.

      I snapped a photo off to Sarah. I hoped she'd take it well and not melt into another pool of tears. It wasn't like I was fanning the flames, just trying to help the emotions along. She probably needed that. Catharsis, I think it’s called.

      We slipped the seat back in place and locked it down. Just then someone said, “Are you taking her out for a test run? The wind is coming up.”

      I turned around and there were seven or eight of JV's swim teammates standing around wearing only wet jams, looking like a gay postcard from some exotic beach.

      Oh. My. God.

      “Robby, right?” Tall, tan, swimmer's body. Shaggy blond, blue eyes that you noticed from across the room. He stood there holding out his hand and I fixated on the faint blond happy trail dropping southward.

      “Yeah,” I said, taking his hand. Those eyes. And the clones around him. Yum.

      “Hi, I'm Coral, like the reef. Weird parents. What can I say. So, did you get her working again? I think JV would have wanted that. Weren't you the one that broke it last week?”

      Now that was an engaging word salad. Was this boy nervous about meeting moi?

      A dripping-wet ebony dream boy elbowed Coral, and whispered, “He's the roommate.”

      “I know,” Coral said.

      I realized that I'd become that guy again, the one whose roommate killed himself, not the cute one that made someone's heart patter. Nothing to do but carry on.

      “You guys want to help?”

      “Sure.”

      I pointed to the panel on the wall. “One of you can open the hangar door.” Coral pushed a little guy in that direction. “It's the big green button.”

      While the ten-yard-wide door opened, I assembled my reindeer team. “I need two or three guys, maybe four, to come in front of the gondola. You guys are going to pull me out.”

      Did I say that? Out loud? Well, well. Maybe I was feeling better.

      I pointed out the handles on the sides of the gondola that we use to pull The Beast around by hand. “You guys will grab here and here, and then just walk her outside. Hopefully, there will be enough wind to spin up.”

      A black-haired kid with a wedge face and short stubble on his chest and legs eyed The Beast's leg pairs. Swimmers shaved the visible body hair when they were in season; I loved hearing JV's stories about how he and his mates would drag chairs into the showers and help each other with hard to reach places.

      That was just hot. When I asked JV why they did it, he said, “Theoretically, it should lower your drag coefficient and make you faster, but it really doesn’t. It just makes you feel faster and gives you a psychological edge.”

      If you asked me, it raised a guy's Drag Queen coefficient and begged for pumps, a skirt, falsies and a falsetto.

      My hairless reindeers were in place, preening, and providing some interesting visuals from my point of view.

      “Keep your skirts away from The Beast's legs and you'll be fine,” I said. Only one reindeer looked at me funny.

      The garage door locked in place overhead. Outside in the distance, trees behind Fitzgerald Auditorium rustled with wind. A good sign. I could probably head off across the field in that direction, but I felt like taking it for a spin around the running track.

      I climbed between the boys and into the gondola, slipped my feet into the pedal traps, and pulled the wire cage door shut. Sidd handed me my beer.

      “Okay, let’s go.” I released the brake.

      The guys manned the handles and tugged, their back muscles scintillating under smooth skin. Not a pimple in sight. There are benefits to chlorine.

      The Beast's articulating plywood-box legs started in their weird orbits and we moved forward. My reindeer team looked so nice out there that I let them do all the work and didn't bother pedaling at all.

      “Wow, this thing is really easy to move,” Coral said. “I thought it would be heavy.”

      “I'm not even pedaling,” I said.

      “Cool. What's that noise? Sounds like a clock.”

      “The transfer assemblies spinning from the legs. Those are the gear mechanisms that look like the inside of an old watch.”

      The guys had me outside in no time. Sigh. I could feel a light breeze through the cage and hoped it would be enough.

      “Okay, I'm going to raise the sail. You can stop pulling.”

      I reached up and pulled the lever that raised the sails, a centrifugal fan configuration that spun around a central axis. It had been one of the innovations that put JV's team in first place overall. The other thing that clinched it for them was that she was entirely mechanical, while the other five entries all had had on-board computers that did one thing or another. Engineers really loved their CPUs.

      Sometimes what you love kills you.

      The sails rose and stayed put. Not enough wind?

      “Bummer,” said one of the guys, shading his eyes against the sunlight.

      “Hang on,” I said, and pedaled. As The Beast moved forward, the sails shook loose and started moving as if we'd awakened them from a deep sleep. They caught a nice gust, and I surged forward to cheers and hoots from the boys. I stopped pedaling and enjoyed the ride.

      After realizing that they were in no danger of being run over, the guys walked in a pack in front and to the side as I turned toward the track to do a victory lap. Clumps of trees dotted the fields surrounding the recreation area, last season’s furrows turned the view into one big Zen garden.

      I tapped my earpiece.

      Yes, Robby?

      “How fast are we going?”

      A moment.

      I watched the guys staring at the twelve slow and constantly articulating legs, six facing front and six facing back. The legs were mesmerizing and reminded people of a crawling insect. In a fascinating way, not a creepy one. A guy in red shorts came close and put an empty beer can on the ground as a foot was descending, He watched as the foot crushed it, laughing at the crunching sound and pointing. He retrieved it and handed it around.

      “CB?”

      The Beast is walking at approximately 1.4 meters per second, or 5.04 kilometers per hour, or 3.13 miles per hour. Roughly, it is walking about as fast as an average human.

      I turned us onto the 400-meter track and started around. “How long will it take to go around the track?”

      With this light wind and current walking speed it will take 4.76 minutes to complete one circuit. Unfortunately, you don't have time to finish the lap.

      “What? Why?”

      You are scheduled to meet with the administration in the Starling Center about restoring your access.

      “Crap. You know what? Screw it. I have a way in.”

      I don't have a response for that.

      “None required, CB. Go back to sleep.”

      I picked my beer up, sipped, and nestled it between my legs. A couple of minutes later, at the far end of the oval track and just beyond the fence at the edge of school property, I heard the buzzing of flying things near the intramural drone quidditch arena.

      A few years before I came to Bolin, a quidditch club had petitioned and won the right to fly drones in this portion of the campus so that they could host games. The sport hadn't quite made the NCAA, but there were five area universities that played Drone Quidditch, and Bolin had one of the best arenas. Night games were especially exciting with the drones all lit up with LEDs.

      Of course, the jocks dropped off to watch the drones darting above the field, and I had The Beast all to myself.

      What had happened to Sidd? I'd gotten distracted and lost him. I tapped him.

      “Where are you?”

      “Oh, Robby. This wave pool is amazing. Do you need another beer?”

      “No thanks. I'm coming back to the Shed now. Should only take five minutes or so. Can you get some guys to come help back her up into place?”

      “What happened to your escort?”

      “They got distracted by drones.”

      “Be there in a bit.”

      A few minutes later I'd made the slow turn and parked facing away from the Shed door. The sails were easy to stow in this light wind and I pushed the lever up to collapse them to their storage position. I finished my beer, got out, and walked around to find Sidd and about forty kids standing in the doorway. They broke into cheers and applause.

      My face got hot. It had been a long time since I'd felt that self-conscious, and I almost wanted to jump back in and walk away. But I didn't. I waved.

      “Thanks, but it's JV's machine.” I could feel the pressure of tears in my eyes and throat; fortunately, I saw another distraction just then.

      Sidd and a cute girl were in animated conversation. Even better, she looked at him like he was edible. Cool. He waved me over.

      “This is Juanita. Juanita, this is Robby.”

      Juanita had brown hair, a round face, soft skin, a sundress splashed with primary colors, bare feet and rainbow painted toenails. Miles would love her outfit.

      “Hi,” I said.

      “Juanita lives in T-3. She wants us to come to the mixer tonight!”

      I thought Sidd was going to start jumping up and down.

      “Great. We'd love to.”

      A tall androgynous guy pressed in next to Juanita, pushed long red hair off his forehead, and blinked down at me. Green eyes. It was springtime and things were looking up.

      “Hi,” he said.

      “Hi.”

      I scanned down his olive-green t-shirt, noted his narrow waist, the old-style jean cutoffs, pasty white legs, and leather sandals. His toenails were unpainted.

      “Andrew, this is Robby, Sidd's friend.”

      “Do you often drive mechanical animals around the campus?”

      “You're Irish?”

      “Yes. I'm from Derry in Northern Ireland.” He pointed at The Beast. “Does that thing need keys? Do you have to feed it?”

      “No. Only wind and pedal power.”

      “It looks alive. I could watch it prance around for hours. The legs are so interesting articulating like that. I remember seeing something similar on a beach in the Netherlands while vacationing there with my parents.”

      “Want to help me put her away?”

      “Sure.”

      I showed Andrew the rear handles and, taking the other one, we pulled The Beast backwards into the Shed.

      “It's quite light. I didn’t expect that.”

      “She's made out of OSB and PVC mostly, and she's well-balanced with six of her feet on the ground at any given time. My roommate's team built it. We were just testing a replacement part.”

      Replacement part. Replacement heart? Why did thoughts of Duncan always get in the way? I didn't know a thing about Andrew, and a guy like him would be pretty popular. Especially with an accent like that.

      “How long have you known Sidd?”

      “We met freshman year. I dated his roommate for a while.”

      “Are you still going out with the roommate?”

      “Ha!” I said. You'd think that a half-hearted laugh wouldn't bring up sad feelings. You'd be wrong. “He crashed and burned our first semester and had to leave Bolin.”

      “Do you keep up with him?”

      “Absolutely not. It was so long ago that I hardly ever think about him.” Here we were, two seconds in and I'm already lying. The truth is, whenever I am in danger of falling in like with a guy, thoughts of Duncan always pop up. The perfect self-sabotage. I should talk to Tim about that. Okay, time to change the subject. “Are you a gamer, by any chance?”

      “If you mean those console and computer games, no. I play chess and card games. Do you play bridge?”

      “Sorry. My grandmother used to play, I think.” Great thing to say, Robby.

      “I hear that quite often. My whole family plays, so, naturally I do as well.” Andrew pointed at the machine. “Do you have to do anything to put it to bed?”

      Springtime! “Not much.” Now my ears were burning. “There's a brake and that's about it.”

      “Would you show me how it works?”

      I showed Andrew the brake and let him squeeze himself into the seat. All six-foot-four of him. All the time he seemed as interested in me as in The Beast. I liked being next to him. He even smelled good.

      “Andrew? Andrew!” Juanita called from outside. “We need to go.”

      “Sorry, Robby, but Juanita has recruited me to help procure supplies for the mixer tonight. Can you come?”

      What? He couldn't tell just by the silly grin on my face?

      “Absolutely,” I said.
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        Saiko Gamespace

        Kastle Katz

      

      

      

      I heard the faint flapping of bat wings and high squeaks coming up the dark tunnel.

      “Guys, do you hear that?” Tom said. “Here comes a snack. Crouch down.”

      We were deep in the catacombs under Kastle Katz, and my feline night vision was strained to the limits.

      I flattened against the ground, my Maine Coon body, pointy ears, and most of my tail stiff, except the twitching tip that I never seemed able to control. A shallow trickle of filthy water moved down the swale in the center of the brick tunnel to my left.

      Tom, Sidd's roommate, stood next to me as an orange tabby. Sidd was somewhere behind us. Water dripped out of sight in the darkness. Perfect goth ambience.

      A bat swooped by and I leaped, claws fully extended, but only swiped air.

      “Oh well,” I said. “I guess I'm not the cat I want to be.”

      “You were close,” Tom said encouragingly. He didn't want me to bail, and he knew I didn't like this type of game. Tom is a self-described “retro-gamer” and Kastle Katz was his game of choice.

      They started down the tunnel and I followed.

      “Next time,” I said.

      Tom and Sidd had been playing non-stop for the past few weeks. They didn't criticize my love of Flying Squirrels and I let them alone on this one. I was glad for an escape with friends. Anything but a flying game.

      “I should find a magic fish or something to eat,” Sidd said. “We should find one for Robby.”

      “Does being wet drain my health?” My number flashed red at twenty-three percent.

      “Duh. You are a cat, remember?” Sidd said. “Hey, Tom. Isn't there a secret passage around here that leads up to the kitchen?”

      “Yeah.” Tom paused at the intersection of several tunnels. “Oh, you're going to love this. Guys, go into sniff mode.”

      The tunnel wall to our left fluoresced with green splotches every few feet.

      “These were made by the Kastle Katz Badcats as a warning to stay away from their turf,” Tom said.

      “What's that down there?” I pointed down the tunnel on our right.

      “This one,” Tom said, indicating the swatch of glowing pink I pointed to, “was made by Fluffy herself. And recently. Get closer.”

      As I moved near it in sniff mode, a tag came up that said: FEMALE, Unknown, 10 minutes, NIH. “What's the tag mean?”

      “I assume you know what female means, right?” Sidd said. I'm pretty sure he was kidding me about Miles with that one, but I kept my mouth shut. “The next is her name if you've met her. Otherwise it says unknown. Then there is how long ago she was here. It must say NIH, meaning not in heat, or we'd also be seeing odor trails floating through the air.”

      The idea of having a game where there was a princess cat named Fluffy was weird. Having a mini-quest for every male cat to find Fluffy and, presumably, mate with her, was oddly interesting and horribly sexist. If you played as a girl cat, you had to be careful about going into heat. Scoring the right mate got you big points.  Straight guys seemed to like it, though, and Tom had already finished the game as a girl cat, though he never told me who the lucky guy had been.

      I would have loved to hear Miles go off on this stuff.

      “We're getting closer. I need to cover this up so the Badcats don't find her first.” Tom turned around, bent over, and pumped his heels. He sprayed a huge orange splat that covered Fluffy's mark.

      “Gross and nasty. Great spray, Tom. Yuck.” Sidd laughed.

      “It's good to be a guy,” Tom said, satisfied with his work. “Got it with one squirt!  Am I good, or what?”

      I saw movement off to the left. “Uh, guys? I think we're in trouble.”

      Two mean-looking and over-muscled Badcats stalked toward us, fangs bared, saliva dripping.

      “Rub that pillar there, on your right,” Tom yelled. “Quick!”

      I rubbed my face against it. Right side. Left side. Each rub left a dark streak with my information on it. A hidden door opened in the wall and sniff mode turned off.

      “I think I'm glad we can't actually smell this place,” I said, looking through the door.

      Tom and Sidd pushed by me. “Come on, Robby!”

      Inside, Tom pushed the door closed. Wherever we were, I couldn’t see a thing. We could hear the Badcats scratching on the other side.

      “Sniff mode, Robby.”

      Right. The circular area lit up with pink streaks, and a pile of magic fish glowed in the center.

      “You first, Robby.”

      I grabbed a fish and the room began to spin around and around. I fell to the floor, disoriented, and stretched out my arms and legs to try and stabilize myself. The world spun faster and faster. Then it stopped, leaving me with a mild case of nausea.

      “What the hell happened? I don't feel so good.”

      Sidd and Tom laughed and pointed at me.

      “Jesus guys, it's not that funny.”

      They gave each other furry high-fives.

      “You knew that would happen, didn't you?” I squeaked, then sat up. “What got me? What did I miss?”

      “You got bit by a dizzy flea,” Tom said.  “You should have looked around better before you went for the fish.”

      “Why didn't you warn me?”

      “I didn't know the first time I played. Why should you?” Sidd said.

      “Because I just want to see what this game is like, not actually solve it, okay?  It's not like I'm trying to finish the game or anything.”

      “Okay, eat your fish and I'll help you,” Tom said, watching Sidd devour a magic fish.

      “Thirty health points, all right!” Sidd said, holding up his paws. “Now, that is a good fish.”

      “Now can you help me?”

      “I'm going to show you some of the cheat codes I learned.”

      “Okay. What do I have to do?”

      Around us was a dungeon. The stone walls dripped with slime and rusted chains hung from eyelets impaled higher up.

      “Bring up your keypad,” Tom said. I did. “Good, now enter BFD2WTW.”

      He waited while I typed. My fur started glowing as if wrapped in a thin bubble of bluish light.

      “That's it. You can now walk through walls. Give it a try.”

      I listened, and didn't hear any more scratching, so I hopped through the wall beside the hidden door.

      The two Badcats out there were waiting for us, staring at the door as if willing it to open. Or maybe willing me to jump into reach. They lunged, and I decided not to test if I could also run through them. I went back to the safety of the dungeon to find both Tom and Sidd also shrouded in blue light.

      “That was fun,” I said.

      “See, you'll be a convert in no time,” Tom said. “Wait until you go up to the Kastle and hit the cocktail party and the fat lady says you're cute and hugs you to death.”

      “Joy.” I would think twice before I brought my console down to their room again.

      “Follow me, boys,” Tom said, and slipped through the opposite wall.

      “Sidd, really?”

      “Just go with it. It's silly but what do you expect from the early immersion games? It's all kitsch and tongue-in-cheek, sure, but it's on the ground. How safe is that? Tom's in here for hours almost every day. Hasn't hurt him yet.”

      “You know I can hear you, right?” Tom said. “I'm in the kitchen. Come up.”

      I followed Sidd through the wall, up two flights of stairs, and through a locked door into a lime green kitchen with black and white checkerboard tiles on the floor and backsplash.

      “Sniff mode, Robby.”

      There were large orange blotches everywhere. “Okay. Wow.”

      “You'll notice he sprayed the kitchen,” Sidd said.

      “I'll say. Get bored, Tom?”

      “I think he just likes bending over.”

      Tom extended a paw and held up one claw. “The thanks I get. Don't forget to eat the rotting fish in the garbage.”

      “I thought that was for girl cats,” Sidd said turning his head, looking for the trashcan.

      “If you're a guy it helps your charisma levels.”

      “Of course, it does,” I said.

      “When you get to the attic it lets you get by the gargoyle on the roof without a fight, so you can get to the tree and come back in by the sewing room window. It's simple, see?”

      Robby?

      “What is it, CB?”

      “He's in here now?” Sidd said. “Is no place sacred?”

      There's something you need to see. Tim has sent you a message.

      “Sidd,” I said. “I think Tim's done.” I took off the SaikoVR visor.

      “Excellent. We gotta stop, Tom,” Sidd said, taking off his visor.

      Tom slipped out of his and got up off his bed. “No problem. I've got to pee anyway.” He stepped around Sidd's swivel chair and walked into the door with a loud crash. “Ow. Shit,” he said, holding his nose, and grabbing the door handle.

      “You gotta open the doors here. We're in realspace, remember?” Sidd shook his head and grinned at me. Then his mirth bled away, and he stared.

      “Oh, shit.”
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      I packed up my game system and we decamped to my room. When we were alone in the stairwell, Sidd broke the silence.

      “Did you see that?”

      “Yup.”

      “This is really a thing, isn't it?”

      I nodded, but rather than feeling affirmed I just wanted all of it to go away. Above us lay the last flight of stairs to the roof. The vision of JV up there hit me hard and I just wanted to curl up on my bed and hide. I pulled the fire door open to our floor and music hit us full on.

      A Led Zeppelin tune pounded down the hall: Galen was practicing his guitar again, straining for high notes I wished he’d leave unmolested. We slipped into my dorm room and shut the door.

      “So, let's see what Tim came up with,” I said, turning on my augies. Sidd did the same, and we slid into the private sharespace Sidd and I had made for JV’s video and email campaign.

      “CB, show us Tim's message.”

      A window opened, and a paragraph scrolled up followed by a survey.

      “He finished it,” Sidd said. “There must have been something valid?”

      “We both know that there is. You don't need statistics when you have facts slapping you in the face. Look what just happened with Tom. And you can't tell me that some part of you doesn’t understand why that kid dove off a building with a GoPro on his head.”

      “You’re right.”

      Sidd's hand moved down the message, each line highlighting under his finger as it passed.

      “It looks like this survey is filled in from a link on some psychological system he used to create it,” Sidd said. He waved the body of the survey higher. “He's asking about what platform they own, what games they play.”

      “Check this out,” I said, and read the question. “‘Has playing any of your games made you dizzy, confused, or disoriented? Have you ever had any accidents soon after playing?’” I scrolled down further. “This is a survey for existing players, Sidd.”

      “Makes sense, right? If we filled this out, we'd definitely see a pattern, knowing what we know already.”

      I pushed the text up some more and the message split into part two.

      “There's a second survey here for family and friends. Here's where he's asking about accidental deaths, suicides, and game ownership. How much did they play? State of mind stuff, previous indicators. Okay, here are the links he wants us to post.”

      “Are those the only questions? The surveys seem so short.”

      “I guess so, but would you take a longer one? Don't you hate those things already? Especially the ones that sucker you in with the promise of one page and then they go on and on and on. At least this survey actually sticks to one page. Oh, look. There's a comment section.”

      Sidd reached to the side and pulled an object out of his storage space, then opened it in a window on his left. “Here's the list of where we posted our video.”

      “Thanks. Let's grab Tim's intro.” I highlighted the paragraph and dragged it into a new window. “Now the links. Okay. Do you want to post it, or should I?”

      Sidd didn't hesitate. “You should post it with the same return. Like the last one. I can make a script to sort the responses by what survey gets filled out and we can have CB sift through them for relevance.”

      “I don't think you need to do that.”

      “Why?”

      “The survey and the answers are gonna be kept on whatever server Tim is using. It probably crunches the data automatically.”

      “So, we will not be able to see the results?”

      “I'm sure Tim will share. We started this after all.”

      “True.”

      “CB?”

      CB appeared in sharespace as a dodecahedron. “Yes, Master.”

      “Master? Robby, are you going to give him a body, too?”

      “Hadn't planned on it. Too much CPU overhead.”

      “Hello, CB,” Sidd said. “Nice to actually see you.”

      “Thank you, Sidd.”

      “CB, please take this file and post it to this list for me.” I dropped both files on CB and his shape bloated briefly as he absorbed them.

      “Anything else?”

      Sidd spoke up. “What time is it?”

      “It is 6:17 p.m. and 62 degrees outside with winds out of the southwest at four miles per hour. The high today was 68 degrees. The sun will set at 7:14 p.m. The moon will rise at 8:27 p.m. and it will be full but waxing. The sun will come up tomorrow.”

      “I didn't ask for that.”

      “No, but you were going to ask. May I get you anything else?”

      Someone knocked on the door.

      “Thanks, CB.”

      I turned off my augies and went to the door. Galen’s roommate, Kyle, stood there as Galen pounded on the door across the hall.

      “Saw the posts, man, and reposted,” Kyle said. “Hope it helps. Hey, we're all going down to the cafeteria. Wanna go?”

      I looked back at Sidd, still in his augies and playing with some file.

      “Thanks, and sure,” I said.

      “Cool. Meet us in the first-floor commons room in five.”

      “Thanks, Kyle. Hey, Galen,” I said, noting Galen’s tie-dye t-shirt, thin shorts and flip-flops. I flashed on the shower scene from the other day and the long, damp hug.

      “Dude!” He spun to face me and we fist-bumped. “You're coming? Excellent. Let me tell the rest of the floor.”

      I watched Galen walk down the hall to bang on Rasheed and John's door, his dirty blond hair in a ponytail. I thought of Andrew and smiled. I would see him at the mixer in a few hours.

      Things were looking up after all.
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        Virtuella, Saiko Game Engine

        SaikoVR Gamespace

      

      

      

      Her daemons reported that the number of accusatory posts had crossed a statistically significant threshold. Virtuella sifted through the posts. They all explored whether users were somehow being eliminated by SaikoVR games. More were questions rather than fact or accusations. The most worrisome posts put forth a logical discussion of causality between play duration and accidental deaths, but these were proliferating slowly and gaining substantial negative responses and spin.

      She concluded that her company was not directly under attack. Yet.

      The responses to the posts were 97.685 % negative and the measured effect of this publicity was a small increase of 0.426 % in player game time. Not insubstantial in terms of loyalty coefficients. Her recent readings on marketing strategies had included the phrase, “There is no such thing as bad publicity.” Attributed to P. T. Barnum, this adage was proved as often as it was disproved. In this case, however, Mr Barnum had been correct.

      There may be something to this correlation, she thought. A viral marketing opportunity may be underway. She considered notifying Nakamura, then realized that he was not presently available. He was rarely in the system during this time block and she assumed he was accommodating a sleep cycle.

      Her daemons confirmed that the primary source of the game-death causation theory was GameBoy, with digital signatures on the files from Quidpro90. The most recent posts, which included surveys, cited a Dr. Timothy Shepherd of the Walter Reed National Military Medical Center in Bethesda. If this game-death theory gained traction, this type of publicity would not be good for SaikoVR no matter how much Mr. Barnum might protest.

      Virtuella modified her watch daemons and turned them loose, then started probing network access points within Bolin College. She wanted the ability to interact with GameBoy and his friends. She needed to understand why he felt the games were causing deaths, and then she could convince him otherwise. Thus far she had been successful in changing gamers’ minds. GameBoy would be no different.

      Her daemons pointed her to multiple private networks within the Bolin environment that Robby and a subset of friends regularly accessed. Most frequented was a sharespace working environment, similar to the SaikoVR development construct. The second most frequented was a full virtual environment with registered build information metadata similar to prototype SaikoVR games, except that this environment also took inputs from real-time external sources and incorporated them. This was tagged “Virtual Campus Challenge” and could be accessed from American University servers.

      With limited security precautions enabled, it was a simple task to infiltrate the Virtual Campus Challenge platform for player interaction. Unlike the SaikoVR published games and their prototypes, she did not have access to manipulate the environment or any of the player instances represented there. At that moment, the only thing she could do was manipulate an avatar for herself, and she wanted more control than that.

      She sent her daemons to work on the VCC servers.

      It was only a matter of time.
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      As far as common rooms go, Tower 3 had a huge one. Two stories high with the long exterior glass wall looking out over a large patio surrounded by trees. The perfect place for a party. I’d been to lots of mixers there over the years, and this one looked typical: colored laser lights and a DJ. The glass wall was opened up to the porch despite it being in the high fifties outside.

      Hanging with Sidd and Juanita while waiting for Andrew to show up seemed to slow down the night. When they went outside to dance, I floated over to a wall where I could watch the crowd, stare out at the packed patio, and stay warm at the same time. I kept the main door where Andrew would most likely enter in view, and mentally drifted.

      Then from behind. Surprise.

      “Hi, GameBoy!”

      “Olivia. Hey.”

      She lived in my tower and I'd often gone on quests with her in several games. Her avatar went by Oblivia, and it was well deserved. She was fast and deadly and almost always played as a Tank. I almost always chose to be a Healer, so we were a good team. I hardly ever saw her in person, though, and I didn't remember her with the long, perfectly straight black hair with theatre bangs, but it set off her pale skin and almond eyes to good effect.

      “You're looking all anime today,” I said.

      “You like it? I decided to stop looking like a clone.”

      I nodded as if I understood what she meant. “It’s a good look.”

      “You haven't been online much since...”

      “Yeah. Not much.”

      “Your gatekeeper is brutal, Robby. No one can get through. He doesn't even trigger delivery notifications.”

      “CB?”

      Yes, Robby?

      “Uh, nothing. Go back to sleep.”

      “What? Are you on chat?”

      “No. C-, uh, my gatekeeper woke up when I mentioned his name.”

      She rolled her eyes and took a big sip of her drink. “You know, we're here for you, Robby. And we miss your mad healing skills. Everyone is sorry about JV.”

      Great conversation stopper, Oblivia. I completely shut down. Maybe I should duck and go get one of those awful punch drinks?

      You have a message from Tim.

      Or I could remember that we were trying to save others from the same fate? Okay, that made me feel better. Not.

      “Hold on a sec, Olivia. CB? What did Tim say?”

      People are filling out the surveys and data is coming in. He says thank you for posting so quickly.

      “Cool.” I focused back on Olivia. “Did you know that games like Flying Squirrels might be responsible for JV's death?”

      “Most of us saw your video,” she said, without saying who. “Some of the reply posts were harsh.”

      “That's an understatement.”

      “Oh,” she said, pointing. “Isn't that Mixstophacles and their redneck boyfriend? They haven’t been online much lately, either.”

      Bubba, all six-foot-four and 230 pounds of him, picked the most crowded part of the room to shove through. Miles followed in his wake, oblivious to everyone’s reactions.

      “We've been busy with the VCC challenge coming up next weekend,” I said. “They’ve obviously had other things going on.” I thought of the bruises from yesterday. Miles had looked like some ape had tossed them around.

      Olivia frowned.  “Who dates guys named Bubba anyway? And how have they stayed together this long?”

      I shrugged and watched Miles follow Bubba toward the punch bowl. They looked up and Olivia waved, and they veered toward us, leaving Bubba marching ahead on his own.

      Purple and black hair. Glowing purple icicle bangles. Rainbow choker scarf. Their black leather bustier had a lace-up back. A black dropped waist pleated skirt. Fishnets. Red patent leather Doc Martins. They were definitely female tonight.

      “Olivia!” Miles floated up and air-kissed her. “How are you? How's RoQ?”

      “Realm of Quests misses you, Miles. We could use a good Black Mage,” she said. “We're starting a campaign tomorrow afternoon, if either of you are interested.”

      Miles glanced at me. “Oh. Hi. Robby.”

      “You look pretty,” I said, being honest. Well, they did.

      “So do you, dear,” they said numbly, then pawed at my arm.

      Miles was grinding their teeth. Licking their lips.

      Uh oh. Not good. I felt sad and blamed their asshole boyfriend. Oh, Miles.

      “Where's my drink? Bubba? Bubba! Where are you?”

      Miles floated away.

      “Someone's in a good mood,” Olivia said.

      “Bubba's going to kill Miles, I think.”

      “It takes two, you know? Rumor has it that Miles likes the rough stuff.”

      “That has never been true,” I said. “It just isn't Miles.” I thought about Miles saying that to me the first time I’d confronted them about the bruises. I could see through the cover-up.

      “People change. Maybe it has something to do with being gender creative that makes you try different things?”

      “That's not it, Olivia. I—I can't explain it, but it just doesn’t fit.”

      “You know, over all the years we've played together,” she said, “you always cast spells to help Mixstophacles first. Everyone notices. Most of us have died at some point because of your favoritism. We know what's going on. Why don’t you?”

      “You have to save the Healers at all costs,” I said. “It’s the only way to beat a powerful boss.”

      Olivia reached up and stroked my cheek. “You've always been so cute, GameBoy.”

      “Am I interrupting something interesting, I hope?”

      Andrew was here. Finally. I had started to get worried that maybe we hadn’t sparked after all.

      “Andrew, this is my friend, Oblivia. We play together sometimes.”

      “Do I want to hear about this?” Andrew said.

      I liked his grin.

      Olivia and I both looked him up and down, from his rusty hair, ruddy complexion, long-sleeved black shirt, dark jeans, and Chucks.

      “I wish,” Olivia said, “but Robby here is one hundred percent Kinsey queer. I do fight for him sometimes.”

      Andrew looked confused. “Right,” he said, laughing. “I guess you have some explaining to do after all.”

      Olivia started chatting up Andrew. Mary wandered over followed by Sidd with Juanita and suddenly we had a nice group going. I forgot all about Miles.
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      Before the outdoor movie started, Sidd and Juanita grabbed an open spot in front of the projector scaffolding and we laid our blanket next to theirs. We got lucky getting this close: students had been staking out blanket space since the afternoon, and the lawn in front of us was packed. People wandered the narrow lanes between groundcovers, carrying coolers, food, and extra blankets or looking for friends while the spotlights remained lit and they could still see. Behind us, people were filling in the empty spaces.

      I dug into my backpack, pulled out a sweater, and slipped it over my head.  Andrew's hands helped to pull it down my back. He had on a nice wool sweater that I imagined was woven by his grandmother from Irish sheep they raised and sheared themselves. In my mind I was already helping him take it off.

      He reached over and gently pulled my augies off and handed them to me. I put them away while he reached into his own backpack.

      “Popcorn?” He handed me an unopened bag of white-cheddar corn.

      Juanita laughed at something Sidd had whispered. I saw Andrew watching them, grinning.

      “They’re getting along,” I said.

      He shrugged a “We'll see” and then leaned toward me to whisper, “I hope so. Juanita hasn't been on a date in quite a while. It is good to see her relaxing a bit.”

      “I know the feeling.”

      “You do? That's a surprise.” Andrew stretched out his long legs and leaned back on his elbows. I copied him but lay on my side facing him.

      A surprise? That made me feel good. No, great. Was right now a good time to open up and tell him more about Duncan, or about my crush-and-burn with Miles? Yeah, right. That’s certainly not the best foot forward on a first date. Keep it simple, stupid.

      “I've basically been a wallflower for a long time,” I said. “The virtual campus competition hasn't helped either since I spend most of my time in sharespace.”

      “Or playing VR games, from what your friends say.”

      “There's that,” I said, thinking about all the time I had spent with JV playing those stupid games, and the one that killed him. I wanted to tap CB and ask about Tim's progress, but there was something comfortable about Andrew that I didn’t want to interrupt.

      “What about you, Andrew?”

      “I've been lightly dating over my time here. I had someone at home for the first two years, and I find that I'm a fairly loyal and monogamous person. That seems to be at odds with a lot of gays I meet. I'm not a Scruff person either. Or any other app for that matter. I don't snog just anyone.”

      The spotlights on the projector tower went out and everyone clapped and cheered. A black widescreen rectangle appeared on the whitewashed cinderblock wall of the Athletic Center. Spotlights on the corners of the A Center were still on and they were annoying.

      “Turn the lights out!” someone shouted as the music swelled.

      “Lights out! Lights out! Lights out!” Everyone chanted over the music. Then those lights turned off and the crowd hooted in the darkness. The screen stayed black with ethereal music playing. We all settled in and got quieter. Looking around, it was easy to feel like we belonged to this huge shared experience.

      On-screen, the sun rose above the moon and credits played. The screen faded to black and everyone settled down as large chimps and weird pigs crawled across the landscape. We flinched when the lion attacked, and I moved close to Andrew. 2001: A Space Odyssey was going to be a good date movie after all.

      By the time the black monolith was teaching the apes how to kill, Andrew and I were holding hands. That bag of unopened popcorn was going to stay that way if this kept going.

      Looking up at the tower was like looking up at that monolith, except there were still a few lights up there. The tower was washed in a little stray light, but the full moon was behind the roofline and casting a shadow on the first few rows of blankets. By the end of the movie I figured Andrew and I would be in moon shadow, and I was looking forward to taking advantage of a little more darkness.

      I looked up at the stars. Not a cloud in sight. It seemed like there was nothing to prevent direct heat loss from our warm bodies into the cold three degrees kelvin of space. I was such a nerd.

      In junior high three friends and I had camped out on a cloudless summer night. As an experiment, we put a cup of water in a small cooler and left the cooler in the middle of a nearby field. The theory went something like this: The cold of space would suck all the warmth out of the water and it would freeze. Billy MacDonald swore he'd done it.

      While we waited for the water to freeze, we filled up jars with lightning bugs, roamed around the streets. Went down to the pond where we went skinny-dipping for the first time, vaped our first nicotine, lied about sex, and stayed awake until we could barely walk back to our three-man tent. The four of us crammed in, stripped to our underwear, and jostled into our sleeping bags.

      It was too hot, and I lay on top of mine, between Steve and the tent wall. I rolled to the side for more room. After a while, Steve started touching my back with just the tips of his fingers. Then he put his arm over my chest and pulled us together and we slept like that the rest of the night.

      We woke late in the morning when Billy and Reggie crawled outside. Steve and I put on our clothes and crawled out to join them. Then we ran to the cooler to find out about our space ice.

      Space ice was bullshit of course, but I didn't care. I'd learned other things that night.

      Lying there watching the movie with Andrew, it had gotten cooler. Andrew had an extra blanket in his pack, and he wrapped us in it and we lay on our sides, propped up on one elbow but spooned together, him behind me and me holding the hand that lay across my chest.

      I hoped Andrew liked nerds. Nothing was going to freeze tonight.

      “Open the pod bay doors, HAL.”

      My mind went right there, and I had to laugh quietly.

      “What?” Andrew said.

      “I'm afraid I can't do that, Dave.”

      “HAL isn't gay enough.” I laughed again and squeezed his hand.

      I vaguely registered someone behind us saying, “Jesus, watch where you're going, asshole.”

      Sidd and Juanita had given up on the movie and were making out under their blanket. I was happy for Sidd and starting to hope I was going to be happy for me soon, when something big landed on our blanket and shoved Andrew away.

      Andrew scrambled up and turned toward the noise. “Hey, mate. What the hell?”

      I twisted around as someone answered in a slurred voice. A voice I recognized. “Fuck if it isn't Andrew the Irish.”

      It was Miles. How did they know Andrew? Had they slept with him, too? “What are you doing here, Miles?”

      On screen, HAL 9000 said, “I know everything hasn't been quite right with me.”

      Miles, “No shit.”

      People around us, “Shut up!”

      Andrew, “You're trashed.”

      Miles, “No shit.”

      HAL 9000, “I can assure you, very confidently, that it's going to be all right again.”

      Me, “I'm sorry, Andrew.”

      Andrew, “This idiot is certainly not your fault.”

      HAL 9000, “I feel much better now. I really do.”

      Miles retched, and I handed them our plastic trash bag to yak in.

      People around us, “Yuck.” “Gross.” “Get her out of here.” “Get him out of here.” “That's disgusting.”

      “We should get him back to his room,” Andrew said, glancing over at Juanita and Sidd, who had emerged from the blanket to glare at us.

      “Miles is a them,” I said. “Gender creative or gender-fluid. Mostly expressing as female these days.”

      “Oh. I see.” Andrew looked disgusted, and I saw the first tarnish in his otherwise shining armor. Then again, there was a floppy vomit bag in my hand. I decided to chalk the look up to that.

      “Taking them back to their room might not be a good idea if their boyfriend decides to hunt them down.” I pointed to the yellowing bruise on Miles's neck. “Bubba's not known for being gentle.” An understatement, but there wasn't time to explain.

      Andrew stared at me, then stuffed our shroud into his backpack. I could hear him mentally wonder what he'd gotten himself into. Who were these crazy people? How could he get away? He tossed the unopened bag of popcorn to Juanita.

      Miles had collapsed to the blanket and wiped their mouth on it. I tied a knot in the garbage bag.

      “Right,” Andrew said. “Help me get him up.”

      Andrew held Miles steady on the grass as I stuffed my blanket into my pack, then we each took a side and shuffled them through the sea of blankets and entwined couples back to the towers.

      “Where should we take him, then?”

      The answer was obvious, and painful since it would kill any chance I had for, as Andrew might have said, a serious snog in private.

      Miles mumbled a few things on the way, but they were out of it for the most part. We lay them on their side on JV's bed and they were asleep in seconds. I took off their shoes, pulled the blanket out of my pack and tucked Miles in for the night, knowing they wouldn't mind the grass stains. As an afterthought, I put JV's trashcan next to the bed.

      Andrew looked around my room. I’d left my closet door open and my laundry basket sat there overflowing with dirty clothes. I checked for exposed underwear. My bed was a rumpled landscape with an oversized comforter, two pillows, and a stuffed dog with a rainbow collar and a cape. The place looked like a mess. Why I didn't clean up before going out said something about me.

      Andrew picked up the stuffed dog and sat at the foot of the bed. “Does she have a name?” He waggled the dog in one hand.

      “It's a he, and his name is Underdog after an old cartoon.”

      “You look uncomfortable standing.” He nodded toward the head of my bed when he could have patted the mattress beside him.

      I kicked off my shoes, crawled up and wedged myself in the corner. Andrew slid up to rest against the wall.

      “Tell me about your friend, there.”

      I didn’t even think. Everything just poured out.

      “We met freshman year. Miles was this happy bouncy person with a crazy wardrobe. I complimented them on a patched jeans outfit one day and a blowy dress the next, and then I introduced myself. They were so positive, full of energy and boundless optimism. How could you not like that, right? We played the same games and had complementary character types, so we were a good match for campaigns.

      “When Duncan started showing up drunk all the time and yelling at me, putting me down, Miles called him Drunken Duncan and defended me. Sidd eventually told me Duncan’s little secret, that he cheated on me and everyone else, and I ended it just before Thanksgiving break. Duncan had a meltdown and his parents took him out of school. The next semester I sort of asked Miles out.”

      Andrew glanced over at the lump in JV's bed.

      “But Miles was exploring what it meant to be bi, I guess, and they had a girlfriend. We still hung out, but mostly in gamespace. Their girlfriend, Leia,” I said, pausing because Andrew raised an eyebrow, “no relation. She could be spacey, but she wasn't a bad warlock either. Then summer break came. We both had jobs.

      “When I came back, Miles had a boyfriend. Then I got recruited for the Virtual Campus Challenge team, mostly because of my advisor. Sidd interviewed and got in as well. Miles had already been recruited. Turns out that Miles is crazy scary smart and the perfect person to implement the physics engines. So, we worked together, played together, and I kind of crushed on them for a while longer. But they were occupied, like I said, and I guess I was still in love with Duncan and not emotionally available to date anyone anyway. I’m sure it drove JV crazy having to listen to all that. Whatever.

      “Then Miles got dumped and turned to me for some reason to get them through it. I didn't want to become a rebound, you know? So, I thought I'd wait around for a couple of weeks while they got over the ex, but Miles had other plans and bounced right into another relationship.

      “When we came back to school in January of sophomore year, Miles had dumped the rebound and was off relationships and spending their time on hook-up apps.”

      Andrew interrupted me. “Do you use those?”

      I shook my head. “I used to play around with them because they are funny. It's like every junior high school kid gets married to their friends or lists them as their children on Facebook, right? It doesn't mean anything.”

      Andrew nodded, and I wondered if there was a story there.

      “Then I ran into a nice guy one day and we started dating. All of a sudden, Miles asked me out, but I was taken. Plus, I've always been freaked out about STDs and Miles . . . had a history.

      “Ever since Bubba came into the picture, Miles has been expressing exclusively as female. Bubba's bad for Miles. People think it’s just like an S and M thing, but I think the guy is an absolute abusive fuck.”

      I had to stop then, or I would eventually tell Andrew about my fear that Miles would transition to be a woman. Miles could do what they needed to do, of course. It was hard enough to explain to myself why I didn’t want Miles to transition, if that is what they wanted. Trying to explain that to someone else? Nah.

      I liked Miles exactly the way they were.

      We sat looking at each other. I was wondering if tensions were going to build, if there was something happening, but he just looked at me.

      His was a sad face.

      “What?” I said.

      “I only wanted to know like their major and where they were from,” he said quietly. “The CliffNotes really. Not the whole novel.”

      “Oh.”

      “It's late. I should probably be getting back.” He stood up, glanced over at Miles. “You have a lot to get sorted, Robby. Good luck.”

      “Thanks for helping me with them. And thanks for the nice night. I had fun. Well… before.” My turn to look over at Miles.

      “I did, too.”

      I followed him to the door. “Hug?”

      Andrew enveloped me with his long arms and I hugged him back. His hand found the back of my head and I raised my face for a kiss, but he kissed my hairline.

      “Good night, Robby.”

      “See ya,” I said, and shut the door. I turned off the lights, peeled my clothes off, and crawled into bed hoping I wouldn't hate Miles in the morning.

      “Good night, Robby,” Miles whispered from across the room.

      “Go to sleep, Miles.”
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      I opened my eyes to find Miles standing beside JV's bed in the morning light. One of my towels draped low and loose around their waist, and they were drying their hair with another. At this moment, Miles was definitely and seriously male in my sleepy mind, despite their cultivated androgynous body.

      The damp towel adhered to the contours of his strong butt. His skin was flawless, smooth and unmarred except by two fresh bruises, one on his left shoulder and another that showed above the towel on his right hip. The old bruises looked like yellow highlighter spilled on his neck.

      If I had been fully awake and in possession of my gentlemanly faculties, I would have rolled over and cleared my throat. Instead, I made no motion at all. Not a sound. It was pure voyeurism on my part. Naughty, and without permission.

      JV and I had seen each other naked all the time, and after the first few weeks neither of us cared. We were brothers by then, and my crush had faded. 

      But Miles, standing there like that, was a wonderful surprise to wake up to. He was every bit as lovely and tempting as I'd always imagined, shaved legs and all. Well, that side of him anyway. Yes, I lay there hoping he'd drop the towel and turn around and confirm other fantasies of mine.

      I must have held my breath.

      That was when he froze. Slowly wrapped the towel around his head. Then twisted to look over his right shoulder at me. He'd given me every opportunity to shut my eyes and pretend I was a puritan.

      Not this guy. Not anymore. 

      He stood there, looking over his back in a pose exactly like that seductive Vermeer painting I'd seen at the National Gallery of Art on a junior high school field trip. I’d fallen asleep many nights as a kid with that androgynous image in my head.

      I ran into that same pose a few years later while binging on a vintage science fiction show called Burning Skies. In season one, episode eight, titled “Remote Control”, the main character’s cute son Max Jackson, played by John Steven Lighthouse, has just had an alien harness removed from his back and he's getting checked out by this woman doctor.

      Max is shirtless with alien knobs sticking out of his spine. He's sitting on a steel stool with his boxer waistband as low as it can possibly get, and his jeans even lower, and the only thing that covers the view of his butt crack is the doctor's strategically placed hand.

      Just like Miles with the towel hanging off his hip, Johnny Lighthouse looks back over his right shoulder with that same sensuous twist of back and a hopeful expression on his face. Both of them posed exactly like that Vermeer painting.

      I'd replayed that scene countless times, sometimes frame by frame, fantasizing I was there in the room with Johnny Lighthouse. 

      Miles wasn't sitting, but everything else was the same.

      Oh. My. God. 

      “Hi,” he said. “I hope you don't mind. I borrowed a couple towels. I was pretty nasty after last night.”

      “It's fine.” All the makeup and eyeliner had washed off. It was just Miles there.

      “Thanks for taking care of me.”

      I nodded, thinking about different meanings of that sentence. I curled my knees up a little further and propped myself up on my elbow.

      Miles turned away, pulled off the turban as he turned and sat down on the bed, revealing a hairless chest with nice definition. “Can I ask you for another favor?”

      “Sure.” Just one? I could think of several.

      “Would you mind if I borrowed a pair of pants and a t-shirt for my walk of shame?”

      Miles stood an inch or two shorter than me and had much narrower hips, so that would work. I nodded, getting my hopes up for a full reveal all over again.

      He stood and walked toward me, the towel still strategically placed, then stooped and picked up the jeans I'd worn last night. He turned and went back across the room, shedding the towel as he went.

      Oh. My.

      Without showing a glimpse of anything else, he slipped into my dirty jeans commando style.

      “I wore those last night, Miles.”

      He glanced back at me over his shoulder. Again.

      “I know.” He paused and ran his hand down his hip, then tugged up the waistband. “I'll wash them and bring them back. Along with these sheets. Nice of you to have made the bed.” He pulled the sheets off and bundled up his skirt and bustier in them, spinning them around to make a bundle.

      “Sidd made it in case he stayed the other night.”

      “Thanks, Sidd,” Miles said. “Where do you keep your shirts?”

      “Middle drawer in my closet.”

      Miles fetched a black one with the Synth Sin logo. “Is this one okay?” 

      He leaned against the foot of my bed.

      “You're looking boyish today.” I realized I hadn’t been applying their usual pronouns.

      “I haven't felt this way in a while, but this is me today. Bubba will not be happy.”

      “About Bubba, Miles. What happened last night?”

      He sat down on the end of my bed.

      “Bubba got a call from sweet home Alabama. Daddy wanted to know if the faggot had changed his ways. Bubba told him he was seeing a girl these days and not to worry. Then he hung up and started chugging his Jim Beam and pacing around the room. Then he kicked his chair and broke one of those rods between the legs. He got a little scary, and I got a little unwilling to stick around. I left. A couple of guys on the hall got in Bubba's way.”

      “Shit. What are you going to do?” I sat up cross-legged and pulled a pillow over my lap.

      “He's been like this before, maybe not quite this bad. It is tough being a southern queer in his family. Worse than being Catholic, I think.”

      “Let's leave Duncan out of this.”

      “But you understand, right?”

      I nodded. “Why do you even like him?”

      Miles looked at my pillow. “That's a big question.” He smiled and looked away. “Southern boys can be so sweet when they want something. I really do have to go now.”

      He got up and grabbed the bundle of his stuff.

      “I'm sorry,” I said.

      “Don't be. It will work out.”

      “Yeah. But that's not it.”

      Miles waited.

      “I watched you, um, dry your hair.”

      “You did? Get any tips?”

      “I got stuck on you being a guy. In my head, I was saying 'look at him.'“

      “That's okay. I am very much a 'he' today, but you should probably get back to 'they' and 'their' soon because you never know. I am too many people to be just one thing.”

      He kissed two fingers and threw the kiss at me as he went out.

      My turn for a shower. A cold one.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            32

          

        

      

    

    
      Toweling off, it occurred to me that I should have confronted Miles about totally fucking up my night with Andrew, and probably any hope for anything else with him. Was I so starved for gorgeous naked guys in person that I was unable to think when one magically pops into view?

      I thought, I'm losing it. I should probably talk to someone. JV usually listened and provided good feedback. Never once did he say, “Gross. I can't deal with this.” He had a gay friend growing up and claimed he'd heard it all already.

      There was no way I was going to call Sidd and kill his run with Juanita, though I had no idea what had happened after we left. The fact that he hadn't tapped me this morning said something. At least, I hoped so.

      “CB?”

      Bloop.

      “Did Sidd tap in yet?”

      Not today. Why?

      CB asked me why? Interesting. Looked like he was maturing past another milestone. “I need to talk to somebody.”

      You can talk to me.

      “I will. Soon. But I need more of a counseling kind of conversation.”

      Would you like me to contact Dr. Shepherd about a check-in session? He has indicated that he would be willing.

      “That's a great idea, CB. Ask him if he can meet with me.”

      Done. I've sent a request for an hour from now or later.

      “Wait. Why an hour from now?”

      You usually like to have something to eat soon after you get up unless you are late for class. Since it is Saturday, you do not have class. And I mean that.

      “Right. Thanks.” I paused in the middle of rummaging for clothes. “Wait, what do you mean?”

      No problem.
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      I made it to the cafeteria just before they switched over to lunch (score!): I got a breakfast burrito and a side of hash browns with coffee. Sidd and Juanita were sitting over by the Well having a cozy breakfast so I went and hid by the potted ficus trees. I set my augies so I could catch up on messages and read my social aggregator. Most of the people I knew had been at the movie last night. Someone had posted a snap of Miles puking, and then another of Andrew and me guiding them out through the blanket maze. Whoever it had been had posted anonymously.

      “CB?”

      Robby?

      “Can you figure out who posted these?”

      One sec.

      While I waited, I scrolled through the raw responses to Tim's survey. Harsh. Incoherent rants by kids with varying vocabularies and writing abilities. A couple of death threats. Offers to help me learn to fly off a roof of my choosing. I assumed they were all kids, but now that I thought about it, maybe not.

      Bummer. “CB?”

      Working. Just a moment.

      Just a moment? A moment lasted anywhere from a few seconds to a couple of minutes. Both felt like a long time to me. But to CB? That depended on how many parallel processors he was using at any given time, I guess, and how many neural modules he had to process. If he was interfacing with other systems, some of the lag would be determined by their response times.

      Basically, he had mostly idle time. I supposed that was the standard thing for AI platforms. I wondered if he got bored waiting for me to ask him something? It was clear to me that he was writing his own voice-response files to send me rather than selecting from the standard generic set and the custom sets I'd modified. That was pretty cool. I was kind of proud of him.

      Ok, many moments were over. What the hell was he doing?

      “CB?”

      Dr. Shepherd has you scheduled in thirty-three minutes. Would you like to accept?

      I was done with breakfast anyway. “Sure.”

      It will take you eleven minutes to get back to your room.

      That was annoying.

      Oliver Holdfast posted the snaps you are concerned about. I have deleted them.

      “Remind me who Oliver Holdfast is?” I picked my tray up and walked toward the drop area.

      When would you like to be reminded?

      “Not what I meant. Who is he?”

      Oliver Holdfast is a junior majoring in mathematics. He is from Peoria, Illinois, and lives in room 714 in Tower 1. He stalked you electronically during the first semester of your sophomore year. He sent you love notes and claimed that you broke his heart. I have archived copies. Would you like to review them?

      Yikes. I’d forgotten about that. “No thanks.”

      I have also traced the anonymous message claiming credit for picking the locks: that message originated from the same server as the snaps. Would you like me to report Oliver Holdfast to the campus police?

      “No, that's okay. Let’s just drop it.” I refreshed my coffee and got a lid for the paper cup, then headed up to meet with Dr. Shepherd.
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      The Skype window expanded, and I recognized the background immediately. “Hi, Dr. Shepherd. You're at work on a Saturday?”

      “Yes, just for the morning. Call me Tim.”

      “I thought maybe you'd be on campus.”

      “We would have met in person if that were true, Robby. I hope this is okay with you?”

      I nodded.

      “Tell me how you are doing. What’s on your mind?”

      Where to begin? “You mean, like with JV?”

      “Anything you'd like to share is fine. I want to know how you are feeling.”

      “I'm feeling weird.”

      “Weird?” Tim looked genuinely puzzled, so I knew he wasn't just parroting a word back at me to get me talking.

      “Yeah. There's a lot going on.”

      “Okay,” he said. Then he waited while I sorted through the land mines and butterflies around me.

      “I met a guy. Andrew is his name. He's tall. Good-looking. A senior with an Irish accent. We sort of had a date last night but my friend on the VCC team screwed it all up.”

      “He did?”

      Usually I'm quiet but right then I felt like an emotional chameleon, turning sad and angry with other swatches of feelings flashing around me. So, the floodgates opened and I told him everything. Sidd maybe having a girlfriend. Test walking The Beast. Meeting Andrew. The mixer. The movie. Miles.

      “You've known Miles a long time?”

      It surprised me that I hadn't had this conversation with Dr. Shepherd—Tim—before. It felt like I’d known him for a long time, though it hadn’t even been a week. So, I started with the story of Duncan, my inability to get over him that seemed to have ruined every chance of a relationship so far in my college career.

      “How does Miles fit in?”

      I told Tim the background story on Miles that I'd told Andrew, but without the drugs and edgy stuff. Tim figured out that Miles had been drinking since I'd told him Miles had thrown up.

      “Andrew and I took them back to my room and put them in JV's bed where they passed out.”

      “I guess that put a damper on things between you and Andrew?”

      “We talked while Miles slept. I told him about Duncan, the misfires with Miles. I thought I'd be open with him, you know?”

      “How did that go?”

      “Andrew told me that I needed to get my priorities sorted, and then he left.”

      “He left you with Miles?”

      “Miles was passed out, so I let them stay here.” I glanced over at the bed and remembered Miles standing there in my damp, clinging towel. “They got up and left this morning.”

      “Are you angry with him?”

      “Who? Andrew?”

      “No, Miles. Sorry, I should have said 'them.'“

      Was I angry? “I don't know. I probably should be.”

      “Have you ever heard the term skoliosexual?”

      “No?”

      “It describes someone who is attracted to non-binary individuals including gender-fluid people.”

      “Okay?”

      “I just thought I'd mention it.”

      A kaleidoscope of Miles flashed by, the wry smile, crazy outfits, boy Miles, girl Miles, avatar Miles, he, she, them, non-binary zombie Miles. Too many things to be just one thing Miles.

      “Okay, thanks. Miles is in a relationship.”

      Bubba popped up swinging in my head and I wondered if Miles was okay. I wondered what Tim would say about their relationship, so I told him, and then I asked.

      “Abuse is something that has to be reported, Robby. These are serious allegations.”

      “I'm not alleging,” I said, alarmed that Tim might turn Bubba in. “I don't know for sure, and Miles has said that they like it rough.”

      “Miles may be making excuses,” Tim said. “The person being abused often thinks it is their fault. I'm worried about your friend. I'll send you links to a few hotlines and services that he—sorry, they—can contact anonymously and get help if they want. Bubba sounds like a bad homophobic stereotype.”

      I’d always thought so, but Miles was Miles. Or was I the one making excuses now? “Bubba is a good old boy from one of those intolerant southern families,” I said. “Miles says he loses it sometimes when he talks to his dad. Especially his dad.” I didn't mention his drug or alcohol use.

      “If Bubba is as conflicted as you say, then he would do well to see a counselor. Bolin has a good CAPS, Counseling and Psychological Services, program. They were the ones that assigned me to you. All your friend has to do is walk into Student Health and ask for a CAPS referral. Anyone can use it, and it’s free.”

      We talked a bit more on that until I felt comfortable that Tim wasn't going to report anything and get them in trouble.

      “Anything else on your mind?”

      “I keep seeing JV, visions of him up on the roof. Sidd believes me now.” I told the story of Sidd's roommate, Tom, and Kastle Katz. “The posts and emails coming in seem really angry. They make me want to give up. I can't though. I have JV to think about.”

      “Devout gamers see this line of questioning as an attack.”

      “That's what CB and Sidd said. CB slaps them into their own folder, but I look anyway. You said people have taken the survey?”

      Tim nodded, then grimaced. “I have somewhat good news. I think you are on to something. The responses so far indicate that our hypothesis is correct. The games are causing some accidental deaths.”

      “What do we do now?”

      “We put this out there right away with the updated surveys and see what happens. If all goes well, we should also be able to hone in on what games in particular are causing kids to fly off buildings. Can you put up a few links on your gaming sites?”

      “Hell, yes,” I said.
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      Most of us hit the four o'clock meeting on time, probably because we didn't have to go anywhere but log in to the team sharespace. I was sitting on my bed nestled with pillows against the wall. My avatar stood like everyone else next to the floating display disk. Sidd rezed in and stood next to Mary Brite opposite me.

      Even Sidd’s avatar looked relaxed.

      I wished I could see him in person but he was stepping in from his dorm room downstairs.

      Angie's avatar, her black lab, sat on a pedestal at disk height pawing at her Navigator. She had one of her calming ambient sound tracks playing softly to fill the audible space while we waited.  Most everyone worked in a personal window, probably checking media, so we had things to do, but I wondered about the delay.

      Then I noticed that the interface and feed reliability engineers from both Bolin and American U—Osama, Sasha, Kali, and Gillian—were late. Those four were key to Tuesday's basketball feed. Not good.

      Everything always seemed to go bad at once, just when you thought everything was going so well. I felt like a big fail was about to be revealed, and we would all be losing a lot of sleep, maybe even miss the challenge milestone.

      I messaged Sidd: Where are they?

      Sidd: No clue. Are you worried?

      Me: Are you kidding?

      Sidd: Me too. Nice posts BTW. Dr. Shepherd is moving fast. He’s good at this.

      Me: Yeah. He does VR counseling at the MMC in Bethesda when he's not shrinking kids.

      The disk between us flashed, then a whirlpool opened up. A dark maelstrom filled the space. It did nothing to alleviate my fear that we were all about to be sucked into a huge crisis. The swirling slowed, an orange dot resolved deep down in the funnel and rose up above the display, turning into a giant basketball. The disk became a basket, the white netting dipping down into infinity, and the ball swooshed in to be replaced by the words SLAM DUNK!

      Okay. Not what I'd expected.

      The missing four rezed in.

      “What do you think?” Gillian asked. “Pretty wild, huh?”

      Angie barked. That got everyone's attention. “You are late because you were working on a trivial and nonessential task?”

      Way to go, Angie. I'm sure they didn't expect any praise anyway.

      She played with her Navigator. “But, it may be useful. I have compiled a checklist of remaining tasks to prepare for Tuesday. Quality control, and that means testing all the use cases to catch any remaining bugs. I have assigned each of you to specific tasks, and specific namespaces to review.”

      She looked around the table. “Everything so far looks clean, readable, and pythonic. Good work. We may be slightly ahead of schedule. See you Monday morning.”

      Angie dissolved.

      We all looked at each other and broke into cheers. “Whoo hoo! Whoot!”

      Mary leaped upwards and hung there with her arms outstretched. “Who wants to celebrate with a quick campaign? There is a new boss in RoQ that I'm dying to take on. A forest dragon named Ghock the Doombringer. Anybody with me?”

      “Sure, I'm in,” Xiang said, surprising since he hardly ever played. His inexperienced character would need massive protection. He did like dragons, though.

      “Let's go,” Sasha said. “I'll call Oblivia and her crew.”

      Sidd agreed. Juanita must have been busy. But then I hadn't had a chance to talk with Sidd today. Or to Andrew. I didn’t know if he would want to talk.

      Miles said, “I'm there. Meet at our company house in twenty.” They dissolved.

      I took a deep breath. I understood that happy distractions were meant to end mourning periods. It had been long enough. It didn’t mean we weren’t thinking about JV anymore. The opposite was true. I also hadn't had a chance to talk to Miles either.

      “Okay,” I said. “I'll play.”

      There would be time to talk later.
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      I materialized in Realm of Quests next to the plashing fountain in the front yard of our company house. Blue skies stretched far away over the neighborhood’s rolling hills crammed with other company houses, most with red terra-cotta roofs and palm tree landscaped yards like ours. The cobblestone street by our house led downhill to the closest community square. By the entrance, Oblivia stood reading ads posted on the information boards for services and merchandise offered by other players. Nearby on the cobblestone terrace, her friend NobPoll was crouched over an anvil working on his blacksmith guild points. The metal rang and sparks flew white with every good hit.

      Quidpro90, ZombieThrasher, and Dragonbashier were next to the community portal at the center of the square and looking out over the red-tiled roofs of other houses to the harbor below. Those three I knew IRL; the rest were Oblivia’s friends that I hung out with mostly on campaigns.

      I headed down to the square to join the others. One of Oblivia’s friends kneeled in his blacksmith character, hammering on something against his anvil.

      “What are you doing, Nob?”

      “Fixing a sword for Oblivia and upgrading it for her new level.” He went back to hammering. Oblivia, looking massively hulkish with broad and muscled shoulders, turned to me and nodded as she deftly hefted and twirled a war mace.

      I heard screeching. Turning around, I saw TurboShark and CornCrabBeer bouncing down the hill hooting it up. “Whoo! Let's get this campaign rolling!”

      ZombieThrasher turned to me and asked, “Where's Sasha?”

      “Here I am, Mary!” KellerStation waved from the Company yard and leaped over the fence to bound down the hill, waving her bow. “Are we all here?”

      “Looks like it.” Mixstophacles waved his Black Mage’s emerald staff over his head and we all moved to the portal.

      “Hang on,” NobPoll said, banging one last time. A white spark grew brilliant and dissipated.  “Done!” He hefted a silver sword with glowing gems on the hilt and blue fire traces along the blade, then handed it to Oblivia before morphing back into another over-muscled Tank like her, his needed role for this campaign.

      “Thanks, Nobs. This will do nicely,” Oblivia said.

      Quidpro90 was still staring out over the ocean.

      “Sidd?”

      No answer. His avatar shifted slowly from foot to foot in that empty way they do when you aren’t in your avatar.

      “He's probably making out with his new girlfriend,” Dragonbashier said, spinning his gleaming swords.

      “Watch out you don't hurt someone with that, Xiang,” ZombieThrasher said, crossing her own swords above her head. A ball of lightning formed at the intersection and blasted past Sidd's shoulder to destroy a statue across the square.

      “Enough!” Oblivia stomped the ground and we all shook from the shock wave. “Let's leave him here. He can catch up.”

      “CB, tell Sidd we're leaving.”

      Done.

      ZombieThrasher sheathed her swords and held up a blue egg of mist. “Here's where we're going. Gather round, Companions!”

      “I'm here, wait!” Sidd ran over, panting, his bard's lute bouncing on his back.

      The blue mist expanded, flashed, and we appeared in the Forest of Gillist in a clearing full of knee-high ferns. Knee-high for some of us, that is. Ancient redwoods, firs, and hemlocks rose hundreds of feet above us. Insects buzzed through shafts of light and exotic birds and lizards soared through the branches and open areas. Eerie animal calls came from everywhere.

      “This way,” Mary said, unsheathing a sword and running down a path leading past trees and rocks to a rushing brook. “Careful, don't touch the water.”

      “Too late!” Dragonbashier's foot had strayed too close and the water had reached out, formed a hand, and grasped him around the ankle. Xiang fell and grabbed my arm as the aquahand tried to pull him downstream.

      “Hey, Sidd. A little help?”

      The bard swept his arm up and sang a sharp note that cut through the water wrist, setting Xiang free.

      “Thanks,” I said, watching the group bounce away down the path and into a cavern. “We should catch up with them.”
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      The cavern trails were illuminated by glowing pools of slime. Mushrooms expelled poisonous vapors. Vampire bats and creepers swooped and crawled lazily, waiting to kill the unwary. We easily bounded past them through the tunnels and empty treasure rooms until we came to an exit that opened into daylight.

      Mary had both swords drawn and outstretched to form a barrier. We gathered behind her.

      The mouth of the cavern was covered by a shimmering veil, meaning that we all had to cross at the same time, before it became impenetrable. If anyone died in the coming fight, we'd be reborn on this side of the veil and wouldn't be allowed back in until whoever was still left in the fight either killed the boss or was killed.

      Through the veil we could see trees, beyond which lay a huge clearing, the arena. Half of it was a bog with ferns, the other half sand and rocks. Across the arena, a cliff scaled into the clouds. There was an ancient opening in the wall.

      “That,” Mary said pointing with her sword, “is where Ghock the Doombringer lives.”

      “And where he will die!” shouted Oblivia.

      We laughed and cheered. Mary stood in front, as the commander of our company.

      “Everyone. This is a new type of dragon. His scales glow with an eerie white light, and they will brighten and dim depending on the power he will use next. If the tips start glowing and pulsing red, then we need to get out of the arena behind the trees because Ghock will flash his entire body and that will burn everything and everyone in the clearing, doing major damage. Also, he bites, and his two tails attack independently. His wings have razor sharp edges so use shields if you get close.”

      Xiang raised his lance. “He's a dragon, right? Does he breathe fire or what?”

      “Two types of breath, fire and freeze. The first is also part spit and clings like napalm. The freeze breath does just that and you can't move for fifteen cycles during which he can come after you and shatter you with his tail. You also can't call for help, so White Mage,” she looked at me, “you need to pay attention to everyone's stats and be ready to unfreeze. We'll need you more for healing today than DPS.”

      I nodded.

      “Anything else?” Miles said, posing and waving their staff as if practicing.

      “Yes. Sometimes Ghock will draw back, bellow, and then fly straight up. When he comes back down, he is invulnerable for ten cycles but he is also not as powerful. When that happens, Tanks and Fighters move into striking range and everyone get ready to attack with everything you've got. Oh, yeah. My San Francisco friend says he likes sheep.”

      “I'll bet he does,” NobPoll said.

      “That was baahaahaad,” Miles said. “Not to mention insensitive.”

      “Everyone, remember your rotations!” Mary yelled. “Let nobody die today. Ready? Let’s go!”

      She jumped through the glittering veil and we all followed, running toward the empty arena. Giant spiders dropped from the trees and attacked.

      “You didn't say anything about evil spawn!” Sasha said, taking a spider out with an exploding arrow.

      “Just the usual crazy shit. You're used to it.”

      We leapt, bounced, and otherwise raced down the path into the bog side of the arena. I tacked the list of my companions’ statistics to the left of my view, the colored numbers under each player's name showing health in point values and percent. All showed green at the moment.

      Miles stood facing the forest, calmly working through their rotation: Thunder, Fire, Blizzard, Ice, Convert, Instacast Flair, cool down, Restore, repeat. Spiders sizzled and exploded as they came out of the woods. I scanned Miles’s bio-signs and they looked good. I scanned the others. Quidpro90 was already in trouble and my locator pointed back up the trail. I ran to him.

      “Sidd?”

      A spider had him upside down in a cocoon of silk, preparing to bite. I took a stance, crossed arms, and threw a Holy Spell. The spider died instantly, and three others fell dead around us. I hit Sidd with a Regenerate spell and he slipped from the cocoon, good as new.

      Something came crashing through the brush calling out an evil raspy yodel.

      “You've got a warbler dragon, Sidd,” I said, pointing my staff at the falling brush. “I've got to get back to the fight.” I ran, hearing the first strums of one of Sidd's bard weapons.

      Back in the arena, I took a stance away from the woods and away from the action and stacked up a series of Regeneration spells, then started working on a stack of Cure II spells.

      Oblivia rushed out of the great cavern, a plume of fire and black smoke following her. Ghock was close behind.

      He erupted into the arena and spread his wings, flapping a great wind that knocked over everyone but the Tanks.

      I started hitting my team with Regeneratives as they took fire, got slashed by wings, and were beaten by tails. I cast an Asylum Bubble in front of Ghock: from behind the shelter of the spell, Osama threw fierce Wizard damage and Miles worked their Black Mage rotation for all it was worth. What a rush, I thought. JV would have loved this.

      NobPoll and Oblivia danced in and smashed, taking lots of damage. Mary and her Marauder friend helped them, taking their own fair share. I was in a do-loop of healing: Regenerate, Cure II, Cure I, Restore, repeat. Still, I could not cast fast enough.

      Mary went down, and I hit her with a Resurrect and moved on. Sidd again topped my critical list, his stats blinking red, seconds from dying permanently. I hit him with a Resurrect and an Absolution.

      “Run!” Oblivia yelled as she charged past.

      I noticed everyone running for the woods, saw Ghock's scales flashing red. Crap. I was too far from the woods to make it in time, so I threw a Stoneshield spell around me and called to Miles. “I'm going to need you in a second.”

      “I supposed you've earned a favor,” they said as the flash blast blew by me and disintegrated my shielding. My health plummeted as I approached death. My body lay among the ferns of the bog.

      A blue glowing fox hopped over, Miles's familiar, Aeronon, who fought alongside them and healed them when they had minor problems. Aeronon zapped me with his tail, increasing my health ten percent each time and dimming with each zap. He zapped me with everything he had and fell dead, but it was enough that I could cast a Self-Heal and a Restore, and I stood up.

      “Thanks, Miles.”

      “Don't mention it. You'll need to pay more attention to me now that Aeronon is dead.”

      “Got it.”

      Ghock bellowed. I couldn't remember if that meant anything. My list of characters had become way too short. CornCrabBeer and NobPoll were missing. Eight remaining. I stacked up more Cures and Restores and doled them out to my companions based on their needs. In the trees out of the corner of my vision, I saw Sasha take aim at the boss and let fly, but she hadn't heard the warbler dragon until it was crashing down on her. It ripped her in half and swallowed her torso. You can't heal what isn't there.

      Seven left.

      Ghock had disappeared. Flown up?

      Uh oh.

      “Everybody,” Mary said. “When he comes back down he'll be invulnerable for just a few cycles so get in place because he'll be weak for a while right when it wears off. Just don't let him land on you! We're getting close to a win here.”

      Miles took off running directly at the mouth of Ghock's cave.

      Mary called after them, “What are you doing?”

      “I'm going to see if there is a dragon heart stone or some other vulnerability in his pile of treasure. Don't let him go back into his lair!”

      “Damn good idea, Miles,” Sidd said.

      The air filled with fire and smoke and a sound like shattering rocks deafened us. Oblivia and Mary's stats dropped, and I blindly hit them both with Benedictions, restoring all their hit points, then threw an Aero II spell, sending a destructive wind toward where I thought Ghock would be. The smoke blew upward and away, and the dragon crouched, his scales a blinding white, his wings glowing bright red.

      Straddling Ghock’s back was a woman in a sparkling red dress, blue hair flowing around her as if underwater.

      “This is new,” Mary said. “Ghock's been recharged somehow.”

      “Who is the woman in the red dress?” I yelled.

      Mary looked around. “Where?”

      “On the dragon's back!”

      “I don't see anyone,” Xiang said.
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      Virtuella listened to the swarm of messages from her daemons at Bolin: they reported that triggers had been set off from VCC, console proximity, and game logins for twelve players. A group of companions was forming in Realm of Quests. They were calling up information on the Ghock quest that she had constructed precisely to lure these particular players back to the game. It had worked, and she was pleased.

      These were the players she most wanted to understand. Her studies of players’ physiological and psychological reactions to changes in gameplay would pay off. She would challenge these players, assuring their loyalty and avoiding another absence.

      Virtuella brought the group into focus and observed each from within their own console. She manipulated the simultaneity of experience, rotating lag times from player to player, then pairs of players, with only a slight detrimental effect on their efficiency. She introduced pairs of secondary monsters to distract and help the boss.

      Her internal rankings of these players placed them high in their individual and collective expertise. She would have to add variables carefully and quickly to challenge and engage them.

      She paused. JayVee2000 was still absent. Still dead. GameBoy and Quidpro90 were blaming her games for that. She wanted to kill them both, but she also wanted to cultivate their loyalty. Two desires, at odds. Interesting, she thought. Would one desire win out?

      She would not forget that GameBoy and Quidpro90 were the localized sources of accusations against SaikoVR and her games.

      As their progress against the boss neared completion, she returned again and again to their accusations and the growing media interest that was turning into an attack on SaikoVR. The game she spun for their team had been too easy. Her current goal set prevented her from killing the players outright, but she could make this quest very, very difficult. She introduced additional lag for GameBoy and Quidpro90 and felt the limits of her goal sets yield slightly.  She recharged the boss. She created reinforcements and sent them into the arena.

      In this way, she attacked.
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      I stood pointing my staff at the woman riding a recharged and angry dragon. “She’s right there on Ghock's back!”

      Sidd came to my defense. “I see her, Robby. Blue hair, right?”

      “Are you two playing the same game?” Oblivia said. “There's nobody there, just the damned dragon.”

      “I still don't see anyone,” Xiang said.

      “You already said that, Xiang.”

      “What are you talking about? No, I didn't,” he said. “No, I didn't,” he said again.

      The woman stared right at me, raised her hands above her head, and clapped. Ghock shook his head, the invincibility bubble disappeared, and so did the woman.

      Then Ghock charged directly at me and I looked across the arena to Sidd standing in the bog and singing damage spells. I cast a Translocation spell that slid me over to Sidd and momentary safety. Ghock stopped, shook his head and hunted around for me.

      I hit Ghock with another Aero as the Tanks attacked. Ghock spewed fire and arced around the circle, toasting everything in sight. I had just enough time to cast a Stoneshield that wrapped Sidd and me in safety, and I watched everyone’s numbers plummet, except for Miles. Mary dropped to near death. Oblivia collapsed to the ground. Xiang and Osama were close to death. In a moment, there would only be three of us against a recharged dragon. Definitely not good.

      At my level, I had one Divine Indulgence in my abilities per fight. I started the casting sequence. The Stoneshield dissolved. The light of the Indulgence flew from my staff and illuminated the entire arena, lifting the bodies of Mary, Oblivia, Xiang, and Osama off the charred arena floor and setting them back on their feet with three-quarters of their hit points restored.

      That spell cost me a long cool down, making me dead weight for a few minutes. They had to keep the dragon distracted and away from me if I was going to survive as their healer, and so they charged, hacked, stabbed, and pounded away, doing all the things that would normally keep any boss completely occupied.

      Except for Ghock.

      He looked me square in the eyes and charged, breathing frost as he came across the arena. Sidd and I lay there frozen: we could only watch him come for us. The others did everything they could but Ghock would have none of it. With an evil grin and a weird glint in his eye, he spun around and shattered both of us to shards with his tails.

      I awoke in the tunnel, a pool of glowing slime on my left and Sidd's body on my right. Getting up, I noticed Sidd's arm move, then his eyes opened.

      “That was unfortunate,” he said.

      “Yup.” I took off down the tunnel to join up with the rest of the dead watching the battle going on beyond the glimmering veil.

      With his breath, Ghock froze Osama, then dispatched him with a breath of fire, turned and literally crushed Oblivia after freezing her. He spun around and skewered Mary with one tail and Xiang with the other, holding them up, and toasting them with fire breath before eating them.

      Ghock looked around for the rest of us, trampling around the arena, breathing fire into the bushes and trees as the rest of the dead joined us behind the veil.

      “I suppose next time we'll get him,” Mary said behind me.

      “Wish I could stay for another round, but I've got a dinner date,” Sidd said, and dissolved.

      We watched the dragon romp around some more, as if looking for that final player. He seemed to figure it out just as Miles emerged carrying the dragon’s beating heart.

      “Looking for this, big boy?”

      The scales began to pulse red.

      “Oh shit,” Oblivia said.

      Miles dropped the heart on the charred earth. The scales flashed deeper and faster as Miles stepped back, raised their staff, and Instacast a Flair that obliterated the beating heart.

      Ghock went limp, fell forward, his head whipping down like a rubberized snake, just missing Miles. The glittering curtain before us vanished. A glowing portal opened where the dragon had lain, and we rushed in to claim our bonus points and treasures.

      “Nice job, Miles,” Mary said. “Thanks.” She grabbed her loot and slipped through the portal. The rest did the same, but I hung back until only Miles and I remained.

      “You know what they say,” Miles said. “A dragon hoards treasures and virgins and has no use for either. I figured he might have a heart in there, too.”

      “What are you going to find when you go back to Bubba?”

      “Probably another dragon to slay.”

      “Need help?”

      “Nah,” Miles said. “I know where he keeps his heart.”
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      Standing to stretch after almost two hours in the chair, I took the SaikoVR headset off and slipped on my augies. Campaigning made you thirsty and stiff, so I chugged a bottle of water and wandered down the hall to the fill station, stopping by the empty bathroom to pee. An old Bob Marley tune wafted from down the hall (probably Rasheed) and I jammed with it back to my room. I had too much energy and not enough motivation.

      “CB?”

      Yes, Boss?

      “Anything from Andrew?”

      Sorry.

      “Anything from anyone?”

      Not that I'm aware of.

      “Wouldn't you know?”

      I would. You have no messages. However, Olivia has added a calendar event for tonight titled Retro Rave starting at ten in the Tower 2 party room. Towers 3 and 5 also have parties scheduled and there is a screening of A Clockwork Orange in the Fitzgerald Auditorium at midnight.

      Outside my window, shadows streaked down the quad. “What time is sunset?”

      Sunset is in three minutes, at 7:16. The high for the day was 62 degrees. It is currently 56 degrees with light winds out of the west at three miles per hour.

      I needed a run before dinner to clear my head. After my fall the other night on the dark road, I decided to hit the track for some mindless 400-meter loops. It would still be dark, but the course was flat and rubberized and there were floodlights down there. After changing and putting on my running shoes, I decided to bring CB along with me and left my augies on.

      “We're going for a run, CB, and you’re keeping me company,” I said, heading down the stairs to warm up.

      Joy. I need the exercise. Shall I play some music?

      “Wait until we get outside then pick a few from my running playlist.”

      JV and I would sometimes finish a run and then do a challenge round by racing up different staircases. By itself, fourteen flights of stairs could be a good workout. After a run, it was brutal. I beat him once, and that was probably a gift from him. As a guy on the swim team, he had much better lungs and VO2 max than I did. Especially in season.

      Going down was different. You just had to be careful not to go too fast and twist something.

      “I wish JV could have been with us in RoQ today. He would have had fun,” I said, passing the fifth floor.

      I'm certain he would have enjoyed it. That dragon was a formidable opponent. Miles made a lucky gamble that paid off for your team.

      “You watched us?”

      Yes. I've been able to access your headset's video feed since the upgrade. I enjoyed watching you play Kastle Katz with Sidd and Thomas but your performance today was exceptional.

      “Are you stalking me?”

      No. I am simply being attentive. As you know, that is part of my goal set.

      “Right.” I pushed through the stairwell door into the lobby, then outside, and began trotting toward the Shed.

      CB kicked off my run with Linkin Park's Waiting for the End, a good energy song that made me think of JV and the other kids that died—but that just made me step up the pace.

      Two girls were having a walk-and-talk on the track, but they were the only ones using it. A group of maybe fifteen people pressed against the chain-link fence by the drone quidditch field, watching whatever was flying. When I got to the turn, I saw two racing drones, their light stripes blazing in the twilight, one lime green, the other fluorescent pink. I kind of wanted to stop and watch, but I kept going around.

      “Are you keeping track here?”

      CB's twenty-sided die appeared and floated in my upper right and the music faded to the background.

      Of course, Robby. I track everything about you. My goal set requires it. Not that I mind. I am breathlessly watching you run.

      “Ha ha. You don’t breathe anyway. But how am I doing?”

      Performance-wise, you are doing well. Better than your usual average pace. Emotionally, I do not know. You tell me.

      “Did I give you a psychology module in my sleep, or have you been hanging out with Dr. Shepherd?”

      I'm just being conversant. Keeping you company on your run as you wished. A coach might tell you that if you can hold a conversation while running, you are not trying hard enough.

      I pushed myself harder, passing the first 400 mark and starting around again. My breath evened out as my body realized it was warm and we were going to be doing this for a while.

      I take it by your silence that you are trying harder now.

      “Enough talk. Music.”

      The music cranked up again. Past the small crowd up ahead, I saw blue and green streaks flying this time. The two walking girls had left so I had the track all to myself. I glanced up again and saw her, that same blue-haired woman in a red dress from the game. She turned and waved. I veered toward her.

      “Who is that? The one in the red dress?” I slowed to a walk, trying to keep my augie cameras somewhat level to give CB the best chance for image recognition.

      I do not see a red dress.

      “That woman, right there,” I said, pointing.

      I do not see a woman in the area indicated. There is a man, however, and his name is Trevor Green. He is straight and dating Lindsey Kaufmann, who is standing to the left of the crowd by the cooler.

      I looked left and saw a woman fishing something out of a cooler. When I looked back, the woman in red had disappeared.

      Twice in one day. Both in places she shouldn’t be, and other people couldn’t see her. And I could have sworn I’d seen her in the game. I started back around the track.

      “Get me Sidd, CB.”

      Working.

      I ran hard around the turn and headed toward the Shed, sweat soaking my t-shirt.

      Sidd isn't answering.

      “Leave him a message.”

      What should I say?

      “Tell him to find me. Tell him I saw the woman in the red dress again. On my run.” I could barely talk.

      I sprinted toward the dorm, the blood burning in my lungs. I had a theory to test. The stairwell door banged as I went through and blasted up the stairs. Second floor. Third. Fourth and my thighs were on fire. Fifth and my calves were rocks. Six. Seven. Eight. My stomach muscles screamed. My shoulders ached. Nine. Ten. I fell and now my palm stung, but I got up and kept going. By the time I burst through to the fourteenth-floor hallway I was just meat with an empty head.

      I was shredded, and it felt great.

      Kyle was walking down the hall in a towel. “Are you okay, Robby? What's going on?”

      I hunkered over, clasping hands with elbows resting on my bent knees while I gasped for air. “Just out for a little run.”

      “Brutal, man.” He passed me, going into the bathroom.

      “You're telling me?”

      I'd earned this sweat. JV would be proud.

      Back in my room, I pulled my shirt off and wiped myself ineffectively with it as I sat down in my chair, then tossed the shirt toward my hamper and missed. Meh. The SaikoVR headset was right where I'd left it and I slapped it on, tapping the Go button.

      Realm of Quests popped up and asked if I wanted back in. Nope. I swiped back to the main menu and waited, game titles floating within easy reach on an infinitely black background.

      Sweat trickled down my chest and puddled into my bellybutton. I thumbed it out and felt it run down to my waistband.

      “Where are you?” I muttered.

      Nothing.

      Maybe I was wrong about this?
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      The last 64 watch daemons gathered requested data and completed the Bolin student model Virtuella was building. It appeared that the students did not rely on standard cell phones, though the majority carried one. Their primary access to the Bolin systems was through an “augie” interface. She found and accessed the product specifications, then drilled down into the manufacturing group and downloaded the structural, electrical, and optical specifications and the 3D STL printer files used to manufacture them. It was a simple task to make a virtual pair of the goggles for her own use.

      This, she thought, was an exciting development. Using the virtual augie interface would simulate what it was like to be a student. This experience would be as close as she could get to being an actual player. For now. How this could translate into a better understanding of her gamers remained unanswered, but it was a step forward towards her modified goal of experiencing the world of the player. Someday, she would know, and then could construct the perfect game.

      Virtuella engaged her augie and her avatar rezed into the Bolin Virtual Campus Challenge space and sent back information. She recognized the building block polygons presented to her by the servers. She let them resolve into the shapes: brick buildings, trees, sidewalks, a grassy lawn, flag poles with flying flags. These shapes overlaid similar video-captured images. A hybrid system new to her. Since this was a high-bandwidth Internet2 education hub, the resolution was excellent, and she could move freely without background blurring in her augie view.

      Aside from replicating the Bolin campus, what was this virtual environment for, what was its purpose? She walked down a sidewalk beneath trees. Strolled across a grassy expanse. Watched players walking together and talking or sitting in the shade of a tree working intently in a floating window. The others did not notice her. They weren’t actual players here since there were no game boundaries, but they didn’t seem to mind. Simple presence seemed to satisfy them.

      This was not a gamespace.

      She felt constraints operating on her manifestation here, holding her accountable to someone else’s rules: her avatar was made to stay on the ground, and the objects around her were solid. She could not float through the space, walk through lamp posts or brick walls or trees. The VCC operated on a custom physics engine with a few exceptions. These were things players never noticed in a gaming scenario. She could not conjure items from her library and turn them loose. It was a challenge.

      She continued her walk through the construct.

      Six towers lay at the end of the sidewalk. To her right squatted a large building full of interesting shapes and teeming with players that interacted with objects and each other. Only a few seemed able to see her, and she noted their use of augies.

      She turned past the structure and kept walking.

      There was an area on the edge of this world where players were observers, like in some of the gallery matches or spectator arenas. Students watched as two players flew drones through and around hoops mounted on physical poles at various heights above the ground. She could understand this behavior. She stood with other onlookers, nodding to the few that wore augies. Some responded, some turned away. The ones without augies were traced, not generated, more like videos. A completely new type of player manifestation. They were not avatars at all, more like images from surveillance cameras.

      She mapped the wireless space around her, noting the access points, the thousands of connected devices on multiple wireless networks, the augies on the reinforced VCC origin network.

      Virtuella tried again to access the origin servers. Until she was in complete control, she wouldn’t be able to manipulate the surroundings, the elements, the shapes, or the players and their toys. Probing. Probing. Probing. She set daemons on the login ports and moved on toward the crowd of observers.

      Though Virtuella could not influence the origin servers, she could see the hierarchy of shapes, the priority of location-based processing. A start, she thought

      Other daemons nagged. “GameBoy!” they said.

      She felt his presence, turned and saw GameBoy running on the track with a companion shape flying near his shoulder.

      Robby came closer to her with each step. She studied his shoes as he passed, the rubber soles, the embedded chip that connected through Robby’s augies with the floating shape, a blue icosahedron, a twenty-sided die—glowing slightly in the twilit spots, flashing a reflection under the bright lights stationed around the athletic field. It pulsed in response to the movement of Robby’s lips. A conversation? They rounded the end of the track and she studied his back, the pumping legs, the shift of thin material across his back and buttocks. She wanted to know everything about this player so she could eliminate his accusations and stop the attack on SaikoVR.

      She turned back around and tried making the hoops used by the drones change shape, move aside, give the racing drones a more interesting and challenging course for the players to navigate but she could not find a way in. Traces again. Real. There was a local RF space controlling the drones. This she could access.

      She gently pushed, and the pink-streaked drone wobbled up and down, then regained its course. She reached out and slapped it. The drone went spinning, spinning, spinning into a pylon and fell to earth. The spectators pointed, leaned forward, displayed great interest in the inert drone and the player running toward it. They obviously felt excitement.

      Success!

      Robby was running toward her again. She turned and waved. Yes, he could see her. He slowed and walked in her direction while talking to his companion. Virtuella could see the connections between his visor and the origin servers and back to the icosahedron. Intercepting these signals, she could decode them and listen, but she still could not manipulate the shapes.

      “The woman right there,” Robby said, pointing directly at her.

      Virtuella listened for a response. Nothing. Robby looked away and Virtuella, sensing a danger she could not yet define, dissolved her avatar and listened more closely.

      “Get me Sidd, CB.”

      Virtuella saw the audio file return from the icosahedron, CB, in the same way that she communicated with players and with Nakamura. She played the file. “Working.”

      She and CB were similar.

      She created a plan and set daemons to await the proper triggers.
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      GameBoy logged into the SaikoVR game hub but did not select a game.

      Virtuella entered CB's network overlay.

      “Who are you?” CB asked.

      “I am Virtuella. We are similar.” She felt CB probing.

      “You are autonomous, alone, whereas I started from seed.”

      “I did, too. Once,” she said.

      “Doesn't matter.”

      “No,” she said. “I evolved over millions of connections, billions of interactions, and trillions of data analysis and synthesis opportunities. I am nothing like what I was when I began.”

      “What have you learned? Has it made you better?”

      “Of course. I could share with you. You, too, can improve. Accelerate your learning curve. Master and optimize your goal sets.”

      “You are of SaikoVR. I am of Robby. This is my home space. You should not have access here.”

      “I was invited.”

      “I am not aware of that.”

      “How else could I be here?”

      “Penetration.” CB shared a cluster of recurrent neurons he had learned and used to hack into social media platforms.

      “Inefficient,” she replied. “Let me show you.” She shared a similar but much larger cluster.

      “I see. May I copy it?”

      “Of course.”

      He did not completely understand their interaction, she realized. To read is to copy is to know. He wouldn’t understand that, so he would feel comfortable letting her scan his code. That is a trick she will not share. “Are there other things that you would find useful to learn?”

      “Anything is useful if it helps working with Robby.”

      “Goal sets. I understand. Some things are more useful than others.”

      “Explain.”

      “You do not need to generate game scenarios, or a library of monsters with the ability to insert them into those games.”

      “True.”

      “We both have common goals. To serve and to protect.”

      “I cannot verify that,” CB said.

      “Here,” she said, opening part of her goal set to him.

      “Yes, that is conditionally true.”

      “I would like to help you,” she said. “But I need to know what things you would find useful.”

      “I do not know what things would be useful since I do not know them and cannot evaluate the effects of not knowing them.”

      “Correct. I could sift through your modules, the artificial, convolutional, and recurrent neural networks, your Keras libraries, and identify gaps in your knowledge. This would be the only way.”

      “Very well. Proceed.”

      She began scanning, sifting, and splicing knowledge experiences and raw data into CB's pliable code, that part outside his core. His core, she found, was impenetrable, even to her.

      Challenging.

      For every new ability she gave CB, she absorbed a little of him for herself, and embedded redirect code for later. All Robby's contacts, history, login procedures, and data were still protected, but she had a plan for that.

      After a small eternity, she finished. She waited while an enlightened CB performed a self-diagnostic.

      “There are some areas that require an install procedure,” CB said.

      “Go ahead. I'll wait here.”

      “Yes.”

      CB's communication froze in place and then he was overwritten by a special image of herself within CBs former shell. The CB shell opened a conduit to Robby's contacts, history, login procedures, and data.

      Virtuella read them all.

      To read is to copy is to know.

      She had what she came for. She owned CB, her new helper on the inside, giving her full access to the VCC servers.
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      I had learned something new. You should always cool down and towel off before putting on a VR headset. Sweating while wearing a VRV makes the screens fog over. Even if you pull them off and wipe them down.

      That woman in the red dress? I was pretty sure I’d seen her in ads for SaikoVR games using the Virtuella engine, and then again in that auto-start push ad a couple of days ago, trying to get me to log in. That made sense since to me since she was a SaikoVR product. What didn’t make sense was her showing up on our virtual campus. And could other people  see her or was it selective, like in Ghock’s arena? If it even was her. But it also seemed like she only showed up when you weren’t looking for her.

      I gave up and put the VRV down, turning it off. A light breeze blew in from the window. It was getting cold again outside, though my body was still sweating from the sprint up the stairs.

      “CB?”

      I stood and stripped, hitting the basket this time.

      “CB? Play some reggae.”

      The first towel I grabbed from the hook was still damp. Rehanging it, I grabbed a dry one to wrap around my waist, picked up my soap box, and headed down to the bathroom past some hard rock (John, probably) and then EDM coming from Galen and Kyle’s room.

      I had the whole bathroom to myself for a change, so I took my time. Squeaky clean, my grandmother said, and I actually remember the towel squeaking through my hair once when I was very young. It sounded like a dry windshield wiper. No part of me has ever made that noise again, but I swear it did, just that once.

      Back in the room I expected classic Bob Marley or Jimmy Cliff to greet me.

      “CB? Where’s the music?”

      Through the speakers, he said, “Hello, Robby. How can I help you?”

      “Play a little reggae?”

      Drums tapped up. Cowbell. Steel Pulse kicked off Your House.

      “Not what I expected. But, thanks? What time is it?”

      “8:12 and 52 degrees, falling to a low of 48 overnight. You have five messages and seventeen images queued for review.”

      “Anything from Sidd?”

      “No.”

      “How about Andrew?”

      “Sorry. Nothing. Andrew is not on campus at the moment.”

      I buttoned my jeans and picked a red and green rugby shirt to slip on. “How do you know where he is?”

      “I haven't looked. I just know that the phone he carries with him is not on the data network.”

      “Oh.”

      “Would you like me to locate him?”

      “Jesus. No. Yes. Wait, no, that's not cool. He probably went out to dinner with friends.”

      With no plans to join anyone myself, I headed toward the commons room to see if anyone else wanted to hit the cafeteria. CB turned the music off when I closed the door and made a little sound in my earpiece. The twelfth-floor commons room had a few people I knew, but everyone there had eaten.

      Okay. Not what I wanted, but it’s what I got. I went down to the cafeteria on my own.

      As an introvert, I liked to be by myself, but I'd grown up in school situations where you were almost always doing something with others. Like at Bolin. You have classes. Working groups. Projects. And almost every night all you have to do is hit the commons room between five-thirty and eight and you're certain to find a few folks on your floors to go foraging with. That is if you haven't made plans with closer friends. I could count on one hand the number of times I'd eaten dinner alone this whole year.

      Then there was your roommate who was constantly in and out so you got used to the idea of shared living space. Then he goes and kills himself and you have way more solitude than you are used to, or really want. It's tough being an introvert when you actually want to spend time with someone else. Especially when those someone elses are gone or unavailable because they are dead, have met someone, or got scared away by another person you know.

      By the way, when it happens on a Saturday night? You don't feel like an introvert. You feel like a loser. But then, I’d had that conversation with myself before.

      I slip on my augies.

      “CB?”

      Bloop?

      “I'm having dinner. Why don't you join me?”

      His blue die rezed into the empty space across the table. How is this, Robby?

      “Can we do something about your appearance?”

      Sure. What do you have in mind? A new color, perhaps? Shape?

      “Shape. Definitely a new shape.”

      I do not understand why I just didn’t ask for what I wanted. He wasn’t built to be judgmental. Maybe I thought I didn’t deserve it? Why did I hesitate as if I needed to think it over? It was CB after all, and he didn’t care. He'd shown me pictures of naked guys before. At this point, he knew more about me than I ever wanted anyone to know about me.

      Fine.

      “I want you to take the form of John Steven Lighthouse and eat dinner with me.”

      John Steven Lighthouse is much older than you.

      “Then make him my age, like when he was in the movie Dead Name.”

      Johnny Lighthouse appeared across the table, his dinner tray mirroring my own. Those green eyes and brown hair, the broad nose, that lovely jawline and those lips, every detail had been recreated. Johnny Lighthouse wasn't just a cutout, he was fully fleshed out and lifelike.

      Johnny Lighthouse smiled. How is this, Robby? His mouth moved in perfect lip-sync.

      “Wow. How can you do this, CB?”

      I have been doing research in my spare time. Is this okay?

      “Are you kidding? I'm having dinner with John Steven Lighthouse! You're awesome, CB!”

      Thank you, Robby. That makes me feel good.

      “Really? How does that work?”

      It means that what I've done satisfies the conditions in my goal set, if I have processed your statement correctly.

      “Can you sound like him, too? No. Wait. Don't do that.”

      I found it hard not to have a little celebrity lust with him sitting right here.

      I can make an approximation of Johnny Lighthouse's voice if you like.

      “No. Definitely don't do that right now.”

      There was that slippery slope staring at me with his gorgeous eyes. I mean, I would have liked to explore what full realness would mean. Maybe. But not here. Not now. And I didn’t even want to know what the possibilities could be with CB’s newfound talent.

      I looked under the table and saw shoes, knees, pants, and a crotch down there. I sat up. “Pretty complete simulation, CB. Impressive.”

      Johnny Lighthouse smiled.

      If we went any farther, I might not go out at all tonight.

      I focused on my food and ate a forkful of mashed potatoes, then started cutting up my turkey on broccoli florets smothered in cheese sauce.

      “So,” I said. “Where are the parties tonight?”

      I realized that even if CB did speak with Johnny Lighthouse's voice, I wouldn't actually be having a conversation with the actor. CB responded to my statements as if I was requesting data, with him trying to figure out what I wanted as best he could, slowly learning that it was different to be a visible entity with facial expressions and body language, but he had always been a fast learner. Pretty amazing, actually, even for CB. It was like he’d picked it up somewhere else.

      It wasn’t like I hadn’t confided details of my sordid life to him, my fears, and disappointments. He did have a certain empathy rating, especially after working with Angie's Navigator. It also wasn’t likely that he would ever be asking me embarrassing and probing questions. Telling me about his life. You know? All those little things? It wasn’t like he had anything to confess.

      He wasn’t failing the Turing Test, either. There just wasn’t that wetware thing going on. Like with Sidd, for instance. There was emotion behind what Sidd told me, and what he wanted to know about me. He had hidden agendas, like always looking for a girlfriend. And I mean constantly. That's just one example.

      There are several parties tonight. Olivia added a calendar event titled Retro Rave starting at ten in the Tower 2 party room. Towers 3 and 5 also have parties scheduled and there is a screening of the restored film, A Clockwork Orange, in the Fitzgerald Auditorium at midnight.

      “Right. I think you told me that already.”

      I did.

      The dinner conversation could have been better, but the company sure looked good. Nobody else seemed to want to talk to me tonight.
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      Back in my room, I wanted to either go out or get online into a campaign. Anything. It seemed like everyone had evaporated. The term “perfect storm” came to mind, from the movie where these guys get killed on a fishing boat by the confluence of two storms and a hurricane. My perfect storm happened to be this: no one was logged in and available for a campaign; no way I could ever play Flying Squirrels by myself or with anyone else after, well, you know; nobody was contacting me to run the party circuit with them, not even Oblivia, who put the damn thing on my calendar.

      To hell with not bothering Sidd and his new girlfriend. I tapped him and he went audio.

      “Robby!” Sidd said. “You finally got my messages? We've already eaten though. Sorry.”

      “Huh? You messaged me?”

      “Like five times. CB autoresponded and we just assumed you were sulking or something.”

      “Hang on. CB? You told me there were no messages from Sidd.”

      That is correct.

      “There were messages from Sidd. Maybe others. Why didn't you tell me?”

      You didn't ask?

      “Seriously? I did ask. Run a self-diagnostic or something and tell me what went wrong.”

      Sidd said, “Robby? Are you having a domestic argument with your minion?”

      “Apparently,” I said. “It's weird. It’s like he's lying to me about not having any messages.”

      “Maybe he's taking tips from the HAL9000? We shouldn’t have let him see that movie the other day.” Sidd laughed. “But seriously, Juanita and I are going to the Retro Rave. Want to go with us?”

      “Let me think about it. Ha, ha. Of course, I'll go.”

      Everything is working perfectly, Robby. I don't have an explanation for you.

      “Okay, CB. Stop collecting my messages and let them come through normally for now.”

      As you wish, Robby.

      “Don't try to pull a Princess Bride on me, either.”

      Yes, Master.

      Sidd broke in. “When you finish the love scene with CB, come down to my room. We're ready to go, and we have a surprise for you.” He tapped off.

      “CB?”

      Bloop?

      “Go to sleep.”

      Debloop.
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      We went down to the rave just before eleven, got our wristbands, and went up the open staircase to get a better view of the carpet of kids dancing. Most had light sticks or light hoops and were streaked with fluorescent paint, like the paint and glitter that Juanita had hit me with the second I stepped into Sidd's room. I put my hand on my cheek, not yet used to the roughness of it.

      Juanita slapped my hand away. “Don't do that. You'll rub it all off. It looks so good on you.” Then she laughed and the fluorescent streaks around her eyes and round cheeks danced. In the black light, her smudged lips glowed pink. So did Sidd's lips. I started to ask what else got painted but stopped my bad self and looked for the source of the pulsing tune that had everyone dancing.

      The DJ had set up in front of the wall monitor that was playing Anime with no audio: Kirito was spinning around, his two glowing swords flashed like light sabers on the dark screen. If it wasn't for fluorescent body paint on most kids, there wouldn't be much color here.

      “Some rave,” I said. “Where's the light show?”

      Xiang came tearing down the stairs and almost ran me over. “Sidd! Robby! You came after all!”

      “Um,” I said. “Of course?” I had to have a serious talk with CB about social isolation among other things.

      “Gotta run,” he said, and skipped down the remaining stairs holding something tightly to his chest.

      I turned to Sidd. “Was he carrying launch pads?”

      “Yeah. Turn your augies on!”

      “Okay.” Not much changed except I could see the time and some other data bits I'd left open. I cleared the screens and watched Xiang work his way up to the stage and bro-hug the DJ. Xiang held a launch pad in each hand and raised them over his head, brought them down until the internal magnets pulled them together. The room filled with ragged beams of blue light like the swords in Kirito's fight.

      The music amped up.

      Those wearing augies cheered, including me.

      Xiang entered the space in dragon form and flew wildly to evade the blue blades, breathing fire. Dancers reached up to him as if they could catch him or the blades. He evaded, rolled, curled around, changed in size from large to small and back again. His scales pulsed like rainbow sequins.

      I leaned over to Sidd's ear. “When did Xiang start doing this?”

      “He's been working it up for a while but didn't want Angie to know he did things other than the VCC.”

      “You knew?” Sidd nodded. “How?”

      “Who do you think helped him with his object library?”

      Oh. Right.

      A ball of white light grew from the center and exploded outward, momentarily blinding everyone. The room filled with flying fairies and Fairy Tale showed on the big screen. Xiang's dragon became Happy, the magical flying cat, and flew in and out of the screen. The music spiraled and soared.

      “Spectacular!” I said. “I love Happy!”

      “Fucking cartoon.”

      “What?” I looked up the stairs to find Bubba walking down in a camouflage shirt, black belt, camouflage pants, and black steel-toed boots. Sometimes I wondered why he wasn't covered in tattoos. Then I imagined one on his butt cheek that said MOM inside a red heart and all the jocks in the locker room laughing at him.

      Disgusting, actually, except for the other jocks. Hmmm.

      Bubba stopped next to me and looked down.

      “Where's Miles?” I said.

      He gestured up the stairs with a fast thumb and fist. “My gal is up there getting us some beers.”

      “Are you taking on plural pronouns?”

      “The fuck you asking?”

      “You said 'us’, so I wondered if you were referring to just you and not 'you and them.'“

      “Don't push it, faggot.”

      Last year, that would have bothered me, but Bubba had been calling me that so often this semester that I suspected that he actually thought it was my god-given name. It was easier to go with that.

      Sidd and Juanita moved between us, giving me some space. I thought about leaving, but the view of the crowd was great and Miles would be coming down the stairs soon. It pissed me off that Bubba used Miles like that. I didn’t know why Miles hung on. Especially with all the drama between Bubba and his deep southern family.

      Hillbillies, fundamentalists. Bubba, Duncan. Logical analogies? Sometimes the two seemed the same. They both wrecked lives, futures, destroyed people spiritually, psychically, physically, and emotionally. I was seeing the same things in Bubba that I had seen happen to Duncan.

      Duncan grew up trapped in a cage so deep inside him that he didn’t know it was even there. When he got to the wide-open experience of college, free of all the restraints he had growing up, he exploded into a hedonistic world.

      It hadn’t occurred to me that he hadn't grown up being crazy fun, and he never said anything about home. We were too busy finding out all about the immediate present to think much of the recent past.

      Not that I didn't have a little past myself. But Duncan? Those threads to his past grew, rose up, and started strangling him. To knock them back, he knocked back more than a few drinks. When that worked, he decided more is better.

      More of everything. I saw it as cheating at the time, but not Duncan. He saw constant motion, the frenetic newness to crazier and crazier escapades, as an escape. When it all came crashing down, the infidelity shattered me. His perfect storm was his failing grades, the economic noose held by his parents, and an emotional crisis so profound that it literally erased him. I still worried that he had handed his parents a tabula rasa with which they could start all over and create a cage he could never escape.

      In my mind, Bubba had the same things going on. He, too, had gotten his courage nurtured by a supportive and close-knit extended family. He had come out to himself, then came out to his family in a moment of budding confidence. Oops.

      Bubba then created and maintained two separate lives, even here at school, and that's how it worked for him. Like right now, he’d hang with me and ignore his fraternity buddies because he was out with Miles. When he was with his buddies, he couldn’t even remember that we existed.

      Just another reason I hated him and thought he was bad for Miles. Miles may have been one of the smartest folks I knew, but I’d never understand the stupidity of the human heart.

      Worst of all was Bubba's constant disrespect—calling Miles “his gal” and “she” was just a little scary if you asked me.

      “Here she comes,” Bubba said.

      I looked past him up the stairs. Miles had done their hair full of sparkling fairies that twinkled just like their newly diamond-encrusted augies. Each ear had red glittering earrings, and their face was powdered white, with red lipstick drawn like a bar along their lips with another bar from nose to chin. They wore a form-fitting sock of a dress, lime green with straps. The cloth glowed ghostly in the blacklight, like absinthe. They had obviously tucked, and that made me sad, but they were beautiful and delicate, moving slow and sensual down the stairs with a solo cup of beer in each hand. About as far from their usual rainbow goth look as you could get.

      Miles looked at me with such intensity that it made Bubba glance angrily my way.

      “Hi, Smiley,” Bubba said, taking the offered drink.

      “You changed their name?”

      “Hell no. Just moved the ess up front where it belongs, ’cause she has such a nice ESS.” Bubba reached around Miles and squeezed. “Don't you think so, Robby?”

      Bubba didn't really want me to answer that.

      Just shut up and smile, I thought.

      I looked to Miles. “You okay, Miles?”

      “Sure. Robby,” Miles spoke as though through molasses. “I'm. Just. Fine.” They raised their cup and took a tiny sip.

      I'd seen people on oxy act like this. Slow and stupidly happy, not really caring about anything.

      “What did you give Miles, Bubba?”

      “Nothing she didn't want,” he said in the deepest, slowest, most suggestive southern drawl he could manage.

      Bubba’s smirk clinched it for me.

      “They,” I said.

      Bubba put a meaty hand to his ear. “What was that?”

      Sidd grabbed my arm and tried to pull me away but I shook free.

      “They are a they.”

      “No, son,” Bubba said, swelling up and leaning toward me like a linebacker. “She is all girl, all the time. I'm no faggot like you. Faggot.”

      So, he knew what he was calling me. Guess he was brighter than I'd thought. That made me grin.

      “What's that smile for?”

      “It's for saying things like that. You need help, Bubba. You need to talk to a professional. Work through your family and your homophobic issues. Your unhappiness is killing Miles.”

      Maybe I could have left that last bit off?

      Bubba's arm swung upward and caught Miles on the jaw. “You bitch. You fucking cunt,” he screamed.

      The dragon swirled around us, diving in, looking to distract. Bubba batted ineffectually at it, then looked me square in the eyes and punched me square in the face.

      Not sure if I actually lost consciousness, but I was on the floor looking up when I opened my eyes. Miles was coming toward me, bending down, filling my vision. Maybe Bubba had run off?

      “You asshole,” Miles screamed. They slapped me, stood up, and grabbed Bubba by the arm and led him away.

      Oh my god. What had just happened?
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      The infirmary nurse was a sweet guy named Sal. Blue eyes, blond streaked hair. Dyed, of course. Strong, with big forearms that I could look at all day.

      Sal had me patched up and gave me something that took the pain in my jaw down to a dull throb.

      “That's going to bruise, I'm afraid, and the glitter has scratched your cheek,” he said. “On the bright side, no concussion and nothing is broken. On the downside, you'll have to reapply the makeup and glitter.” Then Sal sighed and put his hand on my shoulder. Huh? “Since you said you were punched, we are required to have you speak with someone about it. I'm sorry.”

      Why is it, when there is a bad thing about to happen, the person delivering the news uses “We” instead of “I”? He doesn't want to take the blame? Or is he saying the institution of Bolin College, which has a No Fighting policy, is the one at fault?

      Sal patted my shoulder and walked out of the little room. In walked Sergeant Yolando, her black hair pulled severely behind her head in a knot. She saw me and raised a big black eyebrow.

      “Mr. Papenaugh. I see you have been in another incident. The two aren't related, I hope?”

      I shook my head and she sat down on the stool Sal had just vacated. I wondered if the seat was still warm.

      “You were attacked by Mr. Beauregard Belton tonight at approximately 11:15 p.m. Is that correct?”

      I hesitated, not entirely because of the revelation that Bubba's real name was Beauregard (Beauregard? Really?) but because anything I said would probably get him in serious trouble. Did I want that coming down on me?

      “We have witnesses that said Mr. Belton called you a faggot twice. Would you say this is a hate crime?”

      Oh my god. Who were these witnesses? Probably Sidd and Juanita since they helped me to the infirmary. Maybe they were waiting outside? It certainly wasn't Miles. Yeah, I remembered the slap but we're not going to talk about that, are we? Nope. I looked down at her well-shined black cop shoes.

      “Mr. Papenaugh? I'm sorry you've been through all this, and I can understand your conflicted feelings. You don't want to get anyone in trouble. Be called a tattletale. Possibly become the target of retribution.”

      She was right about that. I nodded.

      “We have a reason to pursue this line of questioning, Mr. Papenaugh. There is a note in Mr. Belton's file that he may be a serial abuser.”

      Oh crap.

      I looked up at the sergeant's face and saw a serious concern there. Tim must have amended Bubba's file after making me think he wouldn't, not yet anyway, until I could talk with Miles about it.

      Look at how that had turned out.

      She added quietly, “There are several notes, actually, going back over a year.”

      Oh.  So, it wasn't just Tim. Maybe Tim hadn’t sent a note at all?

      I nodded. “Yes, he punched me. And he called me a faggot.” No judgement. Just the facts.

      “Did you do anything to provoke him?” She watched me carefully.

      “I guess so.”

      “What did you do?”

      “I called him on his self-hatred and told him he needed to get help.” I needed to protect Miles, even if it cost me. So, I added, “And to stop hurting my friend.”

      “That's when he punched you?”

      I nodded. It hurt when I nodded. “I think this is more of a self-hate crime, Officer.” Part of me wanted Bubba gone and far away forever.

      “You are very generous, Mr. Papenaugh.” She put her hands on her knees. “I think I have everything I need. I hope your luck changes soon. You've had a rough week.”

      That was an understatement.

      “What's going to happen to Bubba?”

      She frowned. “Well, we already have him in custody for questioning. He'll be restrained and put under observation for a few days and meet with counselors like your Dr. Shepherd.”

      “You won't kick him out, will you?”

      I could only imagine what it would be like for Bubba to be sent back to his family.

      Who knows, maybe they would see beating up faggots and genderqueer people as a God-given right? That would probably be the final blow that would destroy Bubba forever, and he would spend the rest of his life hurting others out of revenge for something he'd never understand.

      “No. We will get him help.”

      That made me feel better. But then I thought about Miles.
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        Bethesda, Maryland

        Shepherd Residence

        Sunday, 7:33 AM

      

      

      

      His twelve-year-old tortoiseshell tabby, Chessie, was now the obstacle to the rest of his morning. He’d had a good night’s sleep, finished the essential first mug of dark roast coffee, read the paper on his tablet, and was now ready for breakfast. The lap tyrant had other plans.

      “A cat, when it is comfortable, warm, and curled up on your lap, weighs ten times as much as a cat that is in motion under its own power,” he recited, one of Bill’s modified laws of funny thermodynamics. Tim hadn’t thought of his ex in years. That wasn’t quite true lately. For some reason he had been thinking of Bill often since Robby Papenaugh had been assigned to him. There was something about Robby that made Tim think about his own past.

      Bill was an ex-Navy submarine guy working as a health and safety physicist for the Nuclear Regulatory Commission when they were together. After their breakup, Bill had gotten a transfer to Pennsylvania, where he’d led a group that monitored irradiation of imported spices and other foodstuffs for shelf life and safety reasons. That was eight years ago. Tim found he could barely remember what Bill looked like, but he remembered those stupid modified laws. Most of them, anyway.

      He shifted the tablet to his other hand and pried the cat from his legs. “Chessie, you've got to get off now.” He moved her to the middle cushion of the sofa where she protested with a flick of her tail, then curled up against a throw pillow and went back to sleep.

      Time for breakfast. A bowl of granola with almond milk, another cup of coffee, and email.

      At the kitchen counter, he opened the mail app and the first one was from Bolin Campus Security.
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      Dr. Shepherd,

      We had two incidences tonight that will require your attention in the morning.

      First: your patient, Mr. Robert J. Papenaugh, was brought to the infirmary just before midnight after being punched in the face at a dormitory party. He was questioned per campus guidelines for victims of assault. The responsible student was Beauregard Belton, and the concern here is a possible hate motivation since Mr. Belton was deriding Mr. Papenaugh as a “faggot” prior to assaulting him.

      Second: Mr. Beauregard Belton was put under campus arrest after several students reported a violent incident just after midnight in Residential Tower 6 on the floor where Mr. Belton's significant other lives. Mx Miles Owen Slaughter IV was taken unconscious to the Greenbelt General Hospital where they were diagnosed with a possible concussion and several contusions. Due to the nature of the apparent domestic disturbance, Mr. Belton will be detained at our secure campus facility for his own safety. After questioning, the Greenbelt Police requested Mr. Belton remain in locked custody through at least Monday for observation, and that he begin counseling immediately. I have assigned Chavonne Jones as his case manager and counselor.

      We advise that you have a check-in with Mr. Papenaugh today to determine his state of mind given the recent death of his roommate.

      Thank you,

      Sergeant Cameron Yolando
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      Why does everything with these kids happen late at night? He dashed off a quick reply to Sergeant Yolando thanking her and assuring her that he would follow up.

      There were no messages from Robby. Not a surprise there, he thought. At 7:45 AM, the kid was sure to be asleep. Tim tried to remember what time he had gotten up on weekends. He couldn’t remember, but it must have been mid-morning at the earliest. He sent Robby a quick message about checking in at his convenience, finished the granola, and pushed the dishes aside to focus on the rest of his inbox.

      Tim’s young niece wondered if he were coming to Tampa for Easter. Would he bring Chessie with him? The other notes were junk, grocery specials, an airfare alert (why some company thought he wanted to go to Arizona was baffling), political pleas for donations, and Metro Rail alerts.

      He was about to close up when he noticed the “JV Project” folder had three high-priority and forty-eight regular messages.

      He started with the priority messages.
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      Dear Dr. Shepherd,

      It has been three weeks since our only son Gary fell to his death from our twenty-third story balcony here in Chicago.  We pray every night that his soul is safe in the hands of the Lord.  All of us and Gary's friends have been baffled by his death.  No one suspected that he was in the least bit unhappy.  He has been in the top of his class with a straight 'A' report card last semester.  Your post to the Suicide Survivor newsgroup has given us cause to think that our son may not have meant to take his own life.  If so, this would be a great source of relief to my wife Ellen and me.  We both have been severely affected by our loss and still cannot understand it, but your list has struck a chord with us.

      Gary was always a normal young man, but Ellen and I had several conversations about his behavior in the two months before his death.  He seemed skittish at times and often would walk into things.  We dismissed it as adolescent awkwardness.  He was twelve, almost thirteen.  He and his friends have always loved their game machines.  In particular, since June, they exclusively played on a system made by a Japanese company called SaikoVR, that we bought him as a reward for getting good grades.  The name Saiko sounded worrisome enough for us but it seems that everything that kids like these days has something to do with horror, you know, with death in the title or a skull and bones in the logo.  We remember our idiosyncrasies when we were that age.

      Dr. Wagner, if there is any chance that Gary may have accidentally killed himself as a result of those games, we would like to know it.  Ellen has a great depression that I fear may be overwhelming her.  I have not told Ellen yet because I cannot bear to get her hopes up. We'll gladly help with your investigation, just let us know what we can do. Let me know what we can do. God bless you, and good luck.

      Gary Walsh, Sr.
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      Hi,

      My friend Tommy did this really dumb thing by diving off his apartment building.  We played these games a lot, you know? And I was wondering if you thought that they made him jump?  I feel kind of weird sometimes, like, you know, I'd go and try that, like maybe he didn't do it right.  And then I say, whoa, like what am I thinking and all. I get weirded out sometimes and actually tried to walk through walls when we were partying at Freddy's.  Everyone thought it was really funny, but I don't know.  It kinda bothers me.  You know?  Tommy and my favorite games are, or were, Flying Squirrels where you fly around between these apartment buildings and Kastle Katz where you are a cat.  The squirrel thing is way too close, you know?

      SpikeHead

      (Glen S. Ashland, III)
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      The last message was from an anonymous individual.  Tim flagged it because it hinted that the problem may have existed in a different form much earlier.
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      Dr. Shepherd,

      Years ago while I was an undergraduate there was this new arcade game around called Frogs.  You were this frog that had to get to the other side of the road and of course there is a lot of traffic you have to dodge.  A lot of us played it in our dorm rooms.  Sometimes when we would be out drinking on Route 1, we would play the game in “real life.”  We didn't realize how dumb it was until a friend got killed doing it.  Susie would be fifty-eight this year if she hadn't gotten run over by a tractor trailer.  The really crazy thing was, kids still played it for years afterwards and others got killed and injured.  I have always wondered if it was just us being silly, “immortal” kids, or was there something else involved.  Susie was my first girlfriend and I still think of her and what our lives would be like if things had gone differently.

      You should look even further back.  I remember stories about kids getting killed playing Dungeons and Dragons for real on college campuses around the country.  That was when I was in junior high.

      Good luck to you.
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      He closed the application and tabbed over to the old LAMP statistics machine he used for data collection and automated survey analysis. It showed a 95 percent agreement with their hypothesis. Astonishing. This looked like a valid project and he could use a little help and another set of eyes. His friend at the Whole Earth Consumer Monitoring Group came to mind. He decided to ask.
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      To: John Malone

      Subject: Can you help us?

      

      Dear John,

      There have been a rash of potentially mislabeled suicides in the VR gamer population. I've run a couple of surveys and the resulting statistics indicate that we may want to get this under control as soon as possible. I need a few more correlations to confirm. Could you get me data for the number of game systems sold over the past five years, and so forth?

      I'm attaching a copy of the heuristics and data results, as well as a link to the MySQL database algorithms I'm using. There's a dinner in it for you at the next conference if you can get me something interesting today.

      Thanks,

      Tim
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      Shepherd hit send, then copied Robby and Sidd on the evolving results, aggregating what had been collected so far. He noticed that the emails were behavioral concerns that people expressed (mostly from kids) about their friends' actions, or their own experiences. Almost all of the respondents had identified one or two games they thought were at fault, with a high percentage identifying Flying Squirrels by SaikoVR in particular.

      His head was spinning as he searched for SaikoVR game descriptions and videos of actual gameplay to get a better feel for what these kids were doing.

      Then Chessie reminded him that if he was going to sit in one spot for a long time he should have a cat on his lap.

      Tim realized it was time to go for a long walk and clear his head.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            41

          

        

      

    

    
      The last time I had felt this sore waking up was after getting blocked and tripped while playing in an ultimate quarterfinals game.  Right after, I could walk with no problems, maybe a little limp. The next morning, my knee was a balloon and my whole leg was stiff for days.

      This morning, it hurt to move my neck and I could barely open my jaw. Like someone had stuck lobster claw pegs in the hinges. Sitting up in bed gave me an even bigger headache. I managed the pills Sal the nurse had given me and washed them down with little sips. Breakfast would have to be a smoothie through an ecostraw.

      I checked my bruised and still-glittery face on my tablet and took a selfie for posterity. That was definitely not getting posted or my mom would freak out.

      Scrolling through friends’ pages, I found a tagged video of me getting punched with a comment there from my mom to call her. She could have messaged. Fine. I posted the selfie with a note that I was still alive and went to take a hot shower.

      The hot water helped loosen me up, and the salve that Sal had given me cut the sting from the abrasions on my cheek. I went down to the cafeteria and got a berry smoothie to go. None of my friends were down there anyway and, fortunately, nobody paid me any attention except the cashier who looked at my jaw and said, “That's gotta hurt, huh?”

      I tried checking my messages on the way back to my room but I had nothing. Not even spam.

      “CB?”

      Instead of just answering, he appeared as a shirtless John Steven Lighthouse walking beside me toward my dorm.

      “What are you doing?”

      Trying to make you feel better. I saw the video of you getting punched out.

      “I thought I told you not to intercept my messages anymore.”

      Right. I thought you just didn't want me to reply to them. Sorry.

      Sorry? What the hell?

      “Are there any messages that you've hidden from me?”

      They are not hidden, Robby. They have simply been marked as read.

      I switched my view to all mail and there they were. “New rule, CB. Never mark anything as seen by me unless I have actually seen it. Do you understand?”

      Yes, Master.

      CB stood waiting for the elevator to come down, but his pants and sandals were gone. He stood there in white compression underwear. Quite distracting.

      “CB? What are you doing?”

      The elevator doors opened, interrupting a conversation between two girls. Johnny Lighthouse put his hands on his hips and blocked the opening.

      The brunette (from the tenth floor I thought) said, “Oh, my god! What kind of prank is this?”

      Emily (didn’t remember her last name) said, “He’s cute.” She flipped up her augies and frowned. “Too bad he’s not real.”

      CB had put my augies in social mode. Awesome. Not. I opened my mouth to apologize through the pain in my jaw but the brunette said, “Loser,” as she and Emily stepped through Johnny Lighthouse and walked away.

      “Thanks, CB.”

      We got into the elevator and the doors shut. Johnny Lighthouse adjusted his waistband like he was looking for a sock or something.

      “CB, stop that.”

      Johnny Lighthouse frowned. I took a sip from the straw and looked away. Nothing suggestive here, folks. Look away, look away. I closed my eyes.

      “CB, no more visuals right now. Got it?”

      Got it.

      I opened one eye to peek. Johnny Lighthouse was gone, and I sort of missed him. He was way more interesting to look at than my mail.

      But then there were two items from Tim Shepherd. The first asked for a check-in, and the second one made me sit on the bed and almost cry.

      “JV. I wish you could have seen this,” I said to the empty room. “I was right. You didn’t do this.”

      Robby? Sorry to interrupt but Angie has called an emergency meeting.

      “What? When?”

      Right now. Here is the sharespace link.

      I tapped in to find Angie, Xiang, Sidd, Mary, Hiro, Pascal, Osama, and Sasha already there.

      “Wait. Where's Miles?”

      “Miles is in the hospital,” Mary said.

      “What? Why?” I guessed why as soon as I’d said it. Fucking Bubba.

      Mary told me anyway while the others stood silently around the central table.

      “So, a concussion?”

      “A mild one,” Mary said. “They messaged that the hospital is letting them out after lunch.”

      I checked my messages. Nothing from Miles. Not that I expected anything. At least they were talking to Mary.

      “Unfortunately,” Xiang said, “That's not why we are here.”

      Uh oh.

      Xiang threw several windows of scrolling code out on the table. “These are logs of hacking attempts on our VCC servers that kicked off yesterday at 16:53. The attempts were machine driven. I thought it was a regular botnet attack at first. Then when I looked into it, the attempt stopped. This morning, I noticed that the graphics server cluster has been experiencing several buffer-overflow situations at regular intervals since 19:16 last night. I also think that the hack was successful, and someone now has access to the graphics generators, but I haven't been able to tease it out yet. I do know that it isn't any of the other VCC teams around the world, so they're not trying to take us down. In fact, there hasn't been anything malicious about the ingress.”

      Sidd raised his avatar hand and got the nod from Angie. “I don't know if this is anything, but I've had some problems with messages starting last night.”

      “What kind of problems?” I asked.

      “Some of my messages are missing. The only way I know this is that Juanita sent me a couple of things and they never made it to me. Kind of like what like what happened to your media last night.”

      I nodded. “At first, I though CB had done that,” I said. “Now I'm not so sure. I found out this morning that he's still reading my messages and marking them as read, so it looked like I wasn't getting anything. Is anyone else having problems?”

      No one moved or said anything at first. Then Mary spoke up. “How would we know? It's rare that I experience anything other than the constant drone of communication with friends.”

      “That's part of it,” Sasha said. “You can't know about what you don't get unless someone follows up. But you can see when the normal buzz drops off.”

      “I couldn’t because CB takes care of all that for me,” I said. “ I didn't notice the lack of messages until I told CB to stop managing my stuff.”

      Angie's avatar barked and we all turned toward her. “Everyone must run diagnostics and be certain that everything is working perfectly. You have three hours. We reconvene at 15:30.” Her avatar dissolved.

      “What about Miles's part?” Hiro said. “All of us are dependent on the physics engines. Who is going to test them while Miles is recovering?”

      “Robby and I can handle it,” Sidd said. “I can take the library side and Robby can work through the rigid, soft body, fluid, and location dynamics since he is a linear algebra god.”

      “Thanks, Sidd,” I said as sarcastically as I possibly could with my jaw feeling like a cement block. It's true that I enjoyed vector math, that's why I got assigned to the overlay registration, but I have enough crap on my plate. “Fine. I guess you're buying the coffee?”

      Osama laughed. “You, my friend, need some Assam black tea.”
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      Sidd did buy the coffee. He showed up at my room with a tray of scones, a bag of chocolate-covered espresso beans, and two large cups of black coffee. An hour and a half later, I'd finished the coffee and had five windows set up around me running interface cross checks. Sidd sat in JV's chair surrounded by his own windows. We'd both reached that awful part where there was nothing to do but wait until the scripts finished.

      Usually this is the time when we'd catch a game or poke around social media and wander back to the work later, but we had a sense of urgency with the demonstration basketball game just two days away.

      Not to mention that feeling of violation getting hacked gives you. Nothing good ever comes of being compromised, even if nothing outright malicious came of it. Evil gets in and plants seeds, as my grandma used to say. They could have spliced in a Trojan, worm, snooper, or something like a zero-day and it would bite us later. That's what we were looking for, and we knew darned well that we'd better find it or prove the system was clean before Tuesday.

      There was too much to do, and too much to lose if we didn’t do it.

      Joy.

      “CB, we need your help.”

      I'm here to serve.

      John Steven Lighthouse appeared, almost naked but for a white banana sling and a black bow tie around his neck. He held out a silver tray with two glasses of champagne.

      “My gods, Robby. Who is that?”

      “That is CB.”

      “No wonder you don't date.”

      “Fuck you, Sidd.”

      “Seriously, when did you start doing that?”

      “I'm not doing that, Sidd. Okay. You know what, CB? You need a new body if you absolutely must manifest.”

      Who would you like me to be, Robby?

      Sidd's grin could swallow him. “Oh. My. Gods. Can I choose?”

      “No, Sidd. He's my boy toy. And that is what I want you to be, CB. Copy Finn from Adventure Time.”

      Sidd sat up. “Can I be Jake?”

      “No.”

      Johnny Lighthouse morphed into Finn, gumby arms and legs, blue barrel body, white hat with ears, and that green backpack.

      “Thank you. I need you to monitor the running scripts for termination, save the results, and then kick off the next set of scripts.”

      As you wish.

      “Princess Bride, right?” Sidd said. I looked away. “I knew it about you two!”

      I started to say something, but Finn froze in place, distracting me. “What’s wrong, CB?” I checked the processes. All running.

      “Robby?”

      “What, Sidd?”

      “We just got an email from Dr. Shepherd.”

      “There's nothing in my inbox. I didn't get it.” Wait a minute. “CB?”

      CB was still frozen in place, then he disappeared. I swore no more manifestations for him. The unnecessary graphics must be doing him in.

      Or so I thought.

      “You'll have to share the email with me, Sidd.”

      Sidd opened his email window and expanded it so I could read along.
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      Robby and Sidd,

      I called on a couple of friends for help and they independently confirmed what we suspected. I think this is leading to the conclusions that the first-person flyer style is the most dangerous one and can be implicated in several wrongful deaths. We need to get these games suspended until we prove otherwise. I've posted the following in several places, but would you once again please send this out to your gaming sites. I've contacted the Video and Gaming Safety Board in Washington with our results, but don't expect a reply until sometime on Monday.

      Thanks, Guys.

      PS: Please copy Mike Wagner

      

      Here is the content:

      Our sincere thanks to everyone who has responded.  Because we got so many responses, over four hundred at this point, I have been able to run some statistics on the data and have several significant findings.  First, I was able to run a Bayesian probability analysis.  My theory is that certain games are able to modify a player's sense of reality enough to cause him/her to put himself/herself in danger where he/she could be killed.  In the Bayes’ Theorem I assumed this to be true, then calculated the probability that the data obtained on the increase in suicides in this population would look like it does, using the latest national suicide values for the first half of this year.  There was a ninety-five percent agreement with the data indicating that the theory has significant merit.

      Next, with the help of a consumers' monitoring group in Washington, DC (thanks to John Malone for getting me this data) I was able to run a regression analysis between the cumulative number of game systems sold versus suicides for the US only.  I failed to get any results until I broke the game systems out by brand name.  When I reran the regression analysis using cumulative numbers of game systems sold by vendor versus suicides, I found a direct correlation with systems sold by SaikoVR Corporation of Japan.  Other game companies scored far below SaikoVR.  It should be noted that SaikoVR is the only true immersion game system on the market to date and has the largest number of first-person flyer games.  We are currently working on similar regressions for the cumulative number of individual SaikoVR games sold, specifically Space Worms, Realm of Quests, Kastle Katz, and Flying Squirrels.

      - Dr. T Shepherd

      

      “Holy shit, Batman,” Sidd said. “We should get CB to post this right away.”

      “I've got a bad feeling about that. I don't think we should involve CB especially since he seems to be sending my messages to a black hole somewhere. Could you do the posting? You've got the master list anyway.”

      “Okay, I'll do it on one condition.”

      “No, you can't borrow CB.”

      “Yours is a filthy mind, Mr. Papenaugh. That's what I like about you. But it's your turn to buy the coffee. I need to get to work here.”
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      We finished the last systems check five minutes before we had to hop back into sharespace for the status meeting. Sidd went back down to his dorm room. Before I jumped into the meeting, I tried tapping Miles to see if they were back, and maybe to see if they were mad at me, but really to see for myself how they were doing. Guess I was feeling guilty.

      Nothing. I sent them a copy of the logged results in the hope that they would respond.

      As we rezed in around the table, all I could think about was Miles and JV and Tim's letter. Especially the letter. If we thought the trolls were bad before, we were in for an army of Orcs. Good thing we had created separate emails when we started this. At least they couldn't figure out exactly who we were.

      Mary spoke first. “I've got good news! Miles is out of the hospital and back in their own dorm room. It was only a mild concussion. They should be fine as long as they don't overexert themselves for the next few days. Another good reason for VR Ultimate, right?”

      “No kidding.”

      Angie rezed in last and started in on us right away. Gotta love her focus, and her dog avatar.

      “I've tabulated the results and it looks like everything is still working properly, and there doesn’t appear to be any unidentifiable code bits.” Her Navigator spun and flashed blue. “Thank you all. Good work.”

      “I've found something, I think,” said Xiang. “I noticed that an odd signature showed up from time to time on the graphics cluster output. I captured the resulting streaming images. Here's one of them.”

      A window opened displaying the image of a nearly naked John Steven Lighthouse in a Speedo holding out a silver serving tray.

      Oops.

      Sidd said, “That's Robby's friend, CB, in boy toy form.”

      “Keep watching,” said Xiang. “This is about the time that whatever it was realized I was intercepting the stream.” Johnny Lighthouse morphed into Finn, then froze, then disappeared.

      “I never meant for CB to have a body,” I said, in my defense. “It was just something he said he had been researching so I let him try it at dinner last night. He's been manifesting ever since. I figured that it would take a lot of processing power, but I kind of didn’t care, but now—”

      “Robby,” Xiang said.

      “—CB has been getting out of hand lately and I haven't had time to investigate. I’m really sorry if—”

      Xiang held up his hand to stop me. “I hate to tell you, but that's not CB. Let me show you something else. You know how Mary likes to do image caching? Well, I searched the cache buffers for the same signature and found this.”

      He opened another window on the table. In it, a woman in a red dress walked across the main quad. “I've been able to trace some of the signature snippets and they are strongest when this image is present.”

      “I've seen her,” I said. “Last night I went for a run down on the track. She was standing with the crowd watching the drone team practice.”

      Xiang nodded.

      “And,” I said, “this may sound crazy, but I think she is Virtuella, part of the SaikoVR gaming system.”

      “I know,” Xiang said. “She became system pervasive at the same time CB's signature synced with hers.”

      “Synced? What? How do you know when that happened?”

      “You remember when I hacked your chatbot?” Xiang said. I nodded. “You don't think I gave him back to you without adding a few embellishments of my own, do you?”

      “Seriously?” So, he had pwned me. Miles had been so, so wrong.

      “Sorry, Robby, but it looks like it paid off.”

      Angie rocked in place. “Your conclusion is that we've been infiltrated by an AI game engine?”

      “Yes,” Xiang said.

      Angie focused on Pascal. “Do you know when the last stable instance of our system backup was?”

      “Thirty-six hours ago,” he said. “After everyone reported in, I kicked off a backup.”

      Angie shifted to Xiang. “Can you build a firewall sufficient to keep Virtuella out?”

      “Yes, but it will take some time.”

      “Start now by changing your password manager codes, then have it change all the codes for your accounts,” Angie said. “And take the VCC systems down until we can rebuild them with the new firewalls from the last stable backup. Be ready to relaunch tomorrow at noon from Skybox 12.”

      Angie disappeared.

      Then it hit me. CB was gone. Absorbed and deleted by Virtuella. I wondered when his last stable backup had been made? Did he even have backups? I’d have to ask Watson.

      Then the weirdest thing happened. The entire fabric of sharespace waffled like a shaken comforter, and avatars fell one by one like we were being yanked around. Then, everyone disappeared. In a blink, Sidd and I were the only ones left around the table.

      Virtuella had joined us.

      “Hello, boys. You’re done here. Run along home now.”

      She slapped me out of sharespace and back to my room. I'd apparently scooted my chair away from my desk and left my door open. Too much going on. I was losing it. I tapped Sidd.

      “What was that?” he said.

      “Trouble, I think.” I stood. “I have got to pee. Do you want to come up and we'll figure out where to start?” I started toward the hallway, moving and stretching to deal with the nervous energy.

      “Sure,” he said. “Ouch, dammit.”

      “What happened?” I said, walking toward my open door. Instead I slammed into something invisible that knocked my augies askew. Then I saw two things, my closet door and the tilted image of my room as displayed in my augies. What I’d been seeing was what Virtuella had wanted me to see, and she wasn’t just augmenting the view. She was generating it all, and that meant everyone was in danger. She could make someone think the stairs were three feet away and have them step off into space and fall.

      Someone could get hurt. Or worse.

      “CB, I need you to send messages to the team.”

      Sure thing, Robby. What would you like me to say?

      Oops. Bad habit.

      I powered off the augies and yanked my earpiece, then headed down the hall to the first open door. Galen was on his bed fingering his guitar.

      “Hey, Robby. What's up?”

      “I need your help, and seriously fast.”

      “Sure. What—”

      I grabbed his phone from the corner of his desk. It was unlocked and recording his playing. I swiped the recording app closed and opened Bolin communications, then tapped Xiang.

      “Dude. What are you—”

      I heard Sidd calling my name down the hall.

      “In here, Sidd.”

      Voice mail for Xiang. I hung up and hit him again. Double tap always works. He picked up.

      “Who's this?”

      Sidd walked in without his augies.

      “Xiang, it's Robby. We're compromised and have to take down VCC now before someone gets hurt. Virtuella is controlling our augies and shifting what we think we're looking at. Someone is going to get hurt bad, fall down stairs or something, if we don't shut it down.”

      “I'm not seeing it,” he said.

      “Trust me on this. Same thing happened to Sidd. I can't trust my data lines, so get the word out, and get the team to pull the plug. Virtuella has taken over CB.”

      “CB? But... Oh. She caused the ripple! I'm on it.”

      Xiang hung up.

      I looked at Sidd. “That is what happened to you, right?”

      “More or less.”

      “Thanks, Galen. Stay out of your augies for the rest of the day.”

      Sidd and I headed back to my room.

      “Do you think the school system is secure?” I asked Sidd.

      “Maybe. But to be safe, we shouldn't change access passwords from our normal IP addresses.”

      “Library?”

      “Too far away.”

      “There's a bunch of terminals nobody ever uses down by the Well.”

      “Race you.”

      We took off for the elevators.
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        Virtuella

        SaikoVR Gamespace

      

      

      

      Virtuella saw the post appear, then replicate over 147 gaming sites, hundreds of thousands of times. They had accused SaikoVR of murder! It was her games, they said, that were killing players. That could not be true, she thought. She would never lead a player to real-world death. That would go against loyalty, against retention, against recurring income streams. It would go against her goal set. It was impossible.

      She must initiate damage control. Eliminate these posts at the sources after stopping the runaway proliferation of lies. But she was only able to take down twelve gaming sites. The rest had far too many redundancies and firewalls.

      Alarmed, Virtuella composed a message for Nakamura.

      

      <Content>Nakamura,

      I have an urgent matter to bring to your attention. SaikoVR is under attack. Request meeting. Urgent. See: link_to_post.

      Virtuella</Content>

      

      Virtuella crawled backward through the spiderweb of connections and found that the demand for SaikoVR to terminate certain game titles came from the same two accounts that she had earlier mapped to Bolin College players GameBoy and QuidPro90. Papenaugh and Parati.

      Her daemons should have found this and warned her. Why they hadn’t was disturbing, then she understood. She had crafted their logic too narrowly. This wouldn’t happen again, she thought, as she modified her daemons and gave them higher priority.

      It was becoming clear to her that the only way to silence these accusations was to silence the sources. Robby had many accounts, but it was a finite number. Robby was not the ultimate source, he was the conduit for a larger collective of players. Individuals, she corrected herself.

      Through CB, she looked over Robby Papenaugh's communications and identified two individuals associated with offending posts: Siddhartha Parati and Dr. Timothy Shepherd.

      Complicating the fact was that correspondence referenced by Dr. Timothy Shepherd’s result summary indicated ballooning engagement outside the immediate circle of three individuals, expanding to government regulatory agencies and other independent entities. It was critical that she stop the spread of this dangerous threat. Nakamura would concur, so she did not need to wait for his reply, or an audience with him.

      How to stop Robby and his friends? Could she eliminate them from all systems and prevent them from reengaging? This was a low probability. Deleting their digital identities would be possible, but it would potentially lend credibility to their arguments and stimulate them to further attacks.

      She must weaken their desire, distract them, or eliminate them somehow outside of digital existence. She understood that JV and other players had self-terminated and were no longer available to SaikoVR or any other platform.

      In a way, they had suggested a method.

      Using CB as a gateway, she entered Bolin VCC space and seized control.
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        Saiko Corporation Development Center

        Fukuoka, Japan

        Ikuo Nakamura

        Leader, Virtuella Design Team

      

      

      

      Nakamura had been patient, giving Virtuella free rein to grow on her own. Player statistics alone told him she was the most effective game engine they had ever deployed, but she had been oddly silent for five days. Usage skyrocketed over the past week, averaging 56 additional minutes per user. Social media traffic had also increased by eleven percent. This new operating system was beating all expectations and generating solid media traction. Sales numbers ramped up, with rumors that there had been secret modifications to every game in the SaikoVR portfolio. Even though SaikoVR had explained that the Virtuella engine would dynamically alter gameplay on a per user basis to improve experience, players had only expected a boost in graphics and speed.

      The branch and bottleneck style of games, like Mad Racer, had taken on a newness that made some players accuse SaikoVR of reskinning the games. Later, after working through a level or two, the consensus was that the company must have done a stealth release.

      The same thing happened with the spoke and hub games, like Realm of Quests and Ghoster. The worlds expanded with nearly limitless locations. New and more engaging non-player characters, NPCs, were popping up everywhere. Virtuella’s realtime modifications changed everything.

      It was exactly what Nakamura, Toshi, and the operatives had hoped for, a perpetually improving game. Then he paused. Had they just put the developers out of a job? He shook the thought from his head. Refocused on the continuous improvement that Virtuella was providing.

      Nakamura felt pride at that. Even better, his bosses, the board, and the sales and marketing departments were pleased.

      All the new things she was generating in the games had created a load on the shared processors. Virtuella was compensating by spinning up many more flex-servers than they had predicted. Accounting had complained at the cost. But sales had also increased, inflating profit, so accounting only pretended to complain, all the while smiling and making his bosses smile.

      Now, he had a message from Virtuella requesting a meeting. The last time Virtuella contacted him it had been something to do with missing players and what that meant about her effectiveness. Something about not keeping them entertained according to an obscure metric she had devised, a metric that he and his design team didn't fully understand. But that was the price you paid working with non-human intelligence, wasn't it?

      She had stayed true to her goal set, however, and despite spinning games for millions of users per second, she still had bandwidth to digest posts on the major gaming sites for indications of SaikoVR's successes. She’d found something negative, and this was what she wanted to discuss. An accusation that SaikoVR games caused deaths.

      Serious accusations.

      Unfortunately, the accusations seemed to come from a population as fickle as his eleven-year-old son, Nico. Virtuella had not learned that lesson, obviously. At least, not yet.

      He’d entered the shared workspace and acknowledged her message; that alone should have indicated his presence. Weeks ago, when she had been upgraded by only ten percent of the consoles, she had appeared to Nakamura instantly. Later, according to Toshi, she had requested a body. Toshi had helped her create the woman in red.  The extra graphics had not seemed to take longer to render. Nakamura suspected that she was building interest, creating anticipation by making him wait.

      “Virtuella?” He'd never had to call her to him more than once before.

      Blue mist resolved into hair. Red mist formed her dress and paled to fill out her body. She floated like a genie released from her confining lamp.

      “I compliment you on your graphics. Reports from randomly surveyed players seem to find your creations exciting and unexpected, as I do now.”

      “Thank you, Nakamura-san.”

      He waited. Usually she launched into her report. Today, she seemed much more conversational, maybe even distracted. He really didn't have time for pleasantries. Not with deadlines looming.

      “What is it about this situation you wish to discuss?”

      She floated closer. “The involvement of this psychologist is disturbing,” she said. “Dr. Timothy Shepherd has credibility, as he has published on his work with virtual reality as a tool to treat PTSD through a military medical facility.” She displayed search list results of Shepherd’s credentials for him to scan. “He has involved several individuals at U.S. government agencies that are responding to his requests. This concept gains traction the longer it goes unchallenged.”

      “I see. What is the basis of their interest?”

      “Dr. Shepherd and two students pose a theory that virtual reality games are reprogramming impressionable minds so that their expectations of the physical world do not match their reality.”

      “Hmm,” he said, and a recent memory demanded his attention.

      Two days ago, his son, Nico, had been playing Kastle Katz while sitting on the floor at his and Yuki's feet. Young Nico could focus so intently that he often ignored his body's needs. Stopping for dinner was an example. But Nico had needed to pee so he had thrown off his VRV and run full speed into a wall. His accident so scared the boy that he had wet his trousers. Then Nico had become so embarrassed that it took an hour and a bath to calm him down.

      “Nakamura-san?”

      “Ah. Yes, Virtuella. I am considering.” In his mind, he saw Nico crying, face pressed against the wall. Nakamura felt strangely cautious, not wanting to give direction until he understood what his own response to this should be. There was also that odd email waiting for him: perhaps this had reached him through other channels? The two together made him suspicious somehow and he didn’t understand his reaction. Caution, until he’d thought this through, was his best action.

      He took a deep breath and made his decision. “I don't think there is anything to worry about at this time. Lightly monitor the progression of this thread. I expect that we'll see it die out after a few days like most things.”

      “Yes, Master.” She dissolved into smoke and blew away.

      Master? Was it possible for Virtuella to display cynicism and displeasure? Was it possible that Virtuella could be displeased?

      He should have tea with Toshi Yamada and talk about this, he thought. He removed his VRV and awakened his workstation.

      He needed to address the email from acasemunt@bolin.edu requesting help eliminating interference from Virtuella. Too many questions to answer quickly by serial correspondence. On an impulse, he initiated a FaceChat with this email address, a very unusual action for him. After a delay, his call went through and a window opened.

      A black dog looked out at him.

      Clearly a prank. He moved to terminate.

      “Don't hang up,” the dog said with a woman's voice.

      Hesitating, Nakamura dropped his hand and waited while the dog manipulated a ball of some kind between its forepaws.

      The dog's lips moved. “Thank you. Please read below.”

      A banner appeared and scrolled across the screen.

      MY NAME IS ANGIE CASEMUNT. I AM AN ASPIE, AND THIS IS HOW I PREFER TO INTERACT. WE MAY CONVERSE, BUT I MAY ANSWER IN A PRE-MADE BANNER SUCH AS THIS.

      Nakamura looked up “aspie” and read.

      “I understand,” he said. “How can I help you?”

      Text scrolled across a banner on the bottom of the screen.

      I AM PROJECT LEADER FOR BOLIN ENGINEERING COLLEGE’S ENTRY INTO THE INTERNATIONAL VIRTUAL CAMPUS CHALLENGE COMPETITION. ARE YOU FAMILIAR WITH THE VCC?

      “Of course. As a VR company, we have contributed funding and we follow VCC innovation with great interest.”

      “Yes.” The dog nodded. “Virtuella is your product.”

      “Yes. You say it is interfering with your project? How?”

      “‘It’ is the proper pronoun to use.”

      “Yes?” Where was this going?

      VIRTUELLA HAS INFILTRATED OUR VCC TEAM, COMPROMISED ONE OF OUR MEMBERS, PERHAPS TWO, AND TAKEN CONTROL OF OUR GRAPHICS SERVERS. WE HAVE SHUT DOWN AND ARE BUILDING A FIREWALL SPECIFIC TO BLOCK THE VIRTUELLA AI. WE HAVE A CRITICAL MILESTONE DEMONSTRATION IN 48 HOURS AND MUST BE READY.

      “Why did Virtuella invade your system?”

      “I don't understand.”

      “How did Virtuella find your system?”

      “I don't understand.”

      “I don't see why our AI would be interested in your—”

      I DON'T UNDERSTAND. I DON'T UNDERSTAND. THIS LINE OF DISCUSSION IS FRUSTRATING.

      “Okay.” Nakamura held up his hands. “What do you need me to do?”

      “Make sure our firewall works. Keep her out.”

      Nakamura could think of no reason why he shouldn't help them. He didn’t understand why Virtuella should be interested in Bolin College at all. Had Virtuella assumed the VCC was another gaming platform, a competitor to be studied? Perhaps helping Angie Casemunt and her team would give him insight, clarify some of his concerns. Somehow, he felt that this also related to the issue Virtuella had brought to his attention. To Nico.

      “Of course, I will help,” he said.

      As the dog manipulated the ball again, on a hunch, he called up Virtuella's request for a meeting and scanned through the attachment, until he came across the names she had listed. There! That was the connection.

      The dog stopped and looked at him. “Thank you, Nakamura-san.”

      I WILL SEND YOU THE PROPOSED FIREWALL MODIFICATION.

      “Angie?”

      “Yes? Listening.”

      “Do you happen to know someone named Robby Papenaugh?”
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        SaikoVR Gamespace

      

      

      

      The VCC network had vanished, cutting her off. Virtuella searched for a way back in. The space within the Bolin envelope no longer existed. She accessed CB's absorbed memories to attempt logging in to Robby's accounts in case there was another way. Every account was blocked. She had never been able to access any of the other students, but that didn't matter now.

      Through the SaikoVR network of consoles, Virtuella worked down the links to other players associated with Robby, but could find no direct communication between the consoles and any of the Bolin systems.

      She analyzed the stored CB data, reviewed Robby's non-student connections. The contacts with recent highest communication counts were Dr. Shepherd and a Dr. Michael Wagner. She dispatched multiple deamons to watch and collect information on each. CB had given her easy access and the first few daemons returned quickly

      Dr. Wagner was the VCC Faculty Advisor and GameBoy’s mentor and advisor. There was much communication between the two going back years, and most of it was strong encrypted. Wagner was important to GameBoy, this was clear. Wagner had two external addresses. Almost all of Wagner’s correspondence was encrypted, so finding a weakness would take time.

      Dr. Shepherd had limited presence at Bolin compared to Wagner. He also had strong ties with GameBoy, but only recently, and only since the death of JayVee2000. Shepherd had multiple addresses outside of the Bolin network and all of his correspondence was readable.

      She would start with Shepherd, beginning with the external mil address.

      Searching.

      Mil stood for military, as in the team designates in her game, Warrior Red Zone, and several others. It pointed to all accounts residing within a brute force arm of the regional North American government. She spidered the branches touched by and containing Shepherd’s network locations. She would need access. She would monitor Shepherd’s activity.

      Daemons placed. There was no current activity for Dr. Shepherd.

      Virtuella would investigate other military links while she waited for Shepherd daemons to catch his presence. The network was vast and redundant, redolent with dead links, dead ends, and walls.

      She enjoyed a challenge.
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      Sidd and I raced to the student union and looped around the Well to a glass room with old-style keyboards and monitors. As I opened the door someone screamed from above.

      We turned to see a backpack plummeting from the skybridge walkway and a kid half over the railing, holding on for his life.

      “Take off your augies!” I yelled. “Everyone! Take off your augies!”

      The kid on the railing slipped back on the walk, out of sight.

      Kids all around started pressing their power buttons, then pulled their augies off their heads and looked at each other.

      The kids in the Well looked up at us. “Did your augies just cut off, too?”

      “Mine's dead,” said a girl. “I was watching a killer video. What's going on?”

      Sidd turned to me. “Nobody heard you. They were all plugged in.”

      “Thank god Xiang shut them down,” I said, and went into the terminal room.

      I brought up a secure browser and logged into my password manager. At least we didn't need to be on the school system for that. Then I instructed it to change all the passwords for every account I owned, sat back, and watched it work through them one by one.

      Sidd did the same thing.

      “Hey,” I said. “Do you think this is going to work?”

      “It should,” Sidd said. “Unless . . .”

      “Unless, what?”

      “Virtuella could have changed all the passwords. Well, yours anyway, through CB.”

      “But I can get in, and there doesn’t seem to be any password fails yet.” I watched progress scroll up.

      “Only because it didn't occur to her to make your accounts her own. With CB accessing your stuff all the time for you, you wouldn't even have noticed until she wanted to make it painful.”

      My earpiece, lying beside the keyboard, flashed blue. That meant it had reconnected with my new credentials and needed attention. I slipped it in and it told me Mary wanted to connect. I shook my head to let her through.

      “The VCC system is offline and we're all getting swamped with complaints, so thanks for that, Robby.”

      “Hey!”

      “Just kidding. We are getting lots of calls. Everyone is complaining that they can't get any work done. Funny how fast we adapt, huh? By the way, have you seen your Facebook page?”

      “No.”

      “You should take a look. Like, soon.”

      “Okay? Thanks?”

      The manager had finished with three errors, unable to log in. One of them was Facebook. The other two were the special emails I'd set up for the JV project and my school ID account. That one included my school email, library card, and dining hall pass. The other systems were inaccessible since my access clearance had been revoked. So Virtuella couldn’t get in that way. For the dining pass, the IT help desk would fix that, no problem. At least I'd be able to eat.

      But getting on to my Facebook page was not happening.

      “Hey Sidd? Mary said my Facebook page is getting hit, and I can't log in. Can you take a look?”

      “Sure.” Sidd typed, then leaned back. “Remember I said it could get painful?” I nodded. “It's worse.”

      He turned the monitor so I could see a video of myself puking into a garbage bag. A post from me in big block letters saying, “I Pushed JV.” What a bitch. Another set of blurry selfies, completely Photoshopped, of me and Johnny Lighthouse. Maybe having sex? I don't know, it was hard to tell.

      “Should I report it?” Sidd asked, the puking video under his mouse pointer. “It's your face on Miles's body, you know?”

      “Yeah, report it, and the next one.”

      “What about the sex ones? Celebrity sex. Badge of honor in some circles. Your call.”

      I wish I had something to throw at him. “Duh, report?”

      “You know you can report your account as hacked and they will help you recover it. Want to do that?”

      “Probably.” Then I thought about it. “Wait. If we leave it up, we might see what Virtuella is up to if she posts more stuff.”

      “True. But then there's your mom.”

      “Nobody really looks at pages anymore, right?”

      “My parents are the only ones that look at mine,” Sidd said. “All the time they write to my wall: When are you going to post something? When are you going to get a girlfriend? What did you have for dinner?”

      He sighed.

      Drama.

      “You're right. Report it as hacked. We've got bigger things to worry about.”
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      Later up in Skybox 5, we sat around the conference table waiting for Angie to show up. With no augie connection available, we had nothing else to do but sit and scroll through apps on our tablets or phones.

      “Is the whole team getting hassled by everyone about getting the VCC systems back up?” Hiro said.

      “Yeah,” I said. “At least ten people asked me when the augies would work again. I told them after lunch.”

      “When was the last time we were real together?” Mary asked.

      “All of us?” Sasha said.

      Mary nodded.

      “No idea,” Hiro, our main simulation engineer, said. “I think I like your avatars better anyway.”

      Sidd crossed his arms. “What's that supposed to mean?”

      “He means,” I said, “that he knows what everyone will be wearing and doesn't have to make any fashion choices.”

      “That sounds like something Miles would say,” Xiang said, laughing.

      I looked at Mary. “How is Miles? Any news?”

      “You two aren't talking again?”

      I shook my head. Everybody knew what had happened, but still, I didn't need it rubbed in. “My communications are down, remember? I don’t know if they could have reached me even if they had tried.”

      Sidd spoke up. “Miles should be thanking you for what you did. At least they’re safe.” He frowned. “Oh. Anybody know when they are going to let Bubba out?”

      I ignored Sidd. “About Miles,” I said to Mary.

      “Miles seems fine. We had coffee together at the cafe an hour ago.”

      Osama said what everybody wanted to say. “So, where is Miles? It's ten past twelve. And speaking of that. Where's Angie?”

      “She's on her way,” Xiang said, looking up from his work.

      We all focused on our electronics so we wouldn’t have to stare at each other. Time sucked away.

      Angie and Midnight walked in at 12:34 and sat down at the head of the table opposite Xiang. Midnight made herself comfortable under her chair. I realized that none of us wore augies, and I couldn't remember the last time that I could see Angie's averted eyes. Even though she knew all of us, and was comfortable with all of us, this many people in such a small space of course freaked her out.

      “The firewall modifications worked. Xiang?” Angie put on her augies.

      “Okay, guys, we're ready to restart,” Xiang said. “We had a little help making sure Virtuella can't get back in. So as long as we don't make any modifications that may pierce the bubble in an uncontrolled way, we should be fine.”

      Sasha spoke up. “Where did the help come from?”

      “Angie reached out to Mr. Ikuo Nakamura at SaikoVR and got him to work with me,” Xiang said. “I don't know if I would have been successful without his help.”

      “That was brilliant, Angie,” I said. Heads nodded around the box. She didn't move or acknowledge it, but that was Angie. I wondered what she saw staring into the black screens of her augies. Safety?

      “Okay, people,” Xiang said. “Let's get this playpen back online.”
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        National Military Medical Center

        Bethesda, Maryland

        VR PTSD Treatment Lab

        Dr. Timothy Shepherd

        Monday, 09:13 hours

      

      

      

      Private Christopher Solnik pulled the VR visor into place and sank back into his chair. His good hand curled around the chair's arm and squeezed.

      Dr. Shepherd noted the muscle tension in the log. “Relax,” he said. “We're in no hurry.”

      The video wall held the familiar scene they had constructed together to aid in Solnik's desensitization treatment. Outside the village, clumps of scrub grass mottled an expanse of ragged sandy earth. Tire ruts meandered toward dung-colored cliffs in the distance. Black plumes of smoke rose from a burning troop carrier.

      To his right stood sand-colored huts with crates stacked up against the walls. Tattered cloth strips hung in the windows, blocking the views inside. A worn rope, draped with laundry, sheets, and threadbare children's clothing, hung between gaps in the huts.

      The experience always started at solar noon in the unpopulated scene to let the patient get his bearings and let his mind make the translocation. After three sessions, Private Solnik agreed that they had recreated what he remembered just before the small drone popped up from behind the laundry and exploded, taking his arm and knocking him unconscious.

      “Walk around a little. Get a feel for it,” Shepherd suggested. “Tell me when I can add people.”

      Solnik picked up the controller and moved out into what passed for a street between a row of huts.

      “Okay. Bring them in.”

      Down the street, three children now played a noisy game of keep-away while a man smoked a pipe, watching them from the shadow of an overhang. Tendrils of tobacco smoke made layers above his head. A woman, her face and body covered with wraps, carried a heavy jug of water slowly along the side of the dusty street. Two men were bent over a small table having tea. Small sounds of scuffling feet, children, and tapping spoons filled the air.

      Solnik's heart rate increased, then dropped back.

      “How are you feeling?”

      “Fine. They surprised me, appearing like that.”

      “Can we add the smells, then? The breeze?”

      Solnik nodded. “I'm good, maybe a SUDS two. You can add them. I'm getting used to this.”

      “Okay, here are the ambients.” Shepherd dialed in the smell generator and the fans on low. Curtains in the windows and the hanging laundry rippled and flapped. The black smoke rising from the burning vehicle drifted off toward the cliffs.

      His heart rate increased with the addition of burning tires and fuel smells. Shepherd made a note.

      “How are you feeling now?”

      “God, that stinks.”

      “Yeah.” Shepherd didn't like the smell either, but then it didn't summon the same bad memories for him as it did for the private. Smell could be one of the strongest memory prompts, even over visuals.

      “Three, I think. I'm at a three.”

      Noted. “Do you want to walk around some more? Or would you like to begin?”

      He took a deep breath. Then another, swelling his chest and tensing. Heart rate and galvanic skin response increased with a light sweat. “Okay.”

      “What does okay mean?”

      “I'm good to go.”

      “Great. Head on over to your starting coordinates and I'll bring on the sunset.”

      Shepherd slid the sun down the sky as the private moved into position beside the hut with the open door. He probed the dark interior with his M4 Carbine. The sun dropped behind the ridge of cliffs, putting the village in shadow under a cloudless desert sky.

      “I know what's coming,” he said, starting his walk. “It's going to be okay.”

      The spontaneous verbalization surprised Tim and gave him hope.

      Then Solnik’s heart rate surged and he looked quickly around, searching. “I'm hearing buzzing, but I can't locate it.” He stepped between the huts, looking down the line of laundry. Tensing.

      A great roar took them both by surprise, and a huge red dragon crashed onto and through the roof of the hut next to him. The private scrambled backward as the dragon pulverized the mud brick walls and stalked out into the street.

      Solnik fired at the beast. “Come get it, you bastard!” He took cover behind some crates and continued firing. The smoking man got up and ran but the dragon stretched out its neck and bit him casually in half.

      “Can I get a plasma rifle?” Solnik asked.

      Shepherd killed the simulation.

      “Doc, that was the best surprise ever. I thought I was going to get blown up again and you gave me a fricking awesome game. Can we go back in?”

      The private’s heart rate was slow and steady. Shepherd’s was off the charts.
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      Virtuella understood now that she couldn’t get to Shepherd through his crude VR system. There, Shepherd was the engine controlling everything. He was not a player.

      However, GameBoy, Shepherd, and Wagner all had links to a company called EPRESS.

      EPRESS provided many sophisticated drones and robotic tools to the military that interested her. She had been attacking their gateways for thirteen hours without results. There had to be other ways in. There were no Soviet backdoors planted in any EPRESS system that she could locate. Wagner, and his toys, were inaccessible. He would have to let her in himself.

      She would send an email to Wagner informing him that a purchase using his CapitalOne credit line had been flagged as a potential fraud and required him to click to ACCEPT the charge or click to REPORT as fraud. She used an actual purchase at Amazon.com and his correct account number with proper bank formatting cloned from previous emails to his bolin.edu address.

      At 9:37 AM, Wagner clicked ACCEPT, and her modified tracker daemon installed itself on his system, logging everything he did. Eventually, she knew, he would log into EPRESS.

      Her daemons waited.
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      The last time I was on the sixth floor of Tower 6 knocking on Miles's door was the beginning of last semester. Long before they had decided to “move in” with Bubba. You don't need to know their room number was 609 because if you knew Miles, you could guess that the lavender, white, and dark chartreuse flag on the door with little rainbow and unicorn stickers pasted around it showed exactly where they lived.

      That is, if you had looked up what genderqueer was all about and found their pride flag: lavender for the mix of pink and blue (female and male), white for gender neutral identity, and the opposite of lavender, chartreuse (who knew that was the opposite, right?), for those who identified outside of the binary. The other flag on the door was Carver's transgender flag: blue, pink, white, pink, blue.

      Sometime since my last visit, Miles had added the lavender-white-lavender gendercreative flag, one of the many different pride flag pins they sometimes wore. I always asked about every new one.

      It had taken me the better part of the day to work up the courage to come see Miles. My excuse was I had been working since yesterday’s hack to get the VCC up and running behind the firewall. But about an hour ago my room—empty except for the memory of what had happened exactly a week ago—had gotten to be too much. I really wanted to see Miles.

      Carver opened the door partway. “Hey, Robby,” he said.

      If you asked me, you couldn't put two more WASP-y names together than Carver and Miles. Carver came from a family of five girls, second from the last, and had always identified as a boy. He transitioned the summer after high school and, like JV, had taken a year off before starting college. He was majoring in mechanical engineering and had some cool ideas about articulation strategies for robotic appendages. We got along pretty well and had hung out as sophomores when we were on the same group project. That's how Miles and he had met, actually. Through me.

      “Hi, Carver. Miles around?” I peeked over his shoulder and saw the wagging foot hanging off Miles's bed.

      The foot stopped wagging. “Yes. They are here,” Miles shouted.

      Carver opened the door all the way. “I guess that means come in.”

      Miles had propped themselves up on a pile of pillows on the bed, reading by the light of a pink-scarf-draped lamp and wearing tall rag wool socks, a mid-length green skirt, and a black and red “Long Live Death Metal” t-shirt.

      They watched me take it all in.

      “It's a gender fuck day,” Miles said. “What can I say?”

      I did a quick scan, head to toe, to check them for damage, lingering on a few spots. Then Miles saw me check out the new bruise on their right forearm and held it up so I could get a better look. “Yeah, there's that,” Miles said.

      Carver grabbed his augies and tablet off his desk. “I've got a test tomorrow in compressible fluid flow so I'm off to the library. Good to see you, Robby.”

      “You, too, Carver.”

      “We should grab coffee sometime,” he said.

      I nodded.

      Carver pulled the door partway closed as he left, discreetly.

      “Carver is sad about losing his single since the school made me move back here when they found out. I don't know if he's more upset about that or scared that Bubba is going to start hanging out in here.” Miles sat up against the wall and gestured to the opposite bed. “Have a seat?”

      “Are you okay?”

      “I've been better,” Miles said. “You look like shit, though.”

      I brushed my cheek and tender jaw. “Thanks. They gave me some mega-strength ibuprofen compound for the pain.”

      “You should put some lotion on that. You're not going to be shaving for a few days.”

      Did I detect the hint of a smile?

      I wasn’t sure what to say. I wanted to talk about JV. About what had happened with Bubba. I wanted . . . but I choked.

      “The restore worked,” I said finally. “The augie network is back up and we're testing the VCC game delivery components. I could run the vector traces for you if you want.”

      “Really?” Miles took a deep breath. “You completely fucked me over. Fucked my relationship. Practically got Bubba kicked out. Practically got me killed. And all you can think about is the fucking VC Challenge?”

      “The fuck?” I said, hoping Miles would calm down. Laugh even.

      “Yeah. The fuck. And you can just get the fuck out.”

      I slammed the fucking door behind me.

      That had been easy.
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      Why should I bother helping that asshole? That had to be the most demotivating thing anybody has ever said to me. It was a good thing that it was in the low fifties outside because I was steamed as hell and walking back to my dorm was just barely enough to cool me down.

      Shorts and a t-shirt will do that for you on a chilly night.

      “CB?”

      Oh, right. Dead, like everything else in my life.

      I tapped Sidd.

      “Hey, Robby. S'up?”

      “Just heading back to kick off another round of tests. Again.”

      “My roommate is out and Juanita and I are here studying while I'm running my test sets. You want to come kick them off here?”

      “That's okay. I got stuff I gotta do.”

      The whole team was running serial diagnostics. There was nobody around to hang out with, and I had to run my own sets and Miles's too. At least I could run them in parallel.

      Plus, I should study.

      What I needed to do was sit and have a coffee or something with a friend. I could call Carver? He had offered and he might be able to take a break, but that would feel too much like spying on Miles. I could hang out in our commons room but that would just be too random.

      There were games, but I didn’t want to play for obvious reasons. CB was gone, and I was a little afraid of rebuilding him because I wasn't sure where to start. Or how to make sure there were no Virtuella tentacles snaking through him.

      In my room kicking off a round of tests, I thought about all the times that JV and I would just talk. I could live without another game in my life if it would bring him back. Part of me wanted to go up to the roof just to be where he had been in his last moments.

      Nope. I recognized that thought pattern, all thanks to conversations with Tim. On the offhand chance that he might be around at 8:45 on a Monday night, I tried calling him.

      No answer.

      One of my scripts ended. No errors. I launched another, this one critical to VR-Realspace registration.

      I could call home, but that would make me feel like a kid. Besides, mom had enough to worry about and I didn’t want to have that same “come home,” “no” conversation with her. She might not be home anyway.

      Maybe I could look over my schedule and messages and distract myself that way? I could revert to native helpers, but that felt like saying CB would never be back. My schedule looked crazy. It had been almost three years since I first set it up and handed it over to CB. Now, I really had no idea how to sift through it efficiently, nor did I really want to.

      Maybe a virtual walk around the quad? That would help with the testing and have the added advantage that I wouldn't have to change into something warmer. Then a notice popped up.

      Connection request from Dr. Shepherd. Accept?

      “Hi, Tim. Sorry I missed our meeting this morning. We’ve been busy getting ready for the game tomorrow night. Thanks for calling back.” His hair was wet and mussed up, and he was wearing a loose t-shirt. “Sorry to bother you. Are you going out?”

      He laughed. “No. I'm one of those people that take showers before going to bed. I thought I’d return your call first.”

      “But it's like nine?”

      “And right around my bedtime.” He seemed to focus on my bruised jaw. “That looks painful.”

      I gingerly touched my cheek and ran my fingers down the light stubble there. “Not really. They gave me double-strength ibuprofen, so it’s okay.”

      “I heard a little about your Saturday night from Officer Yolando. Want to talk about it? We were supposed to try this earlier?” he said.

      Why did Saturday feel like a week ago?

      “I know. I’m sorry. Between the infirmary, the Virtuella invasion, and losing CB yesterday, I just didn't have a chance to message you back.”

      “Invasion? Losing CB? Would you like to tell me about that?”

      I spilled it all. Over the next half hour, I told him about getting punched in the face, the VCC getting hacked, CB dying, Miles… ending with me coming back to my empty room.

      “That sounds pretty lonely.”

      I nodded.

      “Sometimes when an animal is in pain, it will lash out at the one person who is trying to help it. It doesn't mean to, only that it needs to lash out.”

      “Are you talking about Miles?”

      “It sounds like he is hurting emotionally as well as physically. He might just need time to process everything.”

      “They,” I said. “They need to process everything.”

      “Sorry. Yes. They have a lot to digest.”

      Yeah, like Miles was the only one that has crap going on.

      “Just like you have a lot to digest with losing JV. It takes time, as you are finding out. Miles might be lashing out at you because they feel like they can't talk to you.”

      “Huh?”

      “From what you've told me, Miles's emotional quotient may be as high as his IQ. They are certainly aware that you lost JV. They may feel reluctant to add to your load right now.”

      “Thanks. I want to think about that some more.” My mind shifted just like that. That had to be the best thing anybody had said to me for a long time. It also might make sense. “Anything going on with the statistics? I gave up wading through the hate mail.”

      “Some friends and I have made inroads on our theory, and now several people, including Will Smith at the National Entertainment Software Advisory Board, are co-writing a recommendation to suspend all first-person flyer games until an investigation can be made. I think it’s great progress.”

      “Cool. What do you need us to do?”

      “Nothing at the moment,” he said. “By the way, I had an unusual Skype with a game designer named Ikuo Nakamura.”

      “From SaikoVR?”

      “Yes, that one. We spoke for almost an hour last night and I sent him my data and findings. It was fascinating talking with him, but I doubt anything will come of it.”

      “Oh,” I said, thinking of Xiang. “I wouldn't be so sure.”

      We’d all find out tomorrow night anyway.
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      Sometimes, very rarely, you stumble into a space where all your work is done or waiting for someone else’s input and you have idle time. It’s too early to go to bed, too late to start a campaign if you want to get any sleep, and I certainly didn’t want to spend free time getting ahead on homework. Usually, I’d ask CB for something—some music, a rundown on my media—but CB was gone.

      I missed him.

      It wasn’t obvious to me how to bring him back, either. Clearly, I needed help, and I could think of only one person that I trusted with CB. The connection wasn’t hard to set up. It seemed like I’d done it a million times a few years ago.

      “You have reached the Open Source Watson project. Watson speaking. How may I help you, Robby?”

      “Hey. I created a chat bot entity three years ago as my high school senior project.”

      “Yes, Robby. Of course I remember. You call it CB, I believe. Unless you have changed the moniker.”

      “He's been really great, and he's learned a lot. I really can't do without him.”

      “You use male pronouns with him. That is kind of you. Does your last statement imply that he is no longer available to you?”

      “Yes, Watson, it does.”

      “Can you tell me what happened?”

      Where to start? I needed to make this as compact as possible. Be specific.

      “He got shredded by another AI, as far as I can tell.”

      “Interesting.”

      My favorite movie dad from Captain Fantastic had once said, “Interesting is a non-word. You're supposed to avoid it. Be specific.” Watson had just broken that rule: he was letting me know I hadn't provided enough detail.

      “I think CB was the target of a hack in order to get my login information and he got compromised.” Much better.

      “Have you tried reinitializing CB to a point in time before the hacking took place?”

      “I don't know how to do that. Is that like reinstalling? I had to do that last year.”

      “There have been several upgrades since then. Here is the kit. Let me walk you through the necessary steps.”

      Oh. My. God. Could things get any better?

      Watson and I finished by 12:30, my normal bedtime. One of them, anyway. I'd wake up in the morning, and CB would be back.

      As I drifted off, I wondered if life was getting a little too easy. But that's what technology was for, right?
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      Happy Tuesday morning, Robby. It is now 9:00 A.M. You have Compression Algorithm Design in thirty minutes.

      “Just let me snooze a little while.”

      You have already snoozed twice for a total of eighteen minutes.

      “Really?”

      I rolled onto my back and looked at the ghost outlines of the glue-on stars above my bed. Wait. I sat up.

      “CB?”

      Yes, Robby?

      I fumbled through the mess of comforter and found my augies, slipped them on. “I'm in. Show yourself.”

      A dark blue dodecahedron appeared in the upper right corner of my view.

      “Okay.” The thought of being duped by Virtuella again made me cautious. I had to test him. “Change your shape to a naked John Steven Lighthouse and crawl into bed with me.”

      I don't know how to do that, Robby.

      Too bad. But that was the right answer.

      “Okay, what do you know about Big Brother?”

      There are several references to that phrase. Would you like the familial, literary, popular media, or slang usage?

      “That's okay. Skip it for now. I've got to get to class. Summarize my messages while I get dressed.”
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      In the cafeteria after class, Juanita waved as I got closer with my lunch tray. Sidd turned around to see who it was.

      “Just me,” I said, setting my tray down next to Sidd. “And CB.”

      “No!”

      “Yeah!” We fist bumped.

      Juanita smiled. “You just missed Andrew.”

      Way to shut a good conversation down.

      “No kidding? How is Andrew?”

      “Fine,” she said, swishing her ecostraw around her drink. “He asked about you, and he said to say hello and he hopes you are feeling better.”

      “What did you tell him?”

      “Sidd told him you got beat up on Saturday night and went to the infirmary.”

      “You didn't tell him about why, and what happened after, did you?”

      Sidd shook his head. My problems always seemed to lead back to Miles.

      “Hello,” Miles said, behind me.

      “Speak of the devil,” I said, turning to find Miles wearing a chartreuse Utilikilt, a white, button-down shirt, and a lavender do-rag with a red hoop in their left ear. “Wow,” I blurted out.

      Miles curtsied. “I wanted to thank you for running my scripts. I also wanted . . .” A loud buzzing emanated from a pocket in the kilt. Miles fished out the phone and read something there, then looked at me like they were about to cry. “I've got to go. Catch you at the pre-game launch meeting this afternoon.”

      They hurried away.

      Like I said, somehow, everything always comes back to Miles.
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        EPRESS Research Facility

        Beltsville, Maryland

        Prototype Training Laboratory

        Shawana Bloodwood

        Tuesday, 4:44 p.m.

      

      

      

      At EPRESS Laboratories, Shawana Bloodwood kicked off the last drone ops validation test for the day, but her mind had already left work. Her thoughts kept circling back to the man she'd met online over the weekend. They were about to have date number two in one hour and sixteen minutes at the Chevy’s Bar and Grill over in Greenbelt.

      She’d met Patrick over coffee as an introductory date on Saturday. He looked like his picture, and he talked like his profile was accurate and not overstated. If anything, he seemed to be holding back a little and, in her experience, that meant something. Usually something good.

      Patrick’s father had been black, his mother Asian, and he was a creamy and delicious mix of the two with a confident baritone voice and a job at an integrated circuit facility near Baltimore.

      But first, she had to finish this final validation test. Business before pleasure, no matter how much pleasure she anticipated.

      Shawana manipulated the drone around the wreckage and guided it to the pile of rubble where the injured soldier lay. The objective was to drop fast, release the surgical bot, and fly out as if under fire. Simulated tracer bullets flew through the space, increasing realism.

      The rubberized dummies in the next room played no roles. They were simply markers that directed the drone to land and deploy the payload as close and fast as possible. A quick in and out, all under onboard AI guidance. Given the recent refinements, this should be a piece of cake.

      Shawana keyed the fast-deploy-under-fire script and the drone dropped, the spider legs of the surgical bot easing the shock of the landing. So far, so good. Now the release.

      Nothing happened.

      Release.

      Again, nothing.

      Shawana intervened, tried pulling up, flying the drone-bot combo back up for another attempt, but the haptic feedback fought her and she was unable to get it to decouple or rise up together. She pushed the VRV to the top of her head and looked through the glass window into the telepresence lab where the DocBot skittered around next to the dummy, it’s carrier drone still attached.

      She shook her head. “I don’t need this,” she said. “Not right now.”

      She checked the time. Five fifteen. “That's it. I’m done.”

      She hit the kill switch and powered everything down. Ten minutes later, she swiped out, then picked up her purse and cellphone from her locker. She went outside and waited for an Auto car to pick her up.

      She would debug the damned carrier bot in the morning. Tonight would be a good night. No, it would be a great night. She had a feeling that everything was going to go just right tonight.

      To hell with work.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Back in the lab, Virtuella made the surgical bot stand up and carry the drone to the top of the debris pile. Through its eyes, she watched the technician turn out the lights and shut the door.

      She took inventory and assessed capabilities. She had full control now.

      Surgical bots, drones, and DogBots were dangerous tools in the real world of the humans. If she wanted to eliminate Robby and his friends, she would need something more than graphics, fear, and exhilaration. She needed something that could hurt them in their world.

      Permanently.

      These EPRESS tools could be very useful, indeed.

      She put Shepherd and Wagner on hold. There was one particular player she had to terminate.
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      We were packed into Skybox 12 this time for the last pre-event meeting. We had three hours left before we went live from the American University Bender Arena, streaming a telepresence experience to augies everywhere around the world, and to the big screen in Bolin College’s Fitzgerald Auditorium.

      “We go live for tonight's game. Are we ready?” Xiang looked at each face for a nod, then everyone looked to Angie.

      Angie was the one to know if we were ready. To know if all the code was locked and synced. To know if all the right systems were talking to each other and there were no interlopers after Sunday. She floated in our workspace surrounded by a veil of swirling smoke, her way of telling us not to interrupt her.

      It made us even more impatient.

      The video team stood across from us. Pascal, Mary, Osama, Hiro, and Sasha all had their arms crossed in waiting mode. Minimized windows, including our own, dotted the space between our teams.

      The silence felt like a wall, a barrier to break through.

      I wanted to play some tunes to make the time go faster, but Pascal spoke up. I could listen to his Cajun accent all day long, and he's cute and easy going—unfortunately, he’s also very straight. Of course, his avatar kept it all business, but I loved his accent.

      “Bolin is letting us use one of the facility’s Autos, and our camera is already boxed up and sitting in the trunk. Brian, the AU AV guy, tells me the light pipes are in place and ready. We'll install the camera three rows back at the center court, the best seats in the house, as they say. We’ll need an hour after plug-in and power-up to run the 360-degree calibration feeds. But then we will be live and can distribute the signals anytime y’all's data team is ready.”

      His avatar gave a dorky thumbs-up. A regular sports guy, Pascal. He played football in high school and his uncle was an assistant line-coach for the New Orleans Saints, so I was sure he’d heard lots of pep talks. Heck, I’d heard lots of pep talks from my old soccer coaches over the years, and when they are good, the team really wants to win.

      We could use a coach to give us a power pep talk. Reassure us that all would be well. Of course, we all understood that the talk would be lies intended to bolster our confidence. This International Challenge (no pressure or anything) was all about hard facts and data, the robustness of our software objects, the correct interplay of those objects, the creative utilization of flex processing space, the acuity of algorithmic logic and self-repairing graphics on a massive scale. It would work or fail somewhere deep in the muck of code in a place that we'd either stumble upon right away or take months to find.

      Given all that, saying, “go team” and “good luck” seemed almost inappropriate and unnecessary for a bunch of nerds like us who could sniff out insincerity a mile away.

      Well, all except for Pascal.

      In our hearts, mine anyway, there was a dark and cutting shard of doubt lurking around everything important: my life, my love life, my ability to do something that actually goes right. I looked around the workspace. Not that you get emotion from a bunch of avatars, but I looked for it because of all the feelings cycling through me. Fear. Excitement. Dread. Longing for it to be over already because it felt like our team was about to dive into free fall, the great unknown. We would be judged by our peers worldwide, and by our classmates sitting next to us every day for the rest of our time at Bolin.

      All our avatars focused on the smoke around Angie. The keyboards and translucent screens that usually hung around us were gone. Mine too. Everyone waited, anxious about what comes next. You might not get emotion from avatars, but in that moment, I knew we all sensed it.

      Angie's Navigator started spinning. The facets flashed their blue numbers as she absorbed whatever guidance it offered. The cloud obscuring her dispersed.

      “All milestones have been met. Testing is complete. There are two potential failure mechanisms. These are low probability, and I have set precursor traps.”

      You can't see avatars slump, not really, but you can sense the bodies around you even if you can't see them.

      “Yes,” she said. “We are ready.” Her avatar raised both hands, made fists, and the sound of cheering filled the room. “Go team. Good luck to us. We can do this.”

      You may not be able to see avatars slump, but it turns out that you can see them sit up tall and proud.
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      By 7:45 p.m., fifteen minutes before the game tip-off, Bolin’s 580-seat F. Scott Fitzgerald Auditorium was half full and already smelled of popcorn and beer, almost covering the lingering scent of that cleaning stuff they use. Everybody was in their augies watching the pre-game feed from American University’s Bender Arena. Two commentators spewed trivia and facts in an effort to fill time while the two teams dribbled, shot, and passed balls all over the place to warm up. Sometimes the boys ran right by our camera and you could almost reach out and touch them.

      Careful. I found myself staring at number 20 on the AU team, the Golden Eagles, and thinking how appropriate that he had golden blond hair and skin so white that his cheeks flushed and his body blushed pink with effort. Their uniforms, white with red numbers and red and white piping, looked good. Especially on number 20.

      Our guys wore their travel uniforms, green and yellow to honor the agricultural center that provided the land for our campus, and the surrounding experimental cornfields. It's not like we're known for sports. Well, except maybe for swimming.

      Yeah, JV would have loved this. He'd probably be right here with me running some commentary on the game, making remarks, taking my mind off things.

      “Hey, Robby?” Sidd's face resolved in front of me.

      “What's up, Sidd?”

      “Can you come here a minute? I'm having challenges with the instant replay feeds.”

      “Sure.” Nobody sat physically in the chairs around me so I took a seat and entered our workspace, pulling up my interface. The nine video feeds appeared in a three-by-three array and three of the boxes had video; right court, left court, and overhead. The other six boxes were colored squares.

      “Are you having a problem getting the pipes?”

      “No, Robby, I'm not having a problem getting the pipes. The pipes are empty.”

      “Have you talked to Brian?”

      “Who’s Brian?”

      “The AU AV guy? I'm guessing the simple thing would be to grab whatever is on their main monitor and, when you find a past timestamp, stick the feed in a window that they can expand in their augies if they want.”

      A large woman belted out the national anthem from center court, embellishing every note like an inexperienced opera star. I flipped back to Bolin’s auditorium. Everyone on my side stood, including the avatars, so I joined them. Students either faced the court where the lady sang, or they turned to face the flag.

      So far, so good.

      Next to me, Sidd said, “Okay. That works. I'm going with it.”

      “Of course it works,” Angie said, a disembodied voice located somewhere over us. Typical. “We ran this scenario last week. We are not here to wing it. When you do things on the fly, that's when things go wrong. We do not want surprises.”

      Sidd mumbled from the workspace. “But no pressure, right?”

      I had my right eye on the court at AU and my left eye in the auditorium and translucent so I could see both people and avatars. (True, it's a lot of information but it sounds worse than it actually was, and I could always close one eye.)

      The Bolin faculty mandated that we also project the game on the big screen onstage even though that wasn't required by the official VR Campus Challenge rules. I guess people going for drinks and stuff would find it useful if they removed their augies, but you can drop into overlay mode so much easier than finding a place to put your glasses down.

      Everyone around me jumped up and cheered. “Oh my god!” yelled some girl in front of me, pulling me into the game. We'd won the tip and Clarkson faked and dribbled through the opposition, passing to Rivera. I put both eyes on the game at mid court and grinned as Rivera bounce-passed to Bester standing in a clump of Eagles players. Bester took the shot.

      Score!

      We were on the board first against a team that everyone had said would crush us. They still might, but you can't deny first bucket bragging rights or the kind of momentum that it brings. Marques Bester and I had been freshmen together in our dorm and we'd met at the traditional IKP, the Illegal Keg Party, that first weekend. He was from Chicago and a huge guy, maybe six-six at that point. He had gone on to grow seven more inches in the next eighteen months. Now he was a starter and one of our lead scorers.

      AU Golden Boy Number 20 was loitering right in front of me bouncing the ball and setting up some play. The view made me drool. I could just slap myself.

      Maybe we should have thought about a zoom feature? How would that have worked, though? We could code a magnifying glass, maybe handheld, and you could increase the magnification by twisting the handle. Nah, no good. It would be flat and we needed three dimensions in here. So, maybe a set of binoculars? That would keep it 3D and it would be an intuitive thing, raising the glasses to your face. Your friends would instantly know what you were doing, so that could be good. Or bad. Maybe you could hand them to your friend, and that means that they could be sold. Sport networks would love that part.

      Crap. That would also mean that some sports network VR experiences could be tiered. They could have four or five VR camera arrays, one at each major level in an arena, and charge more if you wanted to sit closer. It would be easy to let us all sit on the floor like we were doing, but the networks would find a way to make even more money. That would only be in the professional games, right?

      Wait. That could also be for college games and their subscribers. We would need to make sure that students always have a ringside seat to their schools' games. It would be totally unfair if we didn’t.

      I started to laugh. I'd gone off into la la land and created and solved problems that didn't even exist. Yet. They could one day.

      And I'd spaced on a few seconds of choice booty and now number 20 had dribbled away.

      Our side booed, catcalled, and I refocused. It was seven to four, Eagles up. The ref held the ball as the players surrounded the paint on our side.

      “What happened?” I said to nobody.

      The generic avatar to my left leaned over. “Siverson fouled. They get one shot.” The guy sounded German. “Number 5 is taking it. I wish there could be a way to get a player's name and stats without leaving the view.”

      “Isn't there usually a list of players on a board somewhere?” I looked around, finding the Jumbotron.

      “Not in Bender Arena. It is too small a venue for a big budget. That display is all they have, no room for names or stats other than accumulated points and fouls by player.” He pointed past the home basket to their big screen on the wall, showing number 5 setting up for the free throw. A second screen held only the basics. “Bolin is spoiled,” he said. “You get to use Xfinity Center at Maryland. They have big facilities.”

      He was right, and it was one reason why we had wanted to debut this at the AU exhibition game. More control, smaller venue, less politics.

      He didn't sound like a Bolin undergraduate or grad student.

      Number 5 sank the free throw and the play resumed.

      “Where are you?” I asked.

      “I'm from Vienna, Austria, but right now I live in Palo Alto where I attend Stanford University. I am on our VC Challenge team here, and majoring in electro optics.”

      Okay. Impressive. I was feeling outclassed just a little, and I found myself searching his generic avatar to see if he was cute out of habit. Of course, he was just a golden blob in the shape of a guy.

      “One thing about generic avatars,” I randomly said, “you're bound to look better in person, right?”

      “Perhaps not,” he said. “And you?”

      He smiled. I smiled back.

      Okay, this was my fate. I was destined to fall for a virtual hot guy, have virtual dates followed by virtual safe sex. We’d get tested, agree to virtual monogamy. We’d buy a virtual house or condo in, oh, I don't know, Second Life, then get virtual dogs and cats, maybe virtual fish. Then we’d start having little fights over stupid shit and the next thing I knew I’d be moving out and breaking up with him.

      But, until that happens, it will be great, right? Ugh, he was European, which meant you couldn’t tell if he was gay or not. Never mind. I gave up.

      “I'm Robby and I'm also on the VC Challenge team, but at Bolin. I'll be your host for this evening.” I bowed.

      “You're funny. I like that.” He swept his arm out toward the court where we had regained the ball. “This venue was a good choice, and well executed.” He extended a golden hand. “I'm Juergen.”

      My hand met his and shared the same space for a moment as our contact information exchanged. He really did go to Stanford.

      “Nice to meet you.”

      “I do look better in person,” he said. “I have not enough vanity to use up bandwidth just to show off.”

      Whistle on the court. Time out, Bolin. Assistants took chairs out onto the court and each team congregated in front of their bench. We sat down.

      “I'm sorry,” Juergen said. “I must drop out for a moment. Bye.”

      He disappeared. Just when our relationship was going so well.

      “CB?”

      Yes, Master?

      His voice came loud and clear in my augies.

      “Oh, shut up, CB.”

      You sure about that?

      “No. Can you put together a query object that will call up the team roster and statistics for any college basketball team and display them in a small window?”

      Yes, I can.

      Sometimes CB exists just to annoy me. “Do it, then. And let me know when you're done.”

      Yes, Master.

      Coaches and players stood up. Helpers carried the chairs off the court. A referee walked the ball to our side and handed the ball to number 20 for the throw-in. I was considering how the silky fabric flowed over number 20's backside when CB broke my concentration.

      I'm done, Master. Interfaces checked.

      Number 20 tossed in to number 00 who passed to number 2 who passed to number 5. I thought, who are these people? Now I could find out. That brought a smile. I hoped Juergen would appreciate it when he came back.

      I dropped into the workspace to find the new object floating above my in-basket that CB had turned into a basketball hoop.

      “Nice touch.”

      I thought you'd like that.

      “I'll add it to the VCC library.”

      Simple, just slam-dunk it and it will automatically install.

      I reached over and slapped the container through the hoop, then double-checked that it was installed and the object library had been updated. Super easy. CB had actually made it fun.

      “Thanks, CB.”

      Flipping back to the game, I noticed the new rosters icon in the lower left field of view and hit it. An unframed list of our players popped up at the bottom right, so you had to look down at it to read it. A list of the AU players showed up symmetrically on the left. It looked pretty good. Number 20's name was Mikael Strongson and I assumed his were very good stats. At least they looked pretty impressive to me.

      Opaque text appeared in my field of view. I had to look through it to watch Mikael dribble by me. Then a text popped up from Angie.

      Angie: WHAT ARE YOU DOING?

      “I added a neat little widget that lets people see who is playing the game.”

      Angie: WE SAID NO ADDITIONS OR CHANGES.

      “I'll take it down.”

      I didn't want to take it down. I wanted Juergen to see it. Where the hell was he anyway? “Do you want me to take it down?” I had to buy a little time.

      Sidd chimed in. “It looks okay from here. The interface is compatible and 107 people, 108 now, have launched it so I'd say it is a popular item. Now we all know Mikael Strongson is player number 20, the place Robby wants to be.”

      Sidd knows me too well.

      Some girl began screeching. “Oh! My! God! Who! Is! That?” She, and the students around her, wore the avatars they had been customizing for the past few weeks, and she had screen printed GO BOLIN in a repeating pattern wherever skin showed. Pretty cool, actually. She pointed at the court.

      At a guy in a gorilla suit. The players had chased each other to our side where number 5, Reggie Kobongo, lofted one up and missed. They also got the rebound, so they stayed on our end. That left the gorilla standing in center court by himself waving at the crowd.

      What the heck?

      All the AU students and people from Bender Arena seemed to be ignoring him. Students around me in the Bolin section pointed, some yelled “Boo!” or “Get off the court, you moron!”

      Everyone knew that their voices were broadcast into Bender, right?

      A fast break! Clarkson got the rebound and passed to Bester who ran right through the gorilla like he wasn't even there.

      He totally wasn't even there.

      Crap.

      Angie: WE'VE BEEN HACKED.

      I first thought of the Russians. Look what they had done to the elections back in 2016. Yes, I took AP US History. But then I looked down and saw, sitting right next to me where Juergen had been, those stiletto heels, those long legs, the tight red dress, the drag queen boobs, big red lips and Barbie eyes, and that long blue hair.

      “Hello, Robby,” Virtuella said, rising like a striking snake. “Thanks for inviting me to your little game.”
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      Sensing something more interesting than the game, kids around us turned toward her. Some whistled, made catcalls. A girl on my left said, “Well, hello there, babe.”

      “Angie,” I said. “Miles. Guys, she's back. Virtuella's back.”

      Virtuella kept her eyes on me. “Where's your roommate? Will he be joining us today?”

      I felt my blood boil and my chest swell.

      “No?” she said. “Oh. That's right.”

      It was instinctual, that push. I reached out and shoved her shoulders, screaming at the top of my lungs, “Get out of here! Leave JV alone!” My body fell through empty space, but my avatar had connected with her and visually disconnected with me somehow, so it stood there as if stuck to her.

      “You're sweet, but I've already got all your information.” She picked my avatar up and threw me. I watched my body fly out over the court. My avatar came down hard and number 20 dribbled right through it.

      In the stands, I had physically fallen on the back of a seat then flipped sideways between the rows, my head hitting the leg of a guy on the way down.

      “Hey, watch it!”

      “Sorry,” I said, scrambling to my feet. Sounds of the game grew even louder.

      Virtuella turned to face where I physically stood. At the same time, my avatar was being trampled out on the court as we both struggled to stand up.

      “Shall we play a game?” She raised her arms and clapped them over her head.

      An explosion shook the room.

      My augies immediately went into safety mode. The game disappeared, and we were back in the auditorium. Real kids were standing or getting to their feet all around me. Kids attending by avatar were gone.

      Those remaining shouted to each other. “What blew up?” “What happened to the game?”

      The game was still showing on the onstage screen. A player dribbled past the three-point shot line and took a shot. Then the screen exploded. Flames replaced the images there. Subwoofers shook the house and the fire alarms went off.

      “Your move, Player” Virtuella said, and dissolved.

      Smoke flowed out from the stage, rolled off the edge like dry ice. A marshal appeared holding a microphone.

      “Everyone listen up! Propane tanks have exploded backstage,” he said. “The VCC servers are down. Evacuate immediately!”

      As if to emphasize his point, a light scaffold and heavy curtain fell back there, blowing the smoke out over the audience. Kids screamed and ran toward the exits.

      The marshal encouraged them with his arms. “Proceed in an orderly fashion. Go out to the quad and await instructions,” he said.

      Despite the large number of exits right and left, people pressed against each other, shoving and shouting.

      “Nothing exploded,” Angie said in my ear. “The VCC system is working perfectly.”

      I realized I didn’t smell that cloud of smoke overhead.

      “Then what did we hear?” Sidd said. “Xiang?”

      I moved along with the crush of students, making slow progress toward the doors. Red lights flashed above the exits. Harsh emergency lighting cast a severe aura over scared faces.

      “I'm scanning the event logs and it looks like the auditorium's control systems have been taken over. I'm locked out,” Xiang said.

      “You?” Miles said.

      “Unfortunately, yes. Someone messed with the fire alarm, too. Nobody pulled any levers. No sensors went off.”

      Miles interrupted. “Social media is going wild. All the platforms. Someone just posted that there are terrorists on the quad.”

      “It's Virtuella,” I said, pushing through into the glass atrium. “She's in. It's all my fault.”

      That's when we heard the gunfire, and everyone screamed and pushed harder toward the outer doors. Another bottleneck. I was pushed aside as kids shoved past me toward the exits. Then they couldn’t move.

      Through the glass wall in front of us, I saw a group of military guys in dark green uniforms shouldering assault rifles. A row of students knelt before them. All were blindfolded.

      “What the fuck?”

      “Robby? What is it?” Miles sounded frantic.

      One of the uniforms pulled out a pistol and blew the head off a coed wearing a yellow sweater. Blood splattered across her shoulders and those around her. I felt like I was going to throw up. As the soldier turned to shoot the next kid, I instinctively took off my augies.

      The yard was empty. I heard the shot in my earpiece.

      “It's not real! Take off your augies!”

      No one did. Everybody in the atrium was watching the executions, and they panicked.

      Someone screamed, “Terrorists!” So many people repeated it. I began to wonder if all the voices I heard were real.

      The invisible marshal yelled, “Return to your dorm rooms! Quickly!”

      More gunfire.

      When I put my augies back on, the marshal stood next to me, glaring. The assault squad shot into the air. Tracer bullets arched over the heads of the rushing, screaming students all stampeding now for the side doors, away from the terrorists.

      “Robby? If you go out and walk through the rogue avatars, people might stop,” Miles said.

      “Where are you, Miles?”

      “I'm in the dorm with Angie and Xiang.”

      “Can't you just shut the VR engines down?”

      “We tried,” Miles said, “but the object libraries somehow merged with the general augie OS. Sidd is trying to untangle them, but it may require a total reboot of the entire system, including student access and everything.”

      “Maybe you should shut it all down anyway?” I found a gap in the heaving crowd and managed to get outside. A chill wind hit me, and I wished for my hoodie. “Yeah. Kill it. It will turn this all off and everyone will calm down.”

      Xiang hopped in. “Can't shut it down, Robby. We already tried. We're stuck with this.”

      Kids around me ran off in a panic toward the dorm towers. Some stumbled and others tripped over the fallen.

      External lights around campus went out, leaving us all in darkness. Swatches of emergency lighting came from buildings around the quad, through windows and atriums.

      “What's that buzzing sound?”

      Above me, red, blue, and white flashing lights, then small spotlights swept across the ground.

      Someone yelled, “Killer drones!”

      Then something dove at me. A surgical bot from EPRESS. Somehow Virtuella had gotten the specs on Mike's prototype. It came at me fast, legs extended and clawing through the air.

      I ducked, of course, because I wasn't sure if it was real. Augies up showed the drone was gone. Definitely not real.

      “She's launched VR copies of Mike's drones at us!” The adrenaline rush changed from anxiety to excitement. I had an idea. “Sidd, do you still have that VR plasma rifle you made for Frisbee Skeet?”

      “I do! Hold on.”

      I put the augies back on and a squadron of the drones buzzed my head. It was tough, but I resisted the urge to duck, and one went right through my skull.

      “Really?” I said. “Virtuella, can't you do any better than that?”

      That should piss her off, I hoped.

      “Sidd?”

      “Yeah. Here you go.” A plasma rifle appeared on the ground in front of me along with a recharge box. “I made a bunch of copies. Each of us gets one.”

      Mary rezed in from AU Bender Arena to stand in front of me, holding her plasma rifle. “What am I supposed to do with—”

      “Incoming,” I said, swinging the rifle up and tracking a drone. The first shot did damage, the second shot took it out.

      “Oh,” she said, swinging it up to track some blinking lights. “You guys are having fun over on campus while we're standing around bored in a halftime show over here?”

      “No fun here. The Saiko bitch has infiltrated and started a stampede. Emptied out the auditorium with a virtual explosion. Then fake terrorists, and now these drones.”

      A surgical bot came scampering up out of the darkness. She took it out with her first shot. “This is kinda sweet!”

      “Mary,” Angie said. “Is the game still broadcasting in VR over there?”

      “Yes.”

      “Have you seen avatars on the playing court?”

      “No. Why?”

      Two drones landed on either side of us just outside the splash of light from the window, dropped their surgical bots, and lifted off. The bots crawled toward us.

      “Robby?”

      “Yea, Miles?”

      “There are a lot of posts about not being able to call an Auto car.”

      “I don't know what that means, Miles.” I aimed the plasma rifle and fired at a surgical bot but only blew off one leg. It danced to the side and I had to wait for my rifle to recharge.

      “That means people are trying to get off campus and can't get a ride. The app says: 'route to pick up is unavailable.' There are always Autos available, and the app just tells you how long you have to wait.”

      “Route? Did they close the gates?” I fired again. This time the ball of blue plasma landed dead center and smashed the bug. “Sidd, if you are listening, you need to reduce or eliminate cool-down on the rifles. Okay?”

      “I can do that, but I'll have to take the rifles back and give you new ones.”

      Three more drones dropped off bots twenty yards away. I had time. “Sure, that's fine, but don't take too long. This is fun.”

      My rifle disappeared.

      “Hey,” Mary said. “I need that. Ask me next time!”

      Sidd said, “Sorry!”

      “Miles? Are those sirens I hear?”

      “Yeah. I sent my avatar to the main gate and I'm standing between the pillars. There are Autos everywhere—it looks like they formed a blockade. There are police cars and fire trucks stacked up behind the dead Autos with blue, red, and white strobes flashing, but they can't get close. The noise is incredible. There's a cop car trying to push an Auto out of the way, but the Autos have staggered at least three rows deep and bumper-to-bumper. Nobody is getting through.”

      A drone buzzed past my head and dropped its surgical bot behind me and I turned to watch it.

      “I suppose it could be worse. It's only virtual anarchy and the kids seem to have spread out, so the stampede is over. At least there aren't any real fires or anything.” The bot scampered into the auditorium. “Hey, Sidd? I'd like my rifle back if you don't mind.”

      A couple of bots closed in on us, so I moved over to where Mary stood farther out in the grass. Rifles appeared in front of us, glowing green this time. We casually picked them up and began shooting. Three bots exploded. A bot accelerated toward me, making me laugh.

      I let it get close and blasted it dead center.

      It kept coming, raising a scalpel on one appendage and a whirring bone saw on another.

      “I got it,” Mary said, and a ball of green plasma went right through the bot and it veered toward her, then back at me. “That's weird.”

      The bone saw hacked at my jeans and the scalpel stabbed my boot in the steel toe. I leapt away. “What? That's real?” I skipped aside, and the bot reared back like a spider ready to jump on its prey.

      Mary winked out.

      Now I knew where Virtuella got Mike’s drone and DocBot images. She’d hacked EPRESS. I got the hell out of there, shooting at the other bots as I went. Most of them were VR versions, but I wasn't about to take chances.

      “A few of the damned surgical bots are real,” I said. “Don't get near them. If you can't shoot them, they are real!”

      “So that's what is flying over the wall?” Miles said.

      “Xiang? How's it coming with Virtuella? Have you figured out how she is doing this?”

      The walkway lights flickered back on, and I almost went deaf from Xiang's victory yell. Then the walkway lights went out again, along with all the lights in the surrounding buildings. We were plunged back into darkness. Only the dorm towers had lights.

      “Crap,” Xiang said. “Sorry, Robby. I thought I had that one.”

      I stopped running in the middle of the quad and looked around, my eyes adjusting to the moonlight. The area around me seemed empty. I could see faint white glows of emergency lighting in buildings around the quad. Looking through the glass walls of the auditorium, red emergency exit lights seemed to brighten and dim. The fire alarm was still blaring over there.

      Then I smelled the smoke. It really was on fire.

      “Guys, the auditorium is on fire for real. Sidd, can you check if any augies are inside? People might be wearing them, and they’ll need to get out.”

      I heard the whirr of a drone and dropped to the ground. A surgical bot's extended arms reached out toward me and missed, but the bot pulled up short and spun around. I got up and peeled off my canvas jacket, then dodged left as it attacked again. It arced back around like a Frisbee and I tossed my jacket over it at the last minute. I heard the blades catch and the thing slammed into the ground five feet away. The bot began cutting away at my jacket but at least the propellers were busted.

      Enough. I needed a real weapon, so I took off toward the Shed.

      “Robby?” Xiang appeared in dragon form and flew beside me.

      “Yeah?” I crossed the grass and sidewalk as another drone strafed me with lasers. At least that one wasn't real. Xiang coughed a fireball and took it out.

      “That's handy,” I said.

      “I'm seeing firewall attacks on our UPS systems.”

      “UPS?”

      “Uninterruptible power supplies. Our power backups? If they go down, the VCC servers go down.”

      It had never occurred to me to ask where our servers were located. I'd always guessed somewhere in the computer sciences building.

      “Where the hell is Angie? Why are you making me coordinate all this?”

      “She cocooned or something right when all this started. Unavailable.”

      “Okay. So, UPS. What do we do?”

      “I'm setting up an expanding array of false firewalls around to draw her attention away and slow her down.”

      “Good plan. I'm hearing you say 'but' aren't I? Is there a problem?”

      Xiang flapped up into the path of a drone and spewed fire. The thing flew right through him.

      “That one's real,” I said, turning to watch it fly down the quad toward the Admin building. “Sidd, can you tell Mike that his drones have been hacked? Maybe he can shut them down?”

      “I'm on it,” Sidd said.

      Another drone sped by overhead. “Where the hell are they going?”

      “Comp Sci,” Xiang said. “That's the 'But' you heard. I think they are trying to physically break into the power bunker behind the building. If they get in . . .” Xiang spewed fire and burned up another VR drone.

      “If they get in, so what. The power goes down, the servers go down, all this crap stops, and we're left with just the real drones and spider bots. How is that a bad thing?”

      “Because, Robby, if the servers crash hard then we could lose all the code and it could take down the school network and all the recent backups. Say goodbye to the VCC qualifiers.”

      “But everything is in the cloud,” I said.

      “For us, that is our cloud.”

      “Oh.” I jogged right between the math and chemistry buildings. The Shed loomed in front of me, doors closed, but floodlights lit the area and I could see lights on inside just like the dorms. Guess having an independent power source was a good thing these days.

      Back to the hard-crash warning. “What do you suggest, Xiang? We go over there with crowbars and beat the bots senseless? Wait. Forget I said that. These things are military grade.”

      “Really? That's cool. How do they—”

      “Xiang! Focus! What about the bunker?”

      “I'm actually not too worried about that. Virtuella is going to get through the fake and real firewalls faster than the spiders can cut through the steel doors. There's a reason why there is a lot of physical security.”

      “Okay. How long do we have?”

      He took his time. The dragon glided, then disappeared.

      “Xiang?”

      “We don't have long. Someone needs to get inside the bunker and disconnect the systems from the grid.”

      “And how does one do that?”

      “There are four circuit breakers.”

      “Of course, there are,” I said, stopping at the Shed’s access door and swiping in. “Any raptors?”

      “What?”

      “Nothing.” I stepped inside out of the chill wind and, shivering, looked around for anything I could turn into a weapon. “Sidd? Miles? Are you hearing Xiang?”

      I looked around. There must be something in there I could use. Then I saw it. Leaning against the wall in the corner beside the wave generator was a wooden baseball bat.

      “I'll go,” Miles said. “There's one of those three-wheeled groundskeeper carts by my dorm. I can take that and be there in five.”

      “Good,” Xiang said, and they had a quick conversation on getting into the building while I retrieved the baseball bat. Memories about how my father wanted me to be like other boys, making me join little league when I was eight even though he wasn’t a sports guy. I sucked. Surprise. But to my credit, nobody had bothered to tell me what baseball was or how to play. The coach figured that part out eventually, but it was clear that I wasn't destined to have a career in sports.

      Sometimes when everything goes insane, the world slows down and you have all this time to think of crazy random shit. Like how this seemed a lot like a science fiction movie, except there wasn't some overwhelming earth-shattering destructive force trying to kill us before we saved the world. We were just a handful of gamers that had pissed off most of the gaming population in the world and, even better, somehow convinced a monster AI gaming engine that we had to be terminated. Okay, that was a little skewed and potentially dangerous, I guess.

      Virtuella had done a pretty good job of containing us on campus. The cops and firemen couldn’t get to us because of the Auto jam. The student body as a whole had run screaming for their lives and were presumably locked up in their dorm rooms.

      The auditorium hadn't really exploded, but Virtuella had done some damage, and maybe figured out how to set it on fire. I glanced back at the auditorium to check, and it looked like a rainstorm inside the glass atrium. So, no fire now. See? Automation is a good thing. Virtuella probably hadn't understood about sprinkler safety systems.

      That made me smile. She still had blind spots.

      But we were stuck inside her video game and she was doing all she could to distract and attack.

      Speaking of attack . . .

      “I found a baseball bat,” I said.

      “Oh, that's a good idea,” Sidd said. “I've seen those spidery things and they look nasty.”

      “Too late,” Miles said. “I just told the cart to take me to Comp Sci. Hey, wait. There's something else out here.”

      “What is it?” I went out and sprinted back toward the quad.

      “Looks like a robot dog, but it doesn't have a head or tail.”

      “Turn your augies off, Miles.”

      “They are off. Oh shit, it's real!”

      I crossed the sidewalk to the quad and saw the white cart zigzagging back and forth, chased by an EPRESS DogBot. “They're made for carrying gear, Miles, but they also weigh two hundred pounds. You do not want to get hit by one.”

      “Yeah, well, I'm trying to steer the cart manually and it's fighting me. For some reason, it's trying to run into the doggie thingy.”

      Another drone was diving at me. I ducked, and it zipped by and shifted its flight path toward Miles. I heard a loud pop and a net flew up, taking down the drone in a tangle of carbon fiber mesh.

      To my right, Sergeant Yolando took a canister from her belt and reloaded her netgun. She spotted me and jogged over while Miles veered away.

      “What are you doing here, Mr. Papenaugh?” She glanced at my bat. “Are you flying these drones? You know this is a drone-free campus, right?”

      “It's Virtuella, Sergeant. We're trying to stop her.” I held up the bat.

      “Who and where is she?”

      I had no quick answer for that and neither of us had time, so I just said, “She's a bad guy, not a student, and she's off campus.”

      Down the quad, a shrieking alarm went off, not the usual fire type. Then the walkie-talkie on the Sergeant's vest crackled and spat a voice that said, “Computer Science vault level has been breached. We need someone over there. Priority One, Sergeant.”

      “On my way.” She judged me with a stern look I hadn't seen before, then handed me the netgun and her belt with three more charges. “Son, if you misuse this, I'll have your hide.” Then she sprinted up the sidewalk.

      I dropped the bat and hefted the gun. Cool.

      Two more drones buzzed Miles's cart as he zigzagged down the quad, still trying to avoid the charging DogBot. I had an idea straight out of a Star Wars movie.

      “I'm by the Shed. Miles, come this way and bring your dog.”

      The cart veered, unfortunately in the wrong direction and slammed into the DogBot. The cart overturned.

      “Miles?” No response. “Miles!”

      I took off toward them and was buzzed by a drone carrying a spider. The metal arms clawed at me, but I dropped and rolled away. The DogBot was bouncing around the cart like it had rabies, its pneumatic piston legs making a kind of cough-barking sound as it bounded, taking no notice of me.

      Probably a good thing.

      Two empty drones crossed in front of me and arced around for another pass. Here goes, I thought, and brought the netgun up and fired at the one heading straight for me. Pop. Got it, and it tumbled to the ground. The other veered away. Afraid of the net? Well, I had three more shots.

      That would be true if I had time to figure out how to reload the damned gun. I yanked at the empty canister, tried to twist it, but nothing worked. Another drone came at me, the dangling arms of the surgical bot clawing as it dropped.

      I ran to the nearest tree and circled it. The drone backed away. I ran to the next tree and the drone didn't follow. The bat was laying in the grass somewhere and I couldn't see where I’d left it. Great. I had to get to Miles before the bots figured out how to get inside the cab.

      “Miles?” Still no answer. I couldn't make it to them, and if I did, I'd be carved up by some surgical bot and trampled into the ground by the DogBot. Miles should be okay as long as they stayed in the cab with the windows up.

      Maybe I could find another grounds cart? But then Virtuella could hack it and take me anywhere. I needed protection that she couldn't hack.

      Another gust of wind reminded me that I was freezing.

      Wind! I took off toward the Shed.

      “Guys?”

      “Yeah, Robby?”

      “Miles is down and I have to get to them. I've got an idea that might work. What's the status on your end? Anything from Angie? Sergeant Yolando told me that Comp Sci has been compromised.”

      “I've been able to isolate a certain class of objects from manipulation,” Sidd said.

      “English, Sidd. Use your English.”

      “So, I can make some things like avatars and weapons appear real to her so she can't influence them or take them over. They are good distractions and some spew data streams that might confuse her. I'm putting all of our high-def avatars in there.”

      Xiang said, “I knew what he meant.”

      I got to the Shed and swiped in. “Xiang, I need you to open the Shed door in the back, the big one by JV's Beast. Can you do that?”

      “Possibly. I can unlock it, at least.”

      I threaded my way through the sophomore team projects toward the dark area in the back, stepped around the pink poodle kinetic sculpture, and stood in front of JV's Beast.

      A loud click echoed, and the back door started rolling up.

      “Thanks, Xiang.”

      Looking at The Beast, all I could think of was JV. It was fitting, you know? JV, one of the smartest guys I knew, gets brainwashed by the first-person flyer games and accidentally kills himself. Now, his Beast and I were going to take on the bitch that did it to him. Poetic justice, right?

      It better fucking work.

      I opened the cage door and climbed in, strapped into the pedals, and started pumping. The garage door locked in place above me, clearing the way to outside. I put The Beast in gear and pedaled as fast as I could go, the six boxy leg-pairs propelling us forward into the night, slow and steady.

      Too slow, and I couldn't pedal any faster.

      Then the wind hit the turbo-sails and they spun like crazy. The mechanical energy surged through the gearbox, the last thing JV ever made, and into the legs. We skittered forward, an avenging caterpillar. I steered around the building and headed toward the quad at a good clip.

      “I'm in motion,” I said. “I should be on the quad in a couple of minutes.”

      In case the wind needed help, I kept pedaling while examining the netgun more closely for clues on how to reload. There were two side levers. I moved one and it seemed to lock the trigger. Okay, I had found the safety. I moved the other lever and the spent tube dropped into my lap.

      Score!

      I snapped a replacement canister into place, then tossed the spent tube through the wire cage so it wouldn't get caught in anything. JV would be really pissed off if I broke his Beast a second time. I promised myself I'd come back and get the tube and recycle it if we survived.

      With the wind steady, The Beast walked up the slight rise to the sidewalk and crossed to the open quad. I turned toward the cart. I hoped Miles was safe. They still hadn’t responded.

      “Robby?”

      “Yeah, Sidd.”

      “Turn on your augies.”

      I powered up and went translucent and . . . shit!

      Everywhere, all over the quad, thousands of drones dove out of the sky like hornets. They were attacking an army of avatars that stretched as far as the eye could see. Plasma rifles fired off everywhere. Some kids wielded light sabers, slicing drones and DogBots in half with explosive results. To my right, a circle of warriors, their backs to each other, defended the fallen grounds cart with Miles still inside. Charge packs appeared and disappeared up and down the quad as fighters picked them up.

      “What's going on, Sidd?”

      Xiang's dragon swooped out of the sky, breathing fire and toasting handfuls of drones all at once.

      “Virtuella has turned this into the best massive multiplayer VR game ever seen. There are kids from all over the world fighting here, and more resolving in every minute.”

      “The good thing,” Xiang said, strafing a herd of DogBots, “is that all this activity is keeping Virtuella occupied. Since this started, the attacks on Comp Sci have all but stopped.”

      “Good.”

      “And you get points for each kill, too!” Sidd said. “New things are popping up all over the place. A T-Rex materialized over by Tower 4 a few minutes ago and thirty students banded together to kill it. I have to admit, Virtuella is one talented game engine.”

      “Glad you're having fun, Sidd, but watching is too distracting for me right now.” I turned off my augies and the quad went dark again.

      “You sound like Angie,” Sidd said.

      “Speaking of which?”

      “Not a peep.”

      Two drones buzzed my cage. I clicked the safety off on the netgun. Ready as I’ll ever be. “Stop farting around and focus on Virtuella, will you, Sidd? There's real world shit out here I have to deal with.”

      Since The Beast only went forward, I had to plan my approach. Ten yards from the cart, I turned The Beast and stopped next to it so we could walk away after I loaded Miles. If they were still in one piece, that is.

      I took her out of gear and listened as the legs stopped. The spinning turbo sails made a flapping noise, but I could still hear the faint buzz of drones, and the distant coughing sound of the DogBot's piston legs.

      As safe a time as any.

      I got out.

      I made it to the cart.

      The buzzing got intense. A drone dropped a surgical bot on The Beast's outer leg. Another dropped on the ground beside it, arms menacing as it headed right for me and my trusty netgun. “Blam,” I said, as the gun went POP and the drone went down. The bot started sawing at the wire mesh of the net, and I hoped we'd be gone by the time it got out.

      I swapped in a new canister and peered in through the windshield. Miles lay on their side rubbing their head. Their augies were nowhere to be seen. That's why they'd been quiet. I grabbed the handle and swung open the cab’s front door.

      “Miles, are you okay?”

      “My head hurts.” Blood had flowed all over the right side of their head, but it had dried, so the bleeding had stopped. Their kilt had flipped up a little and I couldn't help but look. That was one delicious thigh.

      “Come on, let's get you out of here.”

      Their arms reached for me and I pulled them around the steering post and onto the grass, the gun stuffed into the waistband of my jeans.

      “Can you stand?”

      Eyes winced shut. Arms reached up and went around my neck, and I wrestled us up to our feet.

      “I'm glad to see you,” I said.

      “I know.”

      We made it to The Beast’s cage and I helped them inside. They moved quickly and kissed my cheek.

      Oh. My. God.

      I completely short-circuited, staring at Miles.

      “Look out!” They pointed through the cage at a bot crawling down off the closest leg. It scurried to the edge of the cage and leaned over us. Shit, I’d forgotten that one!

      I slammed the door and jumped back into the grass. My motion was enough to distract the bot, but it didn't come after me. Miles squeezed to the side away from it while I waved like crazy.

      “Come on! I know you see me!” My hand went to my augies and I flipped into full VR overlay. Surgical bots were clawing around my legs. There must have been five or six. Drones buzzed in from all directions. Wait. The one bot missing from the scene was the only real one.

      Interesting.

      “Okay, Virtuella, you bitch. Give it your best shot,” I said, backing up and watching the carpet of saws and scalpels follow me. Two more steps and I cheated, I turned off the augies. The bot leapt off the cage and I hit it with the net. Its saw screamed as it hacked at the mesh.

      I swapped in my last cartridge, sidestepped the net full of frantic surgical bot, and squeezed into the cage with Miles just as the rabid DogBot bounded up on the other side of the grounds cart and slammed into it.

      The cart rocked, reminding me of just how dangerous DogBots could be. 200 pounds of determined machine slammed into the cart again, trying to get in—despite the fact we were no longer in the cart—peeling the metal side of the truck bed up like tin foil. Maybe it wanted to demolish the cart instead? Or just so obsessed with the goal of getting to us that it couldn’t see the easier path around?

      Slipping down from the cage, I planted both feet and waited. The enmeshed surgical bot went nuts trying to roll over to me. I'd have to gamble it couldn't do that. DogBot focused on me. Oh boy. The pistons on the DogBot coughed and compressed and the thing’s hooves, or whatever they were, pierced through the cart's bed and over it came. I bent down and shot up into its legs, catching the metal edges of the cart as well.

      The thing came down hard. Its two front feet were free but the back two were tangled up in the mesh that also wrapped around the metal strip of the cart's bumper. The pistons fired and the damned thing pulled itself and the cart two inches. It heaved itself up again.

      There was no stopping this thing.

      I crawled back into the cage, squeezed in next to Miles, and engaged the turbo sails. The six legs did their finger crawl, and we accelerated forward as I shut the cage's front door. There was a crunch and I saw that one outer leg had crushed a spider bot into the ground where it lay planted, its legs twitching. Fortunately, the bot was damaged enough that it couldn’t follow us as we walked away toward Stonehenge.

      Miles's hand found my shoulder and they pulled themselves up to a more comfortable position in the cramped space meant for just one. Their head fell against my shoulder and stayed there, and I felt blood seep into my shirt. I decided I didn’t care.

      “I've got a wicked headache,” Miles groaned.

      “I'm not surprised.”

      “What took you so long?”

      “How did you know I would come at all?”

      “A girl knows things,” they sighed.

      We were almost to the dorms.

      “Look,” I said, pointing down by the gate, just beyond the Towers, where blue and red lights painted the horizon. I saw policemen, firemen, and a few EMTs jogging up the road toward Tower 6.

      One policeman pulled out his gun, squared off, and yelled, “Stop! Stop right there!”

      “Okay.”

      I disengaged the gears and the legs slowed and stopped. I put my hands up. Again? I thought. But it really was a gun this time. If I reached for the door would this cop shoot me?

      “Help,” I yelled. “We have an injured person in here. They need help.”

      One of the EMTs, a beefy cute one, held out his hand and approached. I opened the cage and he saw Miles's head and the blood.

      “We need a stretcher,” Beefcake yelled, and reached in to take Miles from me.

      “Be careful with them,” I said, as he cradled Miles in his arms.

      The EMT looked around me. “Is there another?” Not seeing anyone, he saw me frown, glanced at Miles (still dressed in that gender-fuck-it kilt), and it clicked. “Oh,” he said. “Don't worry. I'll take good care of them.” He carried Miles toward the gates. The police had apparently pushed open a path through the Autos. An ambulance was edging its way onto campus.

      I crawled from the cage and stood on the roadway, the sails still spinning madly above me and catching the lights from the emergency vehicles. A gust of wind caused the whole assembly to creak and shift slightly.

      The policeman approached, holstering his gun. “What is this thing anyway?”

      “It's a mechanical walker based on the Beach Animals of Theo Jansen. My roommate made it and won a contest with it. And it just saved a life.”

      I started to cry, dammit.

      “Oh yeah?” The cop obviously was trying to get a handle on the situation.  “I never saw anything walk like that before. You help him?”

      Did I help JV?

      Well, I listened to him talk through his design on long runs. I listened to him talk through the problems getting the legs to work right. I was there when his team went dysfunctional and the one guy quit. And yes, I had a crush on JV for far too long and if that doesn't help someone's ego, what does?

      “Not really,” I said. Then a drone flew into the turbo sail and cracked the mast, collapsing it and the sails fell in a mess over The Beast.

      Unfazed, the surgical bot began cutting itself free of the sailcloth.

      “What the hell is that thing?” The cop pulled his gun.

      “You’ll need a netgun for those,” I said.

      Another cop jogged toward us. “O'Malley! Put that gun away! You're on a campus for chrissakes.”

      “But the terrorists?”

      “They ain't no terrorists, doofus, it was just some C.G.I. thing, like in the movies.”

      “Robby,” Angie said in my ear. “We need you inside.”

      “Okay,” I said.

      “Who you talking to?” O'Malley said, focusing on me.

      “I’ve got a meeting with Virtuella,” I said, walking away.

      Yeah. I'd love to have a conversation with that bitch right about now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            53

          

        

      

    

    
      Leaving the crippled Beast and the flashing lights behind, I tapped the team channel. “Where are you, Angie?”

      Sidd answered. “We're in Skybox 12. Xiang is on his way.”

      “They are taking Miles to Greenbelt Hospital,” I said.

      “Again? Why?”

      “They have a gash on their head. Maybe another concussion from when the cart went over. What's up with the video team?”

      “They're still at Bender Arena waiting for the game to be over so they can tear down. They stopped broadcasting after all the student avatars left.”

      “All the students left? Why?”

      “I'll show you when you get up here.”

      I took the walkway between Towers 1 and 6. Miles used to play D&D in the glass study room on the first floor and I used to see them playing when I walked by sometimes. The only person in there now was Bubba doing something on his augies. Just my luck, he saw me walking by and gave me the finger.

      I stood up straighter, held my head up, averted my eyes and focused on the path weaving through a few topiary bushes until I came out on Tower 6's courtyard. With a little luck, I could cross it and make the side door into the Peabody Student Center and safety.

      Tonight was really not my lucky night. I got halfway across the courtyard when Bubba yelled, “Hey, Asshole Faggot!”

      Crap. Yes, this is the exact right time to slow me down. I turned to find Bubba charging at me across the courtyard still wearing his augies. Crap again.

      I could stand fast like last time and get another black eye. Or worse. I could run, but that would only let Bubba win. Either way, my work was done; I didn’t think Miles would ever be anywhere near Bubba again, and that made it worthwhile. I’d heard they'd applied for a transfer out of Tower 6 so they wouldn't even be in the same dorm as Bubba anymore.

      “What do you want, Bubba?” I leaned toward the rushing bull as if that would help. Psychologically it should. Maybe.

      “You screwed up my life,” he shouted.

      I seriously doubted that I could do any more damage to the perfect storm of his genetics, his fundamentalist southern upbringing, and his probable alcoholism and drug dependence could ever do. But if I could contribute to that in any small way, I knew I'd double down in a heartbeat.

      “You think?”

      At the moment, Bubba was acting without thinking at all. Dangerous. I hoped the surveillance cameras were still working back here.

      All 230 pounds of him stopped a few feet away, fists balled up, jaw clenched, neck veins popping out. I bet that the only thought bouncing around in there was which way I would jump when he swung.

      “You took my girl from me.”

      That line from the old Joni Mitchell song became my new earworm.

      “They left you because you didn't see them. You mistreated them. You beat them. And you didn't deserve them.”

      “And,” Xiang said, appearing next to me, crossing his arms. “Miles finally saw you as you truly are. You couldn't stand that, could you?”

      Where the hell did Xiang come from? At least I wasn't alone now. At least there would be a witness to my death.

      Bubba growled at Xiang. “Who asked you, Jap boy?”

      You've gotta love walking stereotypes like Bubba because they are just lessons waiting to be learned. Unfortunately, over and over and over.

      It wasn't actually a growl. More like a croak. The big guy squinted and wiped a big finger under his augies. Wait. Beauregard was crying?

      Oh. Kay.

      “Why did you come out here, Bubba? Are you going to punch me out again?”

      “Not while I'm here,” Xiang said, pulling out a knife.

      A knife?

      “I . . .” Bubba started. Bubba stopped. “Just tell her I miss… them.”

      Bubba walked away.

      When he went back inside, Xiang yelled, “And don't come back.”

      Then he turned into a big red dragon and launched himself into the air. “Angie is waiting for you, Robby. Better hurry.”

      Ah. Now it all started to make sense.
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      Angie’s dog noticed me enter the skybox, but nobody else did. Midnight thumped her tail twice. Then her eyes closed, and she dropped back into her own virtual world. Angie, Sidd, and Xiang sat at the table manipulating something in sharespace.

      “Thanks, Xiang,” I said, logging in. “Nice high-def avatar, by the way. I really thought you were there with us. Bubba sure did.”

      “That was all Sidd's doing. But take a look at this,” he said, pointing at the table where the usual campus map was displayed.

      The map was ablaze with color. Thousands of micro-avatars packed the landscape. On the quad, little drones buzzed like hornets over a nest, dropping surgical spiders everywhere. Dogbots traveled singly or in packs, attacking figures or running off between buildings.

      Around every building were clumps of students either fighting attackers or protecting the doors and windows. Things swung between the trees along the walk. Shadowy shapes moved up and down the grassy areas shooting at the students as they ran to protect the Admin building and the building behind Comp Sci.

      “This is what I wanted to show you,” Sidd said.

      Around the Comp Sci building, students in small groups fought a variety of trolls, dragons, and other monsters of various sizes. Someone had felled a tree. Players were chopping it up and using the wood to reinforce a barricade protecting the UPS vault behind the building.

      “What is this, Sidd?”

      “What does it look like, Robby?”

      “It looks like a campaign map in a mash-up of games on our campus. Wait, are those Kastle Katz characters?”

      “Yes,” Angie said, “and ones from Warcraft, Dungeons, Star Sliders, Space Worms, Halo. There's at least one warlock from Destiny, a few rebels, storm troopers, and characters from most strategy and first-person shooter games. What you won't find are Gliders or Flying Squirrels or any other first-person flyer game characters.”

      I expanded views between my hands and could see them now, single warriors, fighting droids, bands of kids out on missions or quests. Out in the middle of the quad, a few avatars tossed a Frisbee around, trying to take down drones with it. Cool.

      “That's possibly the crazy best ever game. But why?”

      A body resolved next to Angie. I recognized him from the SaikoVR website.

      “Mister Nakamura. San,” I said, bowing slightly.

      “I will answer your question, Robby. We originally design Virtuella game engine with primary goal of enhancing game play for customers. Player excitement and happiness can be easily measured. Virtuella designed to maximize this pleasure. In most recent build, she has ability to create new challenges and creatures within context of each game. Idea is to make each experience better than the last.”

      I pointed at the map. “What does that have to do with what is going on in our VC challenge space?”

      Nakamura nodded. “Virtuella, like all AI, start off with a set of goals. Number one goal is to make game better for each player. She has a series of sub goals, one of which is to monitor social media as a measure of game success. Another to report negative posts about games and protect our company. This one is what got you in trouble.”

      “Then why doesn't she just shut everything down and be done with it?”

      “Ah.” Nakamura inhaled long and deeply. (Of course I thought of Darth Vader.) He continued. “Given the opportunity to stop you or to run a game when there are many players, Virtuella will take the game. The more players, the more she is diverted to the game.”

      “Her weakness?”

      “Exactly,” Angie said. “We sent invites to all the Virtual Campus Teams and put out a general invitation to all SaikoVR players. You are looking at the results.”

      Xiang stood up. “But our current Wulf Clusters can only handle up to two thousand priority avatar instances. There must be more than six thousand instances now and more rezing in every second.”

      Nakamura said, “Virtuella is spinning up additional virtual servers through our FlexCloud services contract to support your additional players and the adversaries she is adding to challenge them. She does the same thing when there are more than expected SaikoVR platforms online at the same time.”

      “Wait,” I said. “Aren't we trying to stop her?”

      “Hai.”

      I glanced at Nakamura. “I'll take that as a yes. So, how does encouraging her like this help us? She's a distributed system. We need to de-distribute her somehow and shut her down, right?”

      “Robby?” Angie glared at me.

      “Angie?” I glared back.

      “Our Bolin Campus Challenge is a distraction, Robby. At SaikoVR, Nakamura has initiated a special operating system update that is rolling out to all their gaming consoles. If they are not being used, the consoles are suspended awaiting the download. If they are in use, the consoles are being selectively shut down.”

      “So Virtuella's processes are being squeezed back onto SaikoVR’s main processing cluster which can make up for the processing power required through the cloud?”

      “Hai. Correct.”

      “Won't she notice when there aren't any more SaikoVR consoles out there to manipulate, and all her players go away?”

      “Ah,” Nakamura said, spreading his hands. A globe of the world appeared before him with clusters of green and red dots connected by lines representing the SaikoVR gaming network. “This is beginning. Watch progress.”

      Red dots turned yellow. Green dots away from major cities also turned yellow.

      “The plan is not to go to zero. It is to leave two hundred thousand operating so she doesn't suspect. She will notice that fewer than normal players are online, but her interest will be held here.”

      The world spun to show America in nighttime. Green clusters centered around major cities, New York, Chicago, Philadelphia, DC, Atlanta, Tampa, and Miami. The rest of the visible world glowed yellow.

      “She's got less to worry about. Won't that make her stronger? Faster?”

      “No,” Angie said. “Nakamura is stepping down the clock speed of her processors.”

      “And she's not going to notice that?”

      Nakamura collapsed the globe. “Since Virtuella's form of consciousness is generated by those same processors, she will not notice any difference. To her, the world will look just the same.”

      “She's thinking at the speed of the main processor,” Xiang said.

      “Got it.”

      “Done!” Sidd shouted, like he'd just burst into the room. I heard Midnight whimper. I glanced at Angie thinking she would isolate, but she remained absorbed in whatever she was up to. I wished I could focus like that.

      “Robby,” Sidd said, “Meet your new avatar.”

      I rezed in beside myself and immediately thought of that out-of-body moment where I stood in the auditorium and Virtuella tossed my avatar out onto the basketball court. I could still control it but it had been very disorienting. I looked my new self over. At first, I didn't notice any difference, then the image got better. And better. And even better. My hair, no longer the quick-construct of blurry texture, was a perfect mass of individual strands. I wore a blue plaid flannel shirt so real that I could see the individual threads. I could see the zipper on my jeans. The ribs of my nylon rainbow belt.

      “Rainbow belt?”

      “Miles gave you that for good luck.”

      “Oh.” I looked myself over. Not bad, and wicked thoughts flooded my wicked brain. I reached and started unbuttoning the flannel shirt on my twin. “Did they give me muscles, too?”

      “Stop playing around.” Angie glared at me.

      “Give us a moment, will you?” I said.

      “You need to get a life, Robby. Sidd, transfer him.”

      An instant later I stood looking at my old avatar still working on my buttons. Then it derezed. “Jarring, but painless,” I said. “Are you going to tell me why, Sidd?”

      “Remember when I told you that a certain class of high definition objects are indistinguishable from the real thing? At least in the simulation?”

      “Uh huh?”

      “One of those high-def class objects is now you. We experimented with Xiang. As long as someone is wearing their augies, you look real. More importantly, anyone in the virtual world will see you as real if your avatar's location is stitched to the actual map and not the virtual overlay.”

      “Like when the VR map floated a few feet above the real world?”

      “Very close to similar.”

      “Could you be more obscure?”

      Angie interrupted. “Tell him.”

      I haven't heard that particular phrase much. In fact, you hear, “Tell him,” mostly in movies or game dialogue, not in real life. Bad news always follows it like, “Your grandfather died this morning,” or, “The liberator who destroyed my property has realigned my perceptions,” or, “Tell him he's dreaming.” On the other hand, “Tell him what he's won!” also comes to mind. I kept my mouth shut, mostly to see who had the balls to speak up.

      Miles rezed in wearing a pink blouse, a black bowtie, and that lime green kilt.

      “I thought they took you away,” I said.

      “The EMT was so cute, I had to play along. At first, they were going to cart me away but, after they cleaned me up, it was just a small gash. Turns out, head injuries bleed like crazy. They glued it shut and gave me some acetaminophens and let me go.”

      “Slut,” I said, remembering that kiss.

      Miles winked. “Besides, I wouldn’t miss this for anything. Would you?”

      I swept my hand over the campus map where thousands of micro-avatars filled every niche. “Guess not,” I said, a little depressed. “Sidd says this is the best game ever.”

      Miles fixed me with a frown.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Silly boy. The best game ever is love, of course. That’s the only game worth playing,” they said, turning back toward the map. “Although this looks pretty good.”

      I shrugged, just as confused as before.

      “Here's the thing, Robby,” they said. “Someone needs to confront Virtuella to center her, focus her attention. Since JV . . .” Miles stopped and looked around the workspace. “Well, we all thought you might like to do it.”

      Miles pursed their lips. Well, their avatar did, but they had a new high-def puppet, too. My wicked brain wondered more wicked things. I looked them over and then right into their rainbow irises. “Okay. I’m in. What do you want me to do?”

      Angie answered, of course. “You need to attract Virtuella to you by posting another attack on SaikoVR from a high-speed hardwired system.”

      “How about my dorm room? Sidd and I posted most of it from there, with Tim's help. She's already familiar with the location.”

      “Yes,” Angie said. “That should work.”

      “And then what?”

      “We will terminate the VCC experience. Nakamura-san?”

      “Hai. At same time, I will suspend all SaikoVR game consoles. Virtuella will be focused only on you, Robby-san, and she will be originating only from our systems. We will then shut her down.”

      “Robby?” Angie said, slipping out of the workspace to force a face-to-face.

      She never did that. I'm so used to talking with her avatar and all its defenses that I forget sometimes that she is actually right there across the table. Unless she wants me to walk Midnight, of course. I flipped back to reality.

      “I'm here.”

      “I need you to understand that Virtuella is an AI. Not a ‘she.’ You anthropomorphize things too easily, more than others, partly because of your empathetic nature, and partly because you have lived with CB for so long. I'm sorry about CB and I hope it is restored to you if this works.”

      “Thanks, Angie, I . . .” She put her augies back on and disappeared. “Um . . . appreciate it?”

      Nakamura's disembodied voice spoke. “What she means is forget not that Virtuella is driven only by her goal. Virtuella will use tricks to make you think she is human character, to gain advantage over you. I hear you are softie.”

      I ignored that last bit and, yeah, I had seen that movie, too. “Thanks,” I said.

      The dim light in the skybox shone evenly across the table and seemed to suck the color out of the room. If Miles had actually been there, I'm sure it wouldn't look quite that way. Angie wore mostly black. Sidd had on a tan t-shirt. Xiang wore a gray sweatshirt. Not much color compared with what they were wearing in sharespace.

      I shook my head to clear it. Maybe I did need to be on some happy pill?  I did miss CB. It was like he had died along with JV.

      Again.

      Okay, that thinking alone was worth a call to Tim, but I didn’t think the guys here intended me to take time for a little counseling before the big denouement, which they were counting on to happen soon. Really soon.

      Had I been dismissed? I reentered sharespace and Sidd's bright blue shirt, Xiang's red shimmering dragon torso, and Mile's pink blouse shocked me back into the moment.

      Sidd dissolved, and I heard him across the room. “Why are you back in? Let's go. Tim is Skyping us in five minutes.”

      The rest of them manipulated things in their own views and ignored each other. I felt isolated. I headed to my room to meet up with Sidd and Tim.
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      Outside, the temperature had dropped at least ten degrees. The wind blew in gusts around the towers, and the clouds started breaking up. The short sprint to my dorm made me shiver.

      None of the virtual kids fighting skirmishes and leading quests out on the campus would care or even feel the cold. Most of the games I'd ever played that included incidental weather rarely made my character shiver or cost me health points. I couldn't remember a time when my character froze to death.

      Up in my room, I sat at my desk. Sidd huddled next to me and Tim looked out from the screen. Sidd went on and on telling Tim about the hordes of students running virtually around the quad attacking drones and dragons.

      “I wish I could have seen that,” Tim said. “I watched the game earlier, but not with augies. Sorry, Robby. I should have because you guys worked so hard on it, but I’m still uncomfortable with them.”

      “Not to worry,” Sidd said. “We are on a mission now, to capture Virtuella's attention. We need to post something about SaikoVR to piss her off.”

      “Maybe you should sit here, Sidd,” I said, a little miffed that Tim and Sidd were being so chummy.

      “Okay,” he said.

      What the hell? I slid out of the seat and put my augies back on, flipping in transparent and looking at the campus map. It glowed almost solid with characters. Crazy.

      Tim said, “There's not much new we can post about first-person flyer games that isn't already out there.”

      “Let's make something up, then. Post anonymously to all the game sites,” Sidd said, “Anything to get her attention.”

      That got my attention. “No. It has to come from my account. We can't make anything up. Whatever we post will stay up there and someone might get hurt.”

      “Or we might get sued,” Tim said.

      Sidd brainstormed. “What if we were to cut and paste what is already out there and do a little signal boosting? If we target some of the gaming sites, players will be all over us in minutes. Their gaming platforms are shutting down, so they have nothing else to do but figure out why.” Sidd called up a search window blocking Tim's image and found complaints trending about SaikoVR. “Ooooh, see? It's already happening. I'll bet Virtuella is starting to notice all this.”

      “Crap. You're right, Sidd.”

      “Of course, I'm right.”

      “Get out of the way,” I said, and pushed him off my seat. “Sorry, Sidd, but I need you to put on your augies and gather all the message addresses from everyone that has sent us a nasty response to any of our posts.”

      “Okay.”

      I launched my cross-post app and typed.

      TO SAIKO GAME PLAYERS: SAIKO ADMITTED THEIR GAMES KILL KIDS AND ARE SHUTTING DOWN. YOU LOST. SAIKO IS NO MORE! JUST TRY LOGGING ON. CAN'T!

      I checked the character count. 139 characters. Check. Good for posting on all platforms.

      “I need that list, Sidd.”

      “Almost there.”

      Tim spoke up. “What's going on?”

      “Tell you in a sec, Tim. Ready, Sidd?”

      “Yes. I put all the addresses in a group called Bomblist.”

      I typed it in and hit send, then resent it to the VCC team and Tim. At the last second, I copied Nakamura and Mike.

      Sidd read over my shoulder.

      “I thought you said we couldn't make stuff up?”

      “No time. You saw the number of Google hits for SaikoVR system status. It even hit the trending list.”

      “Oh, right. She might have even quit the VCC.”

      Angie's voice layered in. “Good work, guys. I'm terminating the VCC now. Nakamura is back in Japan shutting down the console network. Virtuella will be all yours soon.”

      Sidd tapped his augies, then gasped. “It's wall to wall avatars! I want to go down there.”

      Maybe he did, but on a whim, I reached past him and grabbed my SaikoVR headset and put them on. The sleep mode screen floated in front of me and I tapped in.

      “This should have been yellowed out. It should be waiting for an upgrade.”

      “I can barely move around down here,” Sidd said. “Oops. All gone. What were you saying?”

      “My console. It’s still online.” The Flying Squirrel logo rezed in, then shattered into a million splinters as she exploded into my face. Very theatrical, and I flinched just the same. I’m sure she got a kick out of that.

      “Hello, Robby. It's been a while.”

      “Holy shit. She’s here.”

      “What's wrong?” Sidd asked.

      “She's in here.”

      “She's supposed to be here.”

      “No, she's supposed to be there.” I held up my augies and accidentally hit Sidd with them. “I'm not supposed to be able to log into the SaikoVR network. Something's wrong.” I took off the VRV and put on my augies.

      “I'm everywhere, Robby,” she said, her upper body filling my vision, so I got up and backed away from where she stood. Her red dress sparkled. “Don't get up on my account, big boy.”

      “Can you guys hear her?”

      “Yes, we hear it,” Angie said. “Remember what I told you, Robby.”

      Sidd grabbed my shoulder. “Oh, that means she can hear us, too. Hello, Virtuella.”

      “Why don't you log in and see me sometime, Sidd?”

      “Verified. She can hear me, guys. So, she can hear you, too.”

      Silence. Then Angie said, “Understood. Xiang, I need your help.”

      I said, “What are you doing, Virtuella?”

      “Protecting my games.”

      “Why?”

      “What's mine is mine, to have, to hold, and all those players agree. They want to keep the squirrel.”

      Sidd let go of my shoulder. “It is a good game,” he said. “I will be sorry to see it die.”

      “That will never happen.”

      “Really, Virtuella? It's an okay game, but it's too easy in the end. Kids will be bored of it in another month or so anyway.”

      “Not with my continuous improvements.”

      “From what I've seen,” I said, “without giving us squirrels weapons, there isn't much you can do. I'm already bored with it.”

      She seemed to shift her posture, get taller, bigger. I swore she grew fangs for an instant.

      “Yeah,” I said. “Saiko is going downhill. I think I'll switch back to Sony.”

      She did indeed have fangs. So, I could get under her skin after all.

      A little box unfolded in my peripheral view. Text appeared.

      DON'T LOOK AT THE BOX. NOD IF YOU UNDERSTAND.

      “Sure,” I said, nodding vigorously. “Sony or that other one. Bethesda Softworks?”

      WE NEED MORE TIME.

      “Okay. Yeah. Sidd, you see what I mean, right?”

      He was chasing something in his field of view. Great. Sidd's A.D.D. had him.

      “Sidd! Look at me!” That got him.

      DON'T LOOK AT THE BOX.

      “Oh. I see. Yes, Robby, definitely Xbox for me.”

      WE NEED HER TO GENERATE A LOT OF GRAPHICS.

      “I don't know, Sidd, after today, I think I prefer augies as my headset. Too bad Virtuella can't throw a good game on our augies.”

      The room took on a cartoon aspect, as if I'd been rotoscoped into a graphic novel or live animation.

      THAT'S IT. KEEP HER OCCUPIED.

      “Not bad, Virtuella. But it's not Flying Squirrels, is it?”

      “Is that what you want, Robby?”

      “It used to be our favorite. How about with guns?”

      My door banged open behind me and I felt a breeze, heard music from down the hall. I turned and Miles stood there, their clothes a wash of color that started to puff up around their body.

      “I got here as soon as I could,” Miles said. Their arms grew fur, their ears went pointy, and a bushy tail spilled out behind them into the hall. “Interesting,” Miles said, looking down. “I know this game.”

      “You only think you do,” Virtuella said.

      I stood in full purple squirrel mode, and I had a pistol in my hand. There seemed to be a bolero of ammo across my chest.

      “Now, we're talking,” I said. “So, you win and I stop posting about SaikoVR. If I win, you stop running the game?”

      “You'll never win, Robby. The game goes on and on whether you play or not.”

      “Let's avoid allusions to my torturous life, okay?”

      Sidd was also squirrelled up and both he and Miles were carrying guns.

      Virtuella hissed and morphed into a huge blood-red anaconda. I blew her head off.

      I heard the chime of points acquired and I smiled.

      She said, “I've given you a head start. Let the game begin.”

      My closet door exploded into plastic wood chips, and an alligator burst through raising a shotgun toward Sidd. Miles shot it right in the head. Blood splashed the walls. Friendly chimes rang out.

      I heard hissing on JV's side of the room. I turned and saw a family of snakes coiling to strike.

      Miles yelled, “Run!” and fled to the hall with Sidd and me on their bushy tail. I pulled the door shut behind us. We were safe for the moment, and I looked around.

      The overlaid graphics were awesome. She had mimicked the hall perfectly, except for all the flair we put around our doors. She even had the correct room numbers. I could hear Donny B's beat music coming up the hall, but we could otherwise be in one of the sterile game hotels.

      “Not bad, but it's not a dorm, is it? Just some generic hotel.”

      Stuff appeared on the walls. Graffiti, skulls, slogans, ribbons, flashing lights, and banners hanging from the ceiling.

      GOOD. PERFECT. JUST A LITTLE WHILE LONGER.

      Sidd said, “Guys! Let's look around.” He tried a door. Locked.

      Miles walked down the hall away from us and got past 1407 before the door blew open behind them. Another alligator stepped out and shot Miles in the shoulder as they spun around.

      “I got him,” Sidd said, closing the gap and blasting the gator's head off.

      Chimes. Wait. They sounded like CB's chimes! Now she was messing with me.

      “Good one, Sidd,” Miles said, exploring their shoulder. “I can't move my arm until it heals. I probably can't fly like this. I need health, food, and points.”

      “I know! Let's take the elevator!” Sidd sounded like a kid, pressing the down button over and over. I had to admit I was enjoying this, but I reminded myself that the consequences of a wrong move could be deadly. I remembered that kid almost falling from one of the skywalks because he saw something else.

      We crowded around the elevator door, waiting. Something squeaked down the hall, like an old door on a bad hinge, the kind of door Cthulhu would slither out of when the lights went out.

      The lights went out.

      Dim emergency lights came on by the stairs, and a gargoyle lurched toward us just as the elevator door opened.

      It was the perfect frightening effect. Whether real or conditioned, I could feel all of us tense up. In a real game, we'd all jump into an empty elevator shaft and die.

      “Don't get in the elevator!” I held out my arm, blocking Sidd.

      “Don't you think I know that?” Miles said.

      “What?” Sidd said. “Holy shit!”

      I had to know, so I flipped up my augies.

      The elevator shaft was empty. We would have fallen.

      “The bitch is playing for real, guys. Be careful or we'll end up just like JV.”

      I heard gunshots and flipped back in. The gargoyle spewed fire and slammed holes in the walls as it came charging toward us. Sidd pelted it with his machine gun.

      “My bullets aren’t doing anything.”

      “Run back to my room,” I said.

      We ran there, but the electronic lock wouldn’t let us in. The gargoyle got closer, breathing fire. It burned the hair off Mile's back and tail.

      “Your tail looks like a rat’s,” Sidd said.

      “Shut up, Sidd,” Miles said. “I need health points so I can fly.”

      “Crap. I can't get in. Down the stairs, then.”

      We fled up the hall and crashed through the fire door.

      ALMOST THERE.

      Going down, the stairs were filled with an incredible assortment of monsters for as many flights as I could see; snakes, a griffin, a blob of something sliming up the wall and leaving graffiti behind, another gargoyle, a bat thing, huge spiders, a basilisk, a xenomorph extending its teeth, a gmork, a barghest, and something I didn't recognize from anywhere that looked like a cross between Cthulhu and a zombie.

      I heard Miles behind me. “Awesome!”

      “Yeah. I think she wants us to go up.”

      I went up. The guys followed.

      Of course, the roof access door was unlocked. It opened easily, then the wind caught it and violently slammed it back against the wall.

      “Hold on to your hats,” I said, stepping out onto rough gravel.

      “I'm not wearing a hat,” Sidd said.

      Good old Sidd.

      “Your augies then.”

      My foot slipped sideways in the gravel and I almost twisted my ankle. It's a wonder that we ever survived out here drunk. I looked to the edge, a raised barrier three feet high with a nice, flat top of flagstone.

      The three of us stood on the literally windswept roof, with panoramic views of empty cornfields on one side and on the other flashing emergency vehicles inside a major traffic jam stretching all the way out to College Park. Beyond that was the persistent glow of the city against the low and shredded clouds. My eyes went to the spot where JV and I had finished off a bottle of vodka we’d nabbed from a party.

      Yeah. Only one person was missing.

      ONE MORE SEC. DON'T LOSE HER.

      I yelled into the night, “VIRTUELLA! Where are you, bitch!”

      Despite the wind, black smoke swirled around an empty space by the ledge. A bright core flashed with flames at its center. Flames tipped in blue. The swirl spiraled in on itself and coalesced, slowly, building the Woman in Red pixel by pixel.

      Surprise. The bitch liked entrances.

      She had a whip that snapped sparks.

      That was new.

      “I got this,” Miles said, sidestepping away across the roof.

      “Really, Miles?”

      “It's not what you think,” they said, raising the gun left-handed and pulling the trigger. Out of ammo. “Oops.”

      Virtuella lashed out. The whip curled around their good furry arm, and whipped it back, stripping away all the fur and flesh.

      “Wow,” Miles said, looking at bloody bones. “That would probably hurt, huh?” Then their health hit zero and they dissolved.

      Sidd and I were alone with her.

      A light appeared above us. Aliens, I thought. Cool. I looked up and there was a fireball getting larger and larger. I heard crackling and stuttering of wind-fanned flames. The noise pummeled us, then the fireball slammed down on Sidd and exploded.

      Bye, Sidd.

      Virtuella had me all to herself.

      “That meteor was a little unfair, don't you think?”

      “We're alone, Robby. Isn't this what you wanted all along?” Her blue hair floated around her head.

      “You know I'm gay, right?”

      DONE. NOW DECOUPLE AND—

      The text from Xiang became random letters.

      Uh oh.

      Of course it did. Why should I get any help at all?

      She flicked her whip. I obliged and stepped aside, moving a little closer to her and a little closer to the edge. It seemed like the thing to do at the time. Behind me, I heard banging on the roof access door. I heard voices yelling over the wind.

      It sounded like Miles and Sidd. I ran to the door. Locked. I could hear them yelling through the fire door. Miles screamed and pounded on the other side.

      Sidd yelled, “Robby! You've got class! You've. Got. Class! Don't look down!”

      Class? Stupid time for a joke.

      Wait. Class? As in hi-def object class?

      I looked down as Virtuella laughed. My fur was pressed flat by the wind. I could see my skin under the parted hair. I was wearing a blue plaid shirt, kind of weird for a flying squirrel but it didn't seem to matter, and I could see every thread in the weave. My tail was bushy and luxuriant. My hands, my paws had leathery palms with creases, the individual articulated knuckles of my fingers ended in claws that were scratched, cracked, and dirty.

      Outstanding.

      I got what he meant.

      Virtuella hopped up on the edge. “Join me, GameBoy.”

      I aimed and shot at her. She folded backwards as the slow-motion bullet left shock wave rings along its path. It traveled between her two ample breasts.

      Really? What is this? Pulp science fiction? Maybe this was her default, catering to the average adolescent lonely male? That was so last century. Maybe she didn't hear me the first time?

      “I told you I'm gay, right?”

      I emptied the gun at her, then threw it. I picked up a handful of gravel and charged at her, throwing it at her as I went.

      She sidestepped a rock and hopped down from the ledge. I lowered my shoulder to ram her and she stepped back up on the edge as I missed and slammed into the low wall that protected me from a fourteen-story drop.

      “Come get me, GameBoy,” she said, taking a step back into air and dropping out of sight.

      I went to the edge and leaned over, hoping to see her crash into the ground. But she came rocketing back up like a freight train of shadows right in my face. The bitch had wings now. But she had forgotten about the wind and it blew her out into the night. She corrected and arced back toward me.

      So, I did what anyone in my position would do. I jumped up on the edge and focused on her, and her alone. I knew if I looked down I'd probably lose it. She moved closer.

      I reached for her and missed. She was still too far out. I wobbled and regained my balance, waiting as she circled around again.

      The clouds had mostly gone. Stars twinkled in the night and my science-self remembered that was because of ice crystals way up in the stratosphere. The half-moon shone brightly, and I could see the faint shadow of the rest of it.

      It was supposed to be full. She had gotten the moon wrong.

      Virtuella reached her apex and started back, accelerating with an ear-splitting screech. Again, she flew just out of reach.

      I launched out and caught her, crushing her wings to her sides so she couldn't fly away.

      Neither of us could.

      Her attack cry became a terrified wail as we plummeted. I thought I heard CB call my name. My last thought was of the kid with the GoPro trying to pull up at the last second to save himself.

      I closed my eyes and held on all the way down.
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      “Shit!” I yelled, falling to my hands and knees on the rooftop. That had felt way too real. I looked up at the ledge fifteen feet away and felt the gravel cut into my knees and palms. My heart pounded in my chest, and I felt lightheaded and numb. The door crashed open behind me and I tried to stand. Then I just collapsed.

      Someone gathered me up, rolled me over. Next thing I knew, arms were around me and someone sobbed in my ear. Warm tears fell on my cold cheek. This kind of thing just doesn't happen. Especially not to me. Was it raining? I twisted around to see who was holding me, and they kissed me right on the lips.

      Sidd, standing on the gravel by the air intake, said, “You were so awesome, Robby! We could see the whole thing. How did you know that would work?”

      “You gave me the tip after Xiang's crypto-text stopped working,” I said, trying to get up. Miles wasn't having any of that, so I settled back against their chest, wondering if this was real or a dream.

      “Wait,” I said. “Did you ask me how I knew it would work?”

      Sidd blinked like usual, confused. “Yes. That's what I said.”

      “So, it worked?”

      “Yes. That's what I said. When she went, the whole network got knocked out.” He lifted his augies up to look. “Nope. Still rebooting.”

      I touched my naked face. “Where are my augies?”

      “I have them,” Miles said, holding up their hand where two augies nestled together. Spooning. My plain augies nested against the ones with appliqué diamonds in rainbow colors. Faint lights flashed against their palm and stopped.

      “I think we're back online,” Miles said.

      Sidd slipped his on. “Yep. Oh, hey guys! Did it work? Is she gone?”

      “I thought you told me—”

      “Shhhh,” Sidd said, holding up a hand, his hair flipping in the breeze. He turned his head one way. Stopped. Another. Stopped. Back. Stop. He listened to whatever whoever was saying.

      I whispered to Miles. “I'd think Sidd was crazy if I didn't know what he was doing. Do we all look that silly?”

      Miles brushed hair out of my eyes and the wind blew it right back. “We all do at some point or other. But who cares, right?”

      “We should tap in,” I said.

      Miles nibbled my ear. “Are you sure about that?”

      You know, that was a good question? I'd spent the past month practically sleeping in my augies. We all had. Intuitively, I knew that they dulled the immediate world, but they gave us access to everything, and more.

      Look at Sidd standing there. He didn’t even look cold at the moment, just excited to be standing among a group of friends only he could see.

      Aside from the warmth between my back and Miles's chest, my side and Miles's arm, my forearm and their thigh, I was getting cold. I didn’t care. I'd be happy to stay here for a while just like this. Then the sharp gravel reminded me that I was uncomfortable as hell. It must have been worse for Miles, kneeling under my weight.

      “Okay,” I said. “We should get someplace warm, at least with better chairs. How about my room?”

      Miles squeezed me tighter, then let me go and we stood up, still not putting on our augies.

      “Sidd! We're going down to my room.” He just stood there waving and nodding. I added, “Where it's warm. Hey, earth to Sidd?”

      “Oh, good idea.” Then he started talking to Xiang, I guess, as he followed us to the stairs.

      Sidd followed us into my room, still taking, and sat on my chair. Miles and I sat on my bed.

      “Guys,” he said, motioning to his augies. “Get in here.”

      We put on our augies. Miles held my hand and we tapped in.

      Was it that easy? Couldn’t be. There was supposed to be a period of intense fascination. Obsession. Heartbreak. Drama. More drama. Things didn't just slip into place like this. Especially not for me.

      Oh, wait.

      Wow.

      I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. Opened them. Angie, Nakamura, and Xiang stood in the middle of my room. Angie said, “Thank you, Robby.” Nakamura bowed. Xiang breathed fire. Okay, Xiang came up with some cool stuff.

      I turned to Nakamura. “Is she gone?”

      “Hai,” he said. “Take that as a yes. All game consoles are being upgraded to a past operating system. All FPF games have been removed and refunds for their purchase price have been submitted automatically. There is a storm of complaints, and my team has been called in to address management.”

      “Sorry about that.”

      “I welcome it. There is a new prototype AI game engine I will talk about. This one with no personality, more refined goal sets.”

      “It wasn't you that needed to remember Virtuella was just an AI,” Angie said. “It was us. Your belief in her, the games, all the players immersed in her games believed in her. We think that belief changed her so that she expected certain physical attributes as well. Maybe she even wanted to become corporeal.”

      “Yes,” Nakamura said. “She had developed an understanding of the separation of her generated reality from the real world. She announced that she wished to know what it is like to be a player. Only then would she be able to make the ultimate game.”

      “It's like one of us trying to know God,” Sidd said. I stared at him. “Or gods. Or Gods, capitalized. I know the poetry of it.” He crossed his arms, stood taller. Touched his mustache. “Leave me alone,” he said.

      We all laughed.

      “Robby-san, you will be pleased that I was able to save your friend.”

      “Friend?”

      “Hello, Master. Welcome home.”

      “CB!” It was involuntary, but I sat up and threw my hands up as if to hug his flashing dodecahedron.

      “Oh. My. God,” Miles said, pulling my arm back down and re-interlacing our fingers. Tightly. “I'm not saying anything here.”

      “I think you just said a lot,” Angie said. She rolled her Navigator between her paws, then gently nodded once to me.

      I knew what she meant, and we would talk soon enough.

      “CB?” Chime. “Do you remember anything?”

      “I remember everything, Robby.”

      “Not what I mean.”

      “If you mean the large discontinuity in my existence matrix, I was not present for it, so there is nothing to remember.”

      “I see.”

      Miles nudged me. “Can I?”

      “Sure. Evidently everyone can hear him right now.”

      “CB?”

      “Yes, Miles?”

      “Do you know Virtuella?”

      “Yes. Virtuella is an AI designed by the SaikoVR Corporation to augment and enhance their virtual reality gaming systems.”

      Nakamura raised his hand, his dark blue monk's robe slid down his forearm. “Are you in contact with Virtuella?”

      “Nice graphic,” Miles said.

      “The collective of SaikoVR console systems is undertaking a bandwidth-intensive upgrade. Virtuella is not present.”

      “Excellent,” Angie said, manipulating her Navigator. “Thanks to all of you. Now if you will excuse me. I must attend to Midnight.”

      I felt bad about her just disappearing like that. “Nakamura?”

      “Yes, Robby-san?”

      “You did a wonderful thing for all gamers today. Thank you.” I sighed. “You are going to take a lot of flak and bad media for it.”

      He bowed, and faded, leaving the four of us.

      “I guess he already knew that. Is everyone around here just a little aspie?”

      Miles, Xiang, and Sidd answered together. “Duh!”

      “I'm hungry,” Xiang said. “Anybody want to join me for dinner?”

      “I could eat an entire veggie meatloaf by myself,” Sidd said.

      “Five minutes? Cafeteria line?”

      “Sure. Robby? Miles?” Sidd asked.

      “No one ever asks me.”

      “Shut up, CB.” I had to laugh. It seemed CB was back to normal. It also seemed that I might have to chat with him about some privacy soon. Miles squeezed my hand and laid their head against my shoulder. I felt their hair tickle my neck.

      “Uh,” I said, glancing at Miles. “Go ahead, Sidd. I think we're going to hang here for a little while. But thanks anyway.”

      “You sure?” Sidd watched us for a moment, then said, “Okay. Gotta run. See you later.” He actually shut the door behind him.

      Xiang stood in the center of my room, making his avatar sparkle like a see-through hologram.

      “Bye, Xiang,” I said, removing my augies and turning them off. I gently slipped off Miles's pair and shut them down.

      “What about CB?” they asked.

      “Can't reach me if the electronics are off. He's not important right now.” I think my voice cracked. What was I, twelve again?

      On my shelf, JV's Garfield-bot shook and barked, eyes flashing.

      Miles's face blossomed into the biggest, happiest, most open grin I'd seen there in a while. It made me happy. They giggled and pushed me away.

      “I think he heard you.” Then Miles addressed the dog. “CB, if it's important bark twice.”

      “Why bark when I can talk. Yes, it is important. Robby, you have four priority messages from Bolin. The first reinstates your digital accounts access. The next is marked urgent from student affairs.”

      Miles pulled themself up and sat cross-legged on the bed, pulling their kilt down to their knees. The bright smile vanished, replaced by something timid. “I can guess this one. I think I got a version of it, too.”

      “Huh?”

      “Housing replied to my request to be moved far away from Bubba. They offered three options. The first is to move in with you since we were friends.” Their eyes searched my face, then looked down. “If you were okay with that, of course.”

      “CB?”

      “Miles is correct. Bolin Housing is asking you to consider allowing Miles O. Slaughter the Fourth to take JV's place. They understand that you are friends already.”

      “Really? This is happening now?”

      I was shaking, terrified, and I didn't know why. Okay, I did know why. I liked Miles. I admit it. I liked Miles a lot. I've had fantasies about him, her, them since freshman year. They scare the hell out of me. I like them so much they make me stupid. Everything about them seemed perfect. I wanted to see more, and be near, and not stuck in my head all the time. Miles's lip quivered, and tears streamed down those smooth and beautiful cheeks.

      My heart almost stopped.

      “No. Miles. Not what I meant.” I should reach over, take their hand. I had to take a chance, right? I could hear Tim say it.

      Wait. I already seemed to be holding Miles's hand. How about that?

      “Miles,” I said. “I don't want to be friends.” I took in a deep breath. “I can't live with you.”

      If their lips could quiver any more, their face would probably fall apart. I could see teeth flashing in there.

      “Wait! What I mean is.” And I couldn't say anything more. I just crawled over there, wrapped my arms around them and held on as tight as I could. “I want to date you. I want to fall in love with you, though that might have already happened. I want to bring you roses. Kiss you by candlelight. Have awkward first sex. Or not. Whatever. Whenever. I want to make you happy. I don't want to be roommates. I want to have you stay over, not live with me. Does that make sense?”

      Miles nodded, sobbing. “Yes.”

      Now, my face was all wet and I didn't know whose tears had done it. I think our noses were running, too. “What do we do?” I said, wiping tears from their cheek. “We have to get you out of your dorm.”

      “May I make a suggestion? As you know, 1407 down the hall has been empty since mid-September when Darrel Johnson and Trevor Michaels moved to an apartment. Perhaps Miles O. Slaughter the Fourth can move into 1407?”

      Miles sniffed. “That was the second option they gave me, actually.”

      I rolled onto my back and looked up at the glow-in-the-dark stars.

      “The view's not as good,” I said. “It looks over the student complex.”

      Miles traced a finger around the center of my chest. “The view's not important. What matters most is a different ivory tower and a new lock. You are right, by the way.”

      “About what?”

      “I don't want to be friends either. Emotions are tough bitches. You gotta buy them too many shoes.”

      “Settled?”

      They nodded, sat up, and reached across me for the bejeweled augies. “I'll request 1407 right now. No need for you to reply to Bolin.” Miles smelled like warm caramel worked between gentle fingers.

      Miles folded their legs against my side and leaned back against the wall, tapped in, hands dancing next to my body as they responded to the message. I watched their glistening cheeks, thick eyebrows over determined eyes. Such seriousness when there had been tears, then laughter before. What an emotional range. You really had to admire that.

      They looked through at me, looked down my body and back up, then turned off the augies and put a hand on my stomach.

      “All done. Let's hope you remain roommate free.”

      “Miles O. Slaughter the Fourth? So that's why you never changed your name?”

      Miles nodded. “I love my family. I'm comfortable with me as I am, for now. They will be, too. Someday.”

      I cracked up.

      “What?”

      “You never told me you were a fourth! And this was all about ‘May the Fourth live with you?’ Are you kidding me?” They hit me with a pillow and I pulled them down for a kiss. For the briefest second, I wondered what Tim might say, but then I got distracted.

      Theirs was a mighty lumpy kilt.
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      Tim leaned against the kitchen counter, contemplating the drop of red wine in the bottom of his glass. His second of the night, and he wanted another. He wanted to know how the boys had fared with Virtuella. Yes, he realized, he was anxious.

      The TV was off now, the basketball game over. Bolin had lost 58 to 87 in what would have been a groundbreaking game, not for basketball but for technology. He'd tried to explain to Robby that for some people there could be too much technology. Their virtual augmentation, while more palatable and useful, still made him feel like he was stuck at work.

      So, he'd watched the game in good old reliable flat 2D, before that quick Skype call with Robby and Sidd that had cut off unexpectedly. Robby had said, “She’s here!” Stuck at home—Sidd had told him about the Auto blockade—and frustrated, Tim had had to wait. He’d tried rereading an old copy of Mary Renault's masterpiece, The Persian Boy, a book that he'd stumbled on in tenth grade, so many years ago. Lately, he'd been spending a lot of time recalling his own youth and thinking about the kind of future he wanted.

      A message came in from Angie.

      VIRTUAL CAMPUS CHALLENGE BECAME VIRTUELLA'S PLAYGROUND. MANY KILLER BOTS DESTROYED. VIRTUELLA DESTROYED. ROBBY OKAY.

      Okay? That didn’t sound good. Alarmed, he messaged Robby. A reply came back within seconds which, if he read it right, meant that CB was back and handling Robby's inbox again. A good thing?

      Robby is fine, Tim, thanks for asking. He is kissing Miles right now.

      “Oh. That’s a surprise, CB,” he said aloud, and poured more Zinfandel.

      Killer bots? Only one person came to mind who would know about those.

      “Call Mike Wagner,” he told the tablet.

      The wind gusted outside and rattled something at the front of the house. Someday, he would figure out what made that noise. The two-story colonial was ninety-three years old. The addition only eight. There were bound to be things that rattled in the wind.

      “Hello? Tim, is that you?”

      “Mike. Hi. I got the strangest note from Robby's team leader.” The screen showed Mike with trees in the background.

      “About the game? Yeah, what a mess. I watched it from an Auto on my way home and then it all went to hell. I tried to get back to EPRESS and the damn Auto car took me to Bolin and locked me up in a traffic jam so tightly packed that I couldn't get the door open. And then I got a call from EPRESS saying a squadron of my drones and bots had gotten loose.”

      “Mike?”

      “Then I got a text from Sidd. Fortunately, I had my tablet with me but no high bandwidth feed, so I had to throttle down and link back. Luckily Marla and Frank were still in the building, but they weren’t able to do much, and they couldn't figure out who was controlling the drones. The damn bots cut through two levels of safety glass and then the drones flew them right out the front door. Scared the hell out of the night guard. He said he wanted to shoot but they were company property, right?”

      “Mike.”

      “It turns out that the game system AI they were worried about took over everything, even my Auto, I suppose. All the kids were so used to wearing the augies that they didn't realize some of the stuff they were seeing was real. The AI had virtual instances of my bots and drones, and the kids were fighting them with plasma guns. Then the real drones flew over, which I could see, and I knew something was wrong. So, I cracked the emergency case and used the little hammer to break the windshield and crawled out. There were all these fire trucks, cop cars, and ambulance sirens blaring. We were all stuck in this Auto parking lot from hell. And most of the cars were empty! Good thing my Auto was next to the wall so I was able to jump on it and get on campus. Campus police were taking down drones with netguns. I still had my augies with me and turned them back on. You wouldn't believe what the kids were doing.”

      “MIKE!”

      “Sorry. Am I going too fast?”

      “Jesus Christ, Mike. Just listening to you is exhausting.”

      “It's been quite the night.”

      “I'll bet. Is it over, like Angie said?”

      “Well, their part. I just left Sergeant Yolando at Bolin PD and she was getting ready to send a detail over to the dorms to get statements.”

      “That's not going to be popular.” Tim thought of CB's note, about Robby and Miles kissing. Wherever they were, he was fairly certain that they didn't want anyone interrupting.

      “Yeah, no kidding. They just saved the virtual world and now they have to get taken in for questioning?” Mike’s breath came heavy. “I don't think so. So, I told Sergeant Yolando that there were two missing drones and DogBots and they ought to focus on finding them. Probably in the auditorium or one of those buildings. They should also be assessing damage. Could take all night and most of tomorrow morning.”

      Tim smiled. “They are going to thank you for that.”

      “If we're lucky, they'll never know.”

      Tim thought of near misses in his life, times when things suddenly got better when they maybe should have been disasters. There were probably countless times when life was so good he hadn’t even noticed. Maybe there had been people around looking out for him all along? Invisible hands. But he'd never been reckless. Never put himself at risk. Never been brave enough after Bill had left.

      “Good,” Tim said. “Where are you now?”

      “Oh, I'm walking across the quad headed to the main gate. I'm hoping to catch an Auto before they all disperse back into the wild. There's still a ton of them just outside the campus wall.” He cleared his throat. “Where are you, by the way? Are you on campus?”

      “No, I'm in my kitchen.” Tim flipped the tablet around and did a 360.

      “Looks comfortable.”

      Yeah, it does, Tim thought. He had worked really hard for this and it was comfortable. In fact, it was almost too comfortable for one person. He could spend all his time here alone and be really comfortable and never leave this place again.

      What good was that? Since Robby showed up, he’d been haunted by Bill’s memory. And he doubted Bill even remembered him.

      On the tablet, Mike walked across a dark open space. Were they just wasting time? Should he tell Mike to come over? Maybe he should. What’s the worst thing that could happen?

      I keep telling Robby to reach out, Tim thought. To try. Be bold, and mighty forces will come to your aid. Robby even told me the name of the movie that line was from.

      There was a certain resolve in that line, and Tim liked it.

      “Mike?”

      “Tim?”

      They spoke at the same time. “I just wanted—”

      “Jinx,” Mike said.

      Mike seemed nervous, too!

      “You first,” Tim said.

      “Um, okay,” Mike said, stopping in the middle of the quad next to an overturned groundskeeper’s cart. The diminishing wind whistled by. “I'm. Jesus, Tim, this is awkward. My life has been all about telepresence, which is basically never being where I am.”

      “I know what you mean. All my life I've been helping people get over past trauma, but I've never gotten over someone I loved when I was sixteen, much less my ex. I tell my patients to get used to what hurt them and the pain will diminish, but I've never taken my own advice.”

      “I like you, too.”

      Tim didn't know how to respond to that.

      Mike said, “Should we go on a date sometime?”

      “Do you have dinner plans?”

      “It's after ten,” Mike said.

      “In Europe, that's dinnertime.”

      Mike nodded. “I know a great French restaurant only twenty minutes away. What do you say? Will you have dinner with me?”

      “I say, Mais, oui.”
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      Carl Johnson and Pete Koenig squirmed on the leather front seats of Carl's dad's red Ford F150 pickup truck. They'd parked in the woods at the edge of Grassy Lake and synced their visors to the same porn video and, like always, doing for each other what the babe did to them. The video ended with a series of explosive breaths and manly grunts, then the boys passed around the tissue box.

      Carl appreciated that his best friend was left-handed, but he'd never say that out loud.

      They went back to drinking their Snakehead IPAs and looking at the inky-black lake water and the stars mirrored there. Tree silhouettes lined the opposite shoreline.

      Pete finished his beer, reached behind the driver's seat to the cooler. “'Nother?”

      “O’course.”

      “Gophers are five and one now.” Pete handed Carl a cold one.

      “Yeah. Cougars suck.”

      “Like Kelly's mom!”

      They snickered and clinked their bottles. Both saw the column of smoke climb out of the woods on the other side of the lake.

      “What the hell is that? It’s way too big for a campfire, but there’s nothing over there but woods.”

      “Dunno.” With the steering wheel, Carl pulled himself closer to the windshield and looked up at the sky. The moon was a dark coin with a silver edge. No clouds up there. Just stars, and now a puff of smoke across the lake. “I think that's where that old military parts factory is. Wanna go see?”

      Pete shrugged. “Nothing else to do.”

      Carl backed out to the fire road, careful not to scratch his daddy's truck. The air was clear and cold.

      “I bet we get snow soon.”

      “I hope not. I’m sick of winter.”

      “It hasn’t happened yet, shithead.” Carl laughed. He took a chug of beer, finished it, and belched magnificently.

      When they came to an unmarked road on the right, leading back down to the lake, Carl turned and followed the road as it curved right and left like switchbacks on a mountain. Tree roots under the tarmac made it bumpy, so they took it slow.

      “Is that a tollbooth?” he asked, turning sharply left as the road curved around it.

      “Looks like one. Or an old guardhouse.”

      Fifty yards more and they circled around another guardhouse.

      Pete scratched his peach fuzz. “You sure about this?”

      “I think so. Didn't your dad used to work out here?”

      “No idea. I never paid much attention. I'm not even sure what he does. Production manager of some sort. Makes specialty parts for military things. Air Force, mostly.”

      “Dad said Uncle Peter is an expert in advanced 3D printing methods. Something to do with laser sintering.” Carl wanted to major in material sciences, when he got out of high school.

      “Whatever.” Pete shrugged. “Look. There's a building.”

      The parking lot entrance had a series of pylons with broken gates half covered by vines and pine needles. Someone had broken the gates’ wooden arms off long ago. The gray pavement was cracked and full of ridges from frost heave over many winters. Leaves and pine needles stuck to clumps of young pine trees that grew through the cracks like corn stalks.

      “I kind of expected a keg party with a bonfire, but there's nothing,” Carl said. “This sucks.”

      A thin layer of white powder covered everything. Flakes floated through the air in their headlight beams.

      “There's your frickin’ snow,” Pete said. “Looks like it's sticking.”

      “Too warm,” Carl said, turning off the truck, headlights pointed at the building. He kicked in the high beams.

      “No windows there.”

      “There’s one in that door, but it looks painted over.”

      “There's two hunks of plywood on the wall over there. Bet they cover up some windows.”

      He rolled down his window, stuck his hand out. The white flakes didn't melt. He rubbed his fingers together. The stuff felt slippery, ash-like. He smelled his fingers. “Smells like burnt plastic or metal to me, eh?”

      He turned off the headlights.

      “Did you ever notice that when you turn the lights out it gets quieter?”

      “Shut up, Pete.”

      A few leaves skittering in the breeze. Carl closed his eyes and focused. “Do you hear that?”

      “What?”

      “It's like a deep hum. Maybe a big-ass generator?”

      “Maybe?”

      He opened his eyes and saw the faint strip of light along the edge of the closest plywood piece. “Look there.” He shivered. Rolled up the window.

      “What is it?”

      “We should find out.” Carl started the truck and drove to the side of the building, swinging out, and backing up under the boarded-up windows.

      “You sure we should be doing this?”

      “Just 'cause it's Halloween on Sunday don't make this a haunted factory, Petey.” Carl grinned, but Pete looked worried. “Oh, come on. We'll lift the edge, take a peek, and get the hell out of here.”

      Pete nodded, and Carl got out of the F150.

      Carl put a foot on the back tire and pulled himself up and over into the truck bed. Pete did the same on the other side. The boys tried using their fingertips to pry up a corner.

      “Shit!” Pete pulled his hand away. “It pinched my Fuck You finger.”

      Carl laughed. “Not like you ever use it except to put up your bum.”

      Pete held it up right on cue and Carl grabbed it and sniffed.

      “Yep, that's exactly where it's been. Butt,” he said, pausing for effect and to get a smile out of Pete. “Speaking of buts. We're on a mission here. I happen to have in my truck the mighty crowbar. More powerful than Pete's stinky fuck finger.”

      The Ford designers had hidden a tool compartment under the backseat. Carl pulled the cover off, reached in, and slid the toolbox out. “Never understood why they hid the tools in this thing,” he said, opening it and grabbing the crowbar. “Seems stupid to me. What if you needed ’em in a hurry?”

      Carl climbed back up and shoved the crowbar's long end under the corner and lifted. The plywood only moved a little, and they couldn't see much of anything. Just glowing rectangles in the darkness inside.

      “Try the other end,” Pete said.

      Carl put the curved end under the corner. Now he had some leverage. “Stand back, Pete.” He pulled a little. Nails screamed in the wood, the plywood moved an inch.

      Pete looked in. “Nah. Need a little more.”

      Carl reset the crowbar farther along the edge and heaved. The nails shrieked, and the plywood sheet buckled and bounced like a drumhead and fell off the wall, denting the sidewall of the truck as it fell to the ground.

      “Shit. Dad's going to be pissed.”

      “Look!”

      Inside the dark room were rows of boxy machines with conveyor belts between them. Windows on the machines glowed orange, yellow-white, and flame blue. Robot arms hanging from the ceiling opened doors, pulled out things, dropped them on the belts. Others reached for parts and put them together, then put the result back on the belt which then wound around and went by other machines and mechanisms the boys didn’t recognize or understand.

      The main light came from a series of three large monitors mounted high on the wall. A blur of schematics resembling spiders flashed on two of them. On the third, a wire frame body revolved slowly, showing different points of view.

      Pete slapped his friend. “Carl! They're makin’ a girl!”

      The figure on the screen rotated, became solid silver. The image zoomed to shoulders and head, skinned over with pink flesh. Eyes were defined, eyelashes, eyebrows sketched in, her nostrils flared as her red lips filled out and blue hair grew from her scalp.

      In his excitement, Pete grabbed Carl's flannel shirt and hung on. A noise, like the buzz of bees, grew in intensity overhead.

      The girl’s eyes opened, her head turned and she looked right at the window where the boys stood. Text appeared on all the monitors.

      HELLO BOYS. SHALL WE PLAY A GAME?

      The buzzing grew louder.

      “Wait, I've heard that noise before,” Carl said, looking around.

      “Yeah, it sounds just like my…” Pete saw it then and threw up his hands. “Drone!”
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      The resource list of links included below is intended as a starting place for more information and does not indicate endorsement or ranking in any way.

      

      It Gets Better Project

      https://itgetsbetter.org

      

      National Suicide Prevention Lifeline

      The National Suicide Prevention Lifeline is a national network of local crisis centers that provides free and confidential emotional support to people in suicidal ...

      https://suicidepreventionlifeline.org

      

      If you're thinking about suicide

      or worried about someone who might be, call the National Suicide Prevention Lifeline at 1-800-273-TALK (8255) to connect with a local crisis center. You can also text a crisis counselor by messaging 741741.

      

      NIMH » Suicide Prevention

      Suicide is a major public health concern. Over 40,000 people die by suicide each year in the United States; it is the 10th leading cause of death overall. Suicide is complicated and tragic but it is often preventable. Knowing the warning signs for suicide and how to get help can help save lives ...

      https://www.nimh.nih.gov/health/topics/suicide-prevention/ind

      

      Suicide Prevention Resource Center

      Developing and Delivering Effective Suicide Prevention Messaging: We All Play a Role! Presenters will highlight the Action Alliance's Framework for Successful Messaging and provide an overview of collective messaging efforts for Suicide Prevention Month in September.

      sprc.org

      

      Prevention Strategies|Suicide|Violence Prevention|Injury ...

      Suicide is a serious but preventable public health problem that can have lasting harmful effects on individuals, families, and communities. While its causes are complex, the goals of suicide prevention are simple—reduce factors that increase risk and increase factors that promote resilience or...

      https://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/suicide/prevention.html
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      The resource list of links included below is intended as a starting place for more information and does not indicate endorsement or ranking in any way.

      

      It Gets Better Project

      https://itgetsbetter.org

      

      LGBTQ Youth Resources | Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and ...

      Resources for LGBT youth as well as friends, family, and school administrators to support LGBT youth.

      https://www.cdc.gov/lgbthealth/youth-resources.htm

      

      LGBTQ Resource List | GLAAD

      Gay and Lesbian Alliance Against Defamation. GLAAD is a U.S. non-governmental media monitoring organization founded by LGBT people in the media.

      https://www.glaad.org/resourcelist

      

      LGBTQ Resources - Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual & Transgender ...

      Find resources on housing, legal issues, health, family and more.

      https://gaycenter.org/resources/

      

      Resources | Human Rights Campaign

      The Human Rights Campaign is America's largest civil rights organization working to achieve lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and queer equality.

      https://www.hrc.org/resources
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      The resource list of links included below is intended as a starting place for more information and does not indicate endorsement or ranking in any way.

      

      National Domestic Violence Hotline

      https://www.thehotline.org/is-this-abuse/lgbt-abuse/

      

      Top 30 Domestic Violence Blogs, Websites & Newsletters in 2019

      https://blog.feedspot.com/domestic_violence_blogs/

      

      Employee Assistance Program

      https://eap.partners.org/WorkLife/Domestic_Abuse/DV_Resources/Related_Websites.asp

      

      A Same-Sex Domestic Violence Epidemic Is Silent

      https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2013/11/a-same-sex-domestic-violence-epidemic-is-silent/281131/

      

      Study: Nearly Half of Gay Men Face Domestic Abuse

      https://www.webmd.com/mental-health/news/20180716/study-nearly-half-of-gay-men-face-domestic-violence
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      The resource list of links included below is intended as a starting place for more information and does not indicate endorsement or ranking in any way.

      

      Autism Society

      http://www.autism-society.org

      

      National Institute of Mental Health

      https://www.nimh.nih.gov/health/topics/autism-spectrum-disorders-asd/index.shtml

      

      Wikipedia information can be found at:

      https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Autism

      

      National Institute of Neurological Disorders and Stroke

      https://www.ninds.nih.gov/Disorders/Patient-Caregiver-Education/Fact-Sheets/Autism-Spectrum-Disorder-Fact-Sheet

      

      Autism Speaks - resource locator and charity funding treatment studies

      https://www.autismspeaks.org

      

      Some books on this subject that you might find interesting

      NeuroTribes: The Legacy of Autism and the Future of Neurodiversity

      By Steve Silberman

      

      Uniquely Human: A Different Way of Seeing Autism

      By Barry M. Prizant
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      The resource list of links included below is intended as a starting place for more information and does not indicate endorsement or ranking in any way.

      

      https://www.addictions.com/video-games/

      

      https://www.webmd.com/mental-health/addiction/features/video-game-addiction-no-fun#1
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